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      A crash echoes across the yard from my neighbor’s house. I startle, spilling ice coffee on my hand and shorts. Crap, that’s going to stain. I place my cup on the patio table and stand, shoving the chair back. Two steps across my deck, I stop, chew on my bottom lip, and shift my weight from side to side.

      The last time I set foot on his property he grunted, snatched the plate of welcome to the neighborhood cookies out of my hands, and closed the door in my face. Not an experience I care to repeat.

      What if he’s hurt? If I do nothing, and he’s injured, what kind of person does that make me?

      Damn it!

      Standing around debating the issue wastes precious time if he’s bleeding out or something. On TV, the ambulance always makes it to the hospital at the last possible minute before death or permanent disability occurs, but that’s just drama, right?

      I jog down my deck steps and across my yard into his. The line of waist high holly bushes separating our properties snag at my clothes and scrape against my skin.

      Should I knock on the front door or go to the back? The crash came from his backyard. He’s probably fine and simply dropped something, or maybe thrown it in a fit of rage.

      Rolling my eyes, I veer towards the back of the gray colonial. Time is of the essence.

      I reach the blue stone patio and jerk to a stop.  A ladder is on its side and my neighbor is flat on his back.

      I gasp and sprint around the low wall edging the patio.

      Crap! Is he dead? Did I waste precious minutes debating when I could have saved him?

      His eyes are open and staring at the sky. Is he breathing?

      I reach for my phone in my back pocket as I step onto the stones. His blond head swivels in my direction and his dark gaze locks on me. I stumble to a stop a few feet away.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Who the hell are you?”

      As charming as ever, I see. I point towards my house. “Your neighbor. I heard a crash.”

      He springs to his feet in a single flow of movement.

      Impressive ab strength to accomplish that feat. My gaze drifts over his tall, rangy build. Yeah, there are serious muscles flexing under those jeans and T-shirt. They all appear to be in fine working order. No damage done. He isn’t in need of my assistance. I shove my phone back into my pocket.

      “Are you in the habit of barging onto private property?”

      He braces his fists on his hips and scowls.

      For real? Next time I hear a crash over here, I’ll turn on the music and pour a glass or two of wine.

      I huff out a breath and scowl right back. “No, like I said, I heard a crash and wanted to make sure no one was hurt.”

      “As you can see, I’m not in need of a Florence Nightingale.”

      I glance away. Okay, after our first encounter I tried to give him the benefit of the doubt. Everyone has a bad day, but this guy is a jerk.

      Through the open patio door, I spot a gun, some type of rope, and an assortment of knives and sharp objects strewn across a table.

      I snap my gaze back to his and swallow hard. “Yup, I can see that.” I back up several steps. “I won’t bother you again.”

      Grabbing my phone out of my pocket in case he decides to commit violence against me, I pivot and stride across his lawn as fast as I can, short of breaking into a run. The urge to glance back over my shoulder to see if he is watching me crawls up my neck, but I stare at the solace of my little blue cape.

      Once I reach my back deck, I dart inside and lock the door behind me. I grip the doorknob in my fist as I sag against the door.

      Okay, not going to panic, I’m sure there are many reasons for him to have an assortment of weapons on his kitchen table.

      Just because I can’t think of a single reasonable, nonviolent one, doesn’t mean I should jump to any conclusions.

      Thank God the boys are back at school. I might feel the need to bundle them close, pack up our stuff, and take off for parts unknown.

      Imagination in overdrive, Olivia! Dial it back a notch or two.

      I wipe the dots of perspiration off my nose with the back of my hand. Not sure if it was from the run, the heat, or the fear, but my clothes are sticking to my skin. One more summer where central air conditioning isn’t in the budget. Fans and window units will have to suffice. Besides, it’s already September and the heat should give way to cooler temperatures soon.

      I push off from the door and walk around the corner to the bathroom and splash cold water on my face and neck and then wipe it off with a towel. I check the time on my phone, ten o’clock. My shift at the bakery starts soon.

      Upstairs, I peek out my bedroom window at the gray colonial while slipping into a sleeveless pink sundress. My disagreeable neighbor is nowhere in sight. I walk back into the bathroom and comb my hair back into a ponytail, put on a few swipes of mascara to darken my pale lashes and rub a tinted lip balm onto my lips.

      From the bathroom window I can see more of his backyard, but there’s no sign of him. He probably went inside. I check the windows of his house. Nothing stirs. What if he’s looking out one of his windows at my house like I’m doing to him? I jump back and shuffle backwards out of the room into the hallway.

      If I couldn’t see into his windows, then he can’t possibly see into my windows, can he? Not without a pair of binoculars.

      Great, now the image of him staring into a pair of binoculars at my house is stuck in my head. At least it’s better than him holding one or more of those weapons.

      Or worse, chasing me with those weapons.
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      “My neighbor is a serial killer.”

      “Umm…is that fact or supposition?” Lucinda’s blonde eyebrows arch halfway up her forehead as she leans against the marble counter nibbling on a piece of muffin.

      The aroma of freshly baked chocolate chip and oatmeal raisin cookies wafts across the kitchen after Franny opens the ovens. She puts the trays of cookies on the rolling rack in front of the ovens and props her hands on her hips. “You didn’t go back there without me, did you? I told you I would go.”

      I shake my head and lift myself onto the counter next to the sink. “No—well, not intentionally. I was sitting on my back deck this morning enjoying my second cup of coffee while contemplating my life and what the hell I want to do with it when I heard a crash next door. So, of course, I went over to ensure no one was dying or anything.”

      “You went over there thinking you lived next door to a serial killer? Why didn’t you call the police?” Lucinda drops the rest of her muffin into the garbage and brushes the crumbs off her fingers. “Have you called the police?” She glances at Franny. “She’s not serious, is she?”

      Franny holds up a finger to her sister. “Hold on, Luce. Olivia, what happened?”

      “My neighbor was on his patio, lying on his back, just staring at the sky. There was a ladder on its side near him. To be honest, for a second, I thought he might be dead. Then he jumped up and yelled at me for trespassing. I was ready to give him hell right back, but when I noticed the large assortment of weapons littering his kitchen table, I left.”

      Franny frowns and glances at her sister. “This guy moved in next door to Olivia and was rude when she welcomed him to the neighborhood. She did a search for him on the internet and came up with nothing. She has her twin boys to worry about, so she’s cautious. I told her I would go with her next time because there’s plenty of reasons the guy might be unfriendly, but obviously her instincts were right in the first place. There’s something fishy going on.”

      “I know I’m paranoid, but being a mother makes me worry about all sorts of things. So, when someone new moves into the neighborhood or comes into their lives, I do a quick search online and not only the predator lists, but a general hunt to make sure there are no red flags. Luke Hollister has no online presence whatsoever. No social media, nothing. That’s weird, right? Now, coupled with his behavior and the weapon stash—I’m not crazy to worry, am I?”

      Lucinda shakes her head. “Not at all, I can only imagine what you have to worry over as a parent. And, although there is nothing criminal about being rude or unfriendly, I admit the multitude of weapons is questionable.” She raises her hand. “However, he could simply be a collector. Perhaps we shouldn’t jump to conclusions just yet.”

      “Spoken like the lawyer you are.” Franny smirks.

      “A collector of weapons? I admit I didn’t think of that. My mind went straight to murderous intent.” I swing my feet and stare at the black and white squares of tile on the floor. All right, my paranoia for my kids’ safety might be getting out of control.

      “I’m simply throwing out other options. My firm in Connecticut had a private investigator on retainer. Would you like me to call him and ask for a referral for someone here in New Hampshire? Or we could ask our father to check with his former firm and see if they recommend anyone in the area.”

      “You think Granite Cove is big enough to have a private investigator?”  Franny leans on the counter with folded arms. “I’d like to see Mother’s face when you ask Dad for the name of a private investigator though.”

      “Ha ha.”

      “Thanks guys, but hiring an investigator isn’t exactly in my budget.” I cross my ankles and sigh. “I guess I’ll just have to keep a close eye out and make sure my two devils don’t go wandering out of our yard.”

      “Well, don’t go back over there, no matter what you hear.”

      I nod at Franny. “I have no intention of setting foot on his property again. Maybe it’s time I replaced the fence between our properties. There used to be a split rail fence, but it rotted in places so the former owner tore the whole thing out before listing it for sale. I could put in a tall solid fence with barbed wire at the top.”

      “That would certainly send a message.” Franny grins.

      The bell on the front door jingles signaling a customer arrived. “Hold that thought.” I jump off the counter and walk to the front of the bakery and smile. “Welcome to The Sweet Spot, what can I get for you today?”

      The older couple smile and look back down at the glass display cases filled with goodies. I don’t recognize them as frequent customers. They’re probably vacationers. Not all the summer people have left for the season.

      They choose an assortment of pastries. I box them up and cash them out. “Have a wonderful day.”

      I wave them off and head back into the kitchen, glancing at the clock as I enter. The slow hour between the lunch rush and the pre-closing surge of customers allows us to catch our breaths. The eleven o’clock to five o’clock hours I work for Franny allows me to get the kids on the bus in the morning and be home to cook them dinner every day. I’m thankful for the income, but shouldn’t I be striving for more?

      I’m twenty-eight years old and the mother of twin ten-year-old boys. I should have a life plan in place—one more ambitious than staying sane while keeping a roof over our heads and my kids healthy.

      Lucinda is still leaning against the counter watching Franny flit from one of the ovens along the wall and back to the rolling racks as she puts the trays of sweets on to cool.

      Franny glances up. “Everything good?”

      “Yup, just a couple buying a box of pastries.”

      “How about Luce and I come over and spy on your neighbor under the guise of a girl’s night?”

      “Ooh, I love that idea!”  Lucinda claps her hands together. “I could use a girl’s night.”

      Franny chuckles. “Mother driving you crazy?”

      “Let’s just say I’m so glad you’re letting me move into the apartment upstairs once you move in with Mitch.”

      “You’re moving in with Mitch?”

      Franny smiles and nods. “I was going to tell you, but then got sidetracked by your neighbor story. I’m over at his house so much anyway, it just makes sense to move in now. Originally, I’d planned on waiting until after the wedding. You know, be traditional and all that.” She shrugs. “But it just seems silly to wait.”

      “That’s wonderful!” I walk around the counter and give her a hug. “How are the wedding plans going?”

      Lucinda snorts. “Mother is in a tizzy. I’m glad it’s taken some of the pressure off me. At least she’s stopped her matchmaking efforts for now. Although she can’t very well continue since Franny here snatched up Mitch.”

      “Ha! She accused me and Luce of setting up an elaborate con to trick her when Mitch and I announced our engagement! It took meeting his parents to finally convince her.”

      “It sounds like you and your mother are getting along better.”

      “We have a hesitant truce. Planning the wedding keeps her focused and when she gets out of hand, I threaten to elope.”

      I laugh. “The house must be coming along if you’re ready to move in.”

      Franny’s eyes fill with delight. “Oh yes, you have to see it! There’s still plenty of construction going on, but Mitch had them focus on certain areas for his parents’ visit and now they’re concentrating on the kitchen. It’ll be done next week! I can’t wait. It’s my dream kitchen. You should come over when they’re done. I’ll cook for you in my new kitchen.”

      “I’d love that. I can’t wait to see it.” The bell rings again and I turn to the front. “How about tomorrow night for girl’s night?”

      Lucinda nods, but Franny winces. “Can we make Saturday night instead? Mitch has a hike and picnic dinner planned tomorrow.”

      “You’ve agreed to another hike?”

      “Yes, well, apparently I’ll do just about anything for that man.”

      “Saturday works great, actually. Ryan has the boys that night. So we’ll have the place to ourselves.” Chuckling, I walk out front to wait on the customers. More enter while I’m helping the first set. Looks like the afternoon rush is starting early today.

      A steady stream of customers keeps me busy the rest of the afternoon until closing.

      After helping Franny clean up, we exit together out the back door. Boat motors idle at the dock behind the ski shop next door. A jet ski roars across the mouth of the cove. The wake left in its path sends waves lapping at the rocks edging the property.

      “See you tomorrow.” Franny heads up the stairs to her apartment.

      I wave and walk down the alleyway and up the street to my car parked up the block. Fried food scents the warm air from Billings Creamery. My stomach growls in response.

      Franny used to be still working hard in the bakery when I left, but now she often leaves when I do. I guess being in love makes all the difference. She’s blossomed since falling in love with Mitch. She glows when he’s around or even just when talking about him.

      How does it feel to love someone so much? Even when Ryan and I were together, we weren’t the bubbly, gushing, lovey dovey couple. I guess getting pregnant right away, dropping out of college, and getting married nixed any chance of us being carefree and in love.
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      “Backpacks all packed?”

      “Yup!” Timmy and Tommy both call out as they race upstairs after breakfast.

      I walk over to the bottom of the stairs. “Homework done?”

      “No homework this weekend.” Timmy peeks from the top of the stairs. He disappears back into their bedroom on the right.

      Sighing, I collect discarded shoes and hats and put them on the hooks and shelves by the front door. I glance out the living room window for Ryan. He was due to pick the boys up ten minutes ago.

      No sign of him, so I walk into the kitchen. They left their plates on the table. I debate a moment whether to call them back down to put the dishes in the dishwasher, as they’re supposed to do, or let it slide this one time.

      I’ll enforce the rules next time. I didn’t sleep well last night, and I’m not up to the hassle. I put the plates and glasses in the dishwasher and putter around the kitchen, wiping down the counters and cleaning out the fire hazard pile of crumbs in the toaster. Burnt bread assails my nose.

      Twenty minutes later, there is still no sign of Ryan. I check my phone in case I missed a call or text telling me he would be late. Nope, nothing.

      I dial his number only to have it go straight to voicemail. “Hi Ryan. I’m just wondering where you are since you were supposed to pick up the boys a half hour ago. Call me.”

      It’s not the first time he’s been late, and I’m sure it won’t be the last. He would’ve called if he had to cancel altogether.

      Scrolling through my emails, I stop on one for a local community college. I subscribed a couple years ago, thinking I might take classes. For what subject I have no idea, which is why I probably never followed through.

      I should take a class or two. It might get me out of this rut I am sliding into. I pull up the course offerings and scan over them. Business courses are the predominate listings. I wrinkle my nose at the Accounting course. Math wasn’t a hardship but sitting around crunching numbers doesn’t excite me in the least. Economics isn’t drumming up any interest either. Marketing or Management don’t sound too bad.

      Franny has me participating more in the baking. Would helping with management or marketing be an option down the road? It’s not like I have ambitions to start my own business.

      I love working at The Sweet Spot and would hate to leave, but I need to think of the future. Part-time income and child support are barely enough to get by. If my mom didn’t help out with the childcare, I would be in serious trouble.

      Most of the courses are online, which means I can do them on my schedule.

      The front door opens and Ryan walks in.

      I glance at the time. He’s almost an hour late. And he didn’t knock…again.

      He spots me at the table. “They ready?”

      “You’re late. And could you please knock?” Next time, I will lock the door so he has no other option.

      Ryan shrugs. “What’s the big deal? You got plans or something?” He doesn’t wait for an answer but looks up the stairs. “They up there? Tim, Tom, let’s go!”

      “Yes, as a matter of fact, I do.”

      “A date?” He frowns and stares at me.

      “Yes.” He didn’t need to know it was with Franny and Lucinda.

      “With whom?”

      “That’s not any of your business, is it?”

      “What’s got you so uptight today? Is it that time of the month or something?”

      I breathe deep and count to ten. The boys come racing down the stairs.

      “Hi Dad!”

      He ruffles the boys’ hair as they shoulder on their backpacks.

      “Come say goodbye, boys.”

      They both walk over and give me a hug on either side. “Bye, Mom.”

      I kiss them both on the head. “I love you. Be good for your father.”

      “We will. Love you.”

      “Love you.”

      They walk out the door while Ryan holds it open. He looks back. His gaze wanders over me. “Have fun on your date.” There’s a slight smirk on his face.

      I glare at him until he chuckles and leaves.

      I know what he’s thinking. There’s no way I’m going on a date dressed in a T-shirt sporting the logo for a restaurant chain and a pair of spandex shorts.

      They’re comfortable, damn it.

      Why didn’t I change?

      Because I pulled them on this morning while getting the boys ready. I didn’t think he’d be an inconsiderate hour late. I’ll change before my shift at the bakery.

      Besides, I shouldn’t have to dress up for Ryan. At least, not anymore. There was a time when I made an effort to put on makeup and nice clothes, mostly when we had a date night planned.

      What does he know? I could be going out on a date after work. After I get all spruced up.

      “Ugh.” I drop my head onto the table and close my eyes.

      Whom am I kidding? I haven’t been on a date since…well, let’s just say awhile. It’s not like I haven’t dated at all since the divorce. I have, just nowhere near the amount Ryan has. And that’s only the ones I know of.

      I have dated. There was Ken. We went on a handful of uneventful dates before he stopped calling, and I never considered calling him because there was no spark. Then there was Paul—dodged a bullet on that one. We went on one date. He never stopped complaining or berating the server until finally she ran off in tears. I left after apologizing to her. My cousin told me he got arrested for assault outside of Finnegan’s Pub a few months later. Michael was the last. Again, only one date. I thought we had a fun time. We laughed at the same jokes. But he never called. I considered calling him, but I chickened out which turned out to be a good thing because I ran into him and his ex a month later. Apparently, they had reconciled. Hopefully dating me didn’t drive him to it.

      That’s it, the sum total of three years of single life. Three men.

      I bang my head on the table. I need to get out more.

      There’s a knock on the front door. I raise my head. Did the boys forget something? They wouldn’t knock. Ryan might to prove a point.

      Rolling my eyes, I get up. Great, and now he’ll make a comment pointing out how ridiculous it is for him to knock and make me come answer the door when he could have simply opened it and saved us both time.

      I swing open the door.

      It’s not Ryan.

      Luke Hollister stands on my doorstep.

      I blink several times, hoping he’ll disappear. Nope, still there.

      “I think this is yours.”

      He holds out the plate I gave him cookies on—like three months ago.

      “Umm…yeah, thanks.” I take the plate.

      “Listen, about the other day. It was a crappy day and then I fell off the stupid ladder, making it even worse. Then you showed up and I took my frustration out on you. I hope there are no hard feelings.”

      He holds out his hand. “I’m Luke, by the way, Luke Hollister.”

      Okay…no need to tell him I know his name because I looked it up when he moved in. “Olivia Banner.” I shake his hand once and snatch back my hand, hiding it behind my back just in case he has any plans to grab hold of it again and drag me back to his house and chop me up into a million pieces.

      “So, we’re good?”

      “Uh, yeah, sure.” I’ll be watching every move you make, buddy. Take one suspicious move towards my boys and I’ll be the one chopping you up into a million pieces.

      He gives me a half wave before turning and walking away. I shut and lock the door before tiptoeing over to the kitchen window. I stand to the side so I can peek out without him spotting me if he suddenly turns around.

      He disappears inside his house. I wander over to the counter and drum my fingers on the top. Perhaps my overactive imagination needs a rest. I should focus on my future. Like those classes. I can swing the cost—barely. Besides, if it doesn’t work out, it’s not the end of the world. I can try something else the next semester. The deadline is this week.

      I whip out my phone and submit the application before I can change my mind.

      There, a positive action. I sag against the counter. I’m going back to school.

      I tilt my head back and stare at the ceiling. It could be one of the best decisions I’ve made or the worst, only time will tell, so there’s no point in dwelling on it.

      My neighbor made the effort to extend an olive branch of sorts. He didn’t exactly apologize, but it was something. We’re neighbors, after all. I should probably give him the benefit of the doubt. The odds are against him actually being a serial killer. There must be a rational explanation.

      Next time I spot him in his yard I’ll casually walk over, in full view of witnesses just to be safe, and ask him why he has a stash of weapons. Of course, what’s he going to say? I murder people in my spare time?
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      “We’ve got wine and sweets, now all we need is the gossip. So dish Olivia, what’s going on with your neighbor?” Lucinda pours herself and me a glass of white wine while Franny unscrews the cap of her iced tea.

      “I’m so glad we’re doing this. We need to make it a regular thing. Next week, it’ll be at my and Mitch’s house.” Franny grins. “Gosh, I love saying that!”

      “When do you officially move in?” I take a sip of my wine and sink back against the cushion.

      “Monday, when the bakery is closed. I don’t have much to move, really. I never got around to decorating the apartment. I can’t wait to decorate the house, though.”

      “Not to worry, I’ll be decorating the apartment.” Lucinda winks at us.

      “You must be looking forward to moving too.”

      “Most definitely.”

      “Luce, I appreciate you insisting I have time alone in the apartment. I still feel a tad guilty you stayed at our parents’ house instead of moving in with me.”

      Lucinda waves a hand in front of her. “Don’t be silly. You needed time. I wasn’t going to be so selfish and hone in on your first apartment. Anyway, I had no desire to be a third wheel for you and Mitch.” She sips her wine and smiles. “I am delighted you’re moving out so soon, though.”

      Franny chuckles and blows her sister a kiss. “So, it’s settled then? Next week at my house?”

      I raise my glass. “I’m in.”

      “Me too.” Lucinda leans forward and clinks her glass against mine, and Franny joins in with her bottle.

      “It’s official then.” Franny clears her throat. “One more thing I’d like to mention before we focus on Olivia’s mysterious neighbor.” She glances back and forth between Lucinda and I. “Luce, I’d like you to be my maid of honor, or matron of honor, or whatever you call it.”

      Lucinda squeals and jumps up from her chair. “Oh, I was hoping and hoping you would ask!” She hugs Franny and rocks her back and forth. “I’m so happy for you, Sis, and I can’t wait to see you walk down the aisle.”

      Franny turns to me. “Olivia, would you be one of my bridesmaids?”

      My mouth drops open and a surge of delight rockets through me. “Absolutely! One hundred percent yes.” I stand and give Franny a hug.

      “Oh, I’m so happy!” Lucinda joins in the group hug. “We’re going to have so much fun!”

      Franny laughs. “I admit I’m starting to get into this whole wedding thing.”

      Lucinda raises her hand. “I solemnly swear to keep it fun and not drive you crazy.”

      “Don’t worry, I promise not to become a bridezilla on you guys.”

      I sit back down in my chair. “No worries there. I can’t see you ever turning into one of those.”

      “Mother, on the other hand, will take care of the zilla role. Should we call her Momzilla or MOBzilla?” Lucinda tilts her head to the side and purses her lips.

      The yellow cushions on the chair frame Lucinda like a photograph. She looks like a model dressed in a white formfitting dress with cap sleeves. I glance down at my own white shorts and lavender T-shirt. A little more effort in my appearance might be in order.

      I dress like a mom. Comfort first. Any sense of style is a distant—distant second.

      Franny smirks. “I pick the first. It applies to so much more than just the wedding.”

      “Did she help you plan your wedding, Lucinda?”

      Franny chokes on the iced tea in the middle of taking a drink.

      I wince. “Did I say something wrong?” I bite my lip and look at Lucinda. She’s going through a divorce and might not be ready to reminisce over her wedding. Way to go, Olivia. “I’m sorry.”

      Lucinda waves her hand. “Don’t be silly. My mother planned my entire wedding pretty much single handedly. She hired a wedding planner, but she was only there to do my mother’s bidding.”

      “Didn’t you have a say?”

      Lucinda sighs. “I have always had the nasty habit of letting my mother do what she wants rather than contradict her. It was easier. I’m trying to stand up to her more, like Franny does.”

      “That’s a newfound courage for me. I usually just avoided her.”

      Franny tilts her bottle towards me. “What about you? What was your wedding to Ryan like?”

      I glance up at the underside of the yellow and white striped umbrella over the table. “It was small and quick. We got married in my parents’ backyard with just family there. We were so young in so many ways. I think we were both a bit in shock too from finding out not only was I pregnant, but that we were having twins. It’s all a bit of a blur.”

      Lucinda nods. “I was so worried about everything going smoothly at mine, I never really enjoyed it.”

      “That’s why I want mine small.” Franny pulls her feet up onto the chair and hugs her knees to her chest. “I don’t want to worry about talking to strangers or if anything will go wrong. I want to celebrate with those we love.”

      “As your maid of honor, I promise to keep mother in check and make sure it stays the wedding you want, not what she desires.”

      “On that note…” I lean forward and open the box Franny brought from the bakery. “I think it’s time to cut into this gorgeous cake. A celebratory slice or two to mark this joyous occasion.”

      “Good idea.” Franny hands out forks and napkins while I slice into the ivory buttercream with purple and lavender violets. The lemon from the cake wafts up and I inhale deeply.

      “A small slice for me.” Lucinda tops off her glass of wine. “I’ve been spending too much time at the bakery lately and each time I do, I nibble on something.”

      “Tell me about it. I have to exercise extreme will power not to bring something home with me every day.” I hand Franny the first slice. “What’s your secret Franny? I rarely see you sampling your own wares at the bakery.”

      “That’s because I have to sample little bits here and there all day while I’m baking to make sure the recipe is correct. Believe me, I get plenty of sugar.”

      Lucinda takes a small bite of the cake after I cut her a slice. “Oh my God! This is so good. I’m going to gain a ton of weight living over the bakery.”

      Franny and I laugh.

      I take a bite of the delicate cake and the tangy lemon and sweet frosting explode over my taste buds. I close my eyes and groan. “This really is spectacular.”

      “I’m glad I chose this one then. Not everyone likes lemon.”

      “Then they’re crazy.” I shovel another piece in my mouth. “I need to add a mile or two to my run in the morning because I know I’m going to end up with another slice of cake before the night is over.”

      “You run?” Lucinda scrapes the last smear of frosting off her plate and licks the fork clean.

      I nod in between bites.

      Franny frowns down at her plate. “I wish I had the coordination and discipline to run. Athletics aren’t my area of expertise.”

      I sit back and cross my legs. “For me it’s more of a stress relief. I blast my music in my ears and let the rhythm of the run and the music melt away my worries. I get a little cranky if I don’t get my morning runs in.” I rest my hands on my belly.

      “Now that I live right over the bakery, I haven’t been walking to and from work every day so I can’t even count that exercise. Once I move into the house, it won’t be feasible to walk to work either. I need to come up with something else.”

      “So do I. I used to go to the gym back in Connecticut, but I haven’t even checked into one here. Is there one in Granite Cove?”

      “Yes, it’s in the plaza across the street from the bakery. On the backside. You can’t get any more convenient than that, Luce. Once you move in, you can walk across the street.”

      “I won’t have any excuses then, will I?”

      Chuckling, I reach for my glass of wine.

      “All right Olivia, it’s your turn. What’s with the neighbor?” Franny jerks her head toward the colonial.

      “He stopped by this morning.”

      Both Franny’s bottle and Lucinda’s glass hit the table. They pin their gazes on me and when I don’t immediately elaborate, they chorus, “And?”

      I grin. “What?”

      Lucinda scoots her chair in and rests her arms on the table while Franny drums her fingers on the table.

      “Nothing really. He returned my plate from when he moved in and I brought him cookies and introduced himself. Said he didn’t want to get off on the wrong foot.”

      “Did you ask him about the weapons stash?”

      I glance at Franny and shake my head. “I was so surprised to find him standing on my doorstep, all I wanted to do was get rid of him.”

      “Good. I don’t think blurting out that you saw the weapons is the best idea. At least not alone. Not until you know more details and history.” Lucinda sucks in a breath and sits up straight. “I know. I can help you. We’ll be our own private investigators.”

      “Oh boy!” Franny holds a hand over her eyes.

      “What?” Lucinda frowns.

      Franny peeks through her fingers. “This has disaster written all over it.”
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      “Mom, watch this!”

      Tommy pumps his legs on the swing to go higher and higher. The playscape groans and shakes. Timmy sits atop the yellow slide watching his brother.

      “Careful. Not so high, honey.”

      He soars up high and then flings himself backwards. The bottom drops out of my stomach and I jump to my feet.

      He completes a backward somersault and lands on his feet.

      I grip the deck railing and sink back onto the steps. My legs wobble. It’s as if they’ve become two strands of cooked spaghetti and are no longer capable of supporting my weight.

      Tommy swings a fist in front of him. “Yes—nailed it!”

      Timmy claps.

      Once my organs settle back into place and I find my voice, I say a silent prayer of thankfulness he is okay.

      How to warn him never to do that kind of stunt again and not shatter his enthusiasm for his accomplishment at the same time?

      He comes running over to stand in front of me. “Did you see?”

      I clasp his arms and pull him in for a squeeze. He tolerates it for a few seconds before he squirms for release.

      “Tommy, I know you’re proud of your accomplishment and that was quite a feat, but it could’ve gone very badly. You could’ve gotten hurt—like broken bones and hospital hurt, or even worse. Please don’t ever do that again. If you want to do somersaults, I’ll sign you up for gymnastics or something where you’ll be supervised and there will be mats. Lots of mats.”

      “Aw Mom, that’s no fun.”

      He turns and runs back to the playscape.

      “I mean it.” I’m sure my order will fall on deaf ears. That kid will be the death of me. It’s a miracle he hasn’t broken any bones yet.

      Tommy races up the slide and climbs over his brother. Timmy pushes off and slides to the bottom.

      Sighing, I hang my hands down between my knees. What am I going to do? Ban him from the playscape? Follow him to school and make sure he doesn’t do it on the playground?

      A rabbit hops along the edge of the yard and disappears between the holly bushes. Aw, so cute.

      I glance up at the house. Luke Hollister is standing in the window.

      What is he looking at? I glance over to my sons on the playscape. Is he watching them? It sure looks like he is.

      Hell, that’s not creepy at all.

      “Boys, time to go in!”

      “Aw Mom!”

      “Come on, it’s almost dinnertime anyway and if you hurry up without complaining, we can play Go Fish after dinner.”

      “War. I want to play War.” Tommy comes running with Timmy close behind him.

      I wait until they both disappear inside before glancing over to the colonial. He’s gone from the window.

      Is my mom paranoia getting the best of me?

      It doesn’t matter. Where my kids are concerned, I would rather be safe than sorry. I need to find out more about my strange neighbor.
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        * * *

      

      I shuffle Timmy and Tommy off to school, go for my run, shower, and dress, and then I settle down to dive into my coursework.

      I have coursework. A tiny thrill shoots through me. This could be the start of something new and exciting.

      Mondays and Tuesdays The Sweet Spot is closed so that should allow me to wade through my studies.

      An hour and a half later, I’m ready for a break. I fill a glass of water and wander over to the sink and stare out the window. A bird pecks at the birdfeeder hanging off the corner of the deck. I glance to the other corner where I hung a hummingbird feeder. It needs to be filled.

      I take a drink of water. A man strolls across my backyard. I jerk and the water splashes out of the glass. I step back to avoid the water, set down the glass, and wipe the drops from my hand on the back of my shorts.

      What the hell?

      I recognize the tall blond form. My damn neighbor.

      He goes straight to the playscape. What is he doing?

      Should I call the police? He is trespassing.

      Would they think I’m nuts? Probably.

      He has a tool and is doing something to the top of the bar. I lean forward. Is he damaging the playscape? Rigging it to hurt my boys?

      I spin away from the counter and run around the corner into the living room and out the back door.

      When the door slams behind me, his head swivels in my direction and he frowns.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      He raises an eyebrow and turns back to the playscape. “Thought you were at work.”

      So, he waited until he thought no one was around to trespass and tamper with my kids’ equipment? “It’s my day off. Answer me. What are you doing?”

      I pat my back pocket but it’s empty. I left my phone inside like an idiot. I could still scream like a banshee and kick like a mule if he tries anything.

      “I noticed yesterday that bolts are loose. That’s why it moves so much when they’re using it. I’m tightening them up.” He swings down from the top of the slide where he’d been squatting and reaches up to grab the top bar and shakes it. “See.”

      It barely moves.

      Well hell, he was fixing the playscape for my sons.

      “I thought it moved because they were getting big.”

      “The bolts need to be periodically tightened.”

      “Could they come all the way undone?” Had my boys been playing on a death trap?

      He walks to the opposite side and tightens the bolts there too. “Not likely, but it’s more secure to keep them tightened.”

      I stuff my fingers in the back pockets of my shorts. “Umm…thanks. I appreciate it. I had no idea.”

      “Don’t mention it. Like I said, I saw it was loose and I have the tool to fix it.” He holds up a silver thing.

      A wrench? I admit tools aren’t my area of expertise. Thankfully, my dad is always happy to help when anything needs fixing.

      So I guess he wasn’t being creepy yesterday in the window.

      Unless this is a diversion.

      He finishes tightening the bolts on the other side and gives the structure one last shake. It barely moves at all. An improvement for my little daredevils’ safety.

      “Listen, this was really nice of you. I…”

      “Like I said, don’t mention it. It’s no big deal. See you.”

      He strolls back over to his own yard while my mouth remains slightly ajar. I was about to offer to pay him, but I guess he doesn’t want anything. Was my strange, rude, antisocial neighbor suddenly turning well—neighborly?

      I narrow my eyes. There is a slight hitch to his gait. Not a noticeable limp, but something. Had he hurt himself the other day falling from the ladder?

      I walk over to the playscape and give it a good shake. It doesn’t budge an inch. I sit on the swing and push off while staring up at the top. Nope, no shaking or groaning. I weigh significantly more than my kids so it should be secure. Planting my feet, the swing comes to a rest. I drop my hands into my lap and stare at the ground. Had I misjudged my neighbor?

      If he turns out to be a standup guy and had only been having a dreadful day or in pain those couple of times, I’m going to feel terrible. Thankfully, I only shared my suspicions with Franny and Lucinda. It’s not like I had actually called the police and reported him.

      I trace circles in the sand with my toes. I ran outside too quickly to think to put on a pair of shoes.

      More schoolwork waits inside. Along with the never-ending piles of laundry two active boys manage to produce. They have soccer practice after school today and I’m pretty sure all their soccer socks are still balled up on their floor.

      Standing, I look back at the playscape and then over to Luke’s. He gained some definite points, but I still need an explanation for those weapons before I cross potential serial killer off the list of possible occupations. He could have gotten that slight limp from a victim.
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