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“I’m not telling you it is going to be easy - I am telling you it is going to be worth it.”

Art Williams

 

 

 


Chapter One

 

 

One month down and Merrick and I didn’t hate each other.

Yet.

So far, things were going so well it made me uneasy. Things never went smoothly with my relationships. There’d usually be a few weeks of bliss, and then things began to deteriorate. Often because I’d pull back a little. But Merrick and I were going strong.

And they said it would never last.

I was in the kitchen, feeding Spot, when Merrick came in looking groggy. He was dressed though, and his hair was damp from his shower. He sat at the kitchen table with a groan. “How can I be so tired when I just woke up?”

I laughed. “Can I get you some coffee?”

“Please.” He nodded and closed his eyes. “I need to get more sleep.”

Guilt nudged me because I realized the only reason he wasn’t getting enough rest was me. He always tried to come by after his shifts so we’d get some time together. Unfortunately, he worked long hours, and it seemed it was beginning to wear on him. It was wearing on me too, but I worried more about him because his job was stressful.

“You don’t have to come by tonight. You should go straight home and sleep.” I set a mug of coffee in front of him.

He opened his eyes, frowning. “You don’t want me to come by tonight?”

I grimaced. “I’m just thinking of you.”

“I wouldn’t come by if I didn’t want to.”

That was probably true. Merrick didn’t do what Merrick didn’t want to do. “It’s not like we couldn’t survive a night of not seeing each other.” I was trying to be considerate of him, but when his face tensed, I realized my comment had been misinterpreted. “I don’t mean that the way you’re taking it.”

“How am I taking it?”

“Like I don’t want you to come over. That’s not even close to the truth.” I sat beside him at the table. “I want you to come by. I just don’t want you to get so tired you start dreading coming to see me.”

“Not gonna happen.” His eyes were a darker green.

My stomach twittered at the heat in his eyes. “Well, I’m giving you permission to sleep in your own bed if you change your mind. Don’t feel obligated to sleep here.”

He sipped his coffee, looking vaguely suspicious.

That was the problem with Merrick and me—there wasn’t enough trust. He couldn’t seem to accept that I wanted to be with him, and I too struggled with the idea he’d want me. Perhaps because we’d butted heads for so long, it was difficult to have confidence in our sudden change of heart. We had a long way to go before we were one of those truly settled couples. If we’d ever even get there. I hoped we would. My feelings for Merrick, although delayed, were now strong. Where once I’d dreaded the sight of him, I now felt excited to see him.

I forced a smile as I took his hand. “We could stay at your place tonight. Then you wouldn’t have to drive over here after work.”

He sighed. “What about Spot?”

“Oh, yeah.” I frowned at the dog, who lay a few feet from us.

“I’d say bring him, but he got into the neighbor’s yard last time. Mrs. Hunt was convinced he was going to eat her poodle, Teddy.”

“Spot is friendly with Teddy. She’s overreacting.”

“I agree. But he trampled her crocus, which apparently is an unforgivable sin.” He smirked. “I’ll just come here. It’s easier.”

“Okay. If you’re sure.”

“I am.” He smiled. “Let’s have lunch together today.”

I brightened. “Are you sure you’ll have time?”

“I think so.”

“Great. I’d love that.”

“Me too.” He leaned in and kissed me. His lips were warm and reassuring, and I sighed happily. As shocking as it was to now have actual romantic feelings for Merrick, they were definitely there. Even if it was an inconvenience for him, I was glad he was still coming over after work. I looked forward to our nights together. They made the long, boring days end on a high note.

His watch beeped, and he reluctantly broke the kiss. He smiled at me, looking happier now. “Duty calls. I need to get to work.”

“Yeah, me too.” I stood, waiting for him to make some crack about my work. He didn’t. He never did anymore, but I still expected it because he’d mocked my job for so many years. We definitely had some kinks to work out because we had baggage. But I hoped we’d get there. Merrick was quickly becoming my favorite person in the world.

He rose and gulped his coffee, then gave an adoring Spot a rub behind the ear and moved to the front door. I followed, and he gave me a quick kiss, and then he strode to his car. I watched him go, feeling content. That was a new state of being for me. I’d felt lonely for so long, being happy was almost unsettling. I kept expecting the sky to fall.

It has to, right?

Once Merrick drove away, I gathered Spot and my phone, and we drove to the shop. When I arrived, I was surprised that Helen’s car wasn’t in front of the Red Leash. She usually arrived earlier than me to open up the store. The doors were still locked and the windows dark. Charlene was there, waiting in her car. She climbed out when I exited my truck.

“Morning, boss,” she called out cheerily, petting Spot when he ran over to greet her.

“Morning,” I said distractedly, approaching the front door. “Is Helen sick?”

Frowning, Charlene said, “No. Didn’t she call you?”

“No.” I tugged my phone out to double-check I hadn’t missed any calls or messages. “I don’t have anything from her.”

“Oh, I assumed she called you first.” Charlene got a sly look on her face. “She probably didn’t want to disturb you and Merrick.”

My face warmed, but I ignored her comment. “Did something happen?”

Charlene’s smile faded. “She got burgled last night.”

“What?” I yelped. “Is she okay?”

“Yes. Do you think I’d be this calm if she wasn’t okay?” Charlene wrinkled her brow. “She said they broke in while she was at her book club.”

“God, she must be terrified. She lives in such a nice quiet neighborhood too. I’m surprised she’d have been robbed.”

“She sounded pretty shaken up on the phone.”

“I’ll give her a call.” I unlocked the front door as I spoke. “Do you mind letting the dogs out from the back?”

“No problem.” Charlene headed toward the backroom. The dogs we boarded were barking loudly, anxious to get outside.

I headed to my office and peeled off my jacket. I hung it over my chair and sat down to call Helen, but before I could do that, she came walking into the front of the shop.

“I’m so sorry I’m late,” she said, sounding harassed. Usually, Helen was neat as a pin. Today, her sandy hair was sticking up, and it looked like her blouse was on inside-out.

I stood and met her at her desk. “Charlene told me what happened. Are you okay?”

She pulled her scarf off and tossed it over her chair. “Uh, yes. I… I’m just fine.” She gave an unsteady laugh as she looked down at her blouse. “Oh, goodness. I need to fix my shirt.”

“Why didn’t you call me?”

She glanced up. “Oh, well, there wasn’t anything you could do. I didn’t want to disrupt your night.”

“Helen, you should have called me.”

She sat down. “There wasn’t much to tell you. When I realized my home had been broken into, I stayed outside and called the police. They came quickly, but the perpetrator was long gone. The cops didn’t seem that concerned.”

“But… someone still broke into your home. How could that not concern them?”

“I wasn’t injured.”

“You could have been,” I said grimly. “Why wouldn’t they take a burglary seriously?”

“Probably because nothing was stolen.” Helen ran a hand over her hair, trying to make her cowlick stay down. “I’m sure they had way more important calls to handle than a burglary where nothing was taken.”

“Seems like lazy police work to me.” I scowled. “I wonder if Merrick knows his officers don’t take burglaries seriously.”

“Oh, now don’t go bothering Chief Dawson with my little problems.” She laughed nervously. “I don’t want you two to start bickering again.”

“We’re not going to fight about this, but I think it’s unprofessional of his people to dismiss the fact that a person’s home was broken into.” I crossed my arms, studying her. “You should have taken today off, Helen.”

She lifted her brows. “And why would I do that?”

“Well, you had a traumatic experience.”

She sighed. “Nothing was taken, Kip. I wasn’t harmed in any way either. It is unsettling that someone was rifling through my personal things, but they’re gone now. I’m sure they were sorely disappointed they picked my house.” She laughed gruffly. “I have nothing interesting to steal.”

She was putting on a brave face, but I knew her well enough to know she was rattled. “I still think you should have taken the day off.”

“And do what? Sit in the house that was burgled, getting more and more worked up? No, it’s better to come to work and do something to take my mind off of it.” She picked up a stack of invoices. “I have plenty to do to keep busy. I’d much rather be here than at home.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Hmmm.”

“I’m serious.” She laughed. “I love my job.”

“Maybe you should stay with Charlene tonight.”

She widened her eyes. “You’re way overreacting, Kip. For goodness' sake, homes get broken into sometimes. It’s no big deal. I mean, it isn’t a big deal because no one was hurt and nothing was stolen.”

“I seem to remember you being very upset when my home was almost burgled not so long ago,” I said.

She sighed. “That was different.”

“Why?”

“It just was.” She avoided my gaze.

“The cop who showed up, did he at least write a report?” I frowned.

She nodded. “Yep. But he also said not to expect much to come of it because it was very low priority for them.”

“He said that to your face?”

She winced. “I guess I shouldn’t have told you that.”

I raked a hand through my hair. “This is nuts. Since when is it cool with PCPD that people are burgled?”

“But they didn’t take anything.” Helen sounded exasperated.

“I know, but they came into your personal space. They broke into your house. Who knows what might have happened if you’d been home?” I rasped.

She looked startled. “Kip, you’re making it worse.”

I grimaced sheepishly. “Sorry. I’m just annoyed at PCPD’s complacent attitude.”

“Of course. I understand. But I’m fine, and I’d prefer we just put this behind us.” Her voice was falsely bright.

If she wasn’t worried, I decided I should probably back off. She was handling it well, so maybe that was for the best. “If you need anything, just ask. If you want to leave early, that’s fine with me, okay?”

“Thanks, Kip.” She stapled two papers together. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

I went back to my office and focused on paperwork. We’d had an influx of new clients recently, and while I loved the money, it did make for more busywork. The paperwork part of my job was my least favorite part. I much preferred being out with the dogs. At least I had lunch with Merrick to look forward to.

I worked on paperwork all morning and then let the dogs out for an afternoon run in the pen. I was enjoying the fresh sea air and sunshine when my cell buzzed. Glancing down, I saw it was Merrick.

“Hello,” I said brightly.

“Hey, Kip.” His voice was strained. “I’m afraid I can’t do lunch today after all.”

My stomach sank. “Oh.”

“I’m sorry. The mayor insisted I join her and the city council for an impromptu lunchtime meeting.”

“I see.” I tried to hide my disappointment.

“They’re discussing the new wing for St. Mary’s Hospital, and while that doesn’t involve me, I need to stay on her good side. If she wants me there, I feel obligated to go. Especially because we butted heads a lot over the Ascot Development debacle. I’m hoping to smooth things over.”

“I get it. You need to keep her happy.” I didn’t love being pushed aside simply because he had kissing up to do, but I did understand keeping the higher-ups pleased was a huge part of his job.

“You’re not mad, right? I’ll still see you tonight.”

“I’m not mad.”

“Okay, good.” He sighed. “I really wish I could just get out of here and have lunch with you. It’s going to be torture. Councilman Bregman tends to get really drunk at these lunches.”

“I guess you can’t rule the world if you don’t tolerate drunks well.”

He laughed. “Yeah, that’s true.”

There was an awkward lull in the conversation.

He cleared his throat. “Promise you’re not mad?”

I laughed gruffly. “I’m not mad. You love your job. Things like this are to be expected.”

“You’re… important to me too, Kip.”

“I know.”

“I just want to be sure you’re okay. I mean, I guess I could just tell the mayor I already had plans.”

I widened my eyes. “Don’t you dare. Are you insane? You can’t tell her that. I’m fine, Merrick. Go have lunch, and I’ll see you tonight. I should probably have lunch with Helen anyway. She got burgled last night, and she might need to talk.”

“She got burgled?” he asked sharply.

“Yeah.”

“But she’s okay?”

“She’s fine. She wasn’t home when it happened.” It crossed my mind to mention how lackadaisical his officer had been about the whole incident, but we were already on rocky ground. I decided if I mentioned it at all, it would be in person.

“Damn. I’m glad she’s okay.”

“Me too.”

I heard voices behind him. “Uh… shoot… I have to go.”

“It’s fine. See you later tonight.”

“You bet,” he said brusquely, and he hung up.

I stared at my phone, not sure how to feel about how abruptly he’d ended the call. I did sometimes worry Merrick wasn’t in a place in his life where he had room for a relationship. It was obvious he wanted a relationship with me, but he also wanted to climb the ladder. He had lofty aspirations and family members to impress. It was difficult not to be concerned that his desire for power might override his need to be with me.

I was also fully aware that Merrick had a horrible track record for sticking with one guy. Peter was the longest relationship he’d had since I’d known him. They’d been together approximately four months. If Merrick could be believed, he’d never said the L-word to Peter that entire time. Was Merrick capable of romantically loving someone? I had to wonder about that. Would four months be our breaking point too? Maybe shorter?

But it wasn’t fair to just judge Merrick in the relationship department. I was equally horrible at commitment. I didn’t jump around from guy to guy as often as Merrick had, but I hadn’t stuck with any of them long either. I told myself it wasn’t a fear of commitment that had caused me to end all my past relationships. I simply hadn’t found the right person. Which was very possible. I hadn’t picked the best people.

I wanted to be in love. I sometimes had the terrifying thought that maybe I loved Merrick. When he’d look at me a certain way, the way my entire body seemed to reach for him was unsettling. Merrick hadn’t said he loved me yet, so I certainly wasn’t going to say it first. I didn’t want Merrick to break my heart. I didn’t want him to take everything I had to give and then move on. I didn’t want to go back to hating Merrick, but if he did that to me, I would.

Helen appeared in the doorway of my office. “Do you mind if I go home for lunch a little early? I decided to have an alarm system installed at my house, and the guy said he could do it today. Now, in fact. Sorry for the short notice.”

“No problem.” I rose. “In fact, I’ll join you.”

“Really?” She looked relieved. “That would be great. I am a little jumpy. I’ll get over it, I’m sure. But it would be swell to have some company.”

“I’ll pick up lunch and bring it to your house. What are you in the mood for?”

“I wouldn’t say no to a club sandwich from the Golden Spoon.” She grinned.

I smiled. “You got it. Fries?”

She laughed sheepishly. “I should have a salad, but I want comfort food, so yes to the fries.”

“I’ll get the food and see you at your house.” I moved to the front, whistling for Spot. He bounded out of the back room and followed me to my truck.

The Golden Spoon was hopping because it was noon. I went to the takeout window, wishing I’d called our order in ahead of time. A harassed-looking girl came over to take my order. I ate at the restaurant a lot and didn’t recognize her. Her name tag said Brittany, and from how nervous she seemed, I assumed she was new.

“What can I get you?” Her voice wobbled as she met my gaze. “W… we have some delicious chicken tenders today, only a… a dollar for six.” She swallowed. “Or… p… perhaps you’d enjoy a carrot cake for dessert?”

I smiled, hoping to put her at ease. “No, thank you. I’d like two club sandwiches on white, with crispy bacon, and fries, please. That should do it.”

Brittany peered at the keys on the register, biting her lip. “Club sandwiches? I don’t think we have those.”

I laughed. “I get them all the time.”

“We have hamburgers.” She glanced up, her brown bangs almost covering her eyes like a sheepdog. “Would you want a hamburger?”

“Uh… noooo. I’d like two club sandwiches on white, with crispy bacon.”

Gritting her teeth, Brittany nodded. “Yeah, like I said, I don’t think we have those.”

“You do have them.” I did my best to sound pleasant as I added, “Is there someone who can show you the button?”

She glanced around at her busy coworkers. “I don’t want to get yelled at. Again. I’ve got yelled at a lot today already.”

A line was forming behind me. I worried they’d all think I was the reason the line wasn’t moving, so I caught the eye of a girl who usually rang me up. Samantha was always efficient anytime she took my order. I waved her over, and she gave Brittany an irritated glance and leaned in.

“What can I get you, Kip?” Samantha asked.

“Brittany is having trouble finding the key for the club sandwich.” I tried not to sound accusing. “I think she needs help.”

“I told him we don’t have them, but he won’t listen,” Brittany mumbled.

Samantha scowled. “We do have them.”

“Really?” Brittany lifted her brows.

“I told you that like three times. See the button that says ‘Club’?” Samantha hissed. “That should be your first clue, Brittany.”

“Oh.” Brittany nodded and pressed the button.

“I wanted two of those. Oh, and crispy bacon,” I added.

Brittany froze. “Really?”

Samantha rolled her eyes. “To the left, it gives you that option.” She glanced up. “Fries today, Kip?”

“Yes, please.” I held out my credit card.

Brittany looked like I was handing her a cobra. Her eyes widened. “Oh, no. I don’t remember how to do the credit card thing.”

Samantha gave me a strained smile. “I’m so sorry. We’re trying to get her up to speed on the register. She’s new.”

You don’t say?

Samantha took the card from me and finished the transaction with ease. Brittany stood beside her, looking dazed. It wasn’t lost on me that every few seconds, her eyes seemed to drift toward the front door longingly. I had the distinct impression she was thinking about making a run for it. From the number of irritated people muttering behind me in line, that wasn’t the worst idea.

Once I’d paid, I took my seat in the waiting area and scrolled through my phone. Loud laughter from a table across the restaurant caught my attention. I glanced up distractedly and was surprised when I saw Merrick. He was seated at a long table with some people from the Pearl Cove city council and the mayor.

I stiffened when I noticed that directly next to Merrick was his ex, Peter, looking happy as a clam.


Chapter Two

 

 

Peter was saying something to Merrick, and Merrick had his head inclined toward Peter. My stomach clenched at the sight of them together. Seeing them like that brought back a lot of unpleasant memories of when they’d been a couple. Peter had actually been the catalyst that brought me and Merrick together. I hadn’t realized I’d had feelings for Merrick until he’d started dating Peter seriously.

I’m overreacting.

I took a deep breath to calm myself. They were having lunch together, that was all. They were also having lunch with a big group, so it wasn’t even that personal. Just because Merrick hadn’t mentioned Peter would be at the lunch, that was no reason to go ballistic. Peter had recently been promoted to chief medical officer at St. Mary’s. If they were discussing St. Mary’s Hospital, it wasn’t odd that Peter might be there.

Still, uneasiness shifted through me as I watched the two of them interacting. It was hard not to feel a little intimidated by Peter. He was cut from the same cloth as Merrick when it came to his career. He too wanted to climb to the top of his profession. I sometimes felt like an underachiever compared to those two. I was content to run my own business and stay on an even path. I didn’t hunger for power the way they did. Their goal was world domination while mine was happiness. Contentment.

“Kip, your order is up,” Samantha called out.

I jumped at the sound of my name and stood. I went to grab my food, hoping Merrick didn’t notice me. I didn’t want to talk to him yet. I was still processing how I felt about seeing him with Peter. Had he known Peter would be at lunch? It was possible he hadn’t. It was also possible he had, but he simply hadn’t said anything.

I got in my truck, feeling jittery. “I’m way overthinking this,” I muttered. Spot gave my face a cursory lick, but then his interest immediately shifted to the bag of food. I laughed, shaking my head. “I can’t even keep your interest?”

I started the truck and headed to Helen’s home, doing my best to think about anything but Merrick. I parked on the street behind a black van with the name Abe’s Security Systems painted on the side. I moved up the front walkway and found the front door open. I heard Helen’s voice coming from inside the home, and I followed the sound until I found her.

She was in her bedroom, talking to an older man, while a younger Hispanic kid used a drill near the windowsill. She smiled when she saw me.

“Hey, Kip.” She waved me over.

The older man held out his hand. “Howdy, I’m Abe.”

I shook his hand. “Kip.”

Abe cleared his throat. “I was just explaining to Helen that the real point of a security system is to alert the homeowner before the intruder gets inside. That requires a sensor on every vulnerable window and door.”

“Right.” I nodded. “Makes sense.”

Also sounds expensive.

“Even the upstairs windows?” Helen frowned. “I just don’t see why that would be necessary. The person who broke into my home got in through the back door.”

Sighing, Abe said, “Skimping on door and window sensors is the biggest home security mistake people make. Trust me, the one window you skip is the one window a burglar will choose to enter.”

Helen shivered. “God. Maybe I should just move.”

I laughed. “No. You said yourself the thieves didn’t get anything. Odds are they won’t come back. This is a good neighborhood, usually.”

Abe nodded. “I agree. This neighborhood isn’t prone to burglaries. Still, it’s a good idea to have a security system, especially since you’re a woman living alone.”

“You don’t have to be a woman to want that peace of mind.” I shrugged. “I almost put in a system a few months ago, but I have Spot to alert me to intruders now, so I didn’t bother.”

Abe looked down at Spot, who sat quietly at my feet. “Yep. Dogs are excellent at sounding the warning.”

Helen patted Spot’s head. “Perhaps I should get a dog. It’s been a while since I had one.”

“You should.” I smiled. “The shelter is full of great dogs.”

She frowned. “But it does make it harder to be spontaneous.”

My lips twitched because if there was one thing Helen wasn’t, it was spontaneous. “What did you have in mind? Taking off for Barbados on a moment’s notice?”

Helen laughed. “Maybe. If I had a dog, I couldn’t do that.”

Abe smiled distractedly at our conversation and held out a clipboard, pointing to the bottom of the paper. “Just initial there if you want the professional monitoring included in your service.”

Frowning, Helen studied the contract. “Professional monitoring?”

Abe nodded. “If your alarm goes off, our company will alert the cops.”

Helen glanced at me, a line between her sandy brows. “Should I get that?”

I met Abe’s gaze. “If she doesn’t get that feature, what happens if the alarm goes off when she’s not home?”

“If she’s self-monitoring, she’ll receive a notification that her alarm has been set off, but she’d have to call the cops herself.” He shrugged. “With professional monitoring, we call the cops for the homeowner.”

“Considering how little the police cared when they got here last time, I don’t know why it matters that they get here quicker,” grumbled Helen.

“It’s useful for when you’re away on vacation. If the alarm goes off and you’re lying on the beach in Hawaii, sipping a daiquiri, what are you going to do about it? If you have the professional monitoring, we’d alert the cops for you.”

“I see.” Helen frowned. “It’s a lot more expensive with that added on.”

“It’s up to you.” Abe lifted one shoulder. “Lots of people don’t have the monitoring. You can always add it later if you change your mind.”

“I’ll wait for now on the monitoring.” Helen scribbled her signature at the bottom. “If I get burgled again, then I’ll definitely add that on.”

“Okey dokey.” Abe took the clipboard from her. “Just leave everything to me and Juan. We’ll get you set up.” He went over to the kid by the window.

Helen and I left the bedroom and went out onto her back patio. She had a nice yard with fruit trees and a healthy green lawn. It wasn’t a large space, but it was pleasant and certainly big enough. Helen went back inside to get plates and iced tea, and when she returned, we sat in her teak patio chairs and devoured our lunch.

“I’ll sleep better once that alarm system is installed.” Helen pressed her napkin to her lips.

“Yes. It’s disturbing when someone breaks in or even just tries to break in. You feel like there’s a bullseye on you.”

She nodded. “Exactly. Out of all the houses in Pearl Cove, why did that crook pick my humble little home?” She shuddered. “I just pray they never come back.”

“I don’t think they will.”

I’d just finished speaking when there was a little thud on the porch floor, and Helen suddenly let out a shriek. Glancing down, I saw a black rat scurrying across the porch and under our chairs. Helen jumped to her feet, eyes wide, but then froze and turned to glare at the wooden fence. “Timmy! I’ve told you a hundred times not to do that. It’s not funny to scare people.”

I’d also been startled to my feet, but as I examined the black rodent that lay at the end of the deck, I realized it wasn’t real. “What the heck?” I moved over to examine the toy rat. Even though I knew it was fake, I hesitated to pick it up. I forced myself to grab the rat’s rubber tail, and I held the fake rat away from my body.

Cheeks flushed, Helen stomped toward the fence. “Go get your mother, Timmy. I’m tired of this.”

I followed Helen, and squinting at the fence, I was able to make out a chubby-cheeked kid staring at us through the wooden slats. A maniacal giggle came from the other side of the fence.

“It’s not funny, Timmy,” Helen growled.

“It is funny,” the child yelled gleefully. “You runned away!”

Helen pulled a small wooden crate over to the fence, and she climbed up on it. I got the feeling she’d done that many times before. “Sheila, you need to get out here right now,” she yelled.

I was taller than Helen, so I was able to see over the fence without the help of a box. Next door, a grumpy-looking blonde woman stormed out of the sliding glass door. Her hair was in pink curlers, and she had cotton stuck between her toes as if she’d been painting her toenails.

“What is it now, Helen?” The woman scowled up at Helen.

“Timmy tried to scare me with his wind-up rat again.” Helen’s voice wobbled with irritation. “This is the fourth time this week.”

“For goodness’ sake,” hissed Sheila. “That’s why you bothered me?”

“Timmy’s behavior is not okay.”

Sheila laughed shrilly. “It’s a toy. It can’t hurt you.”

Helen said through clenched teeth, “I know a toy rat can’t hurt me. The problem is, Sheila, I don’t know it’s a toy when it first scurries across my foot.”

Sheila rolled her eyes. “You’re overreacting as usual. You have no sense of humor.”

“It’s not funny to scare people. Timmy needs to be taught that lesson.”

“He’s a child. Why do you keep picking on him?”

“I’m not picking on him,” Helen sputtered indignantly. “He’s picking on me.”

“He’s six. He can’t pick on you.”

“Are you insane?” Helen snapped. She was usually a very even-keel sort of person, but it was obvious she was seething.

The worst part was Timmy seemed to be enjoying the friction between Helen and his mother. There was a mischievous gleam in his big blue eyes, and if a six-year-old could smirk, he was smirking.

Trying to defuse the situation, I said, “Ma’am, I’m sure you wouldn’t like it if Helen scared your son just because she thought it was funny, right?”

The woman’s annoyed gaze settled on me. “Who are you?”

“I’m a friend of Helen’s.”

“This doesn’t concern you.” Sheila sniffed.

Irritation rippled through me. “I think it does. Helen’s well-being is my concern.”

“Oh, big whoop,” Sheila mumbled.

“I’m sorry?” I frowned.

Sheila said, “You heard me.”

Helen shook her head. “It’s okay, Kip. Don’t get involved. She’s like talking to a wall.”

Timmy giggled and held out his grimy little hand toward me. “Gimme my rat back.”

I squinted at the child. “I don’t think so.”

Timmy blinked at me. “But… I want it.”

“Not just yet.”

“Give me my rat,” mumbled the child. “Or else.”

I laughed and glanced at Helen. “Is he seriously threatening me?”

“Probably,” muttered Helen. “He’s a little thug in the making.”

“Now. I want my toy now,” Timmy shouted.

Frowning, I said, “You didn’t even say please.”

The little boy wrinkled his brow. “Huh?”

I said, “You should say please when asking for something, Timmy.”

“Who are you to lecture my child?” Sheila took a step toward the fence but quickly remembered her freshly painted toenails and stopped. “You hand that toy over right now.”
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