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			“Grown-ups never understand anything by themselves and it is tiresome for children to be always and forever explaining things to them.”
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			PROLOGUE

			Stanley stretched across the restaurant table to take Kate’s hand. 

			“My dear, I know that you’re tired, but the end is in sight. One more stop after New York and then we can go home to New Mexico. I know that will make you happy.”

			His wife sighed, “I would be happier to miss out on Boston altogether, Stan. Do we really have to go there? I’ll be thinking of Andrea every day. I keep remembering what happened to her and how we left without her the last time we were in Boston.”

			She hastily brushed away a tear that rolled down her cheek.

			“I can’t help it, Stan. I really liked Andrea, and she didn’t deserve what happened to her.”

			Stanley took a quick look around the restaurant before lowering his voice, 

			“Kate, please don’t talk about Andrea. The fewer people who know about her, the better. You know that she was uncontrollable. We did the best we could by leaving her behind. It was her choice, and she left us no option.”

			“Oh, Stan, I have a feeling that we haven’t heard the last of her. What if other people find out where she is? What would happen then?”

			Stanley motioned to the waiter to bring their bill.

			“Nobody is going to find her, Kate,” her husband reassured her. “Please try to put her out of your mind. The trail is dead. All trace of her will have been erased by now.”

			Kate shuddered as Andrea’s shocking final act flashed through her mind. 

			But Stan calmly continued, “Besides, we have Andrew to think of now. Let’s concentrate on him instead. Think positively, Kate!”

			Kate nodded sadly as she gathered up her jacket and purse, but not even her clear-headed husband could assuage her foreboding.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			LILY

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The world shrank until it contained only Burt and the fish.

			The fish was writhing violently, sending drops of water showering over Burt’s face as he braced his legs against the riverbank to reel it in. He shook his head to clear his eyes, refusing to be deterred from landing his first-ever catch. This one was not going to get away like all the others! 

			Slowly, firmly, biding his time, Burt reeled in the yellow perch until it was close enough for him to reach out and scoop it quickly into his net. Once landed, the struggling fish continued thrashing its tail from side to side, making it difficult for Burt to extract his hook gently.

			Even in this first flush of success, he realized that he wasn’t as expert an angler as he would wish. However, he knew that now he had plenty of time to learn the art. His days usually dragged by, long and empty, except for Lily.

			But today, he was feeling happy and excited to show her that he had at last caught a fish. And what a large perch! At least twelve inches long. He held the perch high in the air, the better to display it.

			“Lily! Look at the fish I caught! Isn’t it big? And so beautiful? Look how it shimmers in the sunshine.” 

			He turned around, anticipating how his surprise would light up her face. 

			But she wasn’t there. The striped blanket she’d been sitting on was crumpled. Her toy cups and saucers were scattered across it. Her picture books were tumbled among the stubbly grass. Even Polly, her favourite doll was gone.

			Heart pounding, Burt swung round towards the park entrance, to see if she had taken it into her head to go home. The only person he could see was a teenaged boy, dribbling a soccer ball as he weaved from side to side, heading towards the football field. Aside from him, the park was empty. All the people who’d been sitting beside the river enjoying the weekend sunshine, had disappeared without Burt noticing. They had probably left when the afternoon breeze off the water had turned chilly.

			Burt dropped the perch unceremoniously into his basket. Drying his hands down the sides of his pants, he restlessly scanned the grassy banks around where they’d been sitting.

			He cupped his hands and yelled, “Lily! Lily! Where are you? We’re not playing Hide and Seek!”

			No answer. 

			Fear and dread gnawing at his mind and already sweating, he started running alongside the river, questioning how a three-year-old child could run away without him seeing her go. I know she’s fast on those little legs, but I swear I was watching her every minute.

			A twinge of guilt spurred him on even more, as he remembered how much he’d been concentrating on catching that prized fish. 

			Even as he stumbled along, searching the river’s edge where there was a rough stony beach, out of habit he began tuning into his former investigative skills.

			Lily could not have jumped down the bank to the beach, or she would’ve scraped her legs when she landed. She never wanted to go near the river. She was afraid of those big swans that nested on the island in the middle. When the birds stretched their long necks and flapped their wide wings, she would snuggle against him and hide her eyes.

			No, no. She wouldn’t go near the water. But she likes trees. Maybe she’s hiding under that weeping willow that overhangs the path by the river. 

			Quickening his pace, he ran faster towards the tree.

			“Lily! Lily!” he shouted so loudly that he alarmed the resident geese. Warily, they began waddling towards the river and then as he drew nearer, they took sudden flight to skim over the water and land out of reach.

			As he ran, Burt felt in his pocket for his cell phone, knowing only too well that if he didn’t find Lily soon, he would have to alert the police. He was trying not to believe that she’d been kidnapped. Who would want to snatch a three-year-old child?

			But he knew there were devious people everywhere, with various dubious motives. His heart sank lower. How could she have been taken from his side, without him seeing or hearing anything? What sort of father was he?

			By then he had reached the willow with its drooping branches, but no little child was playing inside its shade. 

			Twisting his head away from the river, he realized that there was one other place she might be. 

			Ahead of him was an old stone bridge leading to a small island where bird watchers had their hides. 

			“Lily! Lily!” 

			His voice thundered through the air, eerily echoing hollowly from under the bridge.

			Did he just see something moving or had he imagined it? Amorous teens were known to seek privacy under that bridge. Could that be some of them? Or…?

			Holding his side and gasping for breath, Burt made a final spurt to reach the gloomy shadows cast by the bridge. For a moment, he was blinded by the contrast of the bright sunlight outside and the dank darkness underneath the arches.

			Then as his eyes cleared, he saw who was under the bridge. The shock of that discovery not only brought back unhappy memories but was destined to change his life.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			“Lily!” 

			Burt stopped for a minute to catch his breath. His small daughter was sitting on the wide stone ledge under the bridge. His hoarse voice sounded rough as if he were scolding her.

			“Lily! I’ve been looking for you all over this park. What are you doing here?”

			Even as he was addressing Lily, his eyes were taking in a scene that he had hoped never to see again. 

			Here was his child seated cross-legged in front of a woman who lay slumped on the ground. Only this time, the person was not her own mother. 

			Had yet another woman suffered a similar fatal brain aneurysm? 

			His whole body tensed and shivered at the memory. The agony of losing his wife six months earlier stabbed him so sharply again that for a moment he could hardly speak. 

			A stray shaft of afternoon sunlight filtering through the wooden railings of the bridge overhead touched his child’s blond hair, turning it into a soft halo as she regarded her father solemnly with big blue eyes. Burt’s eyes began to blur with tears. She looked so angelic and yet so vulnerable, his poor motherless child. 

			“Quiet, Daddy!” the child admonished him sternly. “You’ll wake the mermaid. I theen her come outta the water.”

			Burt was shocked back to reality by his daughter’s adamant assertion. Mermaid? He could never fathom Lily’s active imagination at the best of times, but this was outlandish. A mermaid? He swallowed hard to keep back his quick refute. What had triggered her mind to think that the woman could possibly be a mermaid?

			Puzzled, he hurried over to a woman who was leaning crookedly against the side of a bridge support. She hadn’t reacted when he had spoken to Lily. At first glance, her face had a good healthy colour. Her forehead was cool to the touch. Her eyelids were closed, and she didn’t flinch when he carefully moved her upright. Even though his shaking hands failed to locate a pulse, he felt sure that she wasn’t dead. 

			He could feel Lily’s eyes watching him intently. He pointed out to her that the woman had two legs and not a long fishtail, so she couldn’t be a mermaid. 

			“Oh, thilly Daddy! The Little Mermaid had two legs when the walked outta the water,” she lisped.

			He tried again by pointing to the woman’s head. “But Lily, a mermaid has long hair, and this person has very short hair. Look!”

			“That’s ‘cause the witch cut her hair off to pay for her legs,” she stated firmly.

			An angry thought flashed through his mind. The babysitter must have read that sad Hans Christian Andersen mermaid story to Lily. He would need to check if Mrs. Grimes was intending to read the even worse Grimm’s Fairy Tales to his daughter who had endured enough sadness in her real life already without those woeful tales.

			While these thoughts were coursing swiftly through his mind, Burt was trying to locate a pulse though he knew that sometimes it was not easy to find one. He decided to move the woman gently into the sunlight where he could better see what he was doing. But before he did, he prepared for the worst diagnosis by going through the unknown woman’s pockets to see if she had any identification he could use to inform the police quickly.

			She was wearing a short beige jacket with zippered pockets and underneath that, what appeared to be a green silk dress. Both were slightly wet. As there hadn’t been rain for weeks, Burt wondered if she had been under the musty bridge for a long time. It did feel damp under there. He shivered.

			This woman couldn’t have come out of the water recently, he reassured himself. Lily just imagined it.

			He knelt beside the woman and gently unzipped one of her coat side pockets and when he felt inside, his hand closed on something soft. Gingerly he drew it out, hoping it wasn’t a bunch of used Kleenex. He was acutely aware of Lily’s wide eyes watching him.

			She had come to stand beside him, clutching her doll Polly close to her chest as the fading afternoon cast long shadows under the bridge.

			“What’ve you found, Daddy?”

			He opened his hand to show her a wad of wet twenty-dollar bills. Unimpressed, she asked hopefully, “Whath in the other pocket, Daddy? Maybe there’th a little pet goldfith.”

			Burt unzipped the other pocket, only to discover more dollar bills, then further down inside, he felt the hard edges of some sort of card. A driver’s licence or credit card would help him give information about this woman to the authorities.

			Sitting back on his heels to catch the last of the weak sunlight, he ascertained that it was a bank’s debit card with raised numbers on the front. When he turned it over to look at the signature on the back, he was disappointed to see that it had faded into a series of undecipherable curves and strokes obscuring the name. 

			Burt peered at the woman, but she hadn’t moved and with her eyes closed, she looked peacefully asleep - or unconscious. He thrust the money and card back into her pockets and took out his cell phone.

			“What you doing, Daddy?”

			“I’m going to call the police to send us an ambulance,” he replied. “This poor lady needs help.”

			He was utterly astonished when Lily reached over to grab his arm.

			“No, Daddy! No, Daddy! We can take her home wif uth. We can help her.”

			Puzzled by this unusual display of obstinance, Burt stared at his daughter. He could see how defiant she was by how her lower lip was pouting. 

			“We can’t do that, Lily. We can’t just pick up a stranger and carry her home.”

			He was even more astounded when she started stamping her feet and shouting at him.

			“A MERMAID, Daddy! I want a MERMAID! I want THITH mermaid.”

			Burt had never seen his usually placid daughter throw a tantrum and didn’t know what to do. He looked around uneasily to see if anyone was near enough to think that he was abusing his own child. Luckily, the shadows were deepening under the bridge and most people in the park would have gone home long ago.

			Quickly, he tucked his cell phone away so that he could enfold Lily in his arms to calm her down, but she continued struggling and kicking her legs. Then she started to sob loudly.

			“Don’t cry, Lily,” he soothed as he softly wiped her cheeks. “Listen, this is what we can do. We can carry the lady outside and see if we can wake her up in the fresh air. If she does wake up, she can decide what she wants to do. Shall we try that?”

			Lily’s heart-rending sobs gradually changed into sniffles. She eventually nodded. 

			Burt gave her a quick kiss, saying, “Now, you can take your doll Polly and wait outside the bridge while I see how heavy this... um… ‘mermaid’ is. If she’s too heavy for me to carry, we’ll have to get your wagon to carry her out.”

			Appeased by this idea, Lily did as she was asked and waited by the bridge entrance from where she could watch her father. 

			Burt straightened the woman’s jacket, preparing himself to heave her off the ground. Should he carry her over his shoulder? Or in his arms? He didn’t want to injure or drop her. He also hoped there was nobody in the park watching him or they might think what he was about to do was very strange.

			He breathed a silent prayer that the woman would wake up the moment he moved her, so saving him from embarrassment. He bent down to calculate how best to move her without hurting her. It was only when he got closer that he took another look at the flawless face, so smooth and expressionless, and felt how small and light she was when he began to lift her, that he was suddenly hit with a lightning bolt of understanding.

			Burt realized that what he was holding so carefully in his arms, was not a woman at all.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			I can’t believe I thought this was a woman! Burt thought. It’s obviously a mannequin!

			He sighed with relief that Lily’s tantrum had delayed him from calling the police. He would have looked foolish reporting a sick woman to the paramedics who would come to help, only to find it was a mannequin. 

			He shifted it less carefully in his arms to gain a better hold of it and edged slowly from under the bridge to the grass outside, his mind going much faster than his feet. 

			He was calculating the ways it could have ended up under the bridge. Did someone deliberately put it there? Why were its jacket pockets filled with cash? And whose debit card, was it?

			Slowly shaking his head as these questions swirled around his mind, Burt deposited the mannequin, that his daughter vehemently claimed was a mermaid, well away from the river’s edge. For a minute, he stood looking down at it, mulling over the situation. 

			Up close, the model proved to be quite unlike any prop he’d seen in store windows. Mannequins usually had the blank faces of dolls, but this one was totally realistic, even bordering on exquisite. Whoever had crafted it had given it beautifully smooth skin and detailed human facial features, from its thick natural-looking eyelashes to the glimpse of teeth through its pink lips. The hands were elegant with long fingers and delicate fingernails. It was no wonder that he had mistaken it at first glance for a woman. 

			Burt stretched out his hand to touch it again, to make sure that he was feeling some sort of artificial and not human skin.

			Reassured, he mused on why the mannequin felt damp. Had someone thrown it into the river and then changed his or her mind and hauled it out again? Or had it been left for an accomplice to pick up? Was this a unique way for criminals to move illegal money? A strange way indeed, but he wouldn’t put it past them. 

			The questions kept coming as this unexpected and intriguing mystery engaged his investigative skills. His dormant bulldog traits, those that had lain idle since his marriage five years before, were reawakening and while instinctively searching for answers, he felt anew the unmistakable thrill of the chase. 

			He was jarred out of these thoughts by Lily running so fast to see if the mermaid had woken up, that she tripped and fell over his feet. As Burt gently pulled her upright, he knew that he couldn’t tell his daughter that it was only a mannequin. Not just yet. She would refuse to listen. She was so adamant about it being a mermaid that she would make a big fuss if he tried to talk her out of the idea.

			“Daddy! Daddy!” Once on her own feet again, Lily began shaking his sleeve. “Daddy, the mermaid ith thill athleep. We can uth my wagon now to take her home.”

			He looked down at Lily’s eager, smiling face. The prudent thing to do would be to leave the mannequin there and alert the park officials to its whereabouts. The less prudent decision would be to give in to Lily’s insistence and take it home. 

			He looked down at his daughter’s expectant face. It was very tempting to give in to her because it was to his own advantage to examine the mannequin at his own leisure. 

			Out of the blue, he suddenly remembered his abandoned expensive fishing gear and the fish, tempting passersby to steal them.

			“Okay, little one,” he decided quickly, “I’ll tuck this ‘mermaid’ under my arm, and you must hold my hand until we get back to where we left our belongings. We’ll pack everything up and go home.”

			This wasn’t as easily accomplished as he thought. Lily kept upsetting his delicate balancing act by skipping happily, tugging at his hand, all the way along the riverbank.

			After Burt had wedged the mannequin into Lily’s wagon and carefully covered every inch of it with the blanket he had brought for his daughter to sit on while he fished, he packed his fishing rod into its holder and slung it over one shoulder. Lily’s toys were collected into another tote to hang on his other shoulder. The fish in its basket was balanced on the mannequin’s lap. Since there was nowhere for his child to sit, she had to cling to his hand again as he manoeuvred and wobbled the heavily laden wagon over the tufty grass towards the park entrance.

			Burt was questioning his own sanity as he went, hoping they didn’t meet anyone on their way home. A wave of guilt washed over him. Here he was, stealing someone else’s property. He looked around the park uneasily.

			Luckily there was nobody there to question the strange procession and their nearby house was coming into view. But who was that standing by their garden gate? 

			It was Lily’s babysitter Mrs. Grimes. 

			Oh, no! She must have returned home early from her doctor’s appointment. He turned to Lily and whispered, “Don’t tell Mrs. Grimes about your mermaid, Lily. It will be our secret, okay?”

			His daughter giggled and made a little motion as if she were zipping her lips together.

			“Mrs. Grimes!” Burt exclaimed when they were within earshot. “How are you feeling? What did the doctor say?”

			His babysitter was his next-door neighbour. Now retired from her nursing career, she’d been very kind when Burt’s wife had died, offering to care for his small daughter during the times when he had other commitments. She had been a godsend and still was.

			As they drew level with her, Burt could see that she was not her energetic self. She was leaning against the gate post, clutching a thick coat around her as if she were cold. 

			“He took a throat culture and told me to stay home for the time being,” she croaked. “I think I’d better stay away from Lily until we find out how contagious I am. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to find someone else to stay with her while you work.”

			Burt hoped that she couldn’t sense his vast relief. 

			“I’m sorry to hear that,” he commiserated, “But you need to look after yourself. Don’t worry about us. I don’t have any deadlines for the newspaper this week. I’ve already sent in my article and being a freelancer, I can miss the next deadline if I need to. Please go home and deal with your sore throat. Take the time to get better. Good health is important!”

			Mrs. Grimes nodded sadly in agreement and turned away.

			Once safely inside their house, Burt unpacked the wagon, watched by his exuberant child as little by little, the mannequin she had labelled ‘a “mermaid’” was revealed.

			“So, Lily, here she is,” he finally said. “What are we going to do with her now?”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR 

			Opening her front door, Mrs. Grimes shivered as the evening breezes off the nearby lake chilled both her spirit and her body. Stepping inside, she eased off her shoes in the front hall. Still clutching her outdoor coat to her, she walked, somewhat unsteadily, to her bedroom to exchange it for a red woollen dressing gown, then shuffled in furry slippers to the kitchen. 

			She hated being sick. She must have picked up some germ while she was volunteering her nursing skills at the local hospital. She shook her head, knowing that trained nurses were aware of the health hazards involved when offering their services to the community.

			Quickly assembling a soothing brew of boiled water, fresh ginger root, honey, and lemon juice, she carefully carried the teapot and mug into the living room, where she sat in her comfortable armchair and poured herself some of the warm tea remedy while brooding about her next-door neighbour Burt and his little daughter Lily.

			She recalled how happy he and his wife Kriszta were to begin living here, in this quiet little town after working in a big city like Boston. They were both friendly people, very likeable, but Kriszta and she had hit it off right from the start. What a sweetheart she was, that poor young woman!

			Mrs. Grimes sighed and felt her throat prickle again. Taking another sip of soothing tea, she remembered how thrilled they were when Lily was born. Especially Burt. He said at the time that he had never wanted to get married until he met Kriszta. Never even thought about having children. He’d waited until he was in his late forties before thinking that there could be something more important than his work for that Boston newspaper. What was its name? Ah, yes, The Town Crier. Quaint name. 

			She took another sip of tea before it got cold. 

			Burt had told her that Kriszta used to live next to a criminal he was investigating and while he was watching that apartment block, he saw Kriszta coming and going. He said he was attracted by the strange fact that no-one ever visited her. At one time, he had even thought that she might be part of his investigation too.

			Mrs. Grimes almost laughed but thought better of it when her throat twinged fiercely.

			Burt found out that the beautiful woman was a Hungarian refugee. He asked her out for coffee and that was the beginning of their courtship. Those two always reminded her of Romeo and Juliet. They had been such a loving couple and as it turned out, just as tragic in the end.

			She was startled out of her reverie by the sound of the front door opening and closing. Who could that be? Alarmed, she was halfway out of her chair before she heard a familiar voice.

			“Hello, Mom, are you there?”

			She had completely forgotten that her daughter was dropping by after work. 

			“In the living room, Audrey.”

			Mrs. Grimes’ voice was raspy as it rapidly faded into a whisper. Audrey stopped short as she saw her mother bundled up in her dressing gown. “Oh, Mom, are you sick?”

			“Better not come too close, dear. I have a sore throat and maybe a fever. It might be the beginning of the flu.”

			Audrey sighed. “I thought I’d left all my patients back at the hospital but here’s another one right on my doorstep!”

			She bustled across the room and out of habit, lifted her mother’s wrist to check her pulse.

			“Hmm,” she said, “I’ll go fix us some supper. You stay right where you are!”

			“No, no!” her mother protested and caught hold of Audrey’s sleeve as her daughter turned to go. 

			“I’m not hungry, dear, only thirsty. Maybe instead, you could go next door and help Burt put little Lily to bed? I was going to do that tonight, but the doctor said…”

			She was stopped by the look on Audrey’s face.

			“Ha! Nice try, Mom. I know what you’re up to. But for the last time, I’m telling you that I’m not interested in your romantic ideas about him and me. And besides, I’m not going to carry germs from this house to his. Not with a three-year-old child there. We’re both nurses. You should know that!”

			She flounced out of the room fuming to herself, “Mothers can be so irritating at times!”

			As Audrey started making more of her mother’s throat remedy, Burt and Lily were still on her mind. She reassured herself that her mother could look after them much better than she could. After all, she wanted to lead her own life, not someone else’s.

			In his house, Burt was facing his own problems. Lily was telling him that her mermaid should sleep in her bed with her. Burt was just as adamant that it wouldn’t.

			“Sorry, poppet,” he said gently, “that’s not a good idea. We don’t know where this ‘mermaid’ had been before you found her. Look how grubby she is! No, we need to clean her up first. Besides, she still feels damp. We must give her time to dry.”

			“Then the can sit in a chair bethide me. I won’t touch her,” Lily pleaded.

			Burt was tired. It had been a stressful day. Now he was thinking of all the chores he had yet to do, giving Lily her bath, making supper, getting her ready for bed, reading a story to her, washing up the supper things, filleting the fish and wrapping it for the freezer. And all the time yearning to examine this mannequin.

			Lily was hopping from one foot to the other, waiting for an answer.

			“Tell you what, Lily,” he said, “Why don’t you and I go to the bathroom and run your bath? I’ll put the ‘mermaid’ outside the bathroom door where she can watch you in the water. When you’ve eaten your supper, I’ll sit her on a chair in the hall outside your bedroom, where you can see her from your bed when you wake in the morning.”

			“Yeth, Daddy!” Lily clapped her hands delightedly and went running to the bathroom with Burt hard at her heels carrying the mannequin.

			Long afterwards, once they had eaten supper and Burt had read a story to Lily, he had tiptoed along the hall to find his daughter fast asleep. 

			He kissed her softly and quietly carried the mannequin into the living room. He gazed at the blank face with its shuttered eyes. Then he poured himself a drink and sat down opposite the mannequin. While sipping his Scotch, he observed it critically, starting with the clothes.

			He noted the short, waterproof coat. You could buy those in any store. But a silk dress underneath? Now that’s intriguing. It must have been a mannequin in an expensive store. In a big town perhaps? But why flat ballerina shoes? Wouldn’t a store try to sell expensive high heels by putting some on its feet to display them? It wasn’t as if the mannequin was going to walk anywhere. But these shoes looked old and worn. Why?

			He rose and eased off the mannequin’s coat, intending to have it cleaned before Lily got too close to it. 

			In doing so, he knocked the artificial hair askew. The matted black hair, so realistic to see, revealed half of a smooth scalp underneath. Burt gazed in astonishment at an intricately plated skull. It was so cleverly made that the panels were almost invisible. It was only by a trick of the light that he could see the faint lines at the edges of the plates. He touched one. It slid back smoothly to show some sort of mechanism underneath.

			Burt was rocked back on his heels.

			“What a fool, I am!” he gasped, “This isn’t a mannequin either!”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			“Incredible!” Burt exclaimed out loud as he goggled at the robot sitting in front of him. 

			He held his breath as he tentatively tried to see if he could nudge it into action by touching the plate on its scalp. After a few anxious moments he relaxed when there was no response. Its eyelids remained shut.

			He knew that he didn’t have the knowledge to deal with a robot if it suddenly started to move, so he carefully backed into a chair facing it. His mind began churning anxiously, turning over what he already knew about robots.

			Nearby Boston was filled with large companies using artificial intelligence technologies and with university science departments, all competing with one another for the robot market. Millions of dollars were being spent on that race.

			He had never been asked to write about the topic for The Town Crier. It wasn’t something that had ever interested him personally, but now, sitting with an obvious state-of-the-art robot in front of him, he wished he were better informed.

			Although no expert, Burt had never been so close to an actual robot before, but he would guess that the one sitting opposite to him was probably the best robot money could buy. He took note of what he saw, looking at the beautifully sculptured face, the realistic hair and skin and fingers. This robot could easily be mistaken for a genuine human being. 

			He realized that he might have the world’s most advanced robot sitting there in his living room. A robot that was probably worth a hundred thousand times more than his house. Plus, all the other houses down the street. 

			His heart pounded in his chest when he thought how he had stolen it from the park and its owners might be looking for it. What if they found out that the trail ended at his house? They might be dangerous criminals! He had to protect Lily. He sat rocking back and forth in his chair racking his brains for some clear way out of his predicament.

			Burt gave a despairing groan when he remembered that his daughter thought it was a mermaid and probably wanted to play with it. He bowed his head, covering his eyes with his hands, thinking, thinking.

			Finally, remembering his promise to his daughter and not wanting to look at it any longer, Burt carried the robot to the chair outside Lily’s bedroom. 

			He went to pour himself another drink. Flopping down in his comfortable armchair in the living room, he continued to ponder how to solve this frustrating robot problem.

			It was the bright sunlight slanting through the window blinds and branding his face that woke him. His empty glass had fallen noiselessly to the carpet but as he shook his head to clear his brain, he could distinctly hear talking. He shot out of his chair so fast that he made himself dizzy. 

			Irrationally he thought that the robot’s owners had broken into his house and found the robot outside Lily’s bedroom door.

			“Where’s Lily?” he exclaimed in alarm.

			He bolted out of the living room and ran along the hall leading to his daughter’s bedroom, only to come upon another scene destined to become engraved in his memory. 

			His little girl was sitting on the robot’s lap, reading to it. He knew she couldn’t read yet so she must have memorized the story. Even in his relief that she had come to no harm, he noticed that his inventive daughter was sitting on her pillow within the robot’s arms. She’d figured out that its arms could be moved and had fitted them snugly around her. Despite his angst, his face flushed with pride at her ingenuity. And a sudden sorrow for the great loss of her real mother.

			As he walked more calmly towards her, he could hear Lily telling the story of the Little Mermaid to the robot. Then to his horror, he saw her suddenly lean upward and push open one of its eyelids to expose the hazel eye underneath.

			“Look, mermaid. Pay attention! Thith is the picture of your family waving goodbye to you.” She held up the book to show the illustration.

			Burt stopped breathing until he saw that very expensive eyelid slide down over the eye. He was only too aware that such an eye probably cost thousands of dollars to manufacture. He cringed, thinking that if it were damaged, he couldn’t afford to pay for it. Not in this lifetime.

			He cried out, “Lily, what are you doing? You shouldn’t be touching the ‘mermaid’ yet! She needs to be cleaned. Don’t go so close to it! Come here!”

			Lily stared at him in surprise.

			“Let’s go get some breakfast,” he cajoled more calmly.

			He gently lifted her, easing her struggling little body away from the robot and carried her high on his shoulders to the kitchen.

			“But, Daddy,’ she protested as he lowered her onto a kitchen chair, “I want to tell her the reth of the thory to make her feel happy. A ‘anthome prince will come to find her.”

			Burt poured cereal into a bowl, added some strawberries and milk and putting it in front of Lily, handed her a spoon.

			“We’ve already found her, Lily. Now we must find out where she came from and send her back home.”

			“The can’t go home in the water ‘coth the hathn’t got a fith tail now,” his daughter pointed out reasonably, waving her spoon. “Mermie can thay with uth for ever.”

			Burt blinked. 

			“Mermie?” 

			He had forgotten his daughter’s penchant for giving people nicknames. Their neighbour, Mrs. Grimes was Mithgrim. Her daughter, the nurse, was Awie in Lily language. 

			“Mermie?” he echoed absentmindedly.

			“Yeth! Ith a pwetty name.” She sounded exactly like Mrs. Grimes remarking to Lily that her name was a pretty name for a little girl. Burt hid a smile. 

			Lily was about to slide out of the chair.

			“Wait a minute, Lily! You can’t go back to …Mermie yet. I need to clean her up, first.” 

			When she pouted, he quickly added, “You can help me wash her clothes after you get dressed. But I’ll be the one to take the jacket off. It’s very dirty.”

			During the morning, Burt managed to keep his daughter away from the robot by asking her to help load up the washer with the robot’s clothes. Afterwards, she sat watching them swish around, making soapy patterns. Lily pointed these out to her doll Polly.

			“Look, Polly. We going to wath your dreth too. You need to be ath clean ath Mermie!”

			Burt frowned. He didn’t want to spend the whole day washing tiny garments but since Lily was happily occupied for the moment, he took the opportunity to tiptoe away and carry the robot into a small back room that Kriszta had used for her craftwork, where he locked it away and immediately felt better.

			When Lily lay down for her nap, fussing for her mermaid, he made her giggle by inventing the excuse that ‘Mermie’ was embarrassed because she wasn’t wearing any clothes, so she was hiding until she was dressed again. That seemed to calm the little girl’s mind and as soon as she dozed off, Burt sprang into action.

			He was determined to get rid of the robot, but
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