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  The dark green Cutlass with the magnetic Hathaway Realty signs turned off the bypass onto Tenth Street, heading east, and drove out of Bloomington for the second time that day.


  “Now, I’ll warn you,” Gene Hathaway told his two young clients, “don’t be expecting too much. And I’m not kidding about that, I’m being just as truthful as I can be. This property we’re going to see, it’s a nice little place, it truly is. But it won’t meet up to everything on that list of yours. At least not like that one we saw down in Harrodsburg.” He considered it a moment longer, then shook his head. “I thought for sure it would’ve been the house for you. I truly did.”


  Cathy Ballard sank deeper into the passenger seat, stared out the window, and said nothing. She’d been listening to him hard-sell the Harrodsburg place for the last twenty minutes, ever since they’d finished there and started back to Bloomington, and it was getting on her nerves. The man had a gift for gab, that was for sure, along with a pit bull’s tenacity. He just refused to give up. Mitch had told him no over and over yet here he was, still playing the place up even as they headed for the next property on his list.


  She glanced over at the Realtor. He was a man of moderate height much like her husband, though he had at least thirty pounds on Mitchell. He had about twenty years on him as well; they had worn away most of his hair and softened his jawline enough for a second chin to form. But age and weight had also lent him a comfortable demeanor, a friendliness that reached out to people before he had even extended his hand. In short, it was hard to dislike the man… at least until he opened his mouth.


  “Yessir,” Hathaway muttered under his breath, “that was a nice one, all right.” Then he glanced over at Cathy, gave her a sly wink. “If you’uns decide you want another look, you just let me know, okay?”


  Attaboy, Gene. Cathy sighed wearily. Never say die.


  It had been a long day already, or at least it seemed that way. They’d seen seven houses just since noon, yet they were no closer to finding a home than when they started. And with a flight back to Minneapolis in the morning, they didn’t have much time left. If this last property didn’t pan out, it would mean another trip to Indiana before school started in the fall.


  Another trip. Mitch was going to love that.


  He’d been so moody and quiet lately, and that wasn’t like him. But Cathy thought she understood, given the changes taking place in their lives. Her new teaching position at Indiana University required a certain amount of sacrifice from both of them, but especially from Mitch—leaving his hometown, giving up his job, even his status as breadwinner. He didn’t complain; in fact, he kept telling her how proud he was of her. But she knew it had to be gnawing at him, at least a little.


  She let her eyes wander to the car’s side mirror where she could see her husband in the backseat, staring vacantly out the window. She tried to intuit his mood from that wan expression. Was he mad? Depressed? Just plain bored? She just couldn’t be sure. He’d changed quite a bit over the years—hair shorter, face leaner. Harder to read. Not at all like it used to be. When they first met, she could tell what he was thinking at a glance. They were like two halves of a whole back then, together constantly, finishing each other’s sentences, each knowing what the other wanted without a single word.


  Now, studying his stony reflection, she wondered where the magic had gone.


  Pressure. That’s it, she thought. Gotta be the pressure. Things have been hard the last year or so, what with my dissertation to finish and oral defense to worry about. Then going on the market and chasing down interviews, and now the new job. It’s no wonder we’re not connecting these days. But it’ll get better, she told herself. Don’t worry. We’ll find a place soon and Mitch will get a job down here and things’ll get back to normal. Just like they used to be.


  “Beautiful out here, ain’t it?” Hathaway was saying as he motioned to the lush green foliage along the roadway. “Just wait till fall when the leaves start to turn. Everything goes all red and gold and…well, it’s something special. People come from all around to see it.”


  “Is that right?” Cathy muttered. It was only the third time he’d told them.


  They passed through the blink-and-you’ll-miss-it town of New Unionville and a few more miles of rustic scenery before reaching the turnoff to Tunnel Road. There were signs marking the route to Lake Lemon and Riddle Point Park and a few others that Cathy didn’t have time to read. Then they were quickly past them and winding once again through the Hoosier hills, rising and dipping and twisting like some rural roller coaster. The ride made even Cathy a bit queasy, and she wasn’t the one prone to motion sickness. She checked Mitch in the mirror again. “You okay, hon?”


  He finally noticed her attention and flashed a quick grin. “I’m fine.”


  “It’s not much farther,” the Realtor assured them. Then he pointed through the windshield. “See that road coming up on the right? That’s South Shore Drive—it skirts the edge of Lake Lemon. In fact, this road right here leads down to the water too, but we won’t be going that far.”


  Around the next bend, a low gravel drive abruptly came into view on the left, like a deep divot cut into the field there. “This turnoff’s easy to miss,” Hathaway told them as he maneuvered the drive’s gradual incline, with rocks popping and pinging off the undercarriage. “But if you use South Shore Drive as a visual marker, you’ll always know it’s just around the next corner.” He gave the car a little more gas to reach level ground, and then they could see that dense woods lay before them, swallowing the gravel lane completely. The Realtor grinned. “Almost home.”


  In the dappled shade of the trees the air was noticeably cooler, and blue jays sang in the branches as they passed. “Nice, ain’t it?” Hathaway asked. “And you wouldn’t be crowded out here, that’s for sure. There’s only two houses in this area, and that’s including the one we’re going to see.” As they rounded a curve, he pointed to an old rusty mailbox coming up on the left. It was posted beside a driveway that ran back into the trees and disappeared. “That there’s Mrs. Dobbs’ place. Poor soul. She’s got the arthritis awful bad. She doesn’t get out much, but she’s lucky, she’s got her son to help out. If you take the Bloomington paper, he should be the one delivering it. At least I think he still has this route.”


  There was a Hathaway Realty sign posted beside another driveway farther ahead, across from the Dobbs property and no more than a hundred feet along. But Cathy couldn’t make out anything more. Only trees. “This piece goes a little farther back in,” the Realtor reported, “but you did say you wanted privacy. And this is about as private as you can get.”


  The rutted drive sloped a bit once they were into the trees, and then the ground dropped with such severity that a wooden bridge had been erected to span the resulting ravine. On the far side the ground rose again and leveled out, and that was where the trees thinned to a clearing and the house finally came into view.


  The cottage was patterned after a traditional farmhouse, only on a much smaller scale. A covered porch spanned the entire front, with solid wooden railings and a swing suspended from the overhead supports. A single dormer window sprouted from the forward-slanting roof like a misplaced eye, and a sturdy brick chimney stood along the north end. The light in the clearing was subdued, since the late-afternoon sun couldn’t breach the wall of trees around them, but it was enough to show that the house was well maintained. In short, it was a nice little place.


  With the emphasis on little.


  Cathy sighed with resignation. She hadn’t held out much hope during the long drive, especially with Hathaway still playing up the property in Harrodsburg. But what little optimism she could muster quickly dissolved at the sight of the house. Rather, at the size. There couldn’t have been more than eight hundred square feet to the first floor, with considerably less upstairs. And a single window on the second level? “There’s only one bedroom, isn’t there?” she asked point-blank.


  Hathaway offered only a guilty shrug. “It’s nice sized. But yeah, just the one.”


  She started to simmer. “So why did you bring us out here? You knew we wanted three bedrooms—no less than two. Why waste our time?”


  An even more sheepish look. “Well…you said the most important thing was the location. That’s one thing in this property’s favor. Tunnel Road isn’t as quick a drive into town, but I think the countryside more than makes up for it. Look, I tried to tell you ever since Harrodsburg. I know what you’uns are looking for, and that was the closest we’ve got at the moment. This one here was just a long shot, but I had to try.” He sighed, clearly frustrated. “I know you’re anxious to find something as soon as possible, so the only thing I can do now is suggest some other Realtors for you to check out.” He shifted into reverse, started turning the car around.


  “Hold on a minute,” Mitch suddenly said. Cathy turned to find him staring at the cottage, mulling it over. “We’re already here, honey,” he said. “It wouldn’t hurt to look around, would it?”


  Cathy was caught off guard. “Well, uh, no. I guess not.”


  “Excellent!” Gene Hathaway exclaimed, proceeding toward the house. “I don’t think you’ll be sorry. I know it’s small, but it’s awful nice.” He followed the driveway around the south end of the house, where the unattached two-car garage came into view for the first time and parked just in front of it.


  Cathy and Mitch stepped out of the Cutlass and looked around. The garage was positioned to the rear and less than one hundred feet away, giving them a good look at the back of the house. It was exactly the same from that angle, right down to the dormer window jutting through the roof. To the side of the screened porch were sloping cellar doors near ground level, both sealed with a metal hasp and padlock. The backyard was large and empty and, like the rest of the property, ringed in trees.


  “The place isn’t all that old,” Hathaway told them as they followed a stone walkway around to the front porch. “About twenty years, I believe. And only three owners in that time. The original builder had it the longest, about ten years. After that there was a young couple with two kids—I can’t remember their names right offhand—but they needed more room, so they didn’t stay but a few years. Then came the Cohens, a university couple like yourselves. They had it for the last six years, until a month ago when he got a new position with a college in…uh, where was it? California maybe?” He shrugged. “My memory ain’t what it used to be. Anyway, they kept it in real good condition while they had it.”


  They climbed the porch steps and passed the swing on their way to the front door. Hathaway propped open the screen door with his foot and began digging through the keys in his blazer pockets, finally producing a ring with one of those yellow plastic fobs bearing his agency motto: Looking for your dream home? You’re Hathaway there! He slipped the key in, pushed the door wide open. “Sorry about the heat,” he said, wincing. “If I’d thought we might really come up here after Harrodsburg, I would’ve tried to stop by earlier and open the place up.”


  “Don’t worry,” Cathy assured him. “Small as it is, this shouldn’t take too long.”


  Once inside, they grew accustomed to the thick, stale air rather quickly. There was an arch on Cathy’s left leading into the living room, and a short hallway directly ahead with a staircase to the second floor. Hathaway pointed out the half-bath just beyond the stairs, and when they stepped closer to the closet door on their right, they could see another arch at the end of the hall leading to the kitchen.


  The living room was much like the front porch, to Cathy’s eye: long and almost as narrow, and overpowered by the massive fireplace at the far end. “A beauty, ain’t it?” Hathaway marveled. “You don’t see this kind of craftsmanship anymore. It’s a great conversation piece, and it works too—it’s not plugged or anything. You know, the house has a gas furnace for normal heating, but something like this is always nice on a good cold night. And there’s plenty of wood around here, obviously.”


  “Very nice,” Cathy conceded. “Isn’t it, honey? Mitch?”


  “In here,” came from the dining area just off the living room. Her husband had passed them and now stood by a sliding glass door, looking out onto the back porch and beyond. As they came into the room, he held out his arms to the emptiness around them. “What do you think, Cat? It’s more than we have back on campus.”


  “That’s not saying much, is it?” Then, to the Realtor, she explained, “Our current apartment’s so small, the dining room is actually a set of TV trays.” He chuckled as she paced off the empty area. “This may look like a lot of room, Mitch, but once you put a dining set in…” She calculated silently a moment. “I don’t think that trestle table we want would fit in here, do you?”


  “You mean the one you want. The one that’s so damn big and expensive? I’d settle for a simple dining table and four decent chairs.”


  “We’re not becoming hermits, y’know,” she chided him. “We’re going to have company sooner or later. If it’s not neighbors coming over or people from school, it’ll be our families in for the holidays. And people will need a place to sit.”


  “Okay, okay.” He shrugged. “You’ve sold me. We’ll get the table.” Then his attention started to wander toward the kitchen.


  “But I said that table won’t fit!” Cathy groaned in exasperation. Mitch had a way of turning their discussions into a “who’s-on-first” skit, whether intentionally or not, and that always drove her crazy. But then she reminded herself that it was a moot point anyway. They weren’t really considering this place, so why worry about it? “Never mind,” she sighed. “Let just get on with this.”


  Hathaway was quiet while they inspected the kitchen. The amenities were sparse, and space was at a premium, but Cathy didn’t dare complain about that. Mitchell was the cook in the family—her own culinary skills rarely extended beyond a fast bologna sandwich—and to venture an opinion on so alien a subject was just asking for trouble. Mitch could do a whole stand-up act on that subject, and sometimes she baited him just to hear it, but not right now. She followed along through the kitchen without a word, out the other archway, and back to the stairs.


  There wasn’t much of a landing at the top, just two doorways—one on either side. The one on the right was a full bath, complete with walk-in shower. The other door revealed a long bedroom; the peaked ceiling and sloping walls gave it an atticlike appearance. Despite that, it was very spacious, reaching all the way to the far end of the house, or at least to the mirrored door of the walk-in closet there.


  “It’s nice and cool up here,” the Realtor explained, opening the two dormer windows for cross ventilation. “Even on a hot day, but especially in the evening. Most of the time you won’t even need the central air. And wait till you see the view.” He motioned out the rear window. “That there’s Lake Lemon. You can see it a lot better later in the year, after the leaves fall. There’s a footpath back through the trees down there. It’s a little steep at times, ’cause the ground slopes from here. But if you watch your step it’ll take you right down to the water. There’s a picnic and camping area down there called Riddle Point Park, where you can cook out or swim or rent a canoe. And the fishing’s great, or so I hear. You’uns do much fishing?”


  “Not lately,” Mitch replied.


  “Well, it’s a prime location for it. For anything, really, if getting away from the rat race is what you’re after. That’s why I thought you might like it.” He looked at them hopefully. “Well? What do you think?”


  “A nice little house,” Cathy allowed. “But no matter how nice it is, it still doesn’t fit our needs. We wanted three bedrooms, two at the very least. One just won’t cut it. I’m tired of doing my work on the kitchen table. I have to have an office.”


  The Realtor shrugged. “Well, there’s always the basement…”


  Cathy almost laughed at that notion. “For an office? Are you serious? We’re talking about computers here, a desk copier, a laser printer. You don’t put expensive electronic equipment in a damp, musty old basement.”


  “Ah, but you haven’t seen it yet.” Hathaway grinned and motioned them back down the staircase, talking all the while. “You see, one of Mr. Cohen’s weaknesses was playing pool. But town’s a little far when all you want’s a quick game. So he had the basement sealed and fixed up, and had a table put down there.” He went to the basement door, which was located just behind the staircase, and waited till they caught up before opening it. It was already gloomy down there with the coming of dusk, but he flicked a wall switch and the stairwell and basement were both brightly lit. “I keep the utilities turned on for only the hottest properties,” he explained, “so I can show them off anytime. And this one’s a real sizzler, I don’t mind telling you. I doubt it’ll be on the market very long.”


  More of the hard sell. Cathy grimaced. But even she was surprised as they descended into the basement. There was no musty odor, as she’d half expected, and no cobwebs to walk through. It was even a little cooler down there.


  There were windows at either end of the basement—two above the washer and dryer hookups and two more at the far end. They were narrow and high on the wall, but they still let in the waning daylight, and that, along with the fluorescent lighting, was more than enough to see by.


  It was basically one large room, but someone had obviously tried to make it more than that. There were secondary walls in the space behind the staircase itself, forming a full bath. And half of the basement, that nearest to them, had been carpeted and the walls covered in rustic wood-grain paneling. A suspended ceiling hid the beams directly overhead.


  It did indeed look like a rec room, even without the pool table or the rack of cues that had scarred the paneling on one wall. But two details spoiled the illusion: first, the steps in the far wall leading up to the hatchlike cellar doors they’d spied from outside, and second, the fact that the renovations did not reach the full length of the basement. Where the carpet and paneling stopped, bare block walls and concrete flooring looked very stark in comparison, and the open ceiling showed innards of wires and ducts and water pipes for the upstairs. The water heater tank and furnace were located on that side as well as a silently grazing sawhorse and piles of discarded boxes and other refuse.


  “Sorta makes up for the lack of space upstairs, doesn’t it?” Hathaway asked, leading them into the middle of the carpeted area. He motioned to the unaltered section farther along. “The Cohens were going to put up another wall to partition the room—I believe that corner was to be a sewing parlor—but they never got around to finishing it. Y’know, you could do a lot down here. An office, a guest room or two, a workshop…”


  “A gym,” Mitch finished, testing the sound of it. He obviously liked what he heard, for a childlike smile spread across his face. He stood in the middle of the carpet between the divots left by the pool table legs and looked all around, visually measuring the available space. “Back there in that corner,” he finally decided. “Our stationary bike could go there, maybe a bench press and some barbells. Even a punching bag.” He glanced in Cathy’s direction. “Oooh. I’ve always wanted a punching bag. You remember me saying that?”


  “No, not particularly.”


  “Well, I have.” He brought his fists up in a fighting stance, began to bob and weave like a boxer. “After a hard day at work, boy, that’d be a great way to work off some tension. I…” He flinched before finishing his thought, as if stung by an unseen opponent’s jab. He doubled over and fell to one knee.


  “Okay, Sugar Ray.” Cathy shook her head with bemusement. “We get the message. Go to a neutral corner.” But her husband didn’t get up. Cathy’s smile slipped a little as she moved closer. “Mitch? Quit fooling around, okay?” She knelt beside him, looked into his face. His brow was knitted, and he grimaced as if tasting something bitter. The color had drained from his cheeks. “Honey?” She took his hand and found him shivering despite the heat. “What is it? What’s wrong?”


  Mitch didn’t answer right away. He took a couple of deep breaths and let them out slowly until his pallor improved. Then he managed an unsteady grin for her. “I’m okay, Cat.”


  “Are you sure? What was it?”


  “I don’t know.” He straightened up, took a few steps as if trying to regain his sea legs. “I just got real queasy all of a sudden. I guess I’m a little carsick after all.”


  “Could be the heat, too,” Hathaway pointed out, wiping a sheen of sweat from his own face. “It’s cooler down here, but not much. Maybe we ought to be going.”


  “That’s a good idea,” Cathy said. “You feel like climbing the stairs, hon?”


  “No, I don’t think so,” Mitch whispered weakly. “You’d better carry me up.” Then he giggled and dodged away as she tried to smack him. “Don’t worry about me, woman. I’m queasy, not crippled.” To prove it he skipped up the stairs two at a time, then back down, then up again. Cathy tried to make him stop, but she finally gave up and just followed along.


  It was nicer outside than when they’d first arrived. The sun had fallen well beyond the trees, bringing a calming redness to the sky and stealing away some of the humidity. The clearing all around the house had slipped into cool shadow, and the insects seemed to come alive in response, filling the air with a soothing drone to welcome the coming of night.


  Hathaway was fumbling for the front door keys when he abruptly exclaimed, “Well, damn it all!” though he thought to add “Pardon my French” for Cathy’s sake. “I went off and left those windows in the bedroom open. I’d best go shut ’em down or it’ll rain just to spite me. Be right back.” He slipped back through the door and disappeared.


  Mitchell plopped down on the porch swing with a weary sigh. “This house hunting’s hard work,” he said. “I could just about go for some pizza. How about you?”


  Cathy gaped at him. “Pizza? I thought you were sick to your stomach.”


  “I feel better now. I guess it was just a passing thing—maybe the heat, like he said.” He grinned at her and patted the seat next to him. “Plenty of room over here, little girl, hee hee hee…”


  “You must be feeling better.” Cathy chuckled as she slipped into the swing beside him. They sat there for a few moments and didn’t say much of anything. Just swayed back and forth, scuffing their feet on the plank floor.


  “This is nice,” he said, taking hold of her hand. Then, after a little while longer, he asked, “So…what’s the verdict?”


  “You mean the house? Oh, it’s cute. Maybe even adorable. But it’s still too darned small.”


  “Yep. It’s tiny, all right.” Then he squeezed her hand and whispered, “Let’s buy it, okay?”


  She laughed. “Yeah, right. Quick, tell another one.” But then she saw the excited look on his face. “You are kidding, right? Tell me you’re kidding.”


  Mitch just shrugged. “I know it’s not what we were looking for, but…well, it’s got potential, don’t you think? I mean, the basement does make up for the lack of space. And it is pretty out here, you gotta admit that.” He affected a thick Hoosier drawl. “And just you wait till those leaves start changing, little missy.” That wrung a laugh out of her. But there was still a note of sincerity in his voice. “I just don’t know, Cat. I can’t explain it. But there’s something about this place…”


  Gene Hathaway came back onto the porch just then, locking the door behind him. “Closed up tight,” he announced. “Are we ready to go?”


  Cathy looked over at Mitch, at the enthusiasm in his face. It’s not what we’re looking for, she wanted to remind him. But she couldn’t bring herself to say it. All she could think of was how he’d supported her through all those years of grad school, how he was giving up everything for her career. Everything for her.


  The sooner things settle down, the better off we’ll be…


  Mitch squeezed her hand again. He was smiling now, as if he already knew her decision. Maybe things were looking up.


  “We’re in no hurry, Mr. Hathaway,” she said, motioning the Realtor to take a seat in the swing as well. “Why don’t we just sit here and talk for a while…”
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  It was a hot, miserable day, and Cathy couldn’t wait to get inside. Oh, to relax and put her feet up for a while, to feel the cool embrace of central air…


  But first things first. She stood on the front steps of their new home, facing the yard and their clunky old station wagon parked only a few feet away. The doors were all standing open and the tailgate as well, allowing them access to the belongings inside. I didn’t know we owned this much stuff, she thought, reaching for a box of wedding crystal they’d never used. She wrestled it from the wagon and set it gently in the grass before going back for more. At least they didn’t have to deal with the really heavy stuff, the furniture and filing cabinets. The movers had already taken care of those. That left only their important things, those few items too fragile or personal to be entrusted to strangers. So few, in fact, that they now filled the wagon to overflowing as well as Cathy’s Honda Civic, parked in the yard just behind it.


  She was just reaching for another box when she heard “Hold that pose!” from behind her, followed by the click of a camera shutter.


  Cathy groaned. “Mitch-ell! Would you stop? I’m all sweaty, and I look like hell!”


  He was standing at the front door, clad only in Reeboks and U. of M. gym trunks, baring a modest physique trapped somewhere between weekend baseball games and the beer and pizza that always followed. He held a Polaroid in his hand, waiting for the newest snapshot to finish developing. “Don’t be so modest,” he growled. “You’re beautiful when you’re sweaty. Smile, now.” And he clicked another.


  She wrestled another carton onto the tailgate, paused to mop her forehead. “Don’t you have something better to do?”


  “Oh, yeah. Sorry.” He put the camera down on the porch steps and hurried to her side. He wrapped his arms around her from behind and hugged her tight, began to sway to some imagined melody. “There. Isn’t that better?”


  “Mitchell…” She tried to sound firm but couldn’t control her laughter. “You’re not helping, you know.”


  “Sure I am. For instance, let me help you beat the heat a little.” He started inching her T-shirt upward and might have skinned it right over her head had she not jerked the tail from his hands and poked it back into her cutoffs. “C’mon, Cat. Lighten up, will ya? There’s nobody else around, you know. Isn’t that the reason we moved to the country?” But when it became apparent that she wouldn’t play, he shrugged in defeat and started gathering some of the boxes she’d already unloaded.


  “You aren’t mad, are you?”


  He hung his head and pushed out his bottom lip. “I’m crushed, of course. But I guess I’ll survive.” Then that expression slid into a wolfish grin. “But after this stuff’s all unpacked, you won’t have any excuses. Know what I mean?” Then he loosed his patented mad-doctor cackle and carried his cargo into the house.


  Cathy just shook her head, marveling at his light and mischievous mood. What’s gotten into him? she wondered. Is it this house? Does it feel that right? She turned and looked up at their new home. In her eyes it was still too damned small. And she didn’t feel any special vibes, either. But if it kept Mitchell happy, then she was prepared to live with it.


  She smiled, remembering his arms around her, inching up her shirt. And the thought wasn’t nearly as unappealing as she’d let on. In fact, she began to regret having turned him down. What would a little horsing around hurt? After all, she could use the sun—a whole summer cooped up with her dissertation had left her pathetically pale. Besides, who would’ve known? she told herself, looking at the surrounding property. They were in the boondocks now, completely cut off. No more pounding bass from the headbangers down the hall; no mattress creaks filtering through paper-thin apartment walls. No prying eyes, period. Just the birds and the swaying tree limbs and the guy standing out in the driveway and—


  Cathy jerked upright, almost dropped the box of computer equipment she was holding. Her eyes instantly went back to the driveway. There was no one there. But she was sure she’d seen someone. I don’t know, she fretted. Maybe it’s the heat, or—No, wait! Back in the trees. She could barely see someone crouched there, peering through the leaves at her.


  She felt a momentary flash of panic—they’d had Peeping Toms in married housing back home, and the notion always unsettled her. But this isn’t campus, she cautioned herself. You’re the stranger here. Don’t go jumping to conclusions. So instead of backing up the porch steps or calling to Mitch, she just stood tall and faced the stranger. And waved hello.


  The man didn’t move at first. But slowly he straightened up and inched his way back into the open. He was a young man, no taller than she but twice as stocky, dressed in a white T-shirt and baggy dungarees. The way he kept his head lowered suggested an almost painful shyness, and when she motioned him closer, his reluctance just reinforced that impression. He looked away for a moment as if ready to bolt, then slowly came forward with a plodding, side-to-side gait. As he drew closer, Cathy could see him more clearly—late teens, maybe twenty, with a do-it-yourself burr haircut, wide, almost mongoloid features, and eyes hidden behind thick glasses. He walked up beside the station wagon but said nothing, just stared at his feet.


  “Hello,” Cathy said cheerfully, no longer apprehensive now that she knew who it was. “You must be Lonnie Dobbs, right?”


  The boy looked up in surprise, then immediately dropped his gaze again. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s me. How did you know?”


  “Mr. Hathaway—the man who sold us this house?—he told us about you and your mother. I’m Cathy”—she held out a hand but saw that he was too bashful to come and take it—"and my husband’s name is Mitch. He’ll be out in a few minutes. It’s nice to meet you, Lonnie. I’m glad you came over to say hello.”


  “Yeah,” he muttered softly, “well, kinda. But really, I was also wondering, kinda, uh…” He toed the grass and stammered even more softly, then took something out of his back pocket and held it out to her. Cathy recognized it as a paper carrier’s ticket book.


  “Oh, that’s right. You’re the paperboy around here. Well, I’m sure Mitch will want it, so go ahead and sign us up.”


  The boy nodded with a grin and put the book away. Then he went back to scuffing his feet. What do I say now? Cathy wondered. But after a moment or two of awkward silence, she just gave up and went back to unloading the car.


  “Wow!” came an excited whisper from behind her.


  The boy had walked up beside the tailgate and was peering into one of the boxes she’d already unloaded. He reached in for a dog-eared paperback lying on top, held it in both hands like some fabled treasure. Cathy moved closer and saw it was The Hot-Blooded Dinosaurs by Adrian Desmond, one of Mitch’s old books, which until recently had steadied a coffee table with a short leg. It had even left a divot in the cover, but Lonnie ignored that in favor of the tyrannosaurus poised there. “I like dinosaurs,” he said with a childlike grin. “I’ve read all the books in the library about ’em. But I ain’t never seen this one before.” He flipped through the pages, looking for pictures, gasping each time he found one.


  “You want it?”


  The eyes behind those thick lenses doubled in size. “You kidding?”


  “No,” she said. “It’s an old book. I don’t think Mitch would care.”


  The boy beamed. And this time he looked her straight in the eye.


  The screen door banged open just then as Mitch came back onto the porch. “Hey,” he said, smiling. “I didn’t know we had company.” He scooped up the Polaroid from where he’d left it and snapped another photo, taking both of them by surprise. Lonnie backed away, apprehensively. “Sorry about that, sport,” Mitch said, coming down the steps with his hand out. But the boy wouldn’t let him come too close. Mitch glanced over at Cathy, then seemed to understand. “You must be Lonnie,” he said. “Hi, I’m Mitch. I think I’m supposed to talk to you about getting the local paper?”


  “Already taken care of,” Cathy told him.


  “Oh. Okay.” He looked at the developing snapshot in his hand, then held it out. “Here you go. This one’s yours.” The Dobbs boy moved forward almost sheepishly, just far enough to take the picture. Then he looked at it and snickered despite himself. “I look kinda funny. You musta really surprised me.”


  “I guess so,” Mitch said with a big smile. Then he looked at the camera in his hands. “Lonnie, could you do me a favor?”


  “Favor?”


  “Yeah.” He held out the Polaroid. “Could you take a picture of Cathy and me in front of the house? We don’t have any with both of us yet.”


  The boy looked apprehensive. “I don’t know…I ain’t never used one of those kinda cameras. What if I break it or something?”


  “Don’t worry,” Cathy said, taking the camera and placing it in his hands. “It’s very simple. You just look through this hole here, and then you push this button and the picture just squirts out.”


  “That’s all?” He grinned. “Who couldn’t do that?”


  Back up a little ways,” she told him, rejoining Mitch on the porch steps. Then he put his arms around her shoulders, and they smiled for the camera. “Okay, Lonnie. Whenever you’re ready.”


  The shutter clicked. Lonnie beamed again.


  “Just one more, sport,” Mitch said before Cathy could step down. He put his arms around her and pulled her close. “Fire away, Gridley,” he laughed, and then he kissed her long and deep, so hard that it took her breath away. She heard the shutter click again, but that didn’t stop Mitch, and she was glad it didn’t. She just hung on, lost in the moment.


  “I gotta go.”


  The clinch finally broke, and she turned to see Lonnie backing away. He set the Polaroid and pictures down on the hood of the station wagon, clutched his dinosaur book to his side, and looked like a frightened doe, ready to bolt.


  “What’s wrong? You just got here.”


  “I gotta go,” he repeated.


  She and Mitch looked at each other, stymied. “Well, come over again, okay? Maybe you could bring your mom for lunch sometime.”


  “She don’t get out much,” he told them. “She don’t feel too good. But I’ll tell her.” He turned and started across the yard at a determined pace. Then, at the mouth of the driveway, he waved the book over his head and called “Thank you!” before disappearing into the trees.


  “What’s up his ass?” Mitch wondered out loud.


  “Beats me. Maybe our kissing embarrassed him.”


  “If that’s the case, he better get used to it. Because I plan on doing that a lot.” He stepped close enough to peck her lightly on the nose, then headed for the boxes in the grass. But she caught him by the arm.


  “What do you think you’re doing? We’ve got work to do, mister.”


  “Well, I was just about to—”


  “I mean other work,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “And I think we’ll start by getting the bedroom in order.”


  “Oh, yeah?” he said, grinning. “And what about unloading this stuff?”


  She went up the porch steps, then stopped at the screen door. “It’s waited this long,” she purred, “it’ll wait a little longer.” Once inside, she pulled off her sweat-dampened shirt and felt her bare skin tingle in the air conditioning. “Are you coming?” she called as she started up the stairs.


  “Soon, dear.” Mitchell chuckled, following after her. “Very soon…”
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  Mitchell jerked awake, squinting against the sunlight that streamed through the bedroom window. He was breathing hard and shaking, and he wasn’t sure just why.


  “It’s about time you got up.”


  He turned toward the sound of the voice and saw Cathy coming out of the bathroom, wrapped in one towel and drying her hair with another. She came to the bed and gave him a quick peck, then headed across the room for the closet. “So how’s it feel to sleep in for a change?” she asked over her shoulder as she sorted through the clothes there. But when he didn’t answer, she looked back and noticed his unsettled expression for the first time. “Honey? Are you okay?”


  He blinked at her, then managed a grin. “Yeah. Just had a bad dream, I guess.”


  “About what?”


  “I’m not sure. It was weird, I know that.” He shielded his eyes against the light, tried to make out the alarm clock. “What time is it, anyway?”


  “After eight, and I’m already running late.”


  “Late?” He tried to rub the remnants of sleep from his eyes. “Late for what?” But then he remembered. Monday morning. “Oh, God,” he groaned, falling back into the pillows. School’s in. That means the honeymoon’s over.


  Don’t jump to conclusions, he warned himself. Not after the last week. Maybe things will be better from here on. Just like they used to be.


  Cathy picked an outfit from the closet, a pink blouse and dark skirt. “What do you think?” she asked.


  He studied the clothes, then her questioning gaze. What was she after? Some ego stroking to bolster her confidence for the first day of work? Or was she really in doubt and needing his judgment? He should have known without her asking; once he would have. But after studying her expression for a moment, he knew their old chemistry was still on the fritz. So he just took a stab. “I don’t like it.”


  Her grin slipped. “Really?”


  Good answer, bonehead. Now think fast.…


  “Nope,” he said, “the towel you’ve got on should do just fine.”


  She laughed and snapped the other towel at him. “Would you stop? I’m serious.”


  “So am I.” That bought him another swat. “Okay, okay. The outfit’s fine. Hell, punkin, everything looks good on you.”


  “Thank you,” she said, triumphant. “That’s why I keep you around, you know. Be right back.” She hurried into the bathroom. “What do you have planned today?”


  Mitch lay back in bed, stretched. “I hadn’t thought about it, really. I guess I’ll check out the job market and see what’s open, if anything. Hey, if I’m going to be in town today, how about having lunch together?”


  Her pause was answer enough. “That would be great, sweetheart. But I already have an appointment for lunch.”


  “An appointment? With who?”


  She’d finished dressing by now and came back into the room, her clothes all crisp and professional, her blond curls pinned up for a more mature coif. But with her elfin beauty, she still looked more like the perennial cheerleader than the staid academic. “I’m meeting with the chair and a few of the full professors in the department. You know, one of those get-to-know-you kinda things.”


  “You mean you’re brown-nosing.”


  She tried to keep a straight face, but her blushing gave her away. “It’s part of the game, okay? Yearly reviews are usually pretty cutthroat, but in a top-ten department like IU… Well, I’ve already heard some horror stories about that. Now, I know my teaching’s okay and I have faith in my research, but office politics, that’s another story. So it won’t hurt to start feathering my nest a little early, right? Believe me, Mitch, I’d rather have lunch with you.” She checked her watch. “Whoops. Gotta go. I’ll see you tonight, okay?” She blew him a kiss—“Love you”—and rushed down the stairs.


  The sliding door opened, then closed. Then the Honda’s engine revved and quickly faded into the distance.


  Mitch lay there a while longer, reliving the last week with a smile on his face. Moving hadn’t been nearly as hard as he’d expected. Oh, there was a lot of work to do. But they did it together, and that was the difference. Arguing over where to put things or how to arrange the furniture, always making up later on. And those nights… They’d made love more in the past seven days than in the preceding three months. Everything felt so right. Just like the old days.


  His smile hardened. The old days. Before grad school, before classes and assistant teaching and research projects began eating into their time together. Things were a lot simpler back then for a naive freshman and a Burger King counter jockey. The sky was the limit. But now… Now Cathy had her new job, her career to think about. And what did he have? Nothing. Just time on his hands.


  Mitch felt his mood darkening, and he was determined not to let that happen. Worry about Cat later, he prodded himself. First things first. You aren’t gonna feel right about anything until you’re at least working again. So get moving already.


  He forced himself out of bed, showered and shaved and slipped into some jeans and a short-sleeved shirt. By the time he bounced down the stairs, he had built up a good head of steam and was actually looking forward to the hunt. At least that was what he told himself. He headed through the cluttered living room into the dining area, decided he would wait until he got to town before getting something to eat. That way he wouldn’t look so desperate: he’d just stop for breakfast and fill out an application on the spur of the moment.


  He went out the back and headed for the garage. But a few feet off the porch he passed the slanted basement doors and noticed the padlock still hanging there. Damned Hathaway, he thought, frowning. The Realtor was supposed to have replaced it with an inside dead bolt before they even arrived. Mitch had managed to ignore it for the last week, since he’d had other things to think about. But now it niggled at him. He took a crumpled Things to Do list from his pocket and scribbled a reminder to himself: “Stop at hardware store.” Then he headed for the garage again and had gone a few more steps when he heard a sound behind him.


  Thump!


  Mitch turned, looked around. There was no one standing there—no animals, even. He couldn’t tell where the sound had come from. But then something drew his eyes back to the basement door. The padlock…it was moving, changing positions. He stepped closer. No, it was the doors themselves that were moving, bulging outward slightly, trying to open. But the metal hasp held them in place. They abruptly sagged, and the lock bounced against the wood.


  Thump!


  “What the hell…?” Mitch reached out to touch it but recoiled when the doors started to move again. Bulged and sagged. Waited a beat. Bulged and sagged again. The padlock danced each time.


  He watched in utter confusion. For as much as he wanted to deny it, there had to be someone on the other side of those doors. “Cathy?” he whispered, looking around for her car, but he remembered hearing the Honda drive away.


  Then who?


  He forced his apprehension into anger. “Whoever you are,” he muttered, “you picked the wrong house.” Then he stalked back inside, through the kitchen, and into the hallway. He could still hear the padlock dancing as he jerked open the basement door and flicked on the light. “Whoever’s down there,” he yelled in his most threatening voice, “there ain’t no other way out. So c’mon, get up here right now!”


  The rattling stopped. Silence.


  Mitch’s heart tried to crawl up into his throat. “C’mon, now, I mean it. Don’t make me come down there!”


  Still no sound.


  It’s probably nothing, he assured himself. Just a raccoon that got in through a basement window, or a possum or something like that. There’s no burglar down there. No way.


  No way…


  He took a deep, shaky breath and started down the steps. Then, on second thought, he went back into the kitchen and searched through the silverware drawer until he found the Ginsu carving knife they’d ordered from the Home Shopping Network. The long serrated blade gave him a bit more confidence. Clutching it in one hand, he descended the stairs.


  When he reached the bottom, he found the basement a shambles. But that didn’t surprise him. They’d spent most of their time squaring away the
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