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​ Author’s Note (a
confession)

 


 


The original print edition of this book
declared that “All the characters in this book have no existence
outside the imagination of the author and have no relation
whatsoever to anyone bearing the same name or names. They are not
even distantly inspired by any individual known or unknown to the
author, and all incidents are pure invention.”

Whew, that’s quite a statement, considering
that writers can’t help being influenced by the world around us.
And in this case, the assertion really isn’t true.

For many years, I’ve been a member of a
writing critique group called Orange County Fictionaires. One of my
fellow members and a good friend is author/screenwriter Terry
Black, known for his “Tales From the Crypt” scripts, numerous
inventive works of fiction, and the original script of the movie
Dead Heat. This story of two slain detectives who become
zombies and must solve their own murders before their body parts
fall off became a cult film starring Joe Piscopo and Treat
Williams.

My friend’s great sense of humor and offbeat
personality inspired the character of Terry in this book. Without
telling my editor, I obtained Terry’s permission, even though I
intended to change the name of the hero after completing the
manuscript.

Then my editor called to announce happily,
“We have a title! It’s The Trouble With Terry.”

I couldn’t very well change the hero’s name without
explaining why, and I doubted Harlequin would like my explanation.
Who knows--maybe their lawyers would have made me throw the entire
book away. Anyway, by then Terry was impressing dates by declaring
that he was the hero of a romance novel. I couldn’t disappoint
him.

More than twenty years later, Terry and I
are still friends and still in the same critique group. And The
Trouble With Terry is still, I hope, impressing his dates.

 


 


 


​
Chapter One

 


 


A child’s heartbroken wail filled the parking
lot.

Karen pulled her car into its slot in front
of Michaelson Real Estate, where Christmas bells festooned the
lampposts. She’d overstayed her lunch break running errands, but
she had to make sure the child was all right.

A check revealed a little girl about three
years old standing in front of a convenience store, wearing a denim
jumpsuit and clutching a bottle of soap bubbles. Several shoppers
carried out their purchases, ignoring the child. As Karen swung out
of the car, she saw a man bend down beside the youngster.

Hurrying toward them, Karen dodged a bicycle
on the walkway. “Can I help?”

The man looked up. He had bright blue eyes
and an irresistible, off-center grin. She also noted his shock of
black hair and a green sweatshirt that read, “Please, God, Let Me
Prove to You That Winning the Lottery Won’t Spoil Me.”

When the man straightened, her senses
registered the lean length of him, each well-defined muscle taut
with energy. “We have a lost child here.” His hand shot out. “Terry
Vogel.”

“Karen Loesser.” Without thinking, she
extended hers in response. His flesh felt firm and cool, and his
lingering touch gave the act of shaking hands an unexpected
intimacy.

“This is Belinda.” He indicated the child.
“She says she hopped out of the van while her mother was strapping
in her baby sister. Chances are she’ll be missed momentarily.”

“I want my Mommy.” Belinda clutched her
bottle of soap bubbles. “I want to go home!”

Karen knelt down. “I’m sure she’ll be back
soon.”

“I don’t see any reason to call the police
yet,” Terry explained from overhead.

He seemed kind, but she knew nothing about
him. Karen stood up. “I can handle it from here.”

Those brilliant blue eyes gazed directly
into hers. “We could share,” he said. “It isn’t every day I get a
chance to do a good deed.” His square shoulders blocked out the
sidewalk behind him, and the angle of his body defined a cozy space
for the three of them, as if they were a family, instead of
strangers.

It made no sense for them both to wait here
and obviously she couldn’t leave the child with a strange man. But
his firm stance and the thrust of the chin indicated he was
staying.

“Where’s Mommy?” Belinda recalled their
attention to her plight.

“She’s on her way, I’m sure.” Terry reached
for the soap bubbles. “May I borrow this?”

“Why?”

“I’ll show you.”

Reluctantly, the girl released the bottle.
No one else paid them any attention, and yet Karen found her
attention riveted on Terry. Beneath his masculine strength she felt
an impish sense of mischief waiting to burst out.

Uh-oh. This tickle inside her soul was a
warning sign of danger ahead, she knew from experience. Take one
attractive man, add a dash of raffish charm, mix with Karen’s much
too soft heart, and the results were likely to be explosive.

Terry dropped the lid into his pocket and
lifted out the bubble wand. “Let me tell you a story,” he said.

“Is there a gingerbread man in it?” Belinda
balanced on one foot.

“Now that you mention it, absolutely.” With
painstaking care, Terry blew the biggest bubble Karen had ever
seen. Colors refracted in it, setting tiny rainbows dancing in the
sunlight.

The bubble clung to the tip of the wand.
“Can you see them?” Terry asked.

“Who?” The girl squinted at the orb.

“What we have here,” Terry said, “is a whole
gingerbread kingdom. Hundreds of the tiniest gingerbread people who
ever lived.”

“Where?” Belinda frowned.

The bubble broke loose and floated off,
followed by a cloud of globes bobbing and swaying on the breeze.
“They’re in there. Laughing and riding bicycles and dropping water
balloons out the windows of office buildings.”

Karen stood still, fascinated. Whenever she
blew bubbles for her two children, she felt as if magic floated
just beyond her reach, but she tried not to indulge in such
silliness.

“Long ago,” Terry said, “all the gingerbread
men lay flat and still. They weren’t really men but cakes and
cookies for good children to eat.”

“I’m good,” said Belinda. “Mostly.”

“And then”--a fresh flotilla filled the
space around them “—a fairy godmother arrived in Soapland and saw
that the children were lonely. They had no toys and no pets to play
with.”

Belinda caught a bubble on the palm of her
hand. Pressing it to her nose, she sneezed when it popped. “That
feels funny.”

“Exactly what the fairy godmother said.”
Terry’s solemn tone had the ironic effect of making Karen smile at
his quickness. “She said, ‘I feel funny, seeing all these lonely
children, while those gingerbread men are just lying around.’ ”

“But you could eat them,” Belinda pointed
out.

“Wouldn’t you rather play with them?” Terry
waved the wand and prisms rippled. “I would. I’d rather play than
eat, any day.”

“I’d rather eat them,” Belinda said.

Terry gazed up at Karen as if for help.
“Yes, but... Okay.” He nipped at a soap bubble and then cried out
in a squeaky voice, “Ouch! Ow! Oh, owee! Don’t eat us!”

Belinda giggled. “There aren’t really any
little men in there.”

“Ow, ow, ow,” squeaked Terry. The little
girl giggled some more. “Oh, that’s my arm! Don’t eat my arm, Mr.
Man!”

He halted as a blue van screeched up and a
woman leaped out. “Belinda! Thank heaven!” The mother grabbed her
little girl, alternately hugging and scolding. “How many times have
I told you— Are you all right?”

“Do I have to go now?” the child asked. “I
want to eat a gingerbread man.”

Terry reassembled the bottle and returned it
to its small owner. “But you can’t. Because they’re alive now and
they’re protected by the First Amendment.”

“What’s that?” Belinda asked.

“The right of gingerbread men to dance
inside soap bubbles without being eaten,” Terry said.

“Thank you.” The mother addressed Karen and
Terry as she tugged her wayward daughter into the van. “You’ve been
so kind.”

Karen glimpsed a newborn strapped into the
front seat and a toddler who couldn’t have been more than two
peering out the back. No wonder the mother hadn’t noticed when
Belinda fled.

“An adventure.” Terry turned to Karen. “I
was hoping to have one today. Children can be so refreshingly
infuriating. Would you like to have an ice-cream cone or a bottle
of rotgut gin, or something?”

“I have to return to work.” She adjusted her
purse over her shoulder. Boyish charm had always been her downfall
and she had no intention of falling again. “Thanks—you were great
with Belinda.”

“I love doing stuff like that.” Terry
reached out and tugged her sleeve, smoothing a wrinkle beneath the
purse strap. “Do you like model-car exhibits? Ice hockey? I could
get tickets to something for Saturday.”

“Thanks, but I have to go.” Karen hurried
off, fleeing the irrational impulse to make a date with this
unlikely prospect. The last thing she needed in her life was a man
like Terry Vogel.

“See you,” he called.

When she reached the door of the real-estate
office Karen glanced back, but Terry had gone. She swallowed a
twinge of regret and marched inside.

*

The middle-aged man with scraggly brown hair
leaned across Karen’s desk with a wink. “Hey, if the boss’s out,
why don’t you give me the lowdown?”

“Beg pardon?” Karen said frostily, wishing
the phone would ring. After that brief enchanted interlude, the
afternoon had turned into a clunking bore.

“I watch infomercials about getting rich on
foreclosures,” the clod was saying. “I’ll bet you guys save the
best properties for yourselves.”

“George should be back any minute.” Karen
peered out the window of the small storefront office, wishing the
man would take a hint and leave her alone. It was already
four-thirty, and she still had to finish drafting a newsletter.

“There’s a property I’m interested in.” The
man pulled a crumpled copy of George’s newspaper ad from his
pocket. It featured half a dozen photos of houses with brief
descriptions underneath. “This Victorian. What can you tell me
about it?”

“It’s close to downtown Whittier,” Karen
recited. “Four bedrooms, two baths. A cosmetic fixer, needs paint
and flooring and a little handyman work. The price is listed right
there.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know what the ad says.”
Mercifully, the man didn’t have bad breath—he was leaning close
enough that she would have noticed, if he had. “But I drove by and
that paint is peeling. I’ll bet they’re going into foreclosure.
Think they’d take fifty thousand less than they’re asking?”

“No,” she said without hesitation.

The visitor lifted an eyebrow. “How can you
be sure? You’re just the secretary.”

“I’m sure because it’s my house,” Karen
said, and bit back an urge to tell the jerk she wouldn’t sell it to
him for a full-price offer, not even if he offered to toss rose
petals under her feet as she moved out.

Her beloved house, the home where she’d
brought her babies and nursed them and watched them grow into
children, in the hands of this creep? Never. Since it had been on
the market for three months, maybe she should rethink her position,
but not for this guy.

“Oh.” He stopped, finally at a loss for
words. “Well, I’ll wait a bit and see if your boss shows up.”

“Do that,” Karen snapped, and bent to her
computer. A few minutes later, she was on the phone providing the
date of an open house when George swung through the door.

Dapper was an old-fashioned word that fit
her boss, she reflected. George Michaelson might be only
thirty-nine, ten years older than Karen, but she couldn’t imagine
that he’d ever been young. He had a well-preserved look, his skin
permanently tanned from playing frequent rounds of golf.

Seeing the visitor, he smiled automatically,
creases radiating from his mouth. “George Michaelson. What can I do
for you?” The broker extended his hand.

“I’m interested in buying property.”

“Right this way.” He swept the client into
his office without a glance at Karen. Twenty minutes later, she was
shutting down her computer when George escorted the man out again,
shook his hand and said, “You come see me when you’ve saved a down
payment.”

“Sure thing.” The scraggly-haired visitor
wandered out.

“He didn’t have a down payment?” What a
nerve he’d had, expecting to buy her house with no money down.

“He may be back someday. You never know.”
George pulled out a tissue and blew his nose. Allergies again.
Although it was December, Southern California occasionally gusted
with hot Santa Ana winds that stirred up pollen from a long dry
season. “Listen, I’m showing your house at seven tonight.”

“I’ll have it staged.” That meant picking up
the toys, removing clutter and turning on all the lights so the
house looked welcoming. Of course it always seemed that way to her,
Karen mused as she took out her purse.

“You’re not leaving?” On the threshold of
his office, George swung around.

“It’s five o’clock,” Karen said.

“Did you send the newsletter?”

“I finished a draft. It needs polishing.”
Her boss was a stickler for careful proofreading, and Karen agreed.
“You didn’t give me the information until this morning.”

“It has to be done.”

“And I have to pick up my kids.”

“Your sister-in-law won’t mind if you’re
late.” He waved as he disappeared into his office. “I know I can
count on you, Karen.”

She gritted her teeth and sank into her
chair. Another hour of work, and she still had to tidy the house
for a buyer. Darn George, and darn Bobby for leaving her in this
mess.

Grimly she dialed Marian’s number. She hated
presuming on her sister-in-law. Also, much as she valued nutritious
meals, she’d have to swing by a fast food place after retrieving
the kids.

Resigned to the inevitable, Karen relaxed
and was already opening the newsletter in her computer by the time
Marian answered the phone.

*

Performing a balancing act worthy of Cirque
de Soleil, Karen unlocked the front door without dropping the sack
of food, her soft drink, her purse or Rose’s homework. Behind her,
the children staggered through the door carrying their own
burdens—kids’ meal boxes, soft drinks, Rose’s favorite doll and
Bopper’s bag of toys.

Watching them head for the dining room,
Karen leaned against the door and thanked heaven she didn’t have a
headache. It must be the result of drinking five cups of coffee
today; her nerves had long ago taken wing and flown south for the
winter.

“Mom?” Rose called. “Would you like me to
put out paper plates?”

“Sure. Thanks.” She was grateful for such a
helpful seven-year-old daughter, Karen mused as she traversed the
living room, stepping over the crayons and coloring books left from
last night.

It wasn’t an elegant living room by modern
standards: no cathedral ceiling, no plush carpeting. But Karen had
lovingly restored the hardwood floor and the molding around the
mantelpiece.

She’d loved this house since childhood,
having studied it every day as she walked by on the way to school.
When the opportunity arose eight years ago for her and Bobby to buy
it, she’d jumped at the chance, even though the house needed tons
of work.

In retrospect, Karen could see that Bobby
had been suffocating inch by inch as they acquired a mortgage,
followed by children. After he left two years ago, she’d blamed
herself for not realizing the extent of his feelings. But darn it,
he was a grown man; he should have spoken up.

Besides, she wasn’t sure anything would have
held him. A perpetual child, Bobby had cast her in the role of
mother figure and then played the rebel. Well, twenty-seven had
been too young to mother a twenty-eight-year-old man, and Karen had
tired of trying.

She slipped into her seat at the table. The
antique-style furnishings fit the style of the house, except for
the large wall painting from Bobby’s impressionist period.
Imitation Monet didn’t do much for Karen, but when she’d tried to
take it down, the children had cried until she put it back.

She hoped she could lose the painting when
they moved. In a new setting, the kids might not notice its
absence.

“Mommy.” Bopper poked a straw into his
orange juice. “Is Daddy coming home for Christmas?”

“Oh, Bop-brain!” Rose scolded as she
arranged paper napkins beside the plates.

“Is he?” Bopper demanded with a
five-year-old’s tenacity.

Karen swallowed the irritation aroused by
the reference to her ex-husband. She had resolved never to run him
down to the children. “It may not be possible,” she said. “Oregon’s
pretty far from here.”

“He might send us something.” Rose finished
laying out the flatware. “Like a painting for my room.”

“A car!” Bopper cried. “A remote-controlled
car.”

“We’ll see.” Karen hoped her ex-husband wouldn’t let
the family down again. Knowing him, she’d better brace for the
usual: dropping the ball, then showing up to charm everybody into
forgiving him. “Where shall we buy our tree this year?” she asked,
deliberately changing the subject.

“The same place as last year.” Rose took a
dainty bite of food.

“I want a white one,” Bopper said through a
mouthful of hamburger. “We can pretend it’s snow.”

“They’re tacky.” Rose ate a French fry.
“Mommy, can I get a bridal gown for my Barbie doll?”

“It’s on the list,” Karen promised. “Oh,
kids, George is bringing a buyer tonight. They should be here in
half an hour.”

“George is always late,” Rose said.

“I hope they don’t show up at all.” Bopper
blew through the straw, churning up his juice. “What’ll Daddy say
when he comes home and we aren’t here?”

“I’ll send him our new address,” Karen
assured him, squeezing ranch dressing onto her salad. “We won’t
move far.”

“But this is our house,” Bopper
wailed. “If Daddy was here, he wouldn’t sell it!”

Daddy, Karen thought, is the reason we have
to sell it. But she merely kicked off her shoes and ate another
chicken nugget. It helped to remember that, in the long run, she
had the better deal: sharing the children’s lives as they grew up.
How sad that her ex-husband was missing this.

“I do the best I can,” she told Bopper and,
pointing to the little toy that had come with his meal, changed the
subject again. “Is that an alien or a robot?”

“It’s both.” He launched into an explanation
of the latest preschool toy craze.

After that, the evening passed quietly.
Seven o’clock came and went, and then eight, and still George
didn’t show. Karen had tucked Bopper into bed and was reading
Peter Pan to Rose when the bell chimed downstairs.

Startled, she checked her watch. An hour and
a half late. Whoever this buyer was, already she didn’t like him or
her.

Flicking on lights, she went downstairs and
opened the door to admit her boss and a startlingly familiar
figure. George smiled and stepped inside. “Karen, this is Terry
Vogel.”

She’d seen those startling blue eyes and
tall frame before. But this time, she experienced a spark when he
took her hand.

“We’ve met.” He held her gaze a moment
longer than necessary.

Karen caught her breath. That was why she’d
run into him at the shopping center today; he must have come from
meeting with George. “Nice to see you again.”

“Wow,” Terry said. “I love this place.” But
he wasn’t looking at the staircase with its polished oak banister
or the living room or the lace-curtained dining room. He was
staring at Karen in an appreciative way that sent warm tremors
through her.

She didn’t consider herself anything to
stare at: average height, average weight, gray eyes, short light
brown hair. How did Terry manage to make her aware all at once of
her slender waist and firm breasts, and of the urges she’d
suppressed for the past two years?

“May I?” Cheerfully, he ambled past, peering
around corners as if he were opening presents on Christmas. “What a
great little alcove. They don’t build houses like this anymore.” He
strolled through the dining room on his long legs. “And this
kitchen! It’s right out of a storybook. Do you really cook with
those copper pans?”

“That’s what they’re for.” Despite an
undeniable attraction, Karen had to fight the urge to snap at him.
She couldn’t afford the payments and the maintenance on this place,
but the prospect of selling it roused her fighting instincts. How
crazy was that?

“Do you have children, Mr. Vogel?” she heard
herself say, when George paused for breath during his sales pitch.
“There’s a swing set in the backyard.”

“Not yet.” Terry favored her with a lopsided
grin. “May I go upstairs? Your kids aren’t asleep yet, are they?
I’m sorry to be late. There was an accident on the freeway and I
sat there for over an hour.”

“Well—sure.” She moved back as if he might
run over her in a mad rush for the staircase.

Instead, Terry touched her elbow. “You will
come with us, won’t you?”

“I’d be happy to show you…” George
began.

“But it’s her house,” Terry explained
pleasantly. “She loves it. I could see that at once. You aren’t
moving very far away, are you?” he asked Karen, and then—without
waiting for an answer—added, “She’s exactly the woman I hoped to
find here. She’s perfect.”

“I’m afraid she’s not for sale,” George
joked as they climbed to the second floor. “I can’t afford to lose
a good assistant.”

Did he mean that? Karen wondered. He
certainly didn’t act like it.

“The master bedroom is over there,” she
said, anxious to return to impersonal subjects. “The guest room is
there and my daughter’s is just beyond that.”

“What about the turret?” Terry asked. “Does
someone sleep there?”

“My son, Bopper.” She indicated the spiral
stairway that led to the third floor.

“May I?” Barely waiting to receive a nod,
Terry bounded upward with surprising agility for such a tall man.
“Oh, hey! Are you Bopper?” His voice drifted down. “You have all
those Legos? And a complete set of Transformers. I’m
impressed.”

Not wanting to crowd the turret, George and
Karen stayed on the second floor. Her boss gave Karen a shrug.
“He’s a horror novelist and he loves the house because it looks
like it should be haunted. It takes all kinds, I guess.”

“A horror novelist?” She peered up the
staircase and contemplated rescuing her son. “You mean he writes
about zombies and ghouls?”

“Apparently.” George produced a book from
beneath his jacket. “He gave me this.”

Karen fingered the glossy cover, which
featured a fanged man wearing a baseball uniform. The title was
Major League Vampire.

How bizarre. Yet she’d already discovered
her would-be buyer was a natural storyteller.

Terry skimmed down the staircase. “Fabulous
place. But he ought to be building something with the Legos. It’s
bad luck to leave them in the bucket.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Karen said.

Bopper scampered down after Terry and trailed along
as they toured the other rooms. For once, her son had nothing to
say, except when he whispered to Karen, “Doesn’t he remind you of
Tigger?”

“He certainly bounces,” she murmured. In the
enclosed space, Terry’s vibrancy made him appear larger than
life.

She was acutely aware of how he lifted
objects and ran his hand over smooth surfaces. A tactile man, he
apparently needed the input of his physical senses. Karen’s skin
prickled with awareness.

Rose was sitting up in bed when they peered
into her room. In her flowered flannel nightgown, with a doll
clutched at her side, she resembled a nineteenth-century
figurine.

Terry zeroed in on the stack of books next
to the bed, the entire Anne of Green Gables series. “Have
you read all those?”

“With Mommy’s help,” Rose said.

“Have you seen the DVD?” he asked. “I could
lend it to you.”

“Oh, I’d love that!” Rose cried.

“Done,” he said.

As they descended to the first floor,
leaving the children behind, Terry spoke close to Karen’s ear. “I
don’t mean to pry, but I take it you’re a single mom.”

“Yes.” She swallowed hard as his breath
tickled her ear. Karen mistrusted the way his energy vibrated
through her. Boyish vulnerability had been Bobby’s chief
attraction, too.

“It’s just that…” Terry cleared his throat.
“I used to read about Green Gables because I felt orphaned like
Anne. It occurred to me Rose might, too. Forgive me if I’m
intruding, but I hope her father isn’t dead.”

“No such luck.” Karen smiled in spite of
herself. “Sorry. I don’t mean to sound bitter.”

She might have said more, but George was
rubbing his hands together. “Would you care to see the backyard?
There’s a terrific porch.”

“I’ve seen enough,” Terry said. “Thank you.”
He took Karen’s hand, manipulating the fingers in a motion
somewhere between a massage and a caress. “It’s a splendid house.
You probably bake cookies, don’t you?”

“On occasion.” A thick lump formed in her
throat.

“How astonishing.”

“Baking? It isn’t difficult.”

“Few things are, if you have the knack.”
Terry pressed the back of her hand against his cheek. She could
feel a hint of roughness. “You’ve created something precious
here.”

“We refinished the woodwork.” She had no
idea how else to respond. “The previous owners let the place
deteriorate.”

“I didn’t mean the house,” Terry said. “A
home. You’ve created a home.”

The way he said it tied a knot in Karen’s
chest. Yes, that was exactly what she’d done. And in a funny way,
that was why Bobby had left.

“Mr. Vogel,” George prompted.

“Right.” Terry released Karen’s hand. “Many
thanks for the tour.”

“My pleasure,” she said, meaning it despite
her reservations.

After the men left, she wandered through the
house. Her footsteps had a hollow ring. Even the air was chillier
without Terry.

After checking on the children and finding
them both drifting into sleep, Karen heated water in a copper
kettle and fixed a cup of tea. Sitting at the small rosewood table
in the kitchen, she mused that Terry Vogel no doubt behaved much
the same way with everybody. Just like Bobby, a perpetual
charmer.

She opened the latest issue of a parenting
magazine. Despite her efforts to concentrate on fun activities for
the holidays, she kept visualizing a tall, athletic figure striding
through her house, changing all the dimensions.

Finally she set the magazine aside and
admitted one small truth: she’d never considered that Rose might
identify with the orphaned heroine of her favorite books. How had
Terry, who knew nothing about any of them, recognized it
instantly?

He was a perceptive man. She’d have to read
one of his novels, Karen decided. If she could find the time.

 


 


 


​
Chapter Two

 


 


The lock on the candy shop door slipped
easily. The burglar grunted in disgust. He was an old pro who took
pride in his work, and he preferred a challenge.

On the other hand, he was in no mood for
further setbacks. That dog in the antique store last night had
nearly thrown his pacemaker for a loop. He’d been lucky to escape
with nothing worse than a hole in his jeans. Make that one more
hole in his jeans.

The burglar paused in the rear doorway to
inhale the mingled scents of chocolate and peppermint. He liked to
rob old stores, stores with character and a history behind them. It
made him feel like Jesse James, instead of one of those drugged-out
losers who passed for thieves these days.

The scent carried him back to his childhood,
when he’d bought candy for a dime right here in the Maycap Candy
Emporium. Cinnamon twists and candy canes. Thinking about them made
his mouth water.

The burglar paced to the cash register,
trying to ignore the twinges in his hip. Rainy weather brought out
his arthritis.

It was an old register, easy to get into but
empty. The owners might be the compulsive type who dropped off the
receipts at the bank every night, but more likely they kept the
money in a cigar box somewhere in the back.

Before searching, the old man found a
red-and-white-striped paper sack and picked out a selection of
candies. They had to be soft and gooey. No jawbreakers for him
these days.

He was careful not to take too many. Fat
burglars didn’t last long. Besides, those dental bills were highway
robbery. The cops locked up the wrong people, in his opinion.

The candy tucked into his satchel and a
caramel melting in his mouth, he shuffled to the small office in
the rear of the store, and found it unlocked.

When he opened the door, he heard a funny
squeaking sound, as if someone was pinching a mouse. Stale air
wafted toward him.

From inside, the burglar detective an odd
noise, a wet slurping, like a dog panting on a hot day. In the
doorway, he played his flashlight around the room. Not another dog,
please, Lord.

What he saw wasn’t a dog. What he saw was
something not meant to be hidden in the back of candy stores, or
anywhere else on this earth.

What he saw made his pacemaker slam to
attention and then fade, fade, fade, as the old man crumpled to the
floor.

*

The Thursday night critique group sat silent
for a moment after Terry finished reading aloud, and then his
friend Joni said, “That’s terrific, Terry.”

“We can always count on you for a real
zinger,” added another member.

“Okay, okay.” The group’s president, Bernice
Rule, author of literary short stories and a novella, tapped on the
table and surveyed the meeting room. They’d been lucky to get the
use of this place for free, in a member’s office. “Who wants to go
first? Mitch?”

Mitch Marakian, writer of popular detective
novels, chewed on his pipe and contemplated his notes. “Well,
Terry, I like it a lot,” he said. “There were a few things—I don’t
believe caramel melts in your mouth.”

“Yes, it does,” Joni piped up. “Kind of.
Until you get to the last bit, anyway.”

Bernice shot her a silencing frown.
Cross-talk was not allowed.

“And I’m not sure the failure of a pacemaker
would cause instant death,” Mitch went on.

“I’ll check it out.” Terry scribbled a
reminder on his pad.

“Okay, Joni,” Bernice said. “Your turn.”

“You have this marvelous way of scaring us
and making us laugh at the same time.” Joni leaned her bony elbows
on the table. “I loved the stuff about fat burglars. I think this
book will be even bigger than The Phantom of the Post
Office.”

“Thank you.” Terry tried to sound modest, although
privately he agreed with her.

“What’s the title again?” someone asked.

“Tentatively, Dream a Little Scream of
Me,” he said.

“Didn’t you say you’d already sold it on
proposal?” Bernice asked.

“Yes, and my editor’s talking heavy
promotion for The Ghoul of the Golden West. It’ll be a major
release next summer.” Terry enjoyed sharing good news with friends.
“By the way, did I mention the actors they’re talking about for the
film of Phantom of the Post Office? Oh, wait. That’s
supposed to be secret.”

“Let us know as soon as it’s official,” Joni
begged.

“You bet.” Terry grinned. “I hope they’ll let me on
the set. I’d love watching them shoot.”

Other people tended to view him as overly
optimistic, and yet he’d found that confidence paid off. When you
believed in yourself, other people did, too. It was a trick he’d
learned long ago, as a lonely kid who discovered that when he
amused his classmates and outraged the grown-ups, he never lacked
for friends.

Since then he’d always had plenty of pals,
like the dozen writers in this critique group. He’d been a member
for five years, starting when he worked for an advertising
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