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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


“Doctor, we have a little boy here who says
he lost his tonsils. And I think he’s lost his mother, too.”

Pediatrician Chad Markham didn’t immediately
react to the receptionist’s comments. Instead he finished making
notes on the chart of the little girl he’d just examined. He didn’t
want to forget that the medication that had cured her ear infection
had also given her a slight rash.

Handing the chart to his efficient nurse as
she breezed past in the corridor, he turned his attention to the
receptionist. In her early twenties, Susie Nunez was bouncy and
breathless and fell in love with every child at the clinic.

Right now she was gazing at Chad dewy-eyed.
“The kid’s adorable!” she said. “He reminds me of Count
Dracula.”

Chad tried, and failed, to imagine a little
boy, adorable or otherwise, who resembled a vampire. “Long teeth?”
he guessed.

“No! It’s his hair,” Susie said. “Maybe it’s
a dye job from Halloween.”

That had been two weeks ago, but never mind.
“And he has what kind of medical complaint?” Instinctively Chad
glanced at his watch.

Doctors were forever running behind
schedule, and today was no exception. Now that his 7 a.m. to 4 p.m.
shift had ended, half an hour late, he faced several pressing
matters. Two of them were likely to chew up his patio furniture if
he didn’t feed them soon.

“Tonsils,” Susie repeated. “He says he lost
them. He insists on seeing a doctor immediately. He’s a very
determined little boy.”

“You say he’s unaccompanied?” he
queried.

Susie nodded.

“How old?”

“About five,” she said.

It was Friday, and Chad was more than ready
to make the switch from hardworking doctor to weekend fun-loving
bachelor. Despite his eagerness to shed his responsibilities,
however, he’d better attend to this little boy, who was either lost
or a runaway.

“Bring him into my office, would you?” As
the receptionist hurried off, Chad retreated to his book-crammed
cubicle at the end of the hall.

From a drawer he retrieved a box of
sugar-free lollipops. Treats had worked wonders in persuading kids
to talk during the three years he’d spent at an inner-city hospital
in Los Angeles. This past year, since he’d joined the Flora Vista
Medical Clinic in a comfortable Southern California suburb, he’d
found that middle-class kids weren’t much different.

Footsteps approached along the hall, small
sneakers slap-slapping alongside the steadier tread of nurse’s
shoes. Susie appeared in the door opening, escorting a slender tyke
with earnest brown eyes.

The most striking thing about him was his
jet-black hair, crested by a widow’s peak. It seemed extreme for
anyone to have colored the boy’s hair for Halloween, especially
with dye that didn’t wash out.

“Hello, there,” he told the youngster. “I’m
Dr. Markham.”

“Hi.” With no sign of shyness, the
five-year-old planted himself in the entrance. He wore faded jeans,
a T-shirt and a denim jacket with a brownish stain on the front.
“I’m Spike.”

It was hard not to chuckle at the nickname,
but kids hated to be laughed at. “You can call me Chad,” he said
with a straight face. “What’s this about your tonsils?”

“They’re gone,” the little boy
announced.

“They vanished? Presto magico?”

“Not exactly. I mean, they hurt. Kind of,”
Spike complained, unconvincingly.

What was he dealing with here? Chad
wondered. A sick boy who required treatment, or a lonely kid
seeking attention? “How long have they been hurting?”

“A few days.” Spike thought over his
statement before adding, “Then they fell out.”

From behind him, Susie put in, “Tonsils
don’t fall out.”

“Mine did,” the boy said calmly. “Now I’m
ready for ice cream.”

This child was neither ill nor abandoned,
Chad surmised. He was a clever rogue trying to scam his favorite
dessert.

Perhaps he lived on one of the streets
behind the clinic. Although Chad didn’t approve of letting children
this young run around unsupervised, he knew that some parents
allowed it.

“Let me guess,” he said. “A while ago you
had your tonsils removed and were given lots of ice cream,
right?”

His dark hair bobbed up and down. “I lost
them again.”

“You can’t lose your tonsils,” Susie said.
“Also, once they’re gone, that’s it. You can’t grow more.”

“Are you a doctor?” Spike demanded.

“No, I’m the receptionist.”

The boy drew himself up to his full height
of about three feet. “I think we should leave this to the medical
exp-expect...”

“Expert,” Chad finished.

“That’s it,” the kid said.

One couldn’t help admiring the boy’s nerve,
and his vocabulary, too. Well, Chad was off duty, and somebody had
to ensure that Spike arrived home safely.

“Do you have a cell phone?” Chad asked.

The boy shook his head.

“What’s your home phone number?”

“Don’t know.”

That was exasperating. This kids’ parents
had been careless, and there was no sign of a backpack that might
contain further information. “You don’t have a card or slip of
paper?”

Spike folded his arms. “Nope.”

Chad’s instinct was to call the police.
That, however, might trigger a sequence of events involving social
workers and criminal charges that could traumatize the boy far more
than a bit of lax supervision. Better to find out more about the
circumstances first.

“Do you live close by?” Chad inquired.

“Kind of.”

“I’ll tell you what,” he said. “I’ll walk
you over to the Frosty Shoppe next door and buy you a cone. But
only if you promise to show me where you live.”

Spike bit his lip before replying. “I’m not
sure I can find it.”

“Why not?”

“I’ve only lived there a month,” he
said.

“You and your parents?”

“I don’t have any parents.”

During his inner-city years, Chad had met a
lot of foster children, and this little charmer sounded as if he
might be one. If so, the doctor would have a few sharp words for
the caretaker who allowed him to run around freely. But a new
foster home might also explain the boy’s readiness to wander off,
and Chad decided to withhold blame, for the moment.

“I’ll help you get home.” After trading his
white coat for a light jacket, he was ready. “Let’s go, sport. I
mean, Spike.”

*

As she drove home past the Flora Vista
Medical Clinic, Jill Rutledge was furious about Santa Claus.

She didn’t care how tall he was. Or how fat.
Or whether his whiskers ran a bit on the scraggly side. And a
magical old elf could belong to any racial or ethnic group, or all
of them combined.

One thing she did know about Santa, though.
There was only one of him.

She’d been stewing all afternoon since her
boss announced that this year the Mall of Flora Vista would spread
its umbrella wider than ever by offering a choice of St. Nicks.
Children could opt for the ethnicity of their choice, or they could
visit all five Santas, who’d be stationed in side-by-side North
Poles.

“And of course we’ll be featuring Mrs. Claus
again,” Bertrand Larkin, the marketing director, had added with a
smile at Jill across the conference table. “Actually, it was your
excellent suggestion last year that inspired me to expand our Santa
base.”

“But Bert,” she’d said, ignoring the
approving nods of the half dozen other staff members, “adding Mrs.
Claus didn’t violate the integrity of the Santa legend.”

“We’re not violating it, we’re improving
it!” crowed Bert, a thin, birdlike man with a distracted air. “It’s
the trend, to be inclusive.”

In the five years that she’d worked in
marketing for the mall, Jill had discovered that her boss had a
genius for detecting the prevailing winds and bending with them.
She’d never met anyone so stubborn in his wishy-washiness.

She had been about to relaunch her protest
of this flagrant disrespect for tradition, when the mall’s general
manager, Delores Hadley, spoke up. “Excellent idea, Bert,” she
said. “We ought to score some good publicity out of this. Let’s
shoot a video of the Santas ho-ho-hoing in unison.”

Mercifully, Bert had requested postponing
that project for later, but they were apparently stuck with five
Santas. Frowning, Jill drove beneath an arch announcing that these
were the Terrace Crest Estates. They weren’t really estates, just
single-family homes on slightly larger-than-average lots, but
hyperbole worked well in real estate. Not so much with Santas.

Her tension eased as she drove along the
curving streets between earth-toned houses with well-tended
landscaping. She’d bought a home here after her divorce and had
filled the airy rooms with pastel colors, smothered the yard in
flowers and created a loving home for her two cats.

When she reached her driveway, Jill clicked
open the garage door and pulled inside. Gardening tools hung neatly
on pegs. Storage boxes sat, clearly labeled, on shelves at the
back.

It was nearly four-thirty, according to the
car’s clock. By five-fifteen she needed to reclaim her nephew from
her next-door neighbor, but since she was allowed to leave early on
Fridays, she had a few minutes to spare.

Collecting her briefcase, Jill let herself
into the house. The air smelled of rye toast from breakfast, honey
from the bran muffins she’d baked last night and the tiniest trace
of odeur de kitty.

“Hi, Normal,” she told the ginger cat snoozing on
the sofa in the living room. “Where’s Neurotic?”

The cat uttered a soft greeting and regarded
her hopefully. The housebound male had been known to shift position
as much as four inches to obtain a massage, but that was the extent
of his tricks.

Her other cat, a stray who had moved into
her yard and never left, was another story. Neurotic refused to
stay in one place for more than half an hour, and came indoors only
for short periods.

Jill had tried locking her in, but she’d
somehow learned to turn a doorknob. After arriving home twice to
find the side door ajar, Jill had yielded to the inevitable and
installed a pet door.

Striding through the rooms, she deposited
her briefcase on the glass table in the den. Extracting a brush,
she ran it through her frazzled silver-blonde hair. By this hour on
a Friday, she was ready to wilt.

A blur of movement in the rear yard caught
her eye. Jill unlocked the French doors to the patio. “Neurotic?”
she called, and halted in shock.

Her exquisite backyard lay in tatters.
Clumps of grass had been torn up. Flowers lay with their roots
exposed. Even the rose trellis leaned dangerously.

On a rise at the back of the yard, a shaggy
Irish setter lifted its head and barked. A black spaniel poked its
nose through an open wrought-iron gate in the rear fence and added
its voice to the cacophony.

Who on earth had removed the padlock from
the gate? A previous owner of Jill’s house, whose sister had
occupied the house directly behind, had installed the opening for
convenience, but subsequent owners had kept it secured by mutual
consent.

“Get out!” Jill could feel her temper
rising. “Out! Out!” Without pausing to consider that the dogs might
bite, she rushed toward the rear of the yard, and they fled uphill
into the adjoining yard.

Furious, she jammed the gate shut, found the
open lock lying on the ground and snapped it into place. The house
behind hers had gone into escrow two months ago, and she’d seen
painters sprucing up the exterior the previous week, but this was
the first sign that anyone had moved in. It wasn’t a good omen for
her relationship with her new neighbors, Jill reflected, brushing
leaves from her light wool suit.

She was about to resume calling her cat,
when, at the house to her right, the patio door opened and Yvette
O’Reilly bustled out. “Oh, Jill!” Her elderly neighbor’s hands
fluttered. “Thank goodness you’re home.”

Yvette, a seventy-three-year-old retired
office manager, had been baby-sitting Jill’s nephew for the past
month. Jill’s stomach lurched. “Is Spike all right?”

“I can’t find him!” The cherubic woman’s
eyes brimmed with tears. “One minute he was playing with his toys
and now—well, he isn’t anywhere.”

Jill forgot her irritation with whoever had
moved into the house behind hers. “Are you sure he isn’t in the
bathroom? Or out here, exploring?”

Her neighbor’s yard, separated from hers by
a four-foot wall, contained more than its share of attractions for
a child. These included a gazebo, a chipped birdbath, pink lawn
flamingos, a partially constructed latticework shade house on the
slope, and an oversize doghouse that hadn’t been used since before
Jill moved in.

“I shouted ‘Ice cream!’ If he’d heard me, he
would have broken his neck getting to the kitchen,” said her
neighbor. “You know how he feels about ice cream.”

“I do.” Jill, who watched her diet strictly,
had been hoping to hook her new ward on frozen yogurt instead. So
far, no luck. “How long has he been missing?”

“About half an hour,” Yvette admitted. “I
walked up and down the block, and then I thought I’d find out if he
returned while I was gone. He isn’t over at your house by any
chance?”

“No.” Still, although Spike couldn’t have
climbed the wall, he was bold enough to have gone straight out
Yvette’s front door and entered Jill’s yard through the side gate,
seeking an open window.

Her doors and windows were locked. But the
open rear gate might have tempted the curious little boy. “I’ll
check the yard behind me.”

“Should we call the police?”

What would a real parent do? Jill had
no idea. Although she generally coped smoothly with the business
world, she felt inadequate around children, especially since she’d
had to resign herself to never having any.

She did know one thing, though: calling the
police meant filing a report. That might complicate the adoption
procedure and create bureaucratic hassles.

“Let me look around first,” she said. “He
might have gone exploring. If he turns up, please call my
cell.”

Yvette nodded eagerly. “Of course. I’m so
sorry.” Jill wanted to reassure her but couldn’t find the words or
bear to linger. Instead, she rushed to the rear gate, opened it and
went through.

The house behind hers occupied a flat
terrace, its view of her property broken only by a vine-covered
fence. When she entered the yard, the two dogs wagged their tails
and barked, but neither growled.

“Spike?” she called, stepping across the
yard. Her medium-heeled pumps sank into the soft ground, and she
half expected an irate homeowner to storm out and confront her.

Whoever had moved in here must be planning
to entertain frequently. There was a large barbecue grill and an
array of new patio furniture, including half a dozen lounge chairs.
From the whirlpool bath, which had been empty the last time she’d
peeked over the fence, steam rose into the November air.

For an alarmed moment Jill feared her nephew
might have gone into the water, but an inspection of the tiled pool
showed it to be empty. Nevertheless, she felt even angrier at
whoever had opened the gate between their yards, for exposing a
child to danger.

Striding to the sliding glass rear door of
the house, she knocked loudly. No one responded. Through the glass
she scanned a family room equipped with a padded bar, a workout
machine and a giant TV screen. In a corner, a gleaming surfboard
leaned rakishly. On the wall hung posters of female rock stars
noted for performing in little more than their underwear.

The whole place screamed Swinging Bachelor
Pad. Jill groaned. What a rotten break—a neighbor who most likely
threw loud parties and fancied himself a playboy.

But she was leaping to conclusions. The new
owners might be a family with teenagers. In that case, at least
there’d be parents to keep a lid on the noise.

On her way past the garage, Jill couldn’t
resist peering through the window in the side door. The murky light
showed one empty space and, in the other, an all-terrain vehicle,
the kind overgrown boys took for joyrides in the desert. Skis and
ski poles were suspended overhead on hooks.

After a tour around the front to make sure
Spike wasn’t there, Jill returned home for her car and tried to
think like a five-year-old. More specifically, like a very
intelligent, maddeningly independent five-year-old.

She knew he missed his parents. Even a
bright child his age didn’t necessarily understand that his mom and
dad dying meant he would never see them again. He might be trying
to find his old home, except that it was in San Francisco, five
hundred miles from here.

Down the street, she asked a couple of older
children on skateboards if they’d spotted a boy of Spike’s
description. They shook their heads. At the playground owned by the
homeowners’ association, a mother with two toddlers said
sympathetically that she hadn’t seen Spike, either.

Twilight was deepening. Now that Daylight
Savings Time had ended, darkness came early. What if Spike were
lost when night fell? Jill would have to call in the
authorities.

What if he’d been hurt? She’d read terrible
stories in the newspaper—hadn’t everyone? Jill would never forgive
herself.

Think Jill, think. He can’t have gone
far.

Fighting panic, she drove past other sites
that could be reached by foot from Terrace Crest Estates. There
wasn’t much that would attract a child—some open land that had once
been part of a wholesale nursery and, on the other side, older
homes laid out in a flat grid pattern.

Beyond the homes sprawled a low-rise complex
of medical buildings. Jill planned to start taking Spike there, but
six weeks ago, when he’d had his birthday checkup, he’d still been
staying with his grandmother twenty miles away. That meant that,
although she’d pointed it out to him, he wouldn’t be familiar with
the clinic.

Then she remembered the ice cream parlor next to the
complex. She and Spike had visited it once after he moved in with
her.

He’d been nagging for another treat. Jill
wondered if she’d been too strict about maintaining a healthy diet.
In her family there were good reasons to be careful about food, but
she hadn’t meant to drive her nephew to desperate measures.

As soon as she turned into the mini-mall
parking lot, relief swept through Jill. Spike’s head of shiny black
hair glowed in the sunshine as he emerged from the parlor,
blissfully licking a cone.

A man followed him out. Tall and lean, the
newcomer had sun-warmed brown hair and a few crinkles around his
eyes as he smiled down at the boy. The way the maroon sweater
stretched across his muscular chest made it evident that he packed
plenty of power.

Despite the stranger’s good looks, why was
he buying her nephew a treat? Surely he realized that an
unaccompanied child ought to be reported.

Jill’s throat went dry as the man caught
Spike’s free hand and led him along the sidewalk. She was reaching
for her cell phone when she remembered her concern about involving
the police. Besides, there was no indication that the man had done
anything wrong.

Gathering her courage, she stepped from the
car and marched toward the duo. The closer she got, the less angry
Jill became. Spike’s cocky manner of walking indicated he felt in
charge of the situation, although that could be a delusion.
However, his companion’s lopsided smile as he listened to the boy
reinforced her impression that he was a good-hearted bystander.

“Hi,” Jill called. The pair stopped, and
Spike presented a grin full of mischief.

“Ice cream!” he crowed. “It’s for my
tonsils.”

“Your tonsils?” Jill repeated in
confusion.

“They fell out,” the man said solemnly. At
close range she saw that he had intelligent, gray-green eyes.

Unexpectedly, his assessing gaze made her
aware of herself as a woman... aware of her hair falling softly to
her shoulders, and of the silk blouse that clung to her body. Most
of all, aware of the fact that it had been far too long since a man
had studied her this intently.

What’s wrong with you? Hunger pangs,
maybe. But the wrong kind of hunger.

“His tonsils fell out?” she repeated.
“That’s a creative excuse for eating ice cream.”

“This isn’t ice cream,” her nephew said.
“It’s frozen yogurt. Like you tell me to eat, Aunt Jill.”

The man’s expression darkened. She was
trying to figure out what she’d done wrong, when he said, “Are you
the person responsible for this little guy?”

“I’m his guardian,” she said cautiously.

“Don’t you know he’s too young to play
unsupervised?” he demanded.

“Of course I know.” It had been a long day
and she felt embarrassed about her initial attraction to this
judgmental man. “I appreciate your looking after him,” Jill said
crisply. “I’m well aware of my responsibilities, thank you. And I’d
be happy to reimburse you for the frozen yogurt, Mr.—?”

“Doctor,” he said. “Dr. Markham. I’m a
pediatrician.”

In spite of her annoyance, Jill was
impressed by the man’s title. That fact made her even more
determined to stand up to him. She’d spent four years of marriage
being too awed by her dynamo husband to challenge him about
anything. Never again.

“How much do I owe you?” To her chagrin, she
realized she’d left her purse in the car. She didn’t need to admit
that, though, until he named an amount.

“Nothing,” he said. “I only hope you’ve
learned a lesson from this experience.”

Her cheeks flamed. “I certainly have. Next
time, I’ll tell the baby-sitter to chain my nephew to a chair so he
can’t wander off while she’s in the other room. That should take
care of the problem.”

“There was a sitter? I assumed…” He stopped
in confusion.

“Next time, take the trouble to ask.”
Gripping Spike’s free arm, Jill led him toward the car without a
backward glance. She doubted the arrogant Dr. Markham would be
offering an apology, anyway.

Learn a lesson? She had, indeed. She’d
learned which doctor not to request when she took Spike to the
clinic.

 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


 


Chad stood on the sidewalk with his hands
thrust into his pockets, watching Jill’s car disappear down the
street. He couldn’t remember when he’d blown a situation quite this
badly.

Not that he’d done any actual harm. Unless
you counted ticking off a woman who appealed to him at a gut
level.

An impression lingered in his mind of a
heart-shaped face, vulnerable blue eyes and unusual silver-blonde
hair. Every cell in his being had rippled with awareness of her
full lips, the slender nip in her waist and the elegant curve of
her neck.

Getting involved with her would mean too
many complications, he told himself with a shake of the head. He
admired the woman for taking charge of her nephew, no doubt due to
some irresponsibility or tragedy in the family, but Chad had done
more than his share of meddling in other people’s problems.

He did wish he hadn’t left her with such a
bad impression, though. She probably figured him for nothing more
than an ego in a white coat.

Feeling chastened, Chad strode through the
gathering dusk. His red sports car, a recent acquisition to suit
his new lifestyle, awaited him in the clinic parking lot.

“Chad, hold on!” Along the sidewalk from the
internal medicine building marched Victor Garcia, M.D. A
medical-school friend, he was the one who’d encouraged Chad to join
the Flora Vista Medical Clinic.

The dark-haired internist whisked over to
his late model SUV and extracted a case of beer from the rear seat.
“For Sunday’s housewarming party. Can’t risk letting you run low on
essentials,” he announced as he carted it over.

“My neighbors will think I’m a bad
influence,” Chad grumbled good-naturedly as he opened his
ridiculously small trunk.

“Why not carry the beer on your ski rack so
they can’t miss it?” joked his friend. “Better yet, invite them to
join us. Any good-looking babes in your development?”

“Not so far,” Chad admitted.

“You ought to move into a condo, like me,”
Victor said. “The whirlpool’s full of pretty ladies every night
after work. I should have left my parents’ place years ago.”

“If I bought a condo, where would your dogs
have room to run around?” Chad returned.

Since Vic had been in the process of moving
out of his parents’ large home when Chad’s new house went into
escrow, the guy had talked him into taking his two pets, Torero and
Blitz. Only after he got them home did Chad discover the dogs were
rambunctious and poorly trained.

Yesterday, they’d nearly torn his house
apart. Trying to wear them out, he’d played catch until the ball
flew over the fence into his neighbor’s yard. Chad supposed he
should have asked permission before using his key, provided by the
realtor, to unlock the gate, but he’d figured it was best to
recover the ball quietly.

“Here’s an early housewarming gift.” Vic
handed him a small box. “It’ll help people find your house for the
party.”

“This isn’t hopelessly tacky, is it?” Chad
lifted the box gingerly. His friend, although the soul of propriety
at work, was known in his off hours for risqué jokes and gag
gifts.

Victor cupped his hands over his heart.
“Tacky? Moi?”

From the box, Chad removed a long silken
tube of fabric, obviously a wind sock meant to be flown from his
front porch. When he stretched it out, he saw that it showed a
dachshund. Or, if a person glanced quickly, it might be mistaken
for a certain portion of the male anatomy.

“Extremely tacky,” he concluded.

“Just put it up on Sunday,” Victor said.
“Humor me.”

“Thanks for the thought. Maybe the dogs can
play with it.” Chad tossed the wind sock into his car. He had no
desire to annoy his new neighbors, although he had to admit some of
the homeowners’ association rules struck him as intrusively
nanny-ish.

Residents weren’t allowed to put up a TV
antenna or a satellite dish or to hang a basketball hoop in front
of the garage. When they repainted the home’s exterior, they had to
pick an earth-tone color from a chart approved by the board.

No chain-link fences were allowed, you
couldn’t grow vegetables in the front yard, nor could you tune up
your car in the driveway. Occupants were only permitted to fly a
banner or flag three days a year: the Fourth of July, Flag Day and
Memorial Day.

Although Chad wasn’t much of a rebel, he
chafed at the restrictions. He supposed he’d get used to them,
though.

“I’ll see you Sunday afternoon,” he told his
friend.

“Aren’t you coming out on my boat tomorrow?”
Vic asked. “Noon at the marina, remember? Bring a date.”

Chad ought to finish unpacking. On the other
hand, the whole point of moving to Flora Vista had been to learn to
relax. “Where are we sailing to?”

“Nowhere in particular. I have some other
friends coming and we’ll cruise around the harbor. The object is to
do as little as possible as pleasantly as possible.”

Chad couldn’t recall a period in his life,
even during his teens, when he’d had such a carefree attitude. “I
wouldn’t miss it,” he said.

*

Across the kitchen table from Jill, Nita
Rutledge sipped her tea thoughtfully. Watching her mother, Jill
hoped the mention of yesterday’s encounter with the doctor, which
she’d included casually in her tale of Spike’s big adventure, had
slipped by unremarked.

“I don’t think sneaking out Yvette’s front
door is a sign of anything serious,” Jill concluded. “Spike’s
adjusting pretty well, all things considered.”

“What does he look like?” Absentmindedly,
her mother patted a short silver curl into place.

“You just saw him a minute ago,” Jill said,
puzzled. “He smiles a lot. That’s a good sign, right?”

“Not Spike. The doctor.” Over the edge of
the teacup, a pair of bright blue eyes met hers.

Oops. The last thing she wanted was for her
mother to start matchmaking. Although Nita lived a forty-minute
drive from here, for some purposes it might as well be next
door.

“He’s kind of tall,” Jill said. “Brown hair.
I thought he had a kind face until he gave me the two-bit
lecture.”

“A kind face, eh?” Her mother poured more
hot water into her cup and dunked in a fresh bag of mint tea. “What
color eyes?”

“Grayish or greenish or something,” Jill
said. “I didn’t notice.”

“Was he wearing a wedding ring?” she
asked.

“Mom!”

“Well, was he?” Nita removed the teabag,
squeezed out the extra liquid by wrapping it around her spoon, and
set it on her saucer.

“No,” Jill conceded.

“Obviously, you noticed that,” said
her mother with a glint of triumph. “And you say Spike found him at
the clinic? So he works close by.”

“You forgot to mention that doctors earn a
good income.” Jill kept her tone light. “That should make him a
great catch.”

“Having enough money for your expenses is
important,” said her mother. “Having a lot of money isn’t
necessarily such a good thing, though. With some men, as we both
know, it goes to their heads.”

Gary Voss, Jill’s former husband, had earned
a small fortune in business. In the process he’d become
self-centered and insensitive to the point of betraying his wife
when she needed him most.

The question that troubled Jill was whether
there’d been signs, right from the beginning, of her husband’s poor
character. Had she been so impressed by his achievements and his
good looks that she’d been blinded to the obvious? And if she
became involved with someone in future, could such a flawed nature
remain undetectable until too late?

In three years she hadn’t been able to bring
herself to trust another man. She wasn’t sure what it would take to
break down the wall she’d built, and she wasn’t eager to find out.
She certainly didn’t intend to start with the Dr. Jekyll and Mr.
Hyde she’d met yesterday, who acted like a sweetheart until he
aimed his bad temper at her.

“There’s no point in speculating, Mom,” she
said. “It’s unlikely I’ll run into Dr. Markham again. Plus he’s
probably got a girlfriend, or two or three.”

“Two or three is better than one,” said her
mother. “If he has only one, that could be serious. But I’m not
pushing. If something was meant to happen between the two of you,
it will.”

Jill knew perfectly well that this wasn’t
the end of her mother’s interest in the good doctor. True, Nita
probably wouldn’t broach the subject for a while. But she would
think about it, and her daughter could guess what she was
thinking.

“How are you eating these days?” A
nutritionist, Nita Rutledge took a keen interest in her daughter’s
health. “High fiber, low fat, low sugar?”

“Of course,” Jill said. “Have you tried the
gluten-free muffin baking mixes? Even Spike likes them.”

She kept the subject matter clear of Dr.
Markham for the next half hour, until Nita left to pick up a food
donation from a nearby supermarket. On Saturdays she volunteered in
a program that distributed food packages to the working poor.

As her mother hugged Spike goodbye, tears
glistened in Nita’s eyes. Losing a son and daughter-in-law in a car
crash had been hard on her. She’d tried to provide a home for her
grandson, but had been forced to admit after a few months that she
was no longer attuned to being a full-time mom.

Jill wasn’t sure about her own capabilities
in that department. But she loved this little guy, and she intended
to create a nurturing refuge for him, regardless of how many bumps
they jounced over along the way.

After his grandma left, Spike petted Normal,
scratching behind his ears as Jill had shown him. In the past
month, the boy had grown attached to the cats. “Where’s Neurotic?”
he asked.

“I haven’t seen her this morning.” The
black-and-white adventurer had eaten her food last night, but she
must have gone out. “Shall we check the backyard?”

“I’ll put my shoes on!”

Outside, Jill got angry all over again at
the new neighbor and his unruly dogs. Last night it had been too
dark for her to do any gardening, and the mess looked even worse
this morning as the flowers shriveled.

“Did Neurotic do this?” Spike asked. “Boy,
is she in trouble!”

“No, a couple of dogs did this,” Jill said.
“And their owner owes me an apology, to say the least.”

The dogs had been barking and growling for
the last half hour, out of sight uphill and behind the fence. She
wondered what would be the best method to deal with her
inconsiderate neighbor. It would be foolish to start World War III
over a torn-up yard, but she shouldn’t have to put up with this
racket.

“It’s Neurotic!” cried her nephew.
“Look!”

Jill followed his gaze upwards. Atop the
neighbor’s gazebo roof, which covered the whirlpool bath, perched
the black-and-white cat. From below arose the howls of the two
dogs.

“Their owner must be playing his stereo so
loud he can’t hear them,” she grumbled.

“We have to help her down,” Spike said.

While it didn’t appear to Jill that her cat
was in any immediate danger, her neighbor ought to train his dogs
to coexist with other animals. This was the same idiot who’d opened
the gate before—no telling when he might do that again.

In the yard above hers, she heard a glass
door slide open and a masculine voice call, “Hey, boys! What are
you up to?” A chorus of barks responded, along with a plaintive
meow. “Oh, having a little fun, eh?” the man said. “Well, that
ought to keep you amused for a while.”

Amused? His dogs were terrifying her cat!
Well, perhaps terrify was too strong a word, since Neurotic’s
daring was legendary. She’d been known to challenge small canines
to a fight, if only to prove she was still the fastest slasher in
the West. But this was two against one.

Then, as the man continued talking to the
dogs, Jill got a funny feeling. His voice rang a bell.

Climbing toward the gate, she glimpsed him
through the wrought-iron fence. Oh, no. Not doctor know-it-all.

This time, she refused to slink off, Jill
decided grimly, and keyed open the gate.

*

Two things occurred to Chad as the stunning
silver blonde in tight jeans and a figure-hugging pink turtleneck
sweater stomped into his yard. The first was that he was glad to
see Spike’s aunt again. The second was that, since apparently she
was his rear-yard neighbor, he must have annoyed her by opening the
gate yesterday. Still, that didn’t explain the fire shooting out of
her ears.

Beside her jogged her small, plucky nephew.
A big smile spread across his face. “Hi, Chad!”

Jill halted abruptly. “So it is
you.”

He wished she didn’t sound disgusted. “Hi,
Spike and Aunt Jill. I gather we’re neighbors.”

“That’s my cat.” Shading her eyes, she
indicated the gazebo. “The one your dogs are trying to tear
apart.”

“They’re obeying their instincts,” he said.
“No harm done.” The dogs appeared to have zero chance of actually
reaching their target.

“I suppose you think it serves me right for
letting my cat run around unsupervised,” she retorted, paraphrasing
his words from yesterday. “Well, they’re terrifying Neurotic. Also,
your dogs tore up my yard yesterday, thanks to your leaving the
gate open.”

That explained her fury. While
sorting out his thoughts, Chad focused on the trivial. “Neurotic?
What’s wrong with an ordinary name like Patches or Felix?”

He knew it was unfair to ignore her
complaint. Still, Chad enjoyed the way her eyes flashed and her
chest heaved. A fiery woman like her would be all the sweeter when
she melted in his arms....

Yeah, that was about as likely as her cat
growing wings. Also, the woman lived directly behind him and had a
short fuse. Flirting with her would be like laying a picnic blanket
atop a nest of ants. He smiled at the image.

“This situation strikes you as humorous?”
Jill snapped. “After your lecture about responsibility, I’d think
it would have occurred to you that leaving the gate open exposed my
nephew to your unfenced whirlpool.”

Chad allowed himself a few seconds to feel
like a complete idiot. It wasn’t an entirely unfamiliar sensation,
but rare enough to be of interest.

“You’re right,” he said. “I apologize. I was
careless. From now on, not only will I make a point of keeping the
gate locked, I’ve also ordered a safety cover for the whirlpool. It
sounds an alarm if anyone disturbs it.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” The tightness in
her shoulders eased. “My nephew likes to explore.”

Chad turned to Spike. “Never, never go in a
pool without a grown-up.”

“Why not? Does it have a crocodile?” the
little boy asked hopefully.

Chad knelt at eye level. “Spike, some things
don’t look dangerous, but they are. Water is usually fun, isn’t
it?”

The boy nodded.

“And you don’t grasp how it could hurt you,
do you?”

“No,” he said.

“Well, it can.” Chad tried to temper his
explanation to suit a child. “Water might be deeper than it looks.
And if the whirlpool jets—those sprays--turn on, the suction can
hold you under. It would be awful not to be able to breathe,
wouldn’t it?”

“Or the dogs might jump in and knock me
down,” Spike said, getting into the spirit of “what-iffing.” “Or I
could slip and hit my head.”

“Lots of things can go wrong,” Chad agreed.
“That’s why you should never go into the water without a
grown-up.”

“Okay,” the boy said solemnly. “Now can I
see your house? I’ll bet you have cool videogames.”

“Well, yes,” Chad conceded. “Before we take
the grand tour, however, I should restrain the dogs to prevent them
from committing caticide.” After rising, he grabbed the pair by
their collars. “Torero! Blitz! Let’s put you in the garage.”

“Torero and Blitz?” Jill repeated, her tone
milder than before. “And you’re complaining about a cat named
Neurotic?”

He decided not to mention that he hadn’t
personally chosen the names. Vic wasn’t here to defend himself, not
that he had any excuses for his poor discipline or his weird
name choices.

Dragging the wriggling animals, Chad shut
them in the garage. When he returned to the yard, the
black-and-white cat had vanished, and Jill was guiding Spike toward
the gate. “We can visit his house another day,” she was telling her
nephew.

Disappointment squeezed inside Chad. He
didn’t want her to leave yet, and he didn’t like the fact that he’d
once again made himself look bad. “I’m sorry about the gate
yesterday. How much damage did the dogs do?”

“You can observe for yourself if you care
to,” she told him “I
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