
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE TRUTH ABOUT FAIRY TALES

 

By

J.A. Clarke

 

 

Uncial Press       Aloha, Oregon
2009

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and events described herein are products
of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any
resemblance to actual events, locations, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

ISBN 13: 978-1-60174-069-4
ISBN 10: 1-60174-069-7

Copyright © 2009 by Joy Clarke

Cover design
Copyright © Judith B. Glad

All rights reserved. Except for use in review, the reproduction or utilization of this work in
whole or in part in any form by any electronic, mechanical or other means now known or
hereafter invented, is forbidden without the written permission of the author or publisher.

Published by Uncial Press,
an imprint of GCT, Inc.

Visit us at http://www.uncialpress.com



Chapter 1

   "Hello, Max."

   Perky and unexpected, the voice on the other end of the phone line sent an odd coil of
sensation through Maxwell Anderson's stomach.

   "Sam?" He leaned back against the thick padding on the patio chair and contemplated
the shimmering calm of the mighty Columbia River. At this time of morning, there was little
traffic. In another hour or so on this perfect summer day, it would be a different scene.

   And his plans for the day, it seemed, had just been shot to hell because, when Samantha
Hogan called, the Devil alone knew what kind of disaster was simmering.

   "I'm sorry to call you so early," she said. "Did I wake you?"

   "Of course not," he said. The swift rise of annoyance was as familiar as the rush of
adrenaline that pounded through his blood. Sam had always managed to have that effect on him.
He drew his sunglasses from his shirt pocket. "What's wrong?"

   "Why does there have to be something wrong for me to call you?"

   Annoyance ratcheted up a notch. Max tightened his fingers around his cell phone and
shoved his glasses on. "Hey, Sam. It's Sunday morning. It's barely eight-thirty. We haven't
spoken in what...five months? If this is a social call, it's nice talking with you, but can we catch
up later? I have plans for the day. If you need something, just tell me what, okay?"

   "Oh." Her voice sounded small and distant. "You have plans for the day?"

   Damn! Max leaned his head back and watched a seagull soar against the soft blue of the
early morning sky. There was a definite note of something in her voice that didn't bode well. "I
always have plans, Sam. That doesn't mean I can't change them."

   "Okay." Her voice was fainter as if she'd moved the phone away from her mouth. He
waited. He'd indulged Sam too many times. They'd all indulged Sam too many times. They'd all
agreed to cut the umbilical cord and they'd all done a piss poor job of it. Except for him. And the
jury was still out on his efforts.

   "Max," she said, and her voice was stronger and louder. "I think... I think someone
broke into The Seven Dwarves."

   Shock rippled through him and he surged to his feet. "When? Have you called the
police?" He paced over to the balcony railing. His skin prickled as he imagined Sam alone and
vulnerable in the store with an unknown menace lurking in its old rooms.

   "No, nothing's been taken as far as I can tell." Her tone had tightened.

   He detected a note of...panic? Sam, panicking? It was hard to imagine. Something must
really have spooked her.

   "Not even from the cash drawer. It's just... Things are different. Creepy, kind of."

   "Sam?" Max fought an unreasonable swell of raw fear and forced his voice to calm.
"Are you there now? At the store?"

   "Yes."

   "Have you checked all the rooms?"

   "No, just the front. The birdhouses have been--"

   "Do me a favor, okay? Leave right now. Wait someplace close. Isn't there a café
just down the street? I'll meet you there as soon as I can."

   "Yes, but I have to open in an hour and a half."

   "Sam," he said through gritted teeth, as he opened the sliding glass door and entered his
condominium, "for once in your life, do as you're told." He punched the end button and hit speed
dial.

   "Hi, darling," purred a husky voice in his ear. "Ready to leave?"

   Some of his tension eased away. He had overreacted big time. But with Sam you could
never tell. Things just had a way of happening to her. "Morning, Justina," he said, and savored
the brief sense of tranquility that just uttering his girlfriend's name allowed him. No pressure for
commitment, same interests as he had, great in bed. That was Justina. "Small emergency has
come up. Don't think we'll make it to the Gorge today. After I've sorted this out, maybe we can
find someplace closer to hike or just picnic?"

   There was a small pause. "I'm sorry, darling. Can I help?"

   It was a logical course of action. He could collect Justina on his way to Sam's. As soon
as he had taken care of Sam's problem, whatever it turned out to be, he and Justina could begin
their day, albeit with slightly altered plans. They wouldn't have enough time to make the long
hike in the Columbia Gorge, but there were plenty of other options. Max stuffed his wallet in the
pocket of his shorts and picked up his car keys. He stared at the bulging backpack sitting on the
kitchen counter and thought about Justina and Sam together. Corporate America and Rebel
Entrepreneur. Organized sophistication and seat-of-the pants planner. They should have
something in common, but nothing civilized came to mind.

   He shuddered. "Thanks for the offer, but this shouldn't take too long. I'll call you as soon
as I can and I'll make it up to you, I promise."

   She chuckled. "That has definite possibilities. I'll see you later then."

   As soon as he hung up, urgency returned. He strode to the door, then reversed his course
to snatch up his backpack. He hadn't exactly been truthful with Justina. The way things went
with Sam, he'd be lucky if there was anything left to salvage of the day, but damn if he didn't
owe it to Justina to try.

   An hour later, he pulled into the parking lot of the Vista Café. Three cars sat
side-by-side in the tiny gravel lot. He didn't know what Sam was driving these days. He stepped
down from the SUV, slammed the door and strode the few steps to the sagging entrance of the
café. Time to think during the drive had not improved his mood. It had raised a few
questions, not the least of which was of all the people to whom Sam could have put in her
distress call, why him? The door opened with a rusty rattle and he stepped from the bright
warmth of the early summer morning into the hazy, bacon grease-laden atmosphere of the
bustling café.

   "Max! Over here."

   He paused to let his eyes adjust in the dimness. Every small table appeared to be filled.
Then he spotted a hand waving from the counter. An enormous dark shape seemed attached to
the hand. As he went forward, the shape moved, turned, resolved itself into a
body-builder-calendar-pinup masquerading in a cook's white apron.

   "This your friend?" The deep rumbling voice held no welcome.

   "This is Max. Max, this is Jeff. He's the Vista's owner and the best cook in town."

   "Hello." Max automatically extended his hand. It was gripped, squeezed painfully and
released.

   Jeff muttered something unintelligible, then added, "You take care now, you hear?" Max
was quite sure the remark wasn't intended for him. Although the cook's gaze was still pinned on
him, the unreadable look contained no warmth. Jeff turned suddenly and ambled back behind the
counter.

   With his view no longer blocked, Max turned his full attention to his problem for the
day and another shock blasted through him. "Good Lord, what have you done to yourself now?"
He took a step back to better study Sam's person. Even after all these years, she still had the
power to shake him, even though he knew he should expect the unexpected.

   The initial impact of her appearance began to fade, and maybe it wasn't so bad after all.
Her five-foot three-inch frame, a little on the plump side, was perched on a barstool. She'd gone
crazy with the starch or the mousse or the gel or whatever the hell it was she used. Her short,
dark hair stuck out around her head, the ends bleached to a pale yellow. Two-inch long crystal
earrings dangled from her earlobes, kept company by a row of studs and hoops.

   She blinked heavily made up dark, liquid eyes at him and theatrically air-patted her hair.
Silver bracelets jangled on her wrist. "A little too out there for you?"

   He shrugged. "I'm no woman's fashion guru but I happen to like hedgehogs. I think it's
kind of cute."

   She had on some sort of weird, light green, fluttery tunic, which was hiked up to the
middle of her thighs, and leggings, which came to mid-calf. Her feet were encased in thin, flat,
strappy sandals with little butterflies all over them. Her toenails were painted purple and had
silver stars on them. Not really a hedgehog. More like a forest nymph with an attitude.

   His gaze returned to her face. She'd been watching him inventory her.

   She flashed a grin which made the dimples pop out in her cheeks. Something twisted in
his belly.

   "Cute, huh? In that case, I happen to be looking for a new boyfriend. Can I show up at
your office and get an introduction to the best looking single guy?"

   "How shallow can you be?" he rejoined lightly, as his mind tried to grapple with the
image of a rebellious forest nymph on a man hunt let loose in the conservative administrative
offices of Blanchard Manufacturing, Inc. They'd had enough of a problem with his own
unconventional appearance when he'd first contracted with them. After enduring several days of
sniping, he'd given them a choice--lay off the remarks about the ear stud and pigtail or lose their
turnaround specialist. They'd wisely chosen to save their company and he'd agreed to don the
corporate uniform. "Does character count for nothing?"

   "You have a good looking guy with character at your office? I'll take him."

   "Let me post a typhoon warning first so the poor guy has half a chance." Max resisted
the urge to take her arm. "Come on. Let's go take a look in The Seven Dwarves."

   "You don't want breakfast first?" Sam asked, not budging. "Jeff does a fantastic
omelet."

   "I ate," he said, and tried to exorcise the instant image of a grease-laden plate from his
brain. He saw the café's owner watching him. Just what was it Sam had told the guy
about him? There was definite hostility there. "And I have plans for the day, remember?"

   "Oh, yeah." She hopped down from the barstool. Her trailing sleeve snagged a
peppershaker. He rescued it just in time from a certain dive to floor and restored it to its mate.
Sam didn't notice. She was busy fussing with the skirt of her tunic. "Hot date?"

   "Something like that."

   "Quit dillydallying then. Bye, Jeff. See you later." She gave a cheery wave to the body
builder and began to thread her way through the tables.

   The big man jerked his head in acknowledgment and bent a steely gaze on Max. This
time, the warning in his expression was unmistakable. He caught up with Sam at the rusty screen
door. "What's with the Jolly Green Giant? You two have something going?"

   "Jeff and me? Nah. We dated once or twice. Decided to keep it on a friendship
level."

   Max wondered who had decided. Jeff, without a doubt, was displaying an ownership
interest. Ahead of him, Sam stepped out into sunlight and shimmered. From the top of her head
to her sandals, the sun picked out a hundred points of light in her hair and clothing. Fascinated,
he slowed to watch her cross the parking lot. What did she do when she dressed in the morning?
Douse herself in glitter?

   She turned and her sleeves fluttered as she planted her hands on her hips. "You coming?
I'm going to be late opening up. If my partners find out, they're going to take away that
humongous bonus I'm owed."

   Feeling like a schoolboy caught gawking, he strode forward. "You're the one who
wanted me to eat breakfast," he couldn't help but point out. "What bonus and where's your
car?"

   "The one you're going to vote for at the annual meeting. And my car's at home, of
course. Why would I drive five blocks in this weather?"

   "That would be ridiculous, wouldn't it?" he agreed smoothly. He'd forgotten that Sam
had moved to Dundee two months after opening The Seven Dwarves. At the time, he'd had to
listen to her brother, Kevin, complain mightily about her decision, which was in total opposition
to her family's wishes, of course. Since when had Sam ever toed the line on anyone's desires but
her own? Which reminded him...

   "What's Kevin up to today?"

   "You mean, why didn't I call my big bro?" Sam skipped off the curb and drifted across
the intersection without looking. An approaching car applied its brakes but didn't honk. Max
waved an apology and hurried to catch up with her. Oblivious, she turned down the side street.
"He said he has to work on his car today."

   Max sincerely doubted it. Three days ago, Kevin had been driving a brand new BMW.
"Talked to Al lately?" he asked.

   Sam flipped her bleached ends. "This morning, as a matter of fact. He had a breakfast
meeting. On Sunday." Her tone left no doubt about what she thought of lawyers who held
business meetings on Sunday. Except Max suspected the lawyer had left her with a less than
truthful impression. He was starting to get a suspicion he'd been set up.

   "Jake? Brian?"

   "Jake's fishing. Brian has to visit his mother."

   "Ethan?"

   "Fishing with Jake." Sam trailed her fingers over a poppy straggling from a flowerbed
onto the sidewalk. The petals fell off.

   "And Shawn?" Max asked with grim determination as he stepped over the blood-red
petals.

   "Promised he'd take his nieces horseback riding today."

   "And that leaves good old Max," he muttered under his breath. Damn, if he hadn't been
suckered. His six so-called friends and partners were probably sitting around a breakfast table in
downtown Portland laughing their scheming, traitorous heads off. And he had no one to blame
but himself.

   Sam paused at the bottom of the deep purple steps leading up into The Seven Dwarves.
Nervous energy vibrated through her entire body. She hadn't felt this way when she'd stepped
across the lime-green threshold of the shop this morning and known instantly something wasn't
right. She hadn't felt this way when she'd discovered some of the birdhouses had been tampered
with, or even when she'd opened the cash drawer expecting the worst and discovered nothing had
been taken. The feeling seemed to have started around the time Max had shown up at the Vista
Café.

   She wished she hadn't had to call him. Max had been pushed to the very bottom of her
help list after he'd consistently begun refusing to respond to her calls, although she couldn't
really blame him. He lived the farthest away, across the river in Vancouver. But it had hurt when
he'd suddenly stopped catering to her requests. Especially since, of the group of seven, he had
been the one to most watch out for her through middle school and high school. At one point she
even thought she'd had a crush on him. That had died a sudden death when he'd begun to date her
archenemy, Janet Lindstrom.

   Max was muttering something behind her as she started up the steps, planting her feet
with care. Max always made her feel awkward and uncoordinated. She tripped on the top rise. It
was a small stumble. Maybe he hadn't noticed.

   She made it to the door without a major disaster and allowed herself a small sigh of
relief.

   "Key?" Max demanded above her head. "Let me go in and check it out, okay?"

   She bent her head and dug in the tight pocket of her tunic. Thank heavens the key ring
was still there. When Max was around, things just seemed to happen to her. She didn't have a
clue why. It wouldn't have surprised her if her pocket had suddenly developed a hole. She pulled
out her keys. As she handed them off to Max, she saw a thread attached to one, and tugged at it.
It came loose. Max didn't seem to notice. Nor did he seem to notice that her pocket was now only
half attached.

   Pure efficiency, he twisted the key in the lock and shoved open the door. With a curt,
"wait here", he disappeared inside.

   Sam shuffled her sandals. She tugged at her hair. Maybe she had gone a bit overboard
with the mousse this morning. At least the hedgehog look, as he had called it, was an
improvement over flat head. She squinted across the street at where the sun glared off the
bookstore's dirty windows. Not open yet either. Mr. Evans was still at the café plowing
through an enormous breakfast.

   She decided Max had had long enough. What was he expecting to find anyway? Ted
Bundy? Inside the front room, the birdhouses were all slightly askew, just not the way she had
placed them.

   She could hear Max moving around upstairs. No place for anyone to hide up there.
Nothing to steal either, unless you were a thief into dried floral arrangements.

   She headed down the hallway of the old house. The back room with its attached glass
and metal enclosure, which she generously referred to as a sunroom, held the shop's real
treasures. Here Sam nurtured glossy hibiscus, brilliant bougainvillea, two small banana plants,
fragrant gardenia, orchids and other exotics that were in high demand with customers who were
on the hunt for something unusual or who missed the sunnier climes where they'd spent a piece
of their lives. Copper trellises, enormous glazed pots, translucent gazing globes and a variety of
garden ornaments, realistic and fantastical, stood guard over the precious living things.

   She stepped into the room and stopped. The rich, heavy smell of plants and potting soil
enveloped her. She closed her eyes and concentrated. Not here. She didn't think the intruder had
been in here.

   "Following instructions as well as ever, I see," said Max, making her jump. She turned.
He stood, hands stuffed in the pockets of his shorts, and surveyed the room. "Like what you've
done with the place. The last time I saw it, it was a beat up old house begging for the wrecking
ball."

   "And now it's a soon to be profitable small business, thanks to you and the team."

   "We did the easy part, providing the start-up capital. You've done a good job with it,
Sam." He wandered farther into the room, past a banana plant. "You seem to have hit on the right
mix of merchandise, and having that bazaar in November and December last year went a long
way to smoothing out your seasonal issues."

   A tingling warmth started in Sam's chest and worked its way through her torso. Praise
from Max was hard won and all the more precious because of it. The "on target", "good", and
"what happened?" email responses to the monthly numbers she sent him fell far short of
satisfying feedback.

   She trailed along behind him as he headed down a row of potted palms. "It was a way to
help out the local community, as well," she explained. "We have a lot of talented craftspeople in
the area." Too late, she realized he was headed for the corner and the source of the sound of
splashing water. "Did you find anything upstairs?" she asked, in an attempt to distract him.

   "Nope. Didn't look like anything had been disturbed. You'll know better of course." He
kept right on going.

   "There's nothing here either," she said in desperation as he reached the end of the row. "I
think it was just the front room. Maybe we should go back there and..."

   He turned to the right and vanished behind the huge leaves of an elephant ear plant. Sam
contemplated vanishing herself but the lack of human sound fed her curiosity. She hurried past
the last palm and positioned herself just out of sight behind the elephant ear. The room seemed
warmer than usual today. A trickle of perspiration worked its way down her side. She sneaked a
look.

   Max, hands still stuffed in his pockets, stood in a shaft of fuzzy sunlight that emphasized
his strong profile and lean body. Her imagination suddenly went bonkers on her. Without
clothes, he would rival any Greek god she had in inventory. He needed to lose the clothes.

   Holy cow! What an unsettling thought. Max was more like a brother than anything.

   She blasted the image out of her brain and sneaked another look. He appeared
mesmerized by the water display. She doubted it had anything to do with the lush greenery or the
fact that it was an extraordinarily realistic rendering of a natural tropical waterfall, crafted six
months ago to her specifications by someone who owed her a favor. His fascination, she was
sure, had more to do with the seven little statues posed among the plants and on the rocks.

   "Sam," he said without looking up or raising his voice. "Come here, will you?"

   When in doubt, fake it. There was no cowardice in her nature, just a deep uncertainty
when it came to Max. The closeness of their school years had evaporated with adulthood. She
wasn't sure she knew him anymore. She backed away from her green shield and forced her feet
to hurry toward him.

   "Did you find something?" she asked. Her voice came out breathy and several decibels
higher. She swiped her tongue across her lips and tasted salt. Geez, her climate control must have
gone on the fritz. She was breaking out in sweat all over. Max, on the other hand, looked
comfortable and relaxed in his khaki cargo shorts and ice blue shirt.

   "Yeah," he said, still focused on the waterfall display, "I found something, all right.
Your opinion. I suppose one of us had to be Grumpy. Should I be grateful I didn't get
Dopey?"

   Sam followed his gaze to where a cross little dwarf hefted a shovel over his shoulder.
The painted sign next to him left no doubt as to his alias. "You were never in danger of being
Dopey. That was reserved for Kevin from the beginning."

   "Thank the Lord for brothers."

   He didn't sound mad at all. Probably had known about it for a long time. There were no
secrets in The Gang. They stood side by side in almost companionable silence looking at the
seven little men renamed Max, Kevin, Jake, Brian, Ethan, Shawn and Al, the core of a kick ass
soccer team in middle school. They had remained close in high school and college and even
today, schedules permitting, got together regularly on weekends to scrimmage, lift a beer or two,
compare girlfriends and careers and talk about their investment in The Seven Dwarves.

   In the beginning, their team mascot and investment caretaker had joined them. Now,
Sam thought with a pang of nostalgia, she more often than not was working her butt off on
weekends toward the goal of showing the first cent of profit in The Seven Dwarves. The
girlfriend stories had gotten old really fast anyway. It was more fun when, as middle schoolers,
they'd tried to be utterly cool and ignore females completely and, of course, had ended up failing
miserably, hostages to their hormones.

   Max had been the first to go.

   Standing beside him now, Sam could see what her friends and other girls had seen in
him all those years ago. Pure, raw sex appeal. Not that she was in the least attracted to him. That
would be way too weird. But she could see now what other women saw. He wasn't what you'd
call handsome exactly, but he had a rugged, powerful, very masculine appeal. Max, she
supposed, was what some would call a man's man, whatever that meant. His adventures with
women were legendary, even within the group of seven.

   She should know. She'd heard them all from one or more of the other six, despite the
fact she rarely attended their little get-togethers anymore.

   "Hey, Sammie." Max sounded amused.

   God, she hated it when he called her that. She felt all of ten years old again.

   "Think you can fill me in on what exactly it was you found when you arrived this
morning."

   She decided not to take exception to his tone. "It was the birdhouses," she explained.
"They weren't the way I'd left them."



Chapter 2

   Birdhouses? His plans for the day had been screwed up because of a bunch of
birdhouses? Max turned away from Sam's tongue-in-cheek tribute to her investor group and
began to weave his way through the Greek gods. A strange disappointment was rising in him.
His experiment had failed and unfortunately seemed to have achieved reverse results. She was
more needy than ever.

   "Are you sure your assistant didn't move them?" he forced himself to ask.

   "She doesn't come in on the weekend." Sam was right on his heels as he strode past a
frozen tableau of the African veldt. Who the hell bought this stuff? Plenty of people, if her recent
sales numbers were any indication.

   "But she has a key, right? Could she have forgotten something and come in anyway?"
He was growing impatient.

   "I happen to know for a fact she's not even in town this weekend," Sam snapped,
sensitive as ever to his tone. He wasn't particularly concerned about her feelings at this point,
with the certainty growing in him that a good portion of his day had been wasted.

   "Okay. If the birdhouses have been moved, who do you think might have moved them,
and why and how did they...? Jesus! What the hell is that?"

   One of the African creatures had come violently to life. Emitting a high-pitched series of
bitten off shrieks, it charged him. Frozen in utter amazement, he watched as it attached itself to
the laces of his hiking boot. It was about the size of a very small cat, but Max was fairly certain
this was no feline.

   "Hercules!"

   Sam bumped against him as she bent to retrieve the animal. For a peculiar instant
everything else ceased to exist, as sensation roared through him. He immediately slammed the
door shut on the burning urge to analyze it. He didn't want to go there, couldn't go there.

   The thing had a death grip on his bootlace. With its mouth occupied, the shrieks had
died to a whirring noise. Sam was on her knees now, her hands clutched around its furry, beige
belly urging it to release him, to no effect.

   Sensation prodded him again. Time slowed. Sound faded. From this perspective, with
her clothing stretched more tightly across her short frame, he could see the gentle indent of her
waist and the nicely padded roundness of her ass. Sam wasn't model-thin like most of his
girlfriends, but she wasn't exactly overweight either. She just had a pleasant sort of plumpness to
the right parts of her...

   Damn! Max tore his attention back to the drama at his feet. His laces were untied. He
tugged and the cord slid out of the creature's mouth. Still clutching the handful of fur, Sam
pushed off her knees and banged her head on an elephant's upraised trunk.

   "Ouch." Off balance, she listed to one side.

   He grabbed for her. Needles sank into his thumb. "Yeow! Damn, what is that thing?" He
looked at the bead of blood on his skin and then at two large round eyes popping from a furry
face. The creature's snout was wrinkled, tiny teeth bared. The effect was somewhat spoiled by
the fact that several teeth were missing.

   Sam adjusted her grip and shoved the creature closer. He took a self-preserving step
back. "This is my guard dog, Hercules."

   "Dog?" Max sorted through some confusion. "Guard?"

   "Hercules," Sam repeated. "His name is Hercules. He's a Chihuahua."

   "He doesn't look like the dog on the TV ads."

   "That's because he's a long hair." Sam's tone clearly indicated she thought she had an
idiot on her hands.

   Contrarily, Max was beginning to enjoy himself. "Not much of a guard dog. Showed up
kind of late to the party, didn't he?"

   "It's not his fault. He's deaf." Sam's fingers were stroking the animal's bulging forehead.
Its eyes were closing. Its muzzle had smoothed out. "But he bit you, didn't he?"

   "Uh huh." Max wiped his thumb on his shorts. How like Sam to think a deaf dog made a
good guard. "Does he treat your customers the same way?"

   "Never." Sam dropped a loud kiss on the dog's head and turned toward the hallway. "He
treats my customers with respect and they all adore him. You're the only person I know of he's
ever bitten."

   Max eyed the tiny nose visible in the crook of Sam's arm. A five-pound ball of fur
scored higher on Sam's rating scale than he did. It wasn't a terribly pleasant realization and his
brief spurt of enjoyment switched to grumpiness. He followed her. "Not very smart of him to
attack the rescue squad. And with a name like that, what's he doing in Africa? Shouldn't he have
been hanging out with Aphrodite?"

   "See, that's why he bit you." They passed the tiny bathroom in the hallway and entered
the front room again. "You have no respect for him, and he knows it."

   Max wasn't improving his position any, but seemed helpless to reverse course. He was
damned if he was going to fuss over a useless bit of fluff. In front of him, Sam stopped and set
the animal on the floor. It immediately charged him again and went into high-pitched shriek
mode. Max wondered just how far a Chihuahua could fly. He planted his boots firmly on the
floor.

   "Not a dog guy, are you?" Sam inquired in a sugary polite voice.

   That got his hackles up. "I'm a dog guy. I just don't think that qualifies as a dog, let
alone a guard dog."

   "Ah. You must be one of those then." Sam wandered over to the cash register, ignoring
the dog, which was still going ballistic.

   "One of those what?" Max wanted to follow her, but wasn't convinced the ankle biter
couldn't do some serious damage.

   "Men whose masculinity is threatened by size."

   "What the hell are you talking about?" His words fell loudly into the sudden silence. At
his feet, Hercules gave a delicate snort. Then he turned and trotted way, tail waving like a
banner.

   "Shhh," Sam said, in a lowered voice. "Customer's coming."

   Max didn't give a damn. He wanted to straighten Sam out on the size issue. Then he
wanted to straighten her out on the reason for her distress call. Then he wanted to get the hell out
of here. An afternoon with Justina engaged in physical activity was starting to look like a
desperate necessity.

   The door opened and two fiftyish women walked in. From the way Sam greeted them,
they'd evidently been in the shop before. Her husky laugh danced along Max's nerves. He gritted
his teeth. A hike suddenly didn't sound nearly as appealing as an afternoon of good old, sweaty,
vigorous sex. Justina would have no objections. She never did.

   Hercules, the ankle biter, must have realized they'd been invaded. He charged out from
under the cash register counter. Headed to the hallway and the jungle scene, the women stopped
in their tracks at his appearance and cooed and exclaimed and bent to pat. Max waited for the
vicious attack. Hercules bounced with excitement and licked the hand held out to him.

   Max glanced at Sam and wished he hadn't, because his nerves took another hit. Smug
was too mild a word to describe the expression on her face.

   Smug stretched into a grin. She flipped her hand at him. "Be back in a minute."

   Max suppressed a sigh. Another delay. Sam was disappearing down the hallway. Her
round bottom swayed and undulated under the thin fabric of her tunic. Funny how he'd never
noticed before what a lush little shape she had. Hercules plonked himself down on his furry butt
and eyed Max. His lip began to curl.

   Max took a hasty step back. "I can look, can't I? Man to dog, there's nothing wrong with
looking is there? Bet you do it all the time." The dog just stared, its bug eyes unblinking. Max
moved around a small table. He felt better with something solid between them. "Maybe not.
Been fixed, haven't you?" It was the wrong thing to say. The lip curl turned into a full-blown
wrinkle and the whirring sound issued from the dog's throat again. He rose up on all fours.

   Max grabbed the object in front of him. As a weapon, it should do the trick. It was larger
than the dog. "Okay, okay. I have absolutely no designs on your mistress. God forbid. She's like
a sister."

   Hercules subsided. Fascinated, Max gripped the object more tightly and tested his
outlandish suspicion. "But she does have an adorable ass. Just noticed that today as a matter of
fact."

   Hercules launched himself. Max swung the object off the table and swept it in front of
himself six inches above the floor. The dog slowed but began to shriek. Max feinted. The dog
yelped and shrieked more loudly. Its tail was creating a small breeze that caused the peacock
feathers poking from the display near the floor to stir.

   "Max!" yelled Sam from the hall. She dashed forward and snatched up the shrieking
dog. It quieted instantly. "What are you doing?"

   "He attacked me again." Damn, that didn't sound good. Too defensive. For the first time
he noticed what he held in his hand. It was a small birdhouse on a twelve-inch pedestal.

   "What did you do to him?"

   "Nothing." He set the birdhouse back on the table. "We were just having a
conversation."

   "You were having a conversation with a deaf dog?" Sam had the dealing-with-an-idiot
note back in her voice again. "About what?"

   Max looked at Hercules. His small, furry body was nestled between Sam's breasts and
he looked utterly calm and content. Max's body, on the other hand, wasn't behaving properly.
"Just getting to know each other." If you asked him, the dog was faking being deaf. He didn't
think the fur ball could rat on him, but his own body might give him away. He needed Justina
badly. What the hell was wrong with him today?

   "And how was the birdhouse helping this conversation?" Sam trailed her lips over the
top of the dog's head. Max hoped the table display was dense enough to shield him from the
waist down. Sam might get the wrong idea if she noticed his odd body reaction.

   "I was examining it," Max improvised. Still too defensive. He deepened his voice and
went on the attack. "I still don't have a clue why I'm here, other than you think someone moved
the birdhouses around." For the first time he noticed that the front room was filled with
birdhouses, rustic ones, ceramic ones, woven ones, plain and fancy, large and small. Even a
goddamn palace or two and something that looked suspiciously like the Taj Mahal. The room
was a feathery house-hunter's dream come true.

   "Someone did move the birdhouses," Sam snapped. "Someone was in here."

   "But nothing's missing and the doors were locked when you arrived this morning?"

   "Yes." Sam bent to place a tranquilized Hercules on the floor. Her tunic gaped at the
neck. He could see the edge of her bra.

   He moved closer to the table. This was all wrong. "I didn't see any windows open. Wait
a minute...you have a basement?"

   "Yes." She straightened. "I use it for storage and shipping. It has a door to the alley on
the outside of the house."

   He could see sudden worry in her face. "Did you check it?"

   "No, you told me to leave."

   Max clamped down on the urge to shake her. She was right, after all. "How do I get
there?"

   Sam swiveled and pointed through the arch to what used to be the kitchen of the old
house and was now an extension of the front room. "Over there."

   He left the safety of the table and began to move in the direction she'd indicated. A whir
stopped him. Stiff-legged, tail waving merrily, Hercules guarded the way.

   Max growled.

   The fur ball whirred back.

   "Oh, for heaven's sake." Sam scooped up the dog and bore him off down the hallway,
leaving the way free and clear.

* * * *

   The royal blue ceramic pot barely fit in the space created for it in the back of the SUV,
which already contained one of her elephants and a sleeping hippo draped in packing material for
the trip to their new home. The fine summer day had brought out a bonanza of customers eager
to enhance their Northwest gardens with accents that weren't necessarily Northwest in
nature.

   Sam waved goodbye to the Boardmans and several hundred dollars worth of
merchandise, and mounted her steps. Africa had done well today. So had Greece. She had sold
eight birdhouses, two fountains and several large plants. All in all, from a business standpoint, it
had been a very good day. One of her best. She needed another assistant for days like this. She
hadn't had a moment to think since late in the morning. Which wasn't a bad thing. She didn't
want to think. Because when she did, no matter what she tried to focus on, her thoughts always
ended up in the same place. Max.

   Max. A bit of impatience. A bit of anger. A bit of frustration. A bit of disappointment.
All these feelings could burst into so much more if she wasn't careful. Time hadn't tempered their
volatility. She passed through the lime-green portal. The Seven Dwarves was quiet. Only one
customer was left puttering around in the back room. She had half an hour until closing.

   Hercules was curled up in his lamb's wool bed under the counter. He opened his eyes
when she perched on the stool and opened the till, but otherwise didn't budge. "You had his
number, didn't you?" Sam said. And to make herself feel better, she added, "He was useless,
wasn't he?"

   Hercules twitched an ear, sighed and went back to sleep. He was a light sleeper so Sam
kept talking. "Don't think he believed me either." She paused, credit card receipts clutched in one
hand. "I actually think he thought I was making it up." And that was the true root of her
anger.

   Max hadn't taken her seriously. He had checked out the basement. The alley door had
been firmly locked. Nothing had been disturbed. He hadn't wasted any time in hanging around
after that and she'd been knee-deep in customers anyway. No obvious signs of a break-in,
nothing taken, ergo nothing had happened. It must all have been her imagination.

   But someone had been in here. The birdhouses, three of which had since sold today, had
been moved. And she hated that she was beginning to doubt herself.

   She hated that Max, who had always been so protective of her through middle school
and high school, now didn't take her seriously. Of all of them, and even though he had been the
last on her call list, she would have expected that he would have had the most empathy.

   Her last customer, a tall, slender, good-looking man who couldn't have been much older
than she was, came in bearing a profusely blooming fuchsia bougainvillea. "For my mother," he
announced, setting the plant down on the counter to dig out his wallet. "It's her birthday. She
loves this color."

   Sam pulled out a page of care instructions to go over with him. By the time she had
completed the sale, she couldn't ignore the fact that he was trying to flirt with her. On any other
day, she might have been responsive. Today, she was just simply not in the mood. She had
ushered him through the door and was locking it when the phone rang.

   "Hi, darling," said her mother. "Done for the day?"

   "Hi, Mom. Just closing up." She wasn't done and wouldn't be for another hour.

   "Are you coming for dinner tonight?"

   Sam stifled a sigh and closed her eyes. She wasn't in the mood for a family dinner either.
"No, Mom. I have other plans, but thanks." Other plans, like going home and having a good sulk.
Over what exactly, she didn't know. Relationships that didn't survive intact?

   "All right, dear." Disappointment laced her mother's voice, but she didn't press. "We've
decided to have your dad's sixtieth birthday party on the seventeenth at Cook Park. Put it on your
calendar."

   Sam glanced at the small desk calendar beside the cash register. The seventeenth was
three weeks away. On a Saturday. "Okay, Mom." It was hopeless to protest. Her family
continued to schedule events on weekends and still expected her to show up, even though she'd
had the business for a little more than a year and always worked weekends. She hoped her
assistant, Julia, could be bribed yet again. She couldn't miss her dad's celebration.

   She went into barely listening mode as her mother rambled on about plans and food for
the party. It was going to be a blockbuster event. Everyone they knew, it seemed, was to be
privileged with an invitation.

   Sam finished totaling the day's receipts as her mother was agonizing over a choice of
deserts. Three taps sounded on her front window. She looked up. Jewel Westin grinned and
waved. Sam pointed to the phone and held up a finger.

   "Mom." She interrupted her mother's debate with herself over peach pie and cherry
strudel. "Mom. It's a birthday party. You serve birthday cake."

   "But..."

   "Gotta go, Mom. Someone's at the door. You'll make the right decision. Bye."

   She stuffed her receipts in her night deposit bag and hurried to open the door.

   "Hey, you. Wanna go grab a bite?" Jewel was a partner in the salon three buildings
down and responsible for Sam's latest hairstyle. The salon offered everything a pampered woman
could possibly want, from massages to facials to wax treatments to nail art. Jewel and her partner
had moved their business to Dundee after Jewel had been mugged one night after closing in
downtown Portland. It was a testimony to their services that at least half of their clientele had
moved this far out of the city with them. Slowly the street of old buildings was being reclaimed
and refurbished. The neighborhood was taking on a distinctly yuppyish air. Its residents were
holding out hope for a Starbucks by the end of summer.

   "Sounds like the best offer I've had all day," Sam said. Here was one person she could
count on for empathy. "What did you have in mind?"

   "Groubers," Jewel said promptly. "It's a clam chowder night. I'll drive."

   Sam immediately wanted to change her mind but couldn't come up with an excuse fast
enough. Groubers was ten point seven miles away. Worse than that, it used to be a favorite
hangout of The Gang when she was still hanging out with them. In a moment of insanity, she'd
taken Jewel there one day when they were looking for someplace new to eat. Now Jewel
demanded a regular fix of Groubers' clam chowder. So far, they hadn't run into The Gang, but
Sam got nervous, without really understanding why, every time they decided to dine there.

   The undone tasks at the shop pricked her conscience but the need to unload on Jewel
was more compelling. She would come in first thing in the morning, before Julia opened up.
Monday mornings were usually slow, even in summer.

   Five minutes later they were walking past the electric blue and pink façade of the
salon on their way to drop off Sam's night deposit bag at the bank. Hercules trotted and snuffled
at Sam's heels.

   "Magnificent Max was here today and you never called me?" Jewel sounded genuinely
put out.

   "He has a girlfriend," Sam said, a little put out herself that Jewel wasn't focusing on
what was important.

   "What's that got to do with anything?" Tall, slender, with gorgeous natural red hair and
just Max's type, Jewel glided along beside her. "He could have a dozen girlfriends. Probably
does. I just want one chance with those great pecs and glorious butt."

   An image of Max, quintessential male, standing in front of the waterfall at The Seven
Dwarves, bathed in morning sunlight, rose in Sam's mind, together with the peculiar prickly
sensation she had experienced at the time. She zapped the image out of her head. "Don't you
have enough notches on that mahogany bed post of yours?"

   For some reason, the idea of Max and Jewel together really irked her. It would be the
same if it was Kevin or Jake or Ethan or any of them, wouldn't it? She adored Jewel as a friend,
but had no illusions about her. Jewel was a man-eater, a single-minded predator who usually
ended up with exactly what she wanted. And, to Sam's knowledge, her relationships, if you could
call them that, never lasted more than a week.

   Jewel chuckled, a low, husky, come hither sound that would bring most men with any
testosterone left in them to instant attention, but didn't do a thing for Sam. She leant against the
side of the bank building to watch Sam feed the night deposit drop. "You're such a delightful
prude, honey. When are you going to loosen up and live a little? How long has it been since you
gave that uptight schmuck of a stockbroker his walking papers? You never did make it between
the sheets with him."

   Jewel was on a roll and Sam had heard it all before. Sex was queen in Jewel's world. She
rolled her eyes, tugged at Hercules' leash and began walking again. Hercules stopped almost
immediately to mark his territory for the sixth time since they had left The Seven Dwarves. Sam
still marveled over his amazing muscle control and bladder capacity.

   "How long is it now since you've had sex? And I'm not counting with your Christmas
gift either. Bet it's still taped up in its box, isn't it?"

   Jewel would lose interest eventually but until then, Sam had discovered, it was better to
let her talk. She had opened the Christmas gift out of a burning, if guilty, curiosity, but the large,
fat object still lay unused in its box in a drawer in her bathroom. She sometimes thought of
dumping it in the trashcan because what if she were killed in a car accident and her grieving
mother was going through her things and found it? But what if, horror of horrors, it fell out of the
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