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MILDRED LANCASTER DROVE her 1945 Buick Super Sedanette down the familiar streets of Mermaid Springs. The used car had been a practical decision turned extravagant purchase. When her father’s accident forced her return to Florida, she knew she couldn’t rely on trains or buses; there weren’t any in Mermaid Springs like there were in New York.

Plus, with her father’s car destroyed in the crash, she had little choice but to buy her own. She’d emptied most of her savings account at the Manhattan Trust to make the purchase, telling herself it was sensible since she’d need transportation once she took over the Sentinel. But if she was being honest, she couldn’t resist its gorgeous fastback silhouette and gleaming chrome. The fact that it was her favorite powder blue was just a bonus, a small consolation for leaving behind the city.

The rhythmic hum of the engine was like a heartbeat that stirred up a mix of emotions for Mildred. As she passed Calder’s Drugstore and noticed Mr. Higgins step outside the Bluebird Luncheonette with the chalkboard displaying the day’s specials, Mildred experienced a longing for her childhood. Summer days floating on one of the many natural springs in the area or begging her father for a couple of cents for saltwater taffy at Calder’s soda fountain; she loved Mermaid Springs, yet she couldn’t deny the tinge of regret at having to come back. Not now. Not with her position at the New York Herald hanging in the balance.

Fluff. That’s all Jones, the Herald’s chief editor, ever let Mildred write. For three years, nothing but fluff. Stories about local ribbon-cutting ceremonies, city events, gardening tips, and how to decorate your new home; that was all she was ever given. Even when she’d cracked that case at the New York Public Library, exposing an international spy ring, Jones had handed the story to Mason Rigby. That smug hack had waltzed straight from the mailroom to the front page with her investigation, while she was left covering society parties and garden shows. And now, how would she ever get Mr. Jones’s attention stuck on the steamy west coast of Florida?

Mildred pressed her lips together and gripped the steering wheel until her knuckles whitened. She just needed one good story, one major event, and she could prove her abilities to Mr. Jones and the rest of the staff at The New York Herald. She’d heard some buzz around the bullpen about evidence connecting various mobsters around the city. What Mildred wouldn’t give to investigate those stories. But then her mother had called about her father’s accident. And now she didn’t know when, or if, she’d even be able to get back to New York, much less to the Herald.

Mildred released her grip on the steering wheel and shook the tension from her shoulders. It was selfish to think like that considering what had happened. Her father was barely home from the hospital, and here she was worried about returning to New York.

It wasn’t like Mildred was a total cad, though. She was honored that her father had entrusted her with running the Springs Sentinel in his absence. Lyle Lancaster had been editor-in-chief ever since his father before him retired. Mildred wouldn’t have dreamed of rejecting her father’s request to keep the family paper running while he got well. But the notion that she was taking a step backward gnawed at her.

Running the Sentinel would give Mildred the editor-in-chief title, which would look great on a résumé. But being the editor-in-chief of a family newspaper, only published once a week, seemed paltry compared to covering the crime beat for a major New York paper published daily.

Ultimately, editor-in-chief would be just a title, the same as Miss or Mrs. She would still be ignored when it came to assessing her skills as a hard-core journalist. This wasn’t the big-city byline Mildred had dreamed of—the prestigious awards she had imagined winning. One phone call had changed the course of her career, pulling her back to the small Florida town she had once been so eager to leave behind.

Mildred turned onto the oak-lined driveway leading to her family’s two-story home, comfortably nestled in a copse of lush green trees dripping with Spanish moss. The sun’s rays shooting between branches caused her eyes to water and threatened a sneeze. Yep. She was home.

Guiding the car into the familiar ruts in front of the red brick walkway that led to the house, Mildred realized she could have parked around in the back; her father’s car wouldn’t be there. The Studebaker had been destroyed by the out-of-control log truck. If it hadn’t been for that beast of a car, her father likely would have been killed.

Shutting off the engine, Mildred sat there as the sound of the cooling motor gave way to a symphony of cicadas, welcoming her home. Hmph. Far different from the sounds of the street outside her fifth-floor walk-up in the city. But at least there were no gators in Queens.

The screen door to the house swung open, and Mildred’s mother stood there. As usual, even the blazing heat didn’t touch her. Irene Lancaster’s mint green A-line dress hadn’t a wrinkle in it. Her light brown hair was swept into an updo that accentuated her lovely neck and the pearls that rested there. “Well, are you going to come in?” Momma demanded.

Mildred swapped her sunglasses for her reading glasses, sat erect, and angled the rearview mirror to check the corners of her mouth for smudged lipstick because Momma would spot it if it were there. Then she let out a breath. Before reaching for the door handle, Mildred smoothed her unkempt red hair in place—Momma would notice that too. Three days of driving from New York, with the Southern heat and humidity whipping through both windows of the car, left her with little she could do about it right then anyway.

Mildred pushed the door open, stepped out, and straightened her skirt. After grabbing her handbag, she flipped the seat forward and retrieved her suitcase from the back. There were more in the trunk, but maybe she wouldn’t need them.

As she approached the wraparound porch, Mildred’s mother used the tea towel in her hand to fan herself, which was more a sign of frustration than proof of being hot. “I’ve been worried sick,” Momma said as Mildred ascended the steps and stopped to allow her mother to kiss her cheek.

“About what? Is Dad all right?”

“Oh, yes, yes. He’s fine,” she replied, holding the screen door open and stepping aside for Mildred to enter. “It’s you I’ve been fretting about.”

“Me?” Mildred turned to face her mother as she joined her inside the foyer of the home.

“It’s just not right for a woman of your age to be gallivanting across the country by yourself. Why, anything could happen to you.”

“Momma...” Mildred sighed. “I wasn’t gallivanting anywhere. I was driving home. Driving home does not constitute gallivanting.”

“It does when you’re eight states and over a thousand miles away.”

Mildred shook her head, set her suitcase next to the hall tree, and hung her handbag on one of its hooks. “I’m going up to see Dad.” She turned to the staircase and had one foot on the bottom step when her mother’s words stopped her.

“Oh, no. He’s not up there. We had to put a bed for him in the dining room.”

Mildred gaped at her mother. “The dining room?”

“We couldn’t very well get him up the stairs now, could we? Not with a broken arm, leg, and pelvis.”

The magnitude of what had happened settled on Mildred like the humidity dampening her curls—sticky, uncomfortable, and unavoidable.

Striding toward the back of the big house, Mildred stopped at the dining room’s swinging door and flung it open. At least she tried to. But the heavy panel door met something solid on the other side with a kathunk.

She froze and tentatively said, “Dad? Did I just hit you?”

“No, no. I’m fine. You hit the bed frame. That’s all. Come on in, punkin’.”

More careful this time, Mildred stepped into the makeshift bedroom. Her heart seized at the sight of her father—her strong, stalwart father—semi-recumbent on a hospital bed that was shoved to one side of the room, while the massive, polished dining table and chairs had been pushed to the other against the china cabinet.

Overwhelmed by the gravity of his condition, Mildred inched closer to the bed and fought the tears that stung her eyes. Lyle Lancaster’s once-robust frame now appeared smaller against the crisp white sheets. His face, though smiling at the sight of her, bore the lingering marks of the accident—a healing cut on his left cheek and fading bruises around his eye.

Mildred’s gaze landed on his right arm resting across his chest in a bulky white cast, supported by a sling that swallowed his shoulder. An oscillating fan, pointing directly at the bed, ruffled the sheet draped over his lower body, drawing her attention to the unnatural flatness where his legs lay immobile, hinting at the unseen apparatus keeping his fractured pelvis and leg aligned.

Laying her trembling hand on his unbroken arm, Mildred choked on a sob. “Daddy...”

Her father adjusted his good arm to take her hand in his. “Now, now. There’s no need for that.” He squeezed gently. “The worst is over.”

“Over?” Mildred said, astounded. “How can you say the worst is over?”

“Eh, it’s all downhill from here,” he teased, but Mildred noticed his grimace, and a wave of guilt passed over her for the hours of self-pity she had indulged in since she first learned of the accident. She’d expected him to be recovering and not bedridden in the dining room.

“I’m so sorry, Daddy. I should have been here sooner.” Her voice quivered.

He gave her hand another squeeze. “Don’t you worry about that, punkin’. I’m just glad you’re here now.” His warm assurance did little to ease Mildred’s concern.

Irene entered the room then and rested a gentle hand on Mildred’s shoulder before crossing to the side table—one that had always been part of the living room’s familiar landscape. Mildred caught the way her mother’s gaze lingered on her, a blend of relief and worry in her eyes, before she turned to Lyle and said, “It’s time for your medicine, honey.” 

“Are you in a lot of pain, Dad?” Mildred asked.

“Not too bad; not anymore. Your momma takes good care of me.” Shifting slightly, Lyle released Mildred’s hand, pulled a flask out from under the bed sheet, and added, “Your momma and your Uncle Bradley, that is.”

Mildred chuckled as a wave of relief passed over her. If her father was making jokes about drinking Uncle Bradley’s moonshine, he was going to be okay.

Lyle hastily slipped the flask back into its hiding place just as Irene handed him the glass of water and a handful of pills. Meanwhile, Mildred asked, “How long has he been confined to the dining room?”

Irene glanced at her husband before answering. “Almost a week now. After his stay in the hospital, we got the bed for the dining room, and he’s been here ever since. The doctor said it’ll be a while before he’s able to manage the stairs.”

Mildred nodded, her mind racing with the implications. “And the newspaper? How have you been managing without him?”

“Your brother’s helped,” Lyle replied.

“Neil?” Mildred said, surprised. Neil Lancaster was Mildred’s younger brother. With eight years between them, they’d never been particularly close, and she’d been away from home since she first went to college, which only widened the gap between them. Neil was the baby of the family, immature at best; he always seemed to get away with things Mildred never could at that age. He was seventeen now and would be entering his senior year of high school the coming fall, so maybe he’d grown up some.

“Hmph.” Irene shook her head. “That boy’s too interested in going to the drive-in movies and stopping by Calder’s to see the girl who works at the soda fountain.”

So, maybe her brother hadn’t grown up after all.

Irene went on. “That’s why we’re so glad you’re home to stay. It will bring peace of mind to me to know you can make your daddy stop fretting about the darn newspaper.”

Mildred didn’t respond. She was too focused on the way her mother said the words “home to stay” with such finality. Surely, her father was going to recuperate enough to go back to work. Wouldn’t he?

“You’re the only one I trust to keep things running smoothly,” Lyle said, cutting through Mildred’s thoughts. “I know you can do it, punkin’.”

Mildred felt a surge of pride, but it was quickly tempered by her lingering doubts. “But what about my job in New York? I can’t just abandon it, not when I was so close to—”

Irene interrupted her with a firm tone. “Your father needs you here, Mildred. Surely your job can wait.”

Mildred opened her mouth to protest, but the determined look in her mother’s eyes silenced her. She glanced back at her father, his gaze filled with hope and a quiet confidence that made her heart swell.

“All right,” Mildred conceded, reaching to lay a soft hand on her father’s shoulder. “I’ll do it. I’ll stay as long as you need me to.”
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MILDRED SIGHED AS SHE unpacked her suitcase, carefully hanging her dresses in her childhood bedroom closet. The bold floral wallpaper and pink ruffled curtains felt like relics from another time, a stark contrast to her spartan single-room efficiency in the city, even though she loved it as a symbol of her independence.

Moving to stand before the bookshelf, Mildred ran her fingers along the spines of old books there, memories flooding back with each familiar title. The faded covers of Nancy Drew, Agatha Christie, and Dashiell Hammett novels called to her like a siren. Mildred had kept the occasional Georgette Heyer and Barbara Cartland romance that she’d snuck past her mother hidden under the floorboard in her closet.

The cinnamony aroma of peach pie wafted up the stairs, and Mildred’s mouth watered. Despite her mixed feelings about being home, her mother’s cooking was a comfort she’d sorely missed in New York. The thought of sitting down to a home-cooked meal, rather than another takeout container in her tiny kitchenette, was undeniably appealing.

She’d started for the door when she heard the phone ring downstairs and her mother rushing from the kitchen to answer it before it woke her father. Mildred descended the creaking staircase and hit the landing just as Irene turned from where she stood in front of the phone chair with its built-in table for the phone.

“It’s for you, dear,” Irene said, holding the receiver out for Mildred to take.

Puzzled, Mildred furrowed her brow and took the phone and settled on the chair’s seat as Irene returned to the kitchen. Who could be calling? She hadn’t told anyone she was back in town, preferring to slip in quietly and gather her thoughts before facing the inevitable barrage of questions and expectations.

“Hello?” she said, cradling the receiver, her tone tinged with curiosity.

“Millie! You’re home!” Velma’s bubbly voice burst through the line, as effervescent as ever.

“Velma? How did you—” Mildred began.

“Momma saw you at the stoplight by the bakery,” her friend replied. “And I wasn’t surprised. I knew you’d be home after your pop’s accident. Oh, it’s so good to hear your voice.” Mildred smiled to herself as she’d barely said hello, hardly enough for Velma to hear her voice. “I knew you’d be back as soon as you could. I hate that it’s so hard to call you up there. I wrote you when I heard about your dad, but letters take forever-n-ever. I really wish you had a phone.”

The customary animation in her best friend’s words brought comfort and immediately took Mildred back to the pier at Hernando Beach when she and Velma Tipton were ten years old. They’d collected a bucket of shells, enough to give the sun time to burn their noses, and they splashed their feet lazily in the ocean’s water when, out of the blue, Velma gleefully announced, “We’re gonna be best pals forever-n-ever, ain’t we? Swear it on a stack of comic books,” Velma had demanded. And Mildred had sworn on her stack of Miss Fury comics, while Velma swore on her Archies.

“Listen, you have to come down to the park,” Velma implored. “I’m swimming in the evening show, but I’ve got a break after. Please say you’ll come. Pleeease?” Velma’s words tumbled out in a rush of excitement.

Mildred hesitated, torn between the pull of seeing her old friend and the need to stay close to her ailing father. “I don’t know if I can make it,” she murmured into the telephone mouthpiece, her eyes darting to the closed dining room door beside her. “This is my first day home, and I think I should stay here to be with Dad.”

“Oh, come on, Mills,” Velma pleaded, taking on that familiar wheedling that had so often swayed Mildred in their youth. “I’ve missed you something awful, and you’ve never seen me perform in the underwater ballet.”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Mildred replied.

“Don’t not go on my account,” Mildred’s eavesdropping father called out from the other side of the swinging door. “Ain’t like I’m going anywhere now, is it?”

Mildred twisted in the seat to face the wall. “But, Dad...”

“Don’t but me. Nothing’s changed just ‘cause you’re here. It’s not like you’ll go into the paper today.”

Mildred peered down the dim hallway at her mother bustling about in the kitchen.

“Pretty please? With a cherry on top?” Velma begged through the receiver.

“All right, all right. I’ll be there,” she conceded, softening with affection.

“Yay!” Velma squealed on the other end of the phone line. “Meet me at the mermaid house behind the Blue Ballet Theater after the five o’clock show. You’re in for a treat.”

“Where are you going?” Irene had suddenly appeared at the kitchen door opening, a tray of food for Lyle in her hands.

“I, uh... Dad said I could go to...” Mildred stopped herself from saying her daddy had given her permission to go out with a friend. She was twenty-five years old, a grown woman. She didn’t need her father or her mother’s permission to go out. That notion didn’t stop the remorse she felt for leaving on her first night home.

Before Mildred could tell her mother that she was going to the Mermaid Springs Amusement Park to watch a performance of the underwater mermaid show, the screen door at the front of the house opened, and Neil Lancaster walked in.

Mildred’s gaze shifted from her mother to her younger brother as he sauntered toward them. Dressed in a multicolored, short-sleeve plaid button-down shirt, light gray trousers, and polished black loafers, his hair was a mess of unruly reddish-brown curls as always. Neil had grown taller since she’d last seen him, and his lanky frame towered over her now.

“Well, if it isn’t the prodigal daughter,” Neil drawled. “Come to save the day, have you?”

Irritation took control of Mildred’s tongue. “Hello to you too, Neil. It’s good to see you.”

Neil scoffed, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, I bet. Couldn’t wait to swoop in and take over, could you?”

“Neil,” Irene admonished. “That’s no way to speak to your sister.”

“It’s fine, Momma,” Mildred said, bringing her own words in check. “Neil’s entitled to his opinion.”

“Oh, am I?” Neil’s eyes narrowed. “That’s mighty generous of you, Sis. Guess being a big-shot journalist in New York taught you how to be so magnanimous.”

Mildred’s patience stretched to its limit. “Look, Neil, I’m not here to step on anyone’s toes. I’m just trying to help out while Dad recovers.”

“Sure, sure,” Neil said, rolling his eyes. “And I suppose you’ll just waltz right into the editor’s chair like you own the place. Oh wait, I guess you do now.”

“That’s enough,” Irene interjected, her voice firm. “Neil, go get ready for lunch. We’ll discuss this later.”

Neil shot Mildred one last glare before stomping up the stairs, muttering under his breath, “Fine. It’s not like anyone cares what I think anyway.”

As his footsteps faded, Mildred turned to her mother, feeling a mix of frustration and guilt. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble,” she said.

Irene sighed, her expression softening. “It’s not your fault, dear. Neil’s just... he’s been struggling lately. He’ll come around.”

Mildred pinched her brow between her thumb and fingers. Neil was a bother she didn’t have the mind for right then.

“He’s very sensitive,” Irene added, excusing her son’s behavior.

“Sensitive?” Mildred snorted. “Spoiled, more like it.”

“Don’t you start,” Irene fussed. “Why don’t you go set the table for lunch? I’ll take your father’s plate to him. Then you, Neil, and I will sit down to eat.”

Mildred nodded, knowing she’d never win an argument with her mother about her baby brother, and made her way to the kitchen.

The room, with its handcrafted cabinetry, chrome dinette set, and green checkered linoleum floors, was as familiar to Mildred as the back of her hand. She’d watched her mother and grandmother can vegetables in this room and eaten many a midnight snack at the Formica table. She’d even learned to cook in that kitchen.

Retrieving the melamine lunch plates from the cupboard, Mildred set the table, her movements precise and practiced. It was strange not to set a plate for her father at the head of the table; the empty chair was a painful reminder of his condition.

Irene returned to the kitchen then. “I’ll make the sandwiches,” she said and proceeded to spread tuna salad on slices of bread. “There’s cherry Kool-Aid in the icebox. Why don’t you pour us each a glass?”

“Sure,” Mildred said and grabbed glasses from the cabinet.

“I was thinking,” Irene said as she meticulously sliced the sandwiches into nice, neat triangles, “now that you’re home, maybe you would consider staying in Mermaid Springs permanently. Your father and I both know you’ll be great at running the paper.” Mildred opened her mouth to speak, but Irene forged on. “I know your father’s going to recover, but there will be a day in the not-too-distant future when he will want to retire. Your time here now could be a great way for you to ease into taking over.”

Mildred pulled out a chair and sat on the cool vinyl. In no time, that same cool vinyl would cause the backs of her legs to sweat through her dress. She’d driven for hours in those clothes, so maybe she should change before visiting the Blue Ballet Theater anyway.

“I appreciate your faith in me, Momma,” she said. “But you know I’ll be returning to the city when Dad is well. There are so many opportunities there that I simply can’t find here.”

Irene set a platter piled high with sandwiches on the table as Neil entered the kitchen and threw himself into his chair across from Mildred. “But Mermaid Springs is your home,” Irene said, continuing to press Mildred into changing her mind. “Your family is here—your friends, your community. Surely that counts for something.”

“It does,” Mildred conceded. “And I know you want what’s best for me, Momma, but I need to make my own decisions.”

“Just let her go,” Neil interjected. “I can take over for Dad. I could leave school and—”

“There will be no leaving school for you, young man,” Irene balked. “Your father has said so.”

Neil squared his jaw and glared at Mildred as Irene turned her attention back to her. “I just want you to be happy, dear. And I worry about you way off up there alone in that big city.”

“I appreciate your concern,” Mildred said, giving her mother’s hand a tender touch. “But I’ll be fine. I have been ever since I left for college, haven’t I?”

Quiet fell in the room then; the only sound was Neil’s frustrated sighs as he picked at his sandwich.

“Your father told me you’re planning to go see Velma’s performance at that amusement park this afternoon,” Irene said, breaking the silence.

Mildred nodded. “That’s why Velma called earlier—to invite me.”

Neil perked up at the mention of the theater. “Can I come too? I haven’t seen a show at the Blue Ballet Theater in ages.”

Mildred hesitated, glancing at her mother. “I’m not sure, Neil. It’s really just a quiet evening with Velma. I don’t think it would be your kind of thing.”

“What? Because I’m too young?” Neil scoffed. “In case you forgot, I have my own car now. I’ve been working at the paper for a long time.” His sarcasm grated like nails on a chalkboard. “I can get there and back without you.”

Suddenly, the once-appetizing food on Mildred’s plate wasn’t so appealing anymore. Her mother was already giving her grief about living in New York, and her brother was playing the baby.

Placing her napkin on the table, Mildred took her plate to the sink and said, “I’m going upstairs to take a bath and change. I’ll sit with Dad for a while before I go.” Then she kissed her mother on the cheek and ignored the daggers Neil was shooting at her as she left the room.

Ahh. It was good to be home.
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A COOL BATH EASED SOME of Mildred’s tension, and by the time she’d slipped into a breezy cotton sundress, clipped on a pair of rhinestone daisy earrings, and added the charm bracelet Velma had given her, she was actually excited about going out.

Donning her new tortoiseshell cat-eye glasses, Mildred made her way downstairs to the makeshift bedroom where her father rested. Lyle looked up from the newspaper spread across his lap when she entered. His eyes crinkled with a warm smile, and he patted the chair beside the bed. “There’s my girl.”

Mildred settled in, noting the usual scent of pipe tobacco that clung to the air around her father. “Did you get any rest? With Neil stomping around and carrying on like a baby?”

Her father chuckled, a warm, low sound that seemed to fill the room. “Yeah, your brother’s itching to grow up, and your mother’s itching to keep him a child. They’re a fine pair, aren’t they?”

“If you want him to take over at the paper, I’ll...” Mildred’s sentence trailed off when Lyle waved his free hand.

“No, no. Don’t get me wrong; he’s done all right these last few weeks. But school will start soon enough, and I want him to graduate.”

Mildred sighed. “Well, that’s why I’m here: to keep things running smoothly until you’re back on your feet.”

Lyle nodded, and his expression turned serious as he launched into a detailed discussion of the upcoming edition’s content, the advertisers they needed to prioritize, and the local events that required coverage.

Mildred listened intently, her mind already whirring with ideas and strategies. Despite her initial reservations, a familiar thrill coursed through her veins—the thrill of chasing a story, delving into people’s lives, and bringing information to the masses through the written word.

After an hour of meticulous planning, her father yawned, and Mildred pushed her chair back and stood. “It’s time for you to rest. We’ll talk again tomorrow.”

“I’m all right,” Lyle insisted.

She dismissed the blatant falsehood and said, “I’m supposed to meet Velma at the Blue Ballet Theater this evening anyway.” She leaned to kiss his forehead. “We’ll talk in the morning.”

Her mother was coming down the hall from the kitchen when she left the dining room. “Would you like a piece of pie? It’s peach. Your favorite.”

Mildred glanced at her wristwatch. “Maybe later, after I get home. We can have a slice at the kitchen table?” She let the statement hang in the air like a question. Irene nodded her disappointment, and Mildred headed for the front door, grabbing her handbag on her way out.

Minutes later, Mildred steered the Buick down the long, cypress-lined gravel road leading to the Mermaid Springs Amusement Park. The scent of magnolias and citrus filled the car, and she relished the smell as she admired the vibrant pink bougainvillea and fiery orange trumpet vines that punctuated the roadside. In the distance, peacock calls reminded her she couldn’t experience this in a concrete jungle.

Pulling into the parking lot, Mildred felt an unexpected surge of excitement. It had been ages since she’d taken a vacation—a real vacation. After leaving Mermaid Springs for college, except for semester and holiday breaks, she’d only been home twice. It was simply too expensive on her income, and she’d refused to let her parents foot the bill. As a result, she’d almost forgotten that Florida was a vacation mecca.

Once she’d found a parking spot, Mildred climbed out of the car and fluffed her hair as the full skirt of her summer dress fluttered in the warm breeze and tickled the backs of her legs. The carefree joy and infectious laughter emanating from the park drew an involuntary smile from her lips. A shared sense of wonder in the rides and games, and the sweet scent of cotton candy mixed with the buttery aroma of popcorn was exactly what she needed right now.

“Thank you, Velma,” she said matter-of-factly.

As she entered the park and headed to the main building, where she planned to buy a ticket to the mermaid show, a familiar figure caught her eye. Neil stood, casually leaning against the wall near the ticket window, his hands shoved into his trouser pockets and a defiant expression etched onto his features.

Mildred sighed. Figures he
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