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Prologue 

They were safe now. They had to be. There was no way the 
kidnappers could find them here in the woods. He had been 
careful. This cabin had been used just days before, the 
owners now far away in the city. And Barbara had been so 
good to do as she was told. He had barely gotten her out 
before they came for her, to take her, transport her, and sell 
her overseas. The bastards! Acting like friends, gaining her 
confidence! He knew better. He’d seen them in action 
before and he wasn’t gonna let it happen again. Not this 
time! 

The swat team in place, the Sergeant turned on the 
bull horn. For a moment it crackled, and then he spoke in a 
clear, firm voice. He didn’t want to scare the man but he 
knew they were running out of time---his captive, a single 
woman, had been under his control for almost forty-eight 
hours. He would very likely act on her soon. 

“We know you’re in there. We know you have the 
girl. We have you surrounded. There is no way out. Come 
out with your hands up and we will not harm you or the 
girl. We promise.” 

NO! No, no, no! No, no, no! No, no, no! It can’t be! 
We’re safe! I KNOW we are! NO! He unwrapped his arms 
from around the trembling woman, stood up very straight 
and three times he turned around, carefully placing his feet 
in the same spot each time he moved them. As he finished, 
the window to the right of the front door shattered and 
smoke began to rise from a metal canister.  

The woman began to cry hysterically and the man—
wiry, dark haired and pale— scrambled to cover the 
canister with his shirt. As he ripped his shirt off, a piece of 
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glass from the window, trapped in the fabric, raked across 
his face, leaving a bloody trail. He swore as he tossed the 
bloody shirt onto the canister. The shirt almost immediately 
caught fire and the blaze spread rapidly on the sea-grass 
rug. Panicked, the man scrambled for a trap door in the 
back of the room, dropping into darkness familiar to him. 
He rolled into the pit he had dug, and pulled the insulated 
tin cover over it and waited. He heard screams but he knew 
it was just the pitch in the logs of the burning house. 
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Chapter 1 

The thing Amy loved most about her second floor 
apartment wasn’t the ornate oak woodwork and an intricate 
parquet floor in the dining area. It wasn’t the stained glass 
in the pantry, or the authentic but updated kitchen, or the 
luxury footed bath tub. The very best thing about her 
apartment was the bay window in the living room with its 
window seat. Amy Williams sat there now, reading yet 
another tale of romance and mystery. She looked up from 
her book and sighed. Why is the mystery always in a book 
and not here on my street? 

She glanced out the window and down Cole Street: 
a dozen houses, six on each side and each one a jewel of 
Victorian splendor. Except, of course, for the one directly 
across the street from her. That one still needed a total 
renovation. But even with that one spoiling her view, she 
was happy to be living here.  

Moving to Norwich from Syracuse had stretched 
her in many ways. The pay was lower and the energy of the 
bigger city was missing. Her savings and part of her 
retirement was gone. But she had the place she’d always 
wanted, furnished the way she had pictured it, and even had 
the time to enjoy it. It had been the right decision then, for 
sure, and still was. But one issue remained—living life 
alone. Money and location weren’t going to solve that, true.  

But she had a feeling that she had moved in the 
right direction. And Pop would have approved, she was 
sure. The truth was she was looking for a man who could 
measure up to Pop’s wit, his warmth, and that feeling of an 
ever-present protection of her. It was a tall order, true. And 
without him around to give the ‘thumbs up’ or not, she was 
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even less sure of how to proceed. She sighed and looked 
out the window again. 

It was Friday afternoon, and it had been raining all 
day. The rain had slowed to a fine mist, leaving soft, wooly 
gray clouds in the sky and drops of water on the 
windowpane that randomly slid down the glass. The June 
foliage and flowers were lush and even the vacant house 
across the street looked fresh. But the only living thing in 
sight was a stray dog sniffing the fire hydrant two houses 
down. She wrinkled her nose: not exactly romantic! Not 
much of a mystery either– same stray dog she had seen two 
days before, same hydrant. He looked worse than before 
somehow, and he was limping. Amy sighed again. Nothing 
she could do about it. No dogs allowed in the building. 
That had been made extremely clear. She got up to make 
herself another a cup of Earl Grey. Rainy days, Earl Grey, 
and a good romance novel go together. 

She passed the full length mirror by the front door 
on her way to the kitchen, and paused to look. Dark brown 
hair cut short, blue eyes set wide apart and looking larger 
and more innocent than she wished. Body that... well.... 
Average, she decided. Pleasant, but average. Not bad. Not 
great, but not bad. Now, where was her average Prince 
Charming? 

With a huge mug of tea and two cookies in hand she 
headed back to the window seat and her book. It actually 
was a very good story, even if it was a fantasy. A woman 
was suddenly transported from modern day to late medieval 
times. The story told of how she was surviving and 
adjusting. “Lady Jane McMurray” was full of historical 
details about daily life as well as the intrigues of court life. 
It detailed how men treated women and how women treated 
them right back! Amy smiled. It wasn’t always the man 
who won, even then. 
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The book was engrossing and it was almost dark 
when Amy realized that she was actually hungry. A quick 
supper and back to the book. Things were getting 
dangerous for Lady Jane. The castle was supposedly 
haunted but she realized there was no ghost. Someone was 
out to kill her! And Amy didn’t see how this was going to 
work out.  

It was just after one a.m. when she laid the book 
down. A long read, but oh so satisfying! Given the choice 
to stay there or come back to her own time, Lady Jane had 
opted to come back. Amy wasn’t so sure she would have 
made the same choice. On the other hand, running hot 
water was a better option than a surly servant with a kettle 
of boiling water.  

She looked out her bay window and smiled. One 
other thing she liked about this second floor apartment was 
the wider view she got from here. From this perch, she 
could see the treetops and the sky as well as the street. The 
mist had cleared and the moon and stars were out. Only a 
few clouds still drifted across the sky. This view alone is 
worth the pain of carrying groceries up those creaking 
front stairs, she thought. 

A cloud drifted over the moon leaving the street in 
deep darkness. Something caught Amy’s eye in the vacant 
house across the street. She clearly saw a light. As she 
looked, it flashed across the glass of a window, on the 
second floor and then moved past another window. 
Someone was in that house. 
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Chapter 2 

One reason Amy’s apartment was one of the less 
exorbitant on the street was due to the house across the 
street. It had been empty for years and her view was filled 
with peeling paint and loose shutters. It  was a classic 
haunted house. Considering the rent for these apartments, 
Amy had been willing to put up with the view for a 
discount. But this light moving in the window was a 
different story.  

The light was not a trick of the moon either.When 
the moon came out from behind the cloud, the light in the 
house faded rather than got brighter. It wasn’t a reflection. 
She considered calling the cops. It’s Saturday, almost two 
a.m. and I want to go to the Greene Arts & Crafts Festival 
in the morning. I am not staying up all night waiting on the 
cops, if they even show up.  

But she kept thinking about the light, as she got 
ready for bed and decided to call the police anyway. If 
some tramp over there starts a fire, the whole block would 
probably burn down.  And besides, Pop always said ‘Do 
Right, especially when it’s not convenient’. It hit her—here 
was that mystery she kept saying she wanted in her life! 
But why did mystery and inconvenience have to go 
together? Maybe a Lady Jane McMurray adventure wasn’t 
what she wanted after all. She called and reported the 
suspicious activity across the street Amy told the police she 
didn’t need to be contacted about the outcome; she just 
wanted someone to know. 

* * * 

He was six foot, two inches tall, two hundred 
twenty pounds of muscular cop and he worked out four 
days a week. Patrol Officer Michael Edwards pulled up in 
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front of the dilapidated house, more bored than excited. A 
light in the upstairs window? Maybe it was a homeless guy 
with a stolen flashlight, or a teen boy looking for a place to 
take his girlfriend tomorrow night. He glanced in the rear 
view mirror before he got out of the patrol car. Intense blue 
eyes and brown hair looked back. A nose just a little 
crooked from a high school fight. He smiled to himself: he 
won.   

Michael’s work life began as a high school 
freshman washing dishes ten hours a week at Garf’s Deli. 
Two years later he was full time and he hadn’t worked less 
than forty hours a week since. He got his Associates degree 
at the local junior college and went on to Police Academy.  

Life hadn’t been terribly easy but Michael was 
grateful for what he was dealt. His father died before he 
knew him: an IED took him out in the Iraq War. Two of his 
father’s buddies who survived the blast had kept close 
touch with Michael and his mother. In many ways they had 
been substitute fathers to him. One offered to marry his 
mother, but she wouldn’t. She’d struggled ever since. 
When Michael started college, she got real clingy and it 
ended in a big blowup. He moved in with one of his dad’s 
buddies. He eventually patched things up with his mother 
but it was never the same. Probably shouldn’t be anyways, 
he had thought at the time.  

Michael was his own man now. He had his dream 
job and his own apartment on third floor in the middle of 
town. But he didn’t abandon his mother either. He made a 
point of keeping his Mom’s place in repair and had Sunday 
dinner with her every week.  And he saved. He wanted a 
house of his own, big enough that mom would have her 
own apartment. He would have room for a wife and kids, 
and a big garden. Dad had always wanted that, mom said.  
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Being his own man was good, but about seven 
o’clock most nights it got lonely. He had friends and co-
workers, and he dated. But the women that fell for him 
seemed as clingy as his mother on her bad days. Or else 
they were some kind of tough broad who seemed more 
interested in running his life or enjoying his body than a 
real relationship. He wanted more. He was looking for the 
combination of sex and love, not just one or the other. He 
had friends that went to the titty bars, and he’d gone with 
them a few times. But it was obvious that the girls were 
there for the money, and he didn’t have the imagination it 
took to make it feel real.  

So, he worked out a lot, ran five miles on good 
summer days, swam at the YMCA in the winter. As a kid 
he never had time for sports, always a job waiting for him 
after school. But he was good enough at baseball now to 
coach Little League and he did. He gave those boys 
something he always felt like he needed more of: a grown 
man who honestly cared about them and how they turned 
out. 

And there was his work. Being a patrol man was a 
dream-come-true. Keeping the world orderly and safe, 
helping those who needed it–what better way to spend your 
life? Of course there were a few individuals who needed 
more ‘keeping’ than others. But that was to be expected. 
Unlike the constant crisis of big city cops, criminals were 
mostly a change of pace here in Norwich. In short, it was a 
good life with that one major shortcoming—no woman of 
his own. 

Michael got out of the patrol car, walked up the 
front steps of the old house and rattled the front door knob. 
The door was locked, with a realtor’s key safe around it. He 
didn’t think much of these fancy houses or the people who 
thought they need to live in them. But no one’s house 
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should get burned down or get broken into by strangers. He 
walked around the house, checking doors and windows. 
There was a boarded-up window on the back porch, but 
there was no sign of recent tampering. 

He finished his inspection and was walking back to 
the patrol car when he noticed the light in the house across 
the street. Someone was at the window, watching. He 
glanced at the call and figured that would be the person 
who called in. A nervous old lady who wants to be 
reassured, he thought. So, he walked across the street to the 
house. He noted it was a near-clone to the one he just 
investigated except it has had some work done on it. 
Michael rang her doorbell and waited. When no one 
showed up, he started back across the street to his car and 
started to get in. 

As he did, he heard a stage-whispered shout. He 
looked back. A woman in a bathrobe was leaning out over 
the porch rail, waving in his direction. He shut the cruiser 
door and walked back over to the porch. As he approached, 
she stepped into the porch light—a woman his age stood 
wrapped in a bathrobe, messy hair, her nightgown trailing a 
torn piece behind her. Her face showed a mix of 
embarrassment and irritation. As he came up to the porch 
steps she limped over to him. 

 

Amy looked out her window. She wasn’t sure why 
she even cared if someone showed up, but she did. It 
wasn’t long before a cruiser pulled up silently, no lights 
flashing. She really didn’t want to make a scene of this; it 
just needed to be checked out. A cop got out, a young one, 
maybe in his thirties, and he began to inspect the house. 
After a few minutes the officer returned to the car. She saw 
him look up at her window and tried to step back, but she 
was too late. He saw her and began walking toward her 
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house. She stumbled over the footstool when her doorbell 
rang. Oh my God! Really?? At two thirty in the morning, 
the cop is coming to my door? She struggled into her robe, 
hurried for the door and scurried down the stairs. Three 
steps down, she stepped on the back of her nightgown and 
sent herself tumbling to the landing. She got up and cursed. 
No broken bones or blood but a two foot strip of nightgown 
now trailed behind her. Amy continued down the rest of the 
stairs, fumbled with the door and yanked it open in time to 
see the cop opening his car door across the street. 

She hesitated. Maybe just let him go and get to bed. 
Obviously he found nothing. But something pushed her to 
call him back. So out to the porch rail she limped, waved 
and almost shouted to him. It sounded loud that late at 
night!  

He turned and looked. Amy waved again, and he 
headed back to the porch. Suddenly Amy realized she was 
out on the porch in the middle of the night in her old night 
gown and ratty bathrobe, preparing to talk to a strange man 
in uniform. She stepped back against the wall. What was I 
thinking?  

As he came to the steps, Amy limped over to the 
railing. She looked down onto the officer’s face. He was 
gorgeous. For several seconds they just stared at each other. 

This is no old lady, Michael thought. Hell, I’d take 
her to dinner in a heartbeat. Dinner and then maybe to 
bed!  

Amy was still staring when he asked her to confirm 
her name. She mumbled a yes. His voice had a deep rumble 
in it and he was as confident as could be, He confirmed that 
she had called in. Again she mumbled yes. 

“No signs of a break in that I could see, Ma’am.” 
He kept it professional. 
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“Are you sure?” Oh God! What a stupid question! 

“Yes Ma’am.” That was annoying. But maybe it’s 
just late. “I checked all the doors and windows on the 
ground floor: they are all secure.” 

“And the windows?”  

“Yes ma’am. I checked them too, yes.” Really 
annoying now. What did she think he was doing back 
there? “Ma’am… Uh... How did you notice the lights in the 
windows across the street? Why were you looking in the 
windows of a vacant house at—” he looked down at the 
tablet he was carrying“— at 2:25 a.m.? You just happened 
to be up and look over there?”  

Amy was unprepared for that. “Wh-a-a-t?” 

Michael blushed. OK, that went over the line there. 
But dammit! What kind of dope does she think I am? 

“Never mind, Ma’am. I don’t need that for my 
report. Any questions, call the station in the morning.”  

He turned, went back to the cruiser and drove off. 
He was annoyed that she questioned his thoroughness. But 
at the same time, he couldn’t get that one picture out of his 
mind—her leaning over the railing, calling and waving to 
him. That was appealing, her waving in the moonlight! 

 

Amy stomped up the stairs. What a jerk! That’s 
what I get for being a good neighbor? Accuse me of being a 
Peeping Tom? No wonder nobody wants to call the cops! 
How arrogant!  

“Why were you looking out the window at two in 
the morning?” she mocked out loud. Now she wasn’t 
sleepy; she was angry! But as she lay in bed awake, she 
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couldn’t forget his gorgeous face—and his body!—and him 
standing there, looking up in the moonlight. 
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Chapter 3 

Amy woke up to the alarm clock, but couldn’t 
remember why she’d set it. Two hours later, her room was 
so hot she couldn’t sleep. Grumpy, sweaty and feeling 
grungy, she lay there trying to remember what she was 
supposed to do today. 

Suddenly she sat straight up in bed. “Oh...NO!!” 
Today was the Greene Craft Fair! Two years in a row she 
had missed it and she had promised herself this year she’d 
make it both days! 

She hustled through shower and dressing and then 
slowed down long enough to eat a good breakfast. She 
smiled a little sadly. Pop always said eat beforehand 
because they charge way too much for food at those places! 
The weather man predicted a hot day with scattered heavy 
showers in the afternoon. Great! And it’s already ten 
o’clock! 

By the time Amy got to Greene, it was hot and 
humid and parking was the pits. Street parking was long 
gone and her only option was the huge mowed field that 
had been marked for parking. As she jounced into the field, 
she spotted a perfect spot near the street by the actual fair. 
All she has to do is get there before the car ahead of her.  

She cut a ‘wrong way’ down the orange string-and-
stick aisle. At the end of the row, a man in an orange vest 
stepped out in front of her, holding up one hand. As he 
walked up to her driver’s side window, the other car slid 
into her intended space. 

“Ma’am, please back up and use the aisle as 
directed.”  

It was him! The same jerk cop from last night! If he 
was gorgeous in the dark last night, he was beyond 
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gorgeous in an army green tee and khaki cargo shorts. The 
orange vest barely fit around his chest. His massive arms 
completely hid the vest’s sides. But obviously, between the 
different setting and her sunglasses, he didn’t recognize 
her.  

Amy began to protest, but he cut her off.  

“Ma’am everyone wants to park as close as they 
can, not just you. Please follow the signs and the attendants 
like everybody else.” 

“But...” 

He bent down and brought his face even with hers, 
less than a foot away. She watched his lips as he spoke 
slowly and carefully. 

“Ma’am, do you have any special needs? We have 
assigned parking for that.” 

Why, the simple-minded, smart-mouthed hard ass!  

She didn’t answer. With a huff, she looked away, 
put the car in reverse and started to back up. A car had 
followed her and they laid on the horn as she almost backed 
into them. By the time she got away from them both, she 
was easily a quarter mile from where she wanted to be. 

 

For all the parking hassle, Amy liked the show. She 
saw several things she would have liked to get, but not for 
the prices they were asking. She saw one painting in 
particular that called her name. It was huge and would take 
up a whole wall, but she had the exact spot for it in the 
dining area: it would provide a view during meals. She 
decided to keep looking, but this was a definite possibility! 

The weather man was right for once—the day was 
hot and humid and the clouds threatened rain the whole 
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time. About an hour into her browsing, Amy got thirsty and 
headed for the beer tent. A cold, foamy beer sounded good 
right now. The line was long and moved slowly, but she 
was in the shade. She pushed her sun glasses up on her 
head and did some people watching. About half way to the 
front of the line, she noticed a man walking toward her with 
two cups of beer, one in each hand. Shorts, tee shirt, 
muscles, and a sunburn. Amy stared and then panicked: it 
was that same cop!  

 

When Michael had signed up for parking lot duty, 
he didn’t know he would be on third shift the night before. 
He had gone from one job to the other, and the lack of sleep 
made it harder to keep a good attitude. He’d had no sleep 
since the afternoon before, and by the end of this parking 
detail he was a little short with some of the more obstinate 
drivers. The sun was hot, he could feel the sunburn coming 
on and he had to pee. The four hours of morning traffic 
directing were not all bad. The people coming in to the 
parking field were still fresh and in a good mood. And 
some were pretty good looking. 

About thirty minutes before he was off duty a shiny 
new car came charging down his aisle the wrong way. He 
saw the parking place they were headed for. He also saw 
the car that was closer to it and traveling in the correct lane 
at a reasonable speed. 

He stepped in front of the first car, blocking the 
way, and walked up to the driver’s window. The woman 
behind the wheel was wearing sunglasses and wouldn’t 
take them off to talk to him. He made sure the other car got 
the space before he let her go. Then she almost backed into 
the car behind her, following her bad example. By the time 
he got the two of them headed where they belonged, his 
relief was there. Chris Carney and he had met in college 
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and they had stayed close all through police academy. They 
worked out together at the gym and had generally shared 
life the last ten years.  

The big difference between them was their work 
ethic: Michael had been handed nothing. Chris, on the other 
hand, grew up in one of the ‘big name’ families of Norwich 
and automatically expected more for any effort he made. 
That’s the way it seemed to Michael anyway. They joked 
about it most of the time, but it occasionally rubbed 
Michael the wrong way. 

“Hey bud! How’s parking? Getting a nice burn 
there.” 

“Easy day, not too many hassles. You’ll probably 
have it harder, when they come out tired and broke with 
their hands full.”  

“I’ll handle it. You hear a weather report? Is the 
rain supposed to hold off?” 

“Haven’t heard an update. Showers this afternoon, 
supposed to be.” Michael grinned. “Sorry for you buddy. 
Help you keep your cool, eh?” 

“Thanks.” Chris gave him a shove and they 
laughed. 

 

After parking duty, Michael wandered around, 
mostly looking at the ladies, only paying half attention to 
the booths. He had no use for most of what they sold and 
no room for it either. There were some cool carvings, a 
knife or two that would be fun to show off.  

There was one painting though that caught his eye. 
It was a very peaceful scene on a bend in the Chenango 
River. He thought he might know the spot: there was a 
great fishing hole there. 
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Eventually, he got thirsty and headed for the beer 
tent, arriving just after the lunch crowd. The line was long 
and slow. When he made it to the front, he decided to get 
two cups of beer. They were small and he didn’t want to 
wait in line again. 

As he walked away, he glanced back down the line 
of people still waiting. There, in line, was the girl from last 
night. She looked just as sweet with her hair held back by 
her sunglasses, and a floppy sun hat in hand. 

Well, well, well! He who snoozes, loses, he thought. 
What’s the worst she can do to me in public? Without 
waiting for the long list of the painful answers, he walked 
up. 

“Hey, hello!” 

“Oh. He...hello!” She looked startled, and grabbed 
her sunglasses. 

Feeling a little clumsy, he said, “The line was so 
long, I got an extra. I’d be happy to share...” 

Amy looked him in the eye and clearly said, “No, 
thank you.” 

“Hey, I’m sorry about last night, if I offended you. I 
was tired and...” 

“Last night? How about this morning?” Amy slid 
her sun glasses down. “Ass!” she spat, as she got out of line 
and walked away.  

Michael stood there dumbfounded, holding the two 
sweating cups of cold beer. Then it dawned on him. The 
sunglasses woman. The wrong-way car. Oh shit! No 
wonder she looked familiar. And she’s the same girl from 
last night?! Dammit! 

Without even thinking, he took off after her.  
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“Hey! Wait!”  

“What?!” Amy whirled around and looked up at 
eyes so blue she forgot what she wanted to say. 

“Hey!” Michael stopped a little too close to her. 
Looking down into her eyes, he relaxed. 

 “I’m sorry about this morning,” he rumbled. “And 
last night, too. But when I’m on the job, it’s the job, not my 
personal life. The guys who mix the two are not my idea of 
good cops.” 

With a huge effort, Amy broke away from his gaze. 
And got angry all over again.  

“Well if law and order is that important to you Mr. 
Cop... good-bye again. I don’t think I would enjoy someone 
who needs things to be as ‘orderly’ as you seem to.” 

“Dammit! You don’t know me well enough to say 
that!” He didn’t want her to go. “You want to live in some 
kind of romantic chaos? That only works if someone keeps 
the bad guys under control.”  

Amy sputtered.  

“Whatever!” She turned and walked away. 

Michael didn’t see the tears leaking from under her 
sun glasses.  
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Chapter 4 

Amy was wearing a wide brimmed, floppy straw 
hat, with a red scarf tied around it. On her dresser at home 
was a photo of mom, dad, and her wearing this hat at a 
Memorial Day picnic. It was Mom’s last one. Amy pulled 
the brim down and walked aimlessly around the Fair, trying 
not to cry. It didn’t work. What’s wrong with me?! I hate 
him!” She fumbled to find her phone in her bag and called 
Nikki. 

Nicole Adams—Nikki to her friends—was born to a 
comfortably well-off suburban family. Her father was Chief 
of Operations by the time Nikki was in High School. Her 
mother began selling real estate to keep busy, but it became 
an obsession that spit the marriage during Nikki’s 
sophomore year. Bright, talented, good looking, popular in 
school, Nikki was the Prom Queen who dated the Captain 
of the Football Team. She married him and it lasted three 
happy years. When she found out he was having an affair 
with one of her co-workers, Nikki dumped him and took 
him for all he was worth. She was a ‘woman of action’ in 
Amy’s estimation, never shy to speak her mind.  

Like Amy, Nikki was close to her father and Amy 
needed to talk to someone like Nikki right now. If she 
hadn’t put in a half day at work, she would have already 
been at the Fair with Amy. Nikki was at the grocery store 
when Amy called and told her how some guy had just 
propositioned her with an extra beer and how he reminded 
her of Pop and she needed to talk.  

Nikki understood. While they were on the phone, 
Amy decided to get lunch. By the time she was done eating 
and talking, Amy felt much better. After they said goodbye, 
she went back to the booth for the one painting that she 
really wanted. But the question was still in her mind: Why 
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does he make me so angry? And OK, it was more than 
anger! 

As she walked up to the booth, she noticed one 
other customer ahead of her. There, with his wallet already 
open, was Mr. Cop.  

* * * 

Well that sucked. 

Michael wasn’t happy about the outcome of the 
conversation with Miss Sunglasses. It was odd that she had 
showed up twice in one 24 hour period, he thought. It 
wasn’t that big a community, but still, things like this didn’t 
just happen. He walked around and did more looking, with 
one eye out for the girl. He saw her once at the food tent, 
on her phone. No doubt talking to her girlfriend about the 
jerk that offered her a beer, he thought. He was hungry but 
he found a different vendor rather than possibly make her 
angry a third time. 

The clouds had been getting lower and darker all 
afternoon and by three p.m. Michael decided to call it a 
day. If he couldn’t get the girl he could at least get that 
painting. It had been in the back of his mind the whole 
time. He found the vendor just as the guy was packing up: 
he agreed, it was getting ready to pour and he didn’t want 
his stuff soaked. Michael made an offer for the painting and 
as they haggled, it began to sprinkle. The vendor gave in. 
Michael got out his wallet.  

As he pulled his wallet out, a woman walked up and 
let out an exaggerated sighed. Michael turned around. It 
was Miss Sunglasses. He smiled. She frowned. 

“Well hello again.” He tried his best to be upbeat. 

She stared at him. Finally, she spoke to the vendor. 
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“I’m interested in that painting.” She pointed to the 
one Michael had just made the deal on.  

“Sorry Ma’am. He beat you to it by five minutes.”  

Amy’s mouth dropped open and her color began to 
rise. “What!?”  

“Yes Ma’am. I’ll let you two discuss it while I pack 
up the rest of my booth.”  

Michael was doing his damnedest not to grin, and 
wasn’t sure he was succeeding. He had her over a barrel 
now. Nice. 

“It’s a very nice painting,” he said, as the vendor 
went back to packing. “Reminds me of a place I fished as a 
boy.” 

“How much did you offer him for it?” She wasn’t 
sure she could keep her tears back. What else could go 
wrong today?  

Michael told her. She offered twenty dollars more 
to the vendor.  

“To me or to him?” asked the vendor. “I already 
agreed on a price with him. As far as I’m concerned, you’re 
buying from him, not me.” And he went back to packing. 

Amy turned back to Michael. She was in full blush 
now, angry and very sweaty from the weather and the heat 
of her anger. 

“Well?” 

“I’m willing to let you have it for the same price. 
I’m not trying to be a....” 

“An ass? Thank you!” 

Michael kept cool. Obviously she was having a 
worse day than he was. In fact, her anger made him smile a 
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little. “I think the lady wants the painting more than I do. 
I’ll let her deal directly with you.” With that Michael 
stepped out from under the vendor’s tent and thunder 
rumbled overhead. 

Amy paid and the vendor wrapped it in brown 
paper, Michael tried one more time. 

 “So can I buy you that beer now?” 

Amy hesitated. Finally something went right today, 
and a beer sounded good. But again something inside her 
welled up, and in her sweetest voice she replied. 

“No,” she smiled, “I have to drive. Wouldn’t want 
to break any laws.” 

Michael nodded once. “We could hang out some 
between the beer and leaving. Have you got plans?” 

Amy looked him straight in the eye and said, “No, 
thank you.”  She grabbed her painting, now that it was 
securely wrapped for travel. She got one end of it off the 
ground and stumbled backward trying to get the other end 
up.  

“What is this thing made of?!” she asked the 
vendor.  

“Canvas mounted on hardboard. The frame is heavy 
oak,” he answered.  

“Oh.” She struggled again, trying to get her arms 
around the oversized frame. In frustration Amy finally got 
it gently back on the ground.  

“Do you deliver?”  

“Sure, ma’am. But that’s another $50. And for that 
small price...” 

Without a word, Michael picked the painting up and 
asked, “Which way to the car?” 
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Amy looked back and forth between the two men. 
She began to say something but another loud rumble of 
thunder interrupted her words.  

The vendor shrugged.  

“This way,” said Amy. 

She took off at a trot, one hand holding her sun hat 
on her head. Michael followed easily. At the car, she got 
the back door open on the driver’s side as huge drops of 
rain started to fall. Amy jumped into the front seat and 
slammed her door while Michael got the painting situated 
on the back seat. By the time he was done, the wind was 
gusting and it began to pour.  

“Thank you!” Amy called from the front seat. 
Before he could speak, a flash of lightening followed by a 
clap of thunder startled them both. Michael shut the door, 
and Amy hit the gas. Her tires spun, spraying Michael with 
mud from head to toe. He watched her taillights 
disappeared down the muddy aisle at an unsafe speed. But 
he was smiling. He won that round. 
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Chapter 5 

Amy didn’t see the mud. She was just happy to get 
away from that cop and the humidity and the rain. The air 
conditioning in the car felt amazing. The rain came down 
so heavy she could barely see the road for a short time, 
even with her headlights on high beam and her wipers on 
furious. But like most summer showers, it didn’t last long. 
The sun broke from behind ragged slate clouds to dazzle 
the countryside with liquid diamonds. Amy was about half 
way home when she realized there was no way she was 
going to get the painting up the stairs to her apartment 
alone.  

How the heck am I going to get this thing up two 
flights of stairs? Michael’s face came to mind immediately, 
muscles bulging through his now-wet tee shirt, smiling at 
her. 

“Oh HELL no!” she shouted out loud. “Never! 
Where is that lazy Nicole?” 

She called and told her she got a very beautiful, 
very heavy, painting at the Fair in Greene. “I need help and 
you need to see this, girl! It really is beautiful!” 

By the time Amy pulled up to the front of the house, 
Nicole was draped on the white wicker love seat on the 
porch. The storm had passed and everything glowed bright 
and clean.  

“Hey girlfriend! I knew I could count on you,” Amy 
called with a smile, as Nikki hopped off the porch. 

“What else do I have to do on a Saturday 
afternoon?” Nicole smiled. “Is the wine cold?”  

Nikki had taken Amy under her wing five years 
ago, on Amy’s first day at The Bull Thistle Foundation 
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where they both work. Amy’s father died of an unexpected 
stroke on a weekend she was away and Nikki had been her 
rock. Likewise, Amy had been hers. Nikki was engaged to 
be married when she got a text, “How 2 say? Found the 1. 
Not u. Sorry.” It was from her second fiancé a month 
before their planned wedding. Amy had sat in the empty 
silence with Nikki. They had been inseparable ever since. 

Amy opened the back car door and Nikki tilted the 
painting forward to peek at it. 

“Amy! It’s beautiful!” She examined the scene. “I 
think I know where this is! My dad took me fishing there 
when I was a kid! ” She picked up one end of it, to pull it 
out of the back seat and stopped. 

“Holy COW! What is this thing made of? How is it 
even possible for a painting to be this heavy? And… What 
are you going to do with it? It’s huge!” 

“It goes on the wall in the dining room where I can 
look at it while I eat. And yes it is way heavier than I 
expected!” 

By the time the two of them had wrestled the 
painting up the stairs and into her apartment, they were 
both dripping. They propped it up against the wall in the 
“dining room,” a ten foot square alcove off the living area, 
and both collapsed onto the couch.  

“Seriously, Amy! When are you going to move out 
of this attic? The ambiance is not worth the exercise! And 
how on earth did you even get that thing to your car?” 

Amy flopped down beside her and laughed as she 
wiped her face.  

“When I marry the man of my dreams, we will 
move all this stuff into to our new house together. So 
basically, never! And besides, I love this place!” 
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“Maybe you need to pray harder for that man!” 
Nikki replied, her head in the refrigerator. She pulled out a 
bottle of Banty Red wine and the two glasses that Amy 
kept perpetually chilling in there. 

“We really need to plan another trip to that Finger 
Lakes Wine Trail,” Nikki said as she returned to the couch 
with the glasses. “Especially Bully Hill! I wonder how big 
a discount we could get buying it by the case?” 

Amy nodded in agreement as she raised her glass. 

“To another wine tour!” This is why I love this 
chick, she thought. “Let’s do it—soon! I am in need of a 
road trip.” She giggled and said, “Hey, remember what 
happened on our last trip out there?”  

“I would rather not.” Nikki leered with friendly 
disapproval, recalling the moment she got caught peeing on 
the side of the road, after a few too many glasses. “What 
happens on the wine tour…?” 

“I know. I know. …. stays on the wine tour.”  

For months after, Amy teased Nikki about how the 
party bus full of people hooted and hollered as they went 
by.  

“Good times,” she said out loud, and raised her 
glass. 

Nikki agreed, raising hers. After a long sip, she 
said, “So tell me about that painting that almost did me in 
on the stairs. And you never did tell me how you got it to 
the car. Did the vendor help?” 

Amy didn’t want to talk about the cop. Nikki would 
say something, for sure. “I mean, it’s like I am drawn to it. 
I get lost in the moment when I look at it. And the frame 
just... that has to be an antique hard wood frame, beat up as 
it is. It just fits. And the scene is so peaceful.”  
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Amy sighed. “In some ways it reminds me of Pop, 
and makes me sad. But in another way, it makes me smile, 
and I keep thinking about what is just over that hill or who 
is waiting for me around that bend in the river.” 

“Oh Lord! Here comes the Romantic again!” said 
Nikki scornfully. She was still angry about her “ex” as she 
called him. 

“Anyways, I almost didn’t get it.” Amy had gotten 
up to get the rest of the wine, and some cheese and 
crackers. Oh crap! That would need explaining! 

“Oh? Why’s that?” 

“There was a guy already looking at it, but I got it 
anyway.” WHY did I say that!? Oh damn! 

Amy....! You say that after you’re talking all 
romantic about the painting... Are you holding out on me 
girl?” Nikki would not stop until she had the dirt.  

“He’s just some local cop. There is nothing to tell.” 

“Amy…! You are such a bad liar! Spill it!”  

A full hour and a third glass of wine later, Nikki had 
the story in detail from the first embarrassing visit by Patrol 
Officer Biceps at two a.m. that the morning, to the final 
departure in the rain from the Festival. 

“I mean, who does he think he is?” Amy finished. “I 
was clearly buying the painting. I deserved to leave with it. 
And I didn’t want his damn beer!” 

Nikki giggles. “He sounds hot! A man in uniform? 
Woo hoo!” 

“Oh stop! He is probably a conceited player. I bet 
he knows the address of every good-looking girl in this 
city. Walking around all macho in his uniform! Love ‘em 
and leave ‘em.” She hiccupped. “Yep. I’m sure of it.” 
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“Amy, dammit! He just gave you this painting! You 
don’t know all that stuff about him! Stop assuming! And 
stop thinking he is just another man in your life who is 
going to love you and leave you. He is not your ex-
boyfriend.” Nikki tipped her head to one side and puckered 
her mouth, and dramatically put her index finger to her lips. 
“Ah! He reminds you of your dad, doesn’t he?” 

Amy rolled her eyes. “Whatever!” 

Nikki sat up and leaned forward. “He does, doesn’t 
he!? In a good way, too! I hear you, girl!” and she laughed. 
“You’re hooked!” 

“No comment!” But in her mind, Amy was asking 
herself, “Why is she always frickin’ right?” 

“He deserves a proper thank you, at least. He DID 
give you a painting. Look him up. He can’t be that hard to 
find. Take him to lunch or to The Pub for a drink after 
work. Do something! You already like him! That much is 
beyond obvious!” 

“Whatever!” Amy grumped. She stood up, swaying 
a little, and cleared the empty wine bottle and glasses from 
the coffee table. 

“Love you chick!” Nikki’s words slurred a little. 
“This’s what best friends are for!” 

Rain began gently pattering on the bay window. By 
the time Amy got back from the kitchen, Nikki was tilted to 
one side, snoring softly on the couch. Amy plopped down 
the easy chair beside the couch and within minutes was 
asleep herself. 

Chapter 6 

Nikki went home after an hour nap. Amy was 
sitting on the couch, looking at the painting. She got it 
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unwrapped and attempted to hang it, but after an hour-long 
struggle it stood propped against the wall, defiantly 
sideways. Way too much like my life right now—sideways, 
at a standstill, and needing some outside muscle to get 
things straightened out. 

She got up and looked out the window. The sun was 
low on the horizon. Shining through the clouds it made 
everything golden. The view was beautiful, almost like the 
one in the painting. She sighed. Always ‘almost, not quite’. 
As she stood looking out, a very shiny black car came 
cruising down the street, windows tinted black. It pulled 
over to the curb and stopped in front of her house and just 
sat there.  

It better not be that cop, she thought. She waited for 
several minutes but no one got out. She lost track of how 
long she sat there in her window seat watching. Fifteen 
minutes? A half hour? Still no one got out and she couldn’t 
see any movement inside the car. It started to rain again and 
after all the wine she had to pee. By the time she got back 
to her window with another book and some tea, the car was 
gone. 

Whatever, she thought. Maybe someone interested 
in the empty apartment? Of the four apartments in her 
building, the smallest one was empty and for rent. It faced 
the parking lot in the back, and had very little in the way of 
Victorian ambiance. Several times Nikki had suggested 
Amy move there, for both convenience sake as well as the 
lower rent. Amy flatly refused. “What would I do without 
my bay window?” 

She settled in to her book and tea. This time the 
heroine was a poor man’s beautiful daughter whose father 
had been forced to give her to a rich man to settle a debt. 
The story was how she was handling her anger and 
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discovering what love was really all about. Or so the back 
cover said. Sounded interesting, if maybe a little deep. 

A couple of times she found herself nodding off. 
Lack of sleep and the slow pace of the book, she decided. 
In went the book mark and Amy went to bed.  

* * * 

The same weekend that Amy and Michael first met, 
Amy began to notice another man, a figure in black who 
seemed to repeatedly show up. 

“He doesn’t follow me,” she told Nikki, “not 
exactly anyway. He just appears in the crowd, in the 
distance, staring at me. When he sees that I noticed him, he 
somehow just disappears. It’s creepy!” 

“How do you know he’s looking at you?” Nikki 
always played devil’s advocate, whether Amy wanted her 
to or not. 

“You just know this stuff.” 

“Or maybe you’re just being paranoid. Or romantic! 
Seriously, Amy! You have way too wild an imagination. 
Way too romantic!” 

But Amy knew this wasn’t her being ‘too romantic’. 
Not this time. For one thing there was nothing about him 
she found appealing. He was just plain creepy. He had a 
slight limp on the left side. The dark clothing was some 
kind of long-sleeved tee shirt without a collar, and dark 
Levis. Always the same outfit, always the same limp. And 
he was always carrying something. And the cap! He always 
had on a black baseball cap.  

If there were any good things about him, it was that 
he was never very close to her, and that she only ever saw 
him in a crowd. Especially when she went shopping. Well, 
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duh! What do I do in public besides shop? There’s no way 
I’d see him in a movie theater and where else do I go 
besides those two places? Ok, work. What else? 

The first time she noticed him was the Sunday she 
went to a nursery on the north side of town. She went to 
buy geraniums for her kitchen window. She asked if they 
would grow where she wanted to put them. Her ‘luck’ with 
caring for living plants was akin to her being their 
Undertaker. 

While she was looking at geraniums, he was there 
looking at petunias—and her. When she wandered around 
to the perennials just to make sure he was or wasn’t 
following her, there he was glancing at her from the 
adjoining shrubs and roses area. At first she was a little  bit 
flattered but as it continued, she realized he was too old for 
her and finally... he was just too creepy.  

Why didn’t he at least say hello? Or even smile? He 
just glanced or stared at her. She went back and picked out 
two of the bushiest, brilliant pink geraniums and left. As 
she got into her car, he popped out from the checkout area, 
and she could swear he stared at the license plates on her 
car to memorize it. That was a little scary.  

* * * 

Monday morning brought bright sunshine and blue 
sky. Sunday had flown past: Amy had caught up all the 
chores that didn’t get done Saturday and of course her 
slightly spooky trip to the nursery for geraniums. By 
Monday, she was ready to get back to her comfortable 
routine at the Foundation. It was satisfying work, and 
meaningful to her, as well as to the community.  

She left work a little earlier than usual: she was at a 
good place to stop in the grant she was writing and decided 
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it wouldn’t really help to try to continue that day. The 
Foundation was flexible as long as she put in the hours. Her 
boss didn’t really care how many on what day. “Within 
reason”, her boss had said at the beginning and Amy was 
careful. 

She parked in her assigned space behind the house 
around 4:30 and walked to the front. A hall had once run 
through the house but a partition had been added for an 
extra room for the back apartment. She came down the 
walk from the back, followed it around the corner of the 
house, past the lilac bush. There in front of the house was 
the black car. 

For a moment, she just stood still and looked. Not 
another car on the street, no one parked along the 
manicured front yards. No one walking. No witnesses. Just 
this one car in front of her house. The same car as Saturday 
night. 

She thought there was someone in the car, but then 
a movement across the street caught her eye. A man 
dressed in very nondescript clothing—dark shoes, dark 
pants, white shirt, plain tie, regular hair cut– was standing 
across from her. He had just raised a camera up to his eye. 
Without even thinking, Amy started to step back behind the 
lilac. As she did, his camera flashed. And again. And again. 
She peeked around the lilac bush. He began walking toward 
her.  

Amy panicked and ran for her car. Her right shoe 
came off and the little stones on the sidewalk hurt like hell. 
She was almost to the car, fumbling with her keys. Then on 
impulse, she sprinted back to retrieve her shoe. She heard a 
voice call out to her and she bolted for the car. Her keys 
wouldn’t go in the door lock and when they did they 
wouldn’t turn. Finally, she got to door open, and the car 
started. Her purse spilled on the floor as she hit the gas in 
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reverse. Gravel sprayed behind her and she was turning 
onto the street as the man in the suit stood staring from the 
parking lot. 

Once she made it to the street, Amy had no idea 
where to go. She was tired and hungry, but she decided 
she’d go to some public place. Some place where no one 
could approach her unless she stood still for them to. A 
place where help would be nearby. 

Of course, nothing came to mind. In Syracuse, she 
would have hit a mall, but there wasn’t one in Norwich. 
The charm of small town life, Amy thought. So, the next 
best thing— the grocery store!  

She smiled ruefully. How life for her had changed. 
There was no one to call when she was lonely, no Pop to 
call when she was scared. There was Nikki but she would 
suggest calling that cop. She didn’t want to be reminded of 
him right now. The grocery store it was. 

Tom Thumb is not a huge store, even for Norwich. 
After about fifteen minutes and a three piece chicken 
dinner, Amy had plenty of time to beat herself up mentally. 
Why did I panic? But why was he taking pictures? But why 
did I think he was some threat? But what does he need 
pictures of my house for? And on and on. Questions that 
had no real answers. And what if it’s that same man as at 
the nursery? But that one she was pretty sure she could 
answer no, it wasn’t. The man today was different. And he 
acted very differently.  

Again she started to call Nikki, but again stopped. It 
was just too weird. No, not too weird—too silly! I’m over-
reacting! Just because there was a guy yesterday at the 
other end of town doesn’t mean this is connected. And it’s 
definitely not the same man. And I don’t want any 
reminders of Officer Biceps. It’s all just... my imagination. 
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After an hour, she decided she’d had enough. She 
would drive down her street and see if the car was still 
there. If it was, she’d call Nikki and stay at her place. 
There! That plan would work for now. Pop told her ‘plan 
your work, work your plan.’ But, since she was already at 
the store, she decided to buy coffee. She was almost out. 
She found the coffee aisle, found the dark roast Columbian 
beans she wanted, and started to grind them. Inhaling 
deeply, she closed her eyes. Oh! The smell of fresh-ground 
coffee!  

She opened her eyes as the beans finished grinding. 
A man stood at the far end of the aisle, watching her. The 
man in black from Sunday waited just long enough for her 
to see him and then moved on, pushing his cart out of sight 
toward the next aisle. Her heart began to beat like it would 
jump out of her chest.  

The sound of the coffee grinder shifted to a high 
whine that said it had finished its work. Frantically, she 
grabbed the bag of coffee, trotted to the check-out and 
almost ran for her car. Once in the car, motor running, 
windows up, doors locked, she dared look around. The 
parking lot wasn’t full and no one was walking through it at 
the moment. She checked her rear view mirror, and for a 
second freaked out as she cautiously looked in the back 
seat. All empty. Her heartbeat began to slow back to 
normal. So... here he was again. And he definitely wasn’t 
the man taking pictures at the house. Ok, well then Amy…, 
let’s… go home. She took a deep breath and put the car in 
gear. Here we go. 
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Chapter 7 

Michael had seldom been on the street where Amy 
lived. Police were not usually called to there, partly 
because there were no disturbances but also because it was 
one of those streets where the residents didn’t want to see 
police cruisers. Police cars present meant something had 
gone wrong and that was bad for property values.  

So when he investigated the run-down mansion on 
Cole Street he was surprised to find the house came with 
two acres. Apparently that particular house had been the 
residence of a factory owner and somehow the house and 
the adjoining property for the factory had never been split 
up. It had two parlors and a library downstairs and five 
bedrooms and another parlor upstairs. Hard to believe this 
was right in the middle of town! It was walking distance to 
the library and downtown, which his mother would like, 
and the best schools were here. Of course, the taxes were 
high but the property was rundown and needed renovation 
bad enough to make the purchase price very reasonable. 
According to the realtor, grant money was available for 
renovation if he was willing to keep the exterior authentic. 

In other words, it was fancier than he needed, but 
otherwise it was just the house he’d been dreaming of. A 
house for him, his mother and... and who? He thought 
about the woman who lived across the street. Obviously she 
liked that kind of place. He wished he remembered her 
name. He knew he could look it up on the public record, 
but that seemed creepy to him. He liked her spirit and the 
fact that she wasn’t a push over. She took it a little far 
sometimes, he thought. It made him wonder what was 
going on in her life to put her on guard like that. He sighed 
and put her out of mind. For now.  
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Michael was off Monday, so he called a friend on 
the force who had recently bought a place and asked the 
name of his realtor. When he spoke to the realtor, she was 
happy to help. He asked for an appraisal, to see what a 
reasonable offer might be. “Comps” she had called it.  

The realtor actually sounded hot, but when she 
mentioned her husband, Michael took the hint. She said her 
husband was an appraiser and would be happy to stop by 
the property that very afternoon. That sounded good to 
Michael, and he got the ball got rolling. Maybe that two in 
the morning call would turn out to be worth something after 
all. 

Tuesday was a better day for Amy. She got a ton of 
work done on the grant and finally told Nikki what 
happened after work Monday. Nikki asked her if she ever 
reported the stranger to the management at Tom Thumb.  

“At least give them a chance to fix it! Maybe he’s 
bothering someone else too, and they’d like to know about 
it?” 

“Oh.” Amy pondered. “I hadn’t thought about that. 
It creeped me out so much…” She thought a moment. “But 
how do you tell a store manager someone is following you 
when he disappears every time you get near an employee? 
And, anyhow, I drove down my street and there was 
nothing. No cars, nothing. But it scared the crap out of 
me!” 

True to form, Nikki’s immediate suggestion was, 
“Tell your cop friend.”  

Amy sighed. “Is there ANY thing else you can think 
of? Something practical, for instance? I don’t have his 
number anyway.” 

“Maybe it’s time for you to get it?” Nikki smirked. 
“I bet he’d trade it for yours!”  
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“Oh, shut up!” But somewhere inside her, it was 
beginning to sound like a ...uhm ... like an idea?  

But that was before lunch. 

Amy got caught up in her grant writing and before 
she realized, it was almost half way through her allotted 
lunch time. Normally that would not be a big deal, but 
today she was scheduled to cover the front desk right after 
lunch. And she hadn’t packed a sandwich. 

“Nikki! I’m running over to Garf’s—I forgot my 
lunch and now I’m late. Can you cover for me if I’m a little 
late getting back? Want me get you something?” 

“Go ahead. I’m good. I’ll cover, but hurry! My 
lunch comes next!” 

Amy groaned as she opened the door at Garf’s. 
There was a long line. The line usually went fast but when 
it was this long, this time of day—she was going to be late. 
As she half-listened to the conversations around her, her 
mind was still on her grant. There was one paragraph she 
was still trying to word better, and it wasn’t coming to her. 

After a few minutes she realized the line hadn’t 
moved at all. Looking at the people ahead of her wasn’t 
easy. The man just in front of her was difficult to see 
around and impossible to see over. He had to be six foot 
four at least, and even if he didn’t weigh ‘extra’, he was 
just huge!  

As she listened, Amy became aware of one voice in 
particular, carrying on an obvious guy conversation with 
one of the guys behind the counter. She was in and out of 
Garf’s enough that she knew the server’s voice. The other 
voice sounded familiar but she couldn’t place it–deep, 
masculine and very confident.  
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The man ahead of her sighed deeply, muttered 
something about McDonald’s and almost knocked her over 
as he abruptly turned and left. With the view clear, she saw 
there were three people ahead of her who hadn’t ordered. 
That was good. There were four people waiting on their 
takeout orders. That was not so good. But there was one 
policeman standing to the side, talking to the server as his 
lunch was made ‘out of order’, a common courtesy for all 
the local police. The bell over the door jingled and he 
turned his head to check out. She saw his face, and those 
intense blue eyes. It was that cop—again! 

Amy’s first reaction was anger. Him again! Not that 
he doesn’t work hard, she thought. Not that he doesn’t 
deserve the privilege, considering what he puts up with. 
But, dammit! Today I’m late! 

She held her tongue, barely. And then, to top it off, 
he looks right past me!  

Indeed he did. In fact, he kept right on laughing and 
joking with the guy behind the counter. Amy looked at the 
clock: two minutes after the hour. Now she was late and he 
was still up there grinning and jabbering, holding up the 
line. Three minutes more before his sandwich was finished. 
Another minute before he finished his conversation, picked 
up his order, and turned to go. His professional gaze swept 
the room one last time before leaving, automatically 
checking for trouble. 

Dammit, why does he have to be such a good cop, 
Amy thought. 

 His gaze swept past her, but then returned to her.  

Oh crap!  

A look of recognition crossed his face. He smiled 
and walked toward her. 
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 “How’s that painting? Make it home, ok?”  

“Fine. Yes.” Amy couldn’t meet his eyes. She 
looked over at the man in the business suit paying for his 
meal. OK, so this cop is gorgeous and he makes every other 
man in the store look weak and a little girlie. So what? 

He seemed surprised by the short answer, but he 
continued, more quietly.  

“You get it in the house all right? No scrapes?”  

He was still smiling, but she couldn’t muster a 
smile, considering that now she had spent half her lunch 
hour waiting in line. She would be easily fifteen minutes 
late.  

“None, thank you.” 

“Things back to normal on your street?” He was 
reaching, she could tell. “It’s not part of my normal patrol,” 
he offered. 

“I’m late getting back from lunch, so if you don’t 
mind...” 

“Oh.” His voice deepened and there was a definitely 
cooler note to it. “Well, I apologize for making you late.” 
He paused. “Maybe next time you should leave a little 
margin in your lunch plan. Just in case something comes 
up?” And he turned and walked out. 

“Thanks for the advice!” She almost shouted after 
him, but the door closed half way through.  

She turned back to the counter to order. The room 
had gotten very quiet and the young man Michael had been 
talking to had quickly stepped over to run the cash register. 
Another server had stepped into his place. Amy glanced 
toward the cashier: he was grinning from ear to ear until he 
saw the look on her face. He got real serious real quick. Her 
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order was rung up and waiting when she arrived down the 
line to pay. She was 20 minutes late getting back to work. 
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Chapter 8 

As he walked to his car, Michael began to fume. He 
tried to reason his way out of the mood. First, she had no 
reason to act like that, no reason he had given her anyway. 
Second, he was ahead of her and the line was already long. 
Third, she was late already. So, her anger— it was not his 
fault, any of it.  

He was still mad though. And that wasn’t good for a 
Peace Officer. He decided it had to ‘go on the shelf’ for 
later. He would let it out at the gym, on the third set of 
bench presses, when he needed something extra to get 
through the last three reps. That thought brought a smile to 
his face. There’s always a good use for anger. He put the 
patrol car in gear and went back to work. 

* * * 

It seemed like the whole day went downhill for 
Amy after lunch. The day that had started out so sunny, 
grew darker as clouds piled up and threatened to become an 
early evening thunder storm. It was too warm and muggy in 
the office for Amy to concentrate on the grant. At four 
thirty Nikki came into her office.  

“OK! I am so done with this! I can’t concentrate in 
this heat. Think you can give me a ride home? I should 
have checked the weather before I decided to walk today.” 

“Of course,” Amy said. She seldom walked to work 
herself, even though it wouldn’t be out of the question 
except in the worst of weather. 

Once in the car, they just sat while the air 
conditioning purred, talking and cooling down. Nikki came 
back to life. 
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“Amy, you never did tell me what happened at 
lunch today.” 

“Oh. Long line. That’s all. You know how it can 
be.” 

“Amy...! I know that look. What was it? Or should I 
say,’ WHO’ was it?” Nikki was not going to be refused, so 
Amy tried to hold back the sarcasm  

“Just Norwich's finest, Officer Asshat... holding up 
the line while he got his Head of the Line special 
treatment.” 

Nikki laughed out loud. 

“You two...! I can’t believe it! The gods have got to 
be involved with this one!” 

“Whatever. I don’t even want to talk about it! He 
makes me so mad!” 

“Why? Because you can’t shut him down?” Nikki 
was smiling as wide as the cashier had been. “So you didn’t 
get his number?”  

Amy didn’t appreciate that and she was about to cry 
if this all didn’t stop.  

“He gets under my skin... And why is he 
everywhere, all of a sudden?!” 

“I hear a crush!” Amy gave Nikki a look. “So, what 
does he looks like? Or, uhm, Better yet, who does he 
remind you of?” Nikki was imagining Bradley Cooper in 
her head, her latest and greatest Hollywood crush.  

“I don't know...” She paused and took a deep breath 
and tried to be calm and just think. She brought up a picture 
of him in her mind’s eye. “I guess he is tall; maybe six one 
or two. Dark brown hair. Muscles.” She had to stop there, 
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again seeing him in the wet tee shirt at the fair. By then, she 
was smiling so hard she couldn’t speak. 

“Wow! Keep going!”Nikki was eating this up. “You 
don’t like that? Can I have him?” 

“No! I mean.... well, he’s kinda handsome, I 
suppose... blue eyes...” Amy snapped out of it. “And he 
irritates me no end! Just something about him...” 

“What do you mean?” 

Amy’s eyes start to well. She took a deep breath to 
hold back the tears. 

“Pop.” 

 

Amy’s father, Bill R. Williams, was an Army Viet 
Nam Vet who had worked his way up from mechanic to 
Service Manager at the local Cadillac franchise. His wife 
Anne, Amy’s mom, died from a rapid-spreading cancer six 
years ago. Amy had called to check on Pop almost every 
day since. Less than a year ago, Amy left for a camping trip 
with her fiancé. Pop told her, “Go! Don’t worry—shut that 
stupid phone off for once and have a good time!” Amy and 
her fiancé had camped by a river very much like the one in 
the painting. Sunday evening on the way home from 
camping she turned her phone back on and found a 
message to please call the police. That Saturday morning, 
with no warning, her father had suffered a massive stroke 
and died at home, alone. A friend who had missed him in 
church found him Sunday afternoon. The police had no 
way to inform Amy, no way to communicate to her 

Nikki got quiet and gentle. 

“You do know, Amy, that it’s not a bad thing, that 
he should remind you of your father.” If anybody knew 
Amy’s ‘heart condition’, it was Nikki. She knew that Amy 
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still hurt, still blamed herself for her father’s death, 
although there was nothing she could have done. Amy had 
moved to Norwich partly just to get away from all the 
reminders. 

“Why don't you give this guy a chance?” Nikki 
asked quietly. “At least stop taking your anger out on 
him?” 

Amy was quiet for a long time. The tear streaks on 
her blouse said it all. Finally she looked at Nikki and said, 
“Maybe you are right.” 

Nikki smiled and they both laughed. 

“And, while you’re at it,” Nikki said, “how about 
you try giving yourself a chance, too?” She paused for a 
moment and then, “Hey, instead of going straight home, 
take me to Olympia Sports! They have a great sale on 
sneakers going on, and after carrying that painting upstairs 
the other day... I really need to start working out.” 

Amy laughed.  

“Yeah, you and me both! Maybe they will have a 
Buy One Get One sale. Let's go!” 

 

Olympia Sports was at the other end of town and 
the two of them chattered happily all the way. They were 
still talking as they got out of the car and approached the 
glass and brick-pillared building. They stopped to look at 
the window display and Nikki pointed out the sneakers she 
was interested in. While she talked, Amy glanced in 
through the store’s big windows to the sales floor beyond. 
There, ten feet away, was Michael.  

For a moment, she froze. No! Why does this keep 
happening!? And then, Just breathe! Breathe! Amy 
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grabbed Nikki’s arm and yanked her behind one of the 
brick pillars, out of Michael’s sight.  

“I don't think he saw us,” she whispered to Nikki.  

“Amy! What on earth is wrong with you? Have you 
completely lost it?” 

“It’s him! Oh God! Nikki, it’s that... that cop 
again!” 

“Where!?” Nikki peeked around the corner of the 
bricks. “Oooh! Are you talking about Mr. Tall, dark, and 
sweaty? Or the cute buff blond that’s with him?”  

“Wait! What blonde!? Lemme see!” Amy said, 
pulling Nikki back.  

The moment could not have been more comical. 
The best friends peeking around the front of Olympia 
Sports to spy on two, very sweaty, very attractive men, who 
had obviously just finished working out. 

“Amy Williams! Don't you think for a second that I 
don’t see how you are looking at him! You are into him! 
And you know it! 

“Shhh, Nikki. I'm trying to focus! What do you 
think they’re buying? Actually, what do you think they are 
talking about? Look at that grin on his face!”  

The two women turned to each other and laughed 
like high-schoolers. Amy was about to suggest they leave, 
but she had to look just one more time. As she did, Michael 
glanced her way. And saw her. In fact, their eyes locked. 
Amy and Michael just stared at each other. 
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Chapter 9 

“Oh my God! He saw you.” Nikki was trying not to 
laugh. “Now we have to go in! Are you ready for this?” 

“No!” 

“Well, just keep cool. And smile! And try not to 
bite!” 

“Whatever!” 

The girls casually walked out from behind the pillar 
and through the glass door. Michael’s eyes remained 
locked on Amy as she walked in. She finally looked away 
and headed for the wall of sneakers across the store. Amy 
felt her face warming as she heard a man’s laugh.  

Was that him? Never mind! Just breathe and look at 
sneakers! She glanced over at Nikki who seemed totally 
relaxed. Yes, that! Amy thought to herself. Look like that! 
But it was so hard to do when it felt like his eyes were 
drilling holes in the back of her head! 

“Amy, I really like this pair...Amy? Earth to Amy, 
come in Amy?” 

“Yes. What? I was...” 

“I’m sure you were. Look at these! And they are 
Nike–my favorite! I’m going to try them on. Ooh, this pair 
too!” 

No one had to encourage Nikki. Shopping was her 
middle name. 

“What about you?” Nikki said. “See anything you 
like?” 

“Umm...” 

“Sneakers, Amy. Focus!” 
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“I am! I…” 

A male voice cut in. 

“That’s a nice pair.”  

“What!?” Amy felt her knees buckle and she turned. 
Michael had come over with his friend and was standing so 
close she could feel his body heat! “Oh.... Really?” 

“The Saucony runners?” Michael smiled. “I have a 
pair almost identical. Are you a runner?” 

“Oh. Uhm, no, no, I don’t run away... I mean, run. 
Oh, I could. Or… What I really mean…” Amy could feel 
the warmth return to her face. “I need, er, want to start 
working out.” 

“Cool. By the way,” said Michael, “this is my 
buddy Chris.” 

“Hi, I’m her friend Nikki.”  

Nikki jumped right in and shook hands with both 
men. It was more of a brief hold than a shake but she 
lingered a little longer on Chris’s hand. Nikki didn’t try 
very hard to hide her feelings. She turned to take Michael’s 
hand.  

“I’ve heard about you,” said Nikki. “It’s nice to 
meet you in person. What was your name?” 

“Michael. Michael Edwards. What’s your friend’s 
name?” 

“My name is Amy Williams,” Amy jumped in. She 
wanted to elbow Nikki very hard right about then. Instead, 
she changed of subject.  

“So, do you guys come here often?” Come here 
often? Amy thought. Really? Why does that sound so 
stupid? Is stupid better than just being mean?  
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Michael chuckled as he kept his eyes on her.  

“My running shoes are getting old. Thought I’d take 
a look at what they have on sale.” He paused and looked at 
the shoes in Amy’s hand. “So, you…go to try those on?” 

 She hadn’t noticed the store employee who had 
come up beside them. Amy and Nikki showed the sample 
sneakers they had picked out, and gave their sizes to the 
Olympia employee.  

“Have a seat, ladies. I’ll be back,” the clerk smiled 
at the men knowingly. Nikki and Chris were already deep 
in a discussion about which brand of shoe was best for 
what activity. Michael glanced over at them and then back 
at Amy.  

“So, you want to start working out? You look like 
you are in pretty good shape to me already.” He paused and 
smiled.  

Oh how to resist that smile?! Amy thought. 

“Uhm... thanks!” 

“Chris and I are at the YMCA pretty much every 
day. Maybe you could join us for a work out?” Michael 
reddened a little then. “Both of you, I mean.”  

Amy almost laughed out loud. Yeah. He’s already 
seen my agility at its best. Ratty old night gown and all. 
Let’s just add some sneakers to it. 

“Uhm. I don’t know...” She remembered trying to 
carry the painting up the stairs and looked again at Michael. 
His Under Armor tee shirt was loose fitting, but it didn’t 
hide his chest, shoulders, and some muscles up around his 
neck that Amy wasn’t even sure existed on other men. 
Certainly none of the men at the Bull Thistle Foundation! 
The sleeves were tight around his arms. Biceps? Triceps? 
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She wasn’t sure of their names but to feel them around 
her... No! No! Don’t go there!  

The sales girl came back with the sneakers, and the 
girls got busy trying them on. Michael laced up one of 
Amy’s sneakers for her, while Chris commented on how 
good Nikki’s pair looked. 

Amy watched as Michael quickly and deftly 
threaded the laces on the sneaker. He looked so intent, so 
kind, and so close down there! She remembered the 
painting and how unnecessarily rude she was to Michael on 
Saturday. And today. She needed to say something. As he 
handed back the shoe she tried to apologize. 

“Michael, I never did thank you properly for the 
painting, and carrying it to my car. Thank you. It was very 
generous of you.” 

“My pleasure. Besides, I saw how you looked at 
it— like it had a special meaning for you.” He added, “I 
think I know the place where that is.  I can go there any 
time.” 

“Well... Thank you. It does mean something 
special...” She stopped. There was no need to tell him about 
the hills in the background and the ‘maybe someday’ stuff.  

“Maybe I could show you where it is sometime,” he 
suggested as he met her eyes. 

“Are, uh, you two done...?” Chris stood next to 
Nikki, impatient. Michael shot him a look. 

“I think so. Amy?”  

“Yes. I like these!” She looked at the sneakers on 
her feet to avoid Michael’s blue eyes.  

“Are you going to wear them home? Or change 
back?” Michael’s voice was kind, just a hint of laughter.  
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“Oh!” Amy blushed again. Chris laughed. Michael 
shot him another look that shut him up. 

Nikki stepped in, “Wear them, girl! C’mon! Let’s 
pay for this before the sale is over!”  

Everyone laughed and the four of them walked to 
the register to pay. As they stood there, Michael asked the 
group, “So, when do we break in these shoes? You two 
busy tonight?” 

“I thought you guys already hit the gym?” said 
Nikki. 

 “We did,” said Chris. “There are other places to go 
beside the gym though. 

 “What have you got in mind?” asked Nikki. 

“Uhm... I’m...” Amy felt panic rising in her. She 
just wanted to go home at this point.  

“...hungry?” Nikki butted in. “I am too! How about 
you guys? Chris? Mike?” 

Michael looked at Amy. “What do you say? I could 
use a burger.” 

Amy hesitated. How to say no? 

“I’ll buy,” he offered. 
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Chapter 10 

The burgers were good, the conversation was better. 
Nikki and Chris got so involved with each other that Amy 
was worried they’d leave her alone with Michael. But both 
men had to work early the next morning and had to get 
home. As the evening was winding down, Amy realized 
Nikki didn’t have a car and she did. She excused herself 
and asked Nikki if she would come with her to the Ladies 
Room. 

“Oh my gosh! I can't believe how incredible Chris 
is!” Nikki was fanning herself with her hand. 

Amy laughed. 

“Blah, blah, blah! So what you are really saying is 
that you want to get in his pants? That's how this usually 
goes!” 

“Amy, why do you always have to be a party 
pooper? Maybe cut loose yourself! Haven't you noticed 
how hot Chris is? Both of them are, for that matter!” 

“Oh, Nikki... hey wait! Keep your eyes off 
Michael!” She glared at Nikki, joking. “I guess Chris is a 
good looking guy, you're right. But he knows it! Actually 
everyone in the place knows it. If he flexes his muscles for 
you one more time I might just gag.” 

They both laughed. 

“This has been fun, I must admit. And Michael.... 
yeah, he’s nice.” Amy was trying not to smile too big. 

“I think he is into you, girlfriend!” 

“Oh, whatever! Anyways, we should get back out 
there and get home. We all have to work tomorrow.” 
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“Oh, speaking of, I was hoping to get a ride home 
with someone better looking than you.” She lightly tousled 
Amy's hair as she spoke. Amy ducked her head.  

“Don't you dare ditch me, Nikki! Remember that 
saying, Go home with the one who brought you. Or 
something like that.” They laughed again. 

“You will be fine, Amy. After all these are Police 
Officers! What could go wrong?” 

 “Wait! Think about this for a minute! Michael and 
I both drove. That’s the only two cars here. Nikki! 

Amy yelled after Nikki as she walked out the 
bathroom door waving off anything Amy had to say. 

 

By the time they got back to the table the men had 
paid the bill and were already standing by the door to leave. 
Nikki wanted to ride with Chris. Amy offered to take her 
home, but Michael suggested that he take Amy home and 
let Nikki drive Chris in her car.  

For a moment, Amy’s alarms went off—she would 
be at Michael’s mercy and she wasn’t too sure that Nikki 
would actually make it home the way Chris’s hands kept 
roving. Not that Nikki was protesting. Michael put his hand 
on Amy’s elbow and looked in her eyes.  

“I’d like to make sure you make it home safe.” His 
deep, gentle voice spoke safety to her heart. His blue eyes 
sparkled in the restaurant lights. The whole world seemed 
to pause for a moment, to listen for the answer. Before she 
could stop her lips, they said, “I’d like that.” The world 
sighed in satisfaction and everything began to move again.  

“Well then, give up those keys, girl!” Not that Nikki 
was in any hurry to be in a private place with Chris! 
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“Oh, wait! Let me get my apartment key off the 
ring!” 

“That would be a hoot!” laughed Nikki. “Get all the 
way home with no key to get in!” 

“She could stay the night at Michael’s,” Chris 
chimed in.  

The look Michael gave Chris would have killed 
anyone but his best friend. 

“Alright crew! Let’s go!” said Michael a little 
louder than necessary.  

When they were in the truck alone, Amy looked 
over at Michael.  

“Thank you.” 

“What?” Michael looked over at her. 

“For... tonight. For being a gentleman.” 

“You mean Chris? Sometimes he doesn’t know 
when to quit....” 

“That... and, for supper and... I don’t know. Just, 
thanks.” 

“Not a problem.” He smiled. Amy melted.  

Michael started the truck, but waited for the other 
two to pull out. He had no doubt Chris would try to get 
Nikki in bed tonight, but decided that was not his business. 
The girl on the other side of the truck was his business and 
she was gorgeous in this light. He had trouble keeping eyes 
on the road. 

As the silence lengthened he wondered what to talk 
about. He could smell her, almost feel her and he was 
getting aroused. Concentrating on the road was difficult. 
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They had already talked about work, but he tried to keep 
the conversation going. 

“So, your folks still around? 

“Both gone.” 

Hmmm. Short answer: leave that one alone for now. 

“Brothers and sisters?” This is beginning to sound 
like an interrogation. 

“No. Only child.”  

“Really? Me too.” 

At this point, they were pulling up in front of 
Amy’s apartment and she was gathering her things to get 
out. He put the truck in park and shut off the engine. 

“Do you mind if I walk you to the door?” He wasn’t 
sure if he could see her blush or if it was just the 
streetlights. She hesitated. 

“Uhm... sure.” 

He smiled and got out. She was on the sidewalk 
already and she let him hold her elbow as she went up the 
steps. Oh Yeah. This one is different, he thought. 

* * * 

Sitting in Michael’s pickup, Amy noted that Nikki 
didn’t head for her own place. She’s just going to drop 
Chris off. That’s all! The thought of that brought a wave of 
anxiety: what was Amy supposed to do when Michael 
dropped her off? She worried all the way home. They 
didn’t talk much. Once or twice she glanced at Michael. In 
the dim light he seemed even more appealing, the hardness 
of his face softened. He glanced over once while she was 
looking and smiled. 
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“What are you thinking about?” He wasn’t prying, 
just sounded interested. 

Should she tell him what she was really thinking 
about? About sitting this close to a man who reminded her 
so much of her father in all the right ways? About how he 
was so in control and her life needed some of that? About 
the faint smell of him here in his truck that was giving her 
butterflies in her stomach? 

“Oh... nothing.”  

He smiled again, turning his head to catch her eye.  

“O.K.” 

He knows I’m avoiding.  

“So, your folks still around? 

“Both gone.” Oh, I hope he doesn’t ask how or how 
long! 

He paused. Then continued. 

“Brothers and sisters?” This is beginning to sound 
like an interrogation! 

“No. Only child.”  

“Really? Me too.” He smiled and stopped the 
questions.  

They pulled up in front of her apartment and she 
gathered her things to get out. He put the truck in park and 
shut off the engine. 

“You mind if I walk you to the door?” She wasn’t 
sure if he could see in the streetlight that she was blushing. 
She hesitated. 

“Uhm... sure.”  
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They reached the porch door and Amy couldn’t 
think. He was so close! Where was her key? She started 
rummaging in her purse. He moved closer, as if to help. 
She wanted to turn away, but he again touched her arm and 
she looked up. His eyes were on hers. He was right there. 
Before she could think his hand was around her waist, 
turning her toward him, drawing her closer, closer. She was 
wrapped in his arms. Big, strong, gentle, powerful, arms 
were holding her close. As she looked up his lips met hers.  

If it wasn’t a long time, it felt like it. A very long 
time. And yet, in way too short a time he released her and 
leaned a little away. It had been so long, and she had 
resisted this for so long that she’d forgotten how good it 
felt. Amy didn’t know what to do next. Apparently Michael 
was having the same problem.  

“Uhm... I don’t usually...” 

“Oh! No, that’s ... that’s fine!” 

“O.K, well, uhm... Do you want me to walk you up 
to your apartment?” He paused. “I mean...not like that, but 
...” 

They were both acting like it was the first time ever, 
Amy thought. But it almost felt like it. She smiled. 

“No, I’ll be ok.” She paused. “This time.” And 
smiled again. And it was Michael’s turn to blush and smile 
a wide smile. 

“Ok then,” he said. God! I’m acting like a fool! 
“Well, good night!” and he turned to go. 

“Good night!” He got almost to the curb when Amy 
called after him. “Michael...” 

Michael turned to look at her. There she was, again, 
on the porch, calling him back.  
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“Thanks. Thank you for the perfect night.” 

Michael grinned. “See you soon,” and he turned to 
go. “Oh! Wait!” he turned back. “I don’t have your 
number!” 

“Call me at work. In the morning!” 

He grinned again. “Will do!” He jumped in the 
truck and was gone. 
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Chapter 11 

Neither of them worried that anyone was watching. 
Neither of them looked across the street, up to the second 
floor, to the window on the left, where a shadow stood in 
the window. He was average height, dark hair, and pale 
skin with bushy eyebrows above coal black eyes. Two days 
of stubble on his face and a black ball cap on his head. He 
shook his head slowly from side to side as Michael put his 
arms around Amy, as if he didn’t want to believe what he 
saw.  

“You’re smarter than that, babe!” he whispered.  

He began to tremble and shifted his weight to the 
other foot as they kissed. He clenched and unclenched his 
fists. He shook his head more rapidly. 

“Don’t fall for it, babe. Don’t do it!”  

As the kiss continued, he moved away from the 
window, agitated. He was speaking now–almost ranting–in 
a stage whisper. 

“Got to move! Got to move, boy! She’s not paying 
attention! Got to move before it’s too late!” Tears began to 
slide through the stubble. “This can’t go down like it did 
for Barbara! Can’t let it happen again! She’ll never forgive 
me!” He was losing it, he could feel it. Down the stairs out 
to the kitchen, he yanked up on a rope attached to a nail in 
the floor and a trap door flopped opened. For a moment he 
hesitated and then, feet first, dropped into the darkness 
below. 

* * * 

Thursday the gym was crowded with after-work 
athletes. It was Chest Day and Chris was supposed to be 
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spotting for Michael on the bench press. As Michael 
struggled with the last three repetitions of his last set, Chris 
was jabbering about Nikki and paying no attention. With 
three reps left, Michael finally let himself get angry about 
the lack of attention and pushed through with a speed that 
took Chris by surprise.  

“Whoa bro!” he almost shouted as he guided the bar 
back to the pins that supported it, allowing Michael to 
release his grip. “What was that all about?” 

“Just wanted to make you shut up,” Michael said, 
deadpan.  

“What, you jealous?” he grinned. 

“Shut up and add your plates.” Chris could press 
significantly more than Michael although he didn’t look it.  

“Ok. Jealous. Check.” 

“You gab like a woman.” 

“AND you’re jealous I have a woman to gab about. 
O.K. So, what’s with you and whatshername?” 

Predictably annoying on purpose, Michael thought.  

“Doing fine.” 

“Meaning you already banged her or you are about 
to dump her?” he asked as he loaded another forty pounds 
on the bar.  

There were a few things about Chris that were so 
different from himself that Michael he had to actively 
ignore them. For instance, his ideas about women. Chris’ 
ideas apparently stopped maturing somewhere around 15.  

“You ready to lift weights?” 
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“O-o-o-oh. He’s pissed!” Chris grinned. “Yessir!” 
Chris lay down on the bench but he didn’t stop talking. “I 
got Nikki’s number, been texting a lot.” 

“That’s nice. You bang her yet or ready to dump 
her?” 

Chris laughed out loud. “Whatever dude! No, I’m 
kinda interested, actually.” He paused as he lifted the bar 
from the pegs and lowered it to his chest.  

“Nothing serious,” he shoved the bar up, “mind 
you.” 

“She’s just...” he lowered it to his chest again, 
“fun.” 

“That’s all”. Up. 

“Just fun.” Down. 

“What about...” Up.  

“Whatshername?” Down. 

“Like you don’t know her name, huh?” Michael laid 
a hand on the bar as Chris began to rise up, stopping the 
motion halfway up, making Chris hold the weight there. 

“Hey!” he gasped. 

Michael smiled maniacally. 

“What’s her name? Say it!” 

“A-a-a-my!” he breathed. 

“Good!” 

“Bastard!” 

“A pause is a great way to...” 

“I know!” Chris grunted. “Just let go!” 
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Chris was quiet the rest of the session. But Michael 
realized he didn’t know what “Doing fine” really meant to 
Amy. They had talked the next day but she was at work and 
he didn’t really want to get too personal there. He wanted 
to get personal, real personal. He wanted her alone again. 

On the ride home from the gym, Chris brought up 
the subject again. 

“So, serious, man—what about Amy?” 

“What about her?” 

“You two gonna hook up or what?” 

“I dunno.” 

“Man, you are into her.” 

Michael looked at him sharply. “Why do you say 
that?”  

“Dumbshit! Because you won’t talk about her, 
nothing either way. What ARE you thinking of her, 
because it sure ain’t nothing!” 

“Whatever.” 

He remembered the abuse she had given him, 
calling him a sloppy cop, refusing beer at the Fair, and 
being angry with him at the Garf’s. One kiss didn’t change 
any of that. It just made it harder to figure out. She must 
have a past, that’s obvious, or she wouldn’t keep flipping 
back and forth like that. Question is, is she worth the 
trouble? 

* * * 

Amy was frustrated and furious. The grant just 
wouldn’t ‘write’. Everything she put down needed revising. 
Nothing was flowing. And NO! It wasn’t about that kiss.  
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At that point Nikki came into her office and leaned 
against the doorway and smirked. 

“Problems concentrating?” 

Amy looked up, exasperated. “What do you need? I 
have to get this done today!” 

“I need to talk to you about Michael.” 

“Bullshit.” She added, “I’m busy,” and went back to 
her keyboard. 

“You’re not going to get very far if you don’t let off 
some of that steam, girl. And you’re going to need a new 
keyboard, the way you’re pounding that one.” 

“I don’t want to talk about it. I’m angry and I will 
deal with him... IT! I meant “it”... myself!” 

Nikki laughed out loud. “My GOD, girl! You ARE 
gone for him. I didn’t realize it was that bad. What did you 
two do last night?” When Amy neither answered nor 
looked up, Nikki made a face and continued. 

“Chris has got to be the hottest body in Norwich! 
Oh my God, the muscles that man has!”  

“Uh huh” 

“One in particular...” 

Amy looked up. “I’m busy.” 

“Amy! C’mon! I need to talk! He is so hot but I 
think he’s dumber than a box of rocks. What do I do?” 

“You— of all people! — do not need advice from 
me on what do to about that!” Amy was well aware of 
Nikki’s love of hunky muscle and her ability to get what 
she wanted from it, be it sex or money or invitations or 
whatever she wanted. “I’m dead serious that this part of the 
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grant has to be done before I go home tonight. Now leave! I 
can’t help you and you can’t help me!” 

“So... I’m walking home tonight?” 

“Unless you want to stay and wait for a ride from 
me.” She added, “Silently wait!” 

“Ok. Well I’ll walk. But I won’t tell you who your 
new neighbor across the street will be.” 

“Not i-i-i-interested!” Amy replied in a sing-song 
voice.  

“Not even if it’s someone you know?” 

Amy looked up, exasperated. “All RIGHT! Talk. 
Five minutes.” 

By the time Nikki had finished, Amy knew how 
‘big’ Chris was, what he liked in bed and that he had 
Nikki’s phone number. They had texted for an hour so far 
that day. Chris knew very little about Michael’s sex life, or 
so he said to Nikki, in the front seat of Amy’s car last night. 

“I did NOT give you permission to make out in my 
car! Nikki....!” 

“Well what did you think was going to happen? It’s 
not big enough for anything else, and I didn’t want to go up 
and “take a look at his apartment.” As if that’s what either 
of us would be looking at!” She laughed and Amy had to 
smile at least.  

“So what about my new neighbor? Who is it? And 
please don’t say Michael!” 

“OK I won’t say.” 

“Not funny Nikki!” 

“Not joking, Amy!” 

Amy was silent for a moment. “No way.” 
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“Way. I saw the sign this morning. Someone added, 
“Under Contract” to the For Sale sign. I called my mother 
at lunch and she looked it up: Michael Edwards, who works 
for Norwich Police.” Nikki paused dramatically. “And I 
have his phone number!” she piped triumphantly.  

“Nikki!!” 

“What?” Her face was one complete evil smirk, one 
eyebrow arched and all. 

“But... how... when could he have been there? And 
why?!” 

“He’s not a 9 to fiver like you and I. He has days off 
in the middle of the week, remember? And maybe he just 
wants to buy a house and settle down. And not alone. Hint, 
hint!” 

“Ok, that’s it! I’m done! No thank you! Sorry, I’m 
working today. I can’t get married this afternoon. I have a 
grant to write and it isn’t going to write itself. Later! Good 
bye!” 

Crestfallen, Nikki put one hand on her hip, stuck 
out her tongue, and left. 
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Chapter 12 

The evening didn’t go any better than the afternoon. 
Amy came home and stepped in a hairball mess the cat had 
left on the bathroom floor. Then she burned dinner in the 
microwave (How do you burn something in the microwave, 
Amy, seriously? In the microwave?! With a timer?) Later, 
she dropped her book, losing her place, and spilled tea all 
over the window seat. She was so angry she couldn’t even 
cry. The cat wandered in to see what the noise was. She 
told him to scat. He laid his ears back, flicked his tail then 
very slowly turned and walked away. She almost got up to 
chase him. 

Eventually tears did slide down her cheeks, silently 
at first. Then without warning, the dam in her heart that had 
been holding back all of her emotions broke. She put her 
head down in her hands and bawled. Her mother, her 
father, the whole thing about being alone now, in a place 
where she never grew up, the women she had to compete 
with, and the men she wanted and was scared to want, 
didn’t want! Did want! And that stupid grant!  

* * * 

Across the street, the same window, the same 
shadow figure watched. “That’s right, babe! Let it out! Just 
let it out... everything’s gonna be O.K. soon. Don’t you 
worry! Willie is coming to rescue you and bring you to a 
safe place. Then there’ll be no more tears for you, 
sweetheart! I got the safe place almost ready. I just gotta 
figure out how to reach you and get you over here.” 

* * * 
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Amy decided the only reasonable thing to do was 
go to bed. She indulged in a bowl of ice cream at the 
kitchen table, left the dirty dish in the sink and crawled 
under the covers. 

* * * 

He eased the door open. Slow! He knew it would 
squeak at one point. The door downstairs was a joke 
compared to this one into her apartment, but neither one 
was a challenge. He put his foot at the bottom of the door. 
No desire to chase a cat... hmmm... the cat! He would have 
to put the cat to rest when he came for Amy: no one would 
take care of him; that was for sure. He glanced around the 
room. The night vision goggles made everything shades of 
green, but otherwise it didn’t look much different than it 
had in daylight. He’d tested the door locks earlier that day. 
No fuckups this time. 

 

Amy wasn’t sleeping very well. She woke up 
several times and rolled over. The grant was on her mind. 
And Michael. Mostly Michael. What was that all about? 
What was it really about him that upset her so? What if he 
calls? Or doesn’t? Do I give him my phone number finally? 
The questions just kept rolling around, no answers. At one 
point she thought she heard something, but ignored it. The 
cat came in right after that and began to meow.  

“Cat, shut up and go to sleep!” Eventually he did, 
and Amy drifted off to sleep again. 

* * * 

Ok, got the general layout of the rooms. Pantry 
seems to be the best concealment space, come time to 
remove her. Damn! I want to leave her a message this time 
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but I don’t want to scare her. I’m her friend. She needs to 
recognize me at least a little, and she’s only seen me once, 
I’m sure of that. Next time, babe. Yeah. 

He left the way he came in: silently, leaving no 
trace of having been there. 

 

Friday morning came way too soon. Amy hit the 
snooze button one time too many and had to rush to work 
with no lunch packed and only bare preparation for the day. 
She ordered lunch over the phone from Garf’s and was 
there only long enough to pick it up. She got excellent 
service, although the cashier wouldn’t meet her eye. The 
prompt service was nice.  

As she was leaving, she looked around for a police 
car: none in sight. Who cares? she asked herself.  But she 
knew who–she cared! The grant still wasn’t done, Nikki 
was being distant, all wrapped up in Chris, leaving her with 
no one to eat with. Fine. Back to work! 

She walked out the side door onto Park Place and 
turned toward the office. As she did, she heard someone 
behind her call her name. She turned, and at the corner was 
a man, medium height, dark clothes. The same guy as at the 
nursery? Same as at Tom Thumb? He smiled at her, and 
then almost provocatively, limped around the corner, out of 
sight. Amy was stunned. Without thinking, she ran to the 
corner to get a good look at him. One shoe came off and 
she barely caught herself from falling. In the process she 
dropped her lunch. Around the corner, she stood panting, 
looking down the street. He was gone.  

“Hey, are you O.K.?” 

Behind her, a man in uniform was walking toward 
her—Chris! Amy remembered this was his beat. “Are you 
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O.K.? he repeated. “You look a little frazzled.” He looked 
down at her one sock foot. “What’s going on?” 

“I...I thought I saw someone. I ran around the 
corner...” 

“Not your ‘Man in Black’ I hope,” Chris sneered. 

“How do you know about him?” Amy began to 
blush, looking for her shoe and lunch. 

“Nikki said you were having fits over a guy that’s 
following you.” He put a steadying hand on her arm as she 
reached down to take off her other shoe. “You O.K.?” he 
asked a third time with genuine concern in his voice.  

“Yeah. I’ll be O.K. if I can find my other shoe and 
my lunch.” 

Chris walked her around the corner. She picked up 
her shoe as a curmudgeon threw her lunch bag away, 
grumbling to his wife about how sloppy young people were 
these days. She gave up on lunch: the line was now out to 
the door, just like it had been the other day. Amy slipped 
her shoes on, thanked Chris and said goodbye. She made it 
back just in time to do her front desk relief.  

Nikki was on the desk. 

“Oh! I’m glad you’re back! I’m going to have lunch 
with...” 

At that point the front door opened and Chris 
walked in, all two hundred and thirty pounds of muscle, 
uniform, badge and gun.  

“...Chris!” Nikki finished. She glowed and he had a 
similar look on his face. 

“Ready, babe? Damn, you look hot!” he gushed. 

“Oh, shut up!” Nikki gushed back.  
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Amy’s stomach was suddenly rolling.  

“Have a good time, you two!” she managed to 
smile. Amy wasn’t sure either of them heard her. With 
Chris’s meaty hand in the middle of her back, Nikki called 
over her shoulder, “Be back soon!” and out the door they 
went.  

The room was suddenly very quiet. Amy sighed and 
pulled a granola bar out of her desk drawer. At least 
someone’s life is working out. 

Nikki was twenty minutes late, straightening her 
blouse and trying to make her hair behave. Amy didn’t ask. 
She finished her own day with her door closed. By five 
o’clock, the grant was still not finished. Nikki knocked on 
Amy’s office door, cracked it and said goodbye.  

“You gonna be alright, girl? Chris told me about 
your shoes today.” 

Amy bristled. “I’m fine. I think I’ll stay a little 
longer and work on this. I’m almost to a good stopping 
point.” 

“Well, I’m off. I’ll call later. Oh! There’s Chris! 
Talk to you later!” She closed the door and was gone.  

 

Uh huh. ‘There’s Chris.’ And wherever Chris is, so 
is Nikki. I wish she’d never met him! No! Stop! It’s a good 
thing for her—she deserves good things. The real question 
is ‘Where is Michael?’ If he’s so interested in me, why 
doesn’t he call me? Or at least offer to meet somewhere for 
lunch? One lousy call and that was all general stuff. I could 
have had that conversation with anyone at the office.  

She shook her head and went back to work. 
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About an hour later, Amy thought she heard 
something in the outer office. She wasn’t aware that anyone 
else had stayed late, so she opened her door and glanced 
down the short hallway. There, outside the front door, 
someone was rapping on the frosted glass, calling her 
name.  

Chapter 13 

 “Amy!? If you’re in there, open the door!”  

The hair stood up on her arms and a shiver ran 
down her back.  

“Amy! It’s me! Open the door!” 

Her first reaction was to go back in her office, lock 
the door and call 911. But her feet wouldn’t move.  

“Amy! Let me in! It’s Frankie! I forgot my 
briefcase! Are you there? ” 

Amy almost ran to the door, barely able to hide her 
relief. Francis Bauer IV, affectionately known as Frankie, 
was the Foundation’s Comptroller. Pudgy with short, dark 
hair, bushy eyebrows and a manner that let him easily fit in 
with the female staff. He always wore black. “It’s just 
simpler. And cheaper,” he explained. Harmless was written 
all over him—unless you didn’t turn in receipts. Then he 
became a force to be reckoned with.  

She flung the door open and he smiled wide.  

“Amy! Good! I saw your car and hoped you were 
still here. I forgot my briefcase AND my keys. Can you 
believe it? I never do! I don’t know what got into me!” 

“You gave me a scare for a minute, Frankie!” 

“I apologize. I didn’t think I was that loud. Are you 
alright?” 
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“Yes, I’ve been wrestling with this grant all day. I 
guess it’s time to call it quits.” 

“It’s close to...” he checked his watch, “5:35. You 
can’t finish it tonight anyway can you?” 

“Not unless I stay all night!” 

“Now that won’t do! A pretty girl like you? On a 
Friday night? Why you should be on the arm of some...” 

“Thanks Frankie. And what are YOU doing 
tonight?” 

“Oh. Well, I have some work to catch up.” He 
paused. “Now wait a minute! That’s... no, no! I never date 
at the office!” 

Amy laughed out loud. “That’s not what I meant, 
Frankie!” 

“Oh. Well… I’ll just get my keys and case.” As he 
left he again admonished her to go home and find someone 
to have dinner with. 

“That’s a good idea,” Amy responded. Of course, 
Michael came to mind.  

After Frankie left, Amy settled back into the grant. 
The activity and noise of the office and the lack of pressure 
to finish by the end of the day was gone. She dove in for 
another hour and got some solid writing done. About seven 
thirty, the office phone rang. Amy let it go to voicemail. It 
rang again. And then again. With a sigh, she finally walked 
out to the front desk to catch it if it rang again, thinking 
Frankie had left something else.  

It rang again and she picked up. 

“BullThistle Foundation, Amy speaking, may I help 
you?” 

There was silence. 
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“Hello?” 

More silence. Telemarketer, who doesn’t know this 
is a commercial number. Dummy. 

But then, a low voice came on. 

“Be careful of those so-called friends of yours. 
They’re going to hurt you.”And the line went dead. 

Amy whirled around in a panic. Through the 
windows, she could see it was still light out, but not by 
much. She could see her car in the parking lot all by itself. 
In five minutes she was in it, doors locked, on the way 
home. 

* * * 

Since that one kiss on the porch, it seemed like the 
whole world wanted his every minute. Michael had been 
inundated with calls from the realtor and all the different 
people associated with buying a house. It was his first time, 
and he didn’t have any close friends to walk him through it. 
It wasn’t worth talking to Chris about this —he wasn’t that 
kind of friend. When moving day came, he would be very 
interested, and very helpful. The fact that Michael wanted 
to surprise his mother didn’t help.  He couldn’t ask 
questions or vent to her. He just had to be quiet and figure 
it out himself. 

A flock of assessors, inspectors, carpenters, 
plumbers and weatherizing companies descended on him. 
Then Chris began asking Michael to trade shifts with him 
so he could spend more time with Nikki, adding to the 
chaos. On top of that, he was picking up extra shifts to 
afford the repairs. There just wasn’t time in the day.  

He called Amy once at work but it was so awkward 
he hadn’t bothered to call again. Truth was, he didn’t know 
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what to say. He didn’t want to talk to her on the phone. He 
didn’t really want to talk to her face-to-face. He wanted to 
hold her, look into her eyes, kiss her and make love to her. 
They could talk later. But that’s not what he said on the 
phone. And it wasn’t the right thing to say there anyhow. 
So how the hell was he supposed to do this? It had never 
been so hard, and it had never been so important. 

It was just before dark on Friday evening and 
Michael was again covering for the officer that normally 
cruised the area Amy lived in. He knew it was not kosher to 
just drop in on her, but he found himself cruising down her 
street. He looked up at her window: there he saw a man 
sitting on her window seat, petting her cat. As Michael 
passed the man looked down and smiled. He picked up the 
cat and disappeared into the darkening apartment. 

Without a word, Michael sped up and continued his 
patrol. He didn’t go down her street again that night.  

Just before dark Amy got home. She stopped and 
sat on the top step of the porch. The roses were blooming 
and they smelled so good! The twilight was soft and warm. 
She moved to the wicker love seat for a while, closed her 
eyes and just soaked in the late summer sounds and smells. 
The crickets, the roses, the breeze—these were the reasons 
to be here instead of the big noisy, dirty city. At one point, 
her upstairs neighbor came home. They chatted briefly, 
commenting on the beautiful evening, and how little there 
was to do for either of them. It was almost an hour later 
when she sighed, picked up her bag and went into the now-
dark front hall. 

 At the back of the hall, an old-fashioned potted 
palm obscured the ugly pipes that made the upstairs 
plumbing work. It also obscured a man in dark clothing 
crouching there since Amy first stepped onto the porch. 
The cat had gotten past him into the hall and he spent half 
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an hour catching it and putting it back in her apartment. His 
legs had cramped several times and he had to relieve 
himself. But there was no other way out of the hall but that 
front door. 

Amy slowly climbed the dimly-lit stairs. The man 
held his breath. She passed within two feet of his head, so 
close he could have reached out and touched her calf. 
Instead, he held very still. She never noticed him. As her 
door clicked shut, he peeked up to see if she had indeed 
gone inside, and with that verified, he silently let himself 
out the front.  
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Chapter 14 

The porch time was nice, and even the cat was quiet when 
she came in. But after supper, this evening seemed way too 
much like the evening before, filled with all the wrong 
thoughts. By nine p.m. she was ready for bed, Friday night 
or not. The grant still wasn’t done, Michael hadn’t called, 
and Nikki was busy with her own hunk. Amy’s memories 
and regrets about her father —and that man who kept 
popping up—she just wanted it all to go away for a while.  

Amy fell asleep almost immediately but she woke 
up in the pitch black. She rolled over and looked: the clock 
said one thirty five. She tossed and turned for a few 
minutes but she was wide awake—and craving ice cream! 
She knew there was none in the house and the only place 
open at two am in Norwich was the Wal-Mart, on the other 
end of town.  

Yes, she decided, she would indulge herself 
anyhow! It would be the reward for going into work 
tomorrow on a Saturday, to finish writing the rest of the 
grant. She pulled on sweat pants and sweat shirt, slid on her 
flip flops and carefully made her way down stairs. No 
tripping, at this hour! she thought. 

It was two a.m. on her dash clock as she pulled into 
the nearly-empty Wal-Mart parking lot. She parked near 
the few cars that were there, and went in. Except for the 
stock boys and floor scrubbers, the place looked empty. 
The lack of screaming babies and crowds was refreshing. 

She found the frozen aisle and searched for the only 
flavor that would do— Coffee Toffee Ripple. She found the 
very last one, but the search left her hands so cold she 
couldn’t feel them. The things we do for love! she thought. 
As long as I’m here, I might as well get milk and eggs too. 
She stashed the prize carton in the back of the freezer, 
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closed the door, and started the long walk to the carts at the 
front of the store. 

* * * 

This is better than anything I could have arranged! 
Here she is at the same time as me, same store, in the 
middle of the night. It has to be a sign! Maybe it’s time for 
First Contact, try to explain the danger she’s in. But... I 
need to get food, dammit! Nothing left at the Base. And I 
can’t evade with a shopping cart full of stuff. But... 
Dammit! Need to at least try to make contact.... She was 
really upset the other night...looks a lot calmer now. 
Perfect. And she hasn’t spotted me, but I see what she’s up 
to with the ice cream. Damn! I wish I was better at this 
part.... I have to take the chance. I don’t trust them not to 
come in the night and take her like they did Barbara. Can’t 
let that happen again! Never again! Not over my dead body 
even. This has to be a sign!  

O.K., deep breath! Here we go. 

* * * 

Of course, the cart she grabbed had one stubborn  
wheel and was hard to push, but she wanted to be home in 
bed with her ice cream and this one would have to do. As 
she turned the corner into the ice cream aisle, she saw the 
freezer door open where she had stashed her ice cream. 
Behind the fogged-over door someone was reaching down 
to the exact spot where she had put her treasure, the last 
carton of Coffee Toffee Ripple. 

Oh. No. You. Don’t!  

She charged down the aisle, the wobbling wheel 
screeching a warning of her approach. The ice cream 
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interloper stood up, put the ice cream in the cart and pushed 
on down the aisle. Limping. 

No! 

She couldn’t breathe. As he pushed is cart away 
from her she tried to catch her breath. Oh God! No! It can’t 
be him! Please don’t let him see me! He turned the corner 
without looking back and she silently let out her breath. 
Then, just before he disappeared around the corner, he 
stopped, backed up a step, looked straight at her and 
smiled.  

It was him. 

* * * 

It was two o’clock in the morning. Michael was 
once again getting off a shift that was not his normal shift, 
on a beat not his normal beat, working hours not his normal 
hours. For the third day in a row, he was short of sleep, 
missing the gym and not eating right. But money was 
rolling in, and with the house deal in progress, the money 
was more important. He reminded himself about the ‘for 
now’ part. This won’t go on forever, and it doesn’t need to. 
This is for me and Mom.  

The words “and Amy” tried to attach themselves to 
that list, but he immediately stopped it. The sight of another 
man in her apartment hit him hard, a lot harder than he had 
expected.  

Nope. She’s got somebody with her in her 
apartment and doesn’t have the decency to say so? We’re 
done. One date? One kiss? And lots of put-downs before it 
all—as if none of them counted. Really Michael? She got 
issues. She’s not who you wish she was–she is who she IS. 
Period. Let the dream go, she’s not the one. 
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But none of that rang true. Against all the logical 
evidence, he was still having dreams about her. Happy 
dreams, of just regular time together sharing life. And 
passionate dreams. Wet dreams. Alright! Stop the fantasy. 
Move on, buddy. You were wrong. Stop thinking with your 
dick!  

But the thoughts remained. And he knew he was 
seldom wrong about people. She really was different.  

From the police station, Michael walked out to his 
truck. Blue jeans, tee shirt and sneakers had replaced his 
uniform.  

Shift is over, and I know there’s nothing at home 
ready to eat. The only place open this time of night is Wal-
Mart.  

Michael climbed in his truck and headed out. It was 
just after two a.m. when he arrived, and the parking lot was 
almost empty. A few cars clustered near the main door. He 
went in, not sure exactly what he wanted to eat, but headed 
to frozen.  

Fast, possibly healthy, not too hard on the budget 
or cooking skills. That’s what we’re looking for. He picked 
up five “Complete Meals,” hoping he wouldn’t have to 
come back for a while, and headed for the checkout. 

* * * 

The Man in Black smiled at her, but he kept 
moving. He disappeared around the corner and headed in 
the direction of the checkout lanes. 

Amy went numb.  

What do you do when it is two o’clock in the 
morning and you are alone in a Wal-Mart with a stalker? 
The friends you told think you’re crazy. You say you have 
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a stalker but you can never prove it. No one ever sees him 
but you. Only one thought came to Amy: run!  

The shopping cart didn’t want to make the turn, and 
when it did, it wouldn’t go fast enough. After ten feet, she 
ditched it and walked as fast as she could. Don’t run! Look 
normal! Just get the hell OUT of here! But she couldn’t 
help looking back, hoping he didn’t just cut one aisle over 
and come after her. What if he tried to get her?  

It is a truth universally acknowledged, that walking 
as fast as you can forward while looking in the opposite 
direction is a high-risk activity. Amy collided with 
something tall and hard. She bounced off it like a rag doll 
and would have sprawled on the floor if a strong arm 
hadn’t grabbed her. Instinctively she began to struggle and 
the arm tightened, as something—groceries? Weapon? 
Who knew? Who cared?!—clattered to the ground. She 
was about to scream when she heard someone call her 
name in a deep voice that commanded attention. 

“Amy!” 

She froze. 

“Amy! It’s Michael. Where the hell are you going?” 

  



Small Town Romance 

86 

 

Chapter 15 

For a second, Amy froze. Nothing made sense. 
Then she realized it wasn’t the man in black holding her. It 
was Michael.  

“Oh my God! Oh, Michael! He’s here! I almost...” 

“Whoa! Slow down! First of all, are you O.K.? 

“Yes. He... he went the other way.” 

“Who is ‘he’?” 

In a few words Amy told the story of the man in 
black who was following her. It sounded pretty far-fetched 
to Michael. But he’d heard crazier things. 

“Did he leave the building?” 

“I– I don’t know.” 

“How about we take a look around? See if we find 
him? I’ll stay with you.” 

“O.K... but he always disappears. No!” she almost 
shouted, seeing the look that crossed Michael’s face. “No! 
I’m serious! Every time I try to point him out to Nikki he’s 
...like, gone!” 

He paused and thought. 

“How about we walk around the store together and 
see if we find him. Maybe we can straighten this out.” 

She looked at him. “Serious?” 

“Yeah! C’mon. What else is there to do at two 
o’clock in the morning in Norwich?” 

Amy smiled.  

“Thanks.” 
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They retrieved his frozen food and her wobbly cart 
and side-by-side they began to walk the center aisle in the 
direction the man had disappeared. Three aisles later Amy 
dared look up at Michael.  

“Thank you again. I was afraid he’d beat me to the 
door and I’d have to...I dunno. Call 911! Or stay all night!” 

“I doubt they’d respond to a call like that. Did you 
think of talking to the supervisor here?” 

Amy blushed. “No. But... He always disappears! 
I’ve even tried taking a picture of him, but my phone is too 
slow.” 

Michael was silent. In his rush to help, he’d 
forgotten about seeing the man in her window. The 
memory came back now like a punch in the gut, and it 
made him angry at himself for forgetting. Angry at her as 
well. Very angry. 

“Maybe you should have brought your boyfriend 
with you,” he said coldly. 

Amy looked up shyly, smiled and said, “He... kinda 
showed up anyway.” 

Michael wasn’t looking. He scanned the ends of the 
aisles and then, without changing his tone of voice or 
looking at her he said, “Well, I’ll let him take over from 
here, then” and picked up his food and walked away toward 
the check out area. 

Amy stood still, mouth open. What?! You...You ass! 
You fucking ASS! she thought. 

“HEY!” She was so angry she couldn’t even 
formulate another word. “Where the hell are you… 
MICHAEL!?” Her anger turned to a plea as he disappeared 
down a side aisle. She abandoned the cart and ran to where 
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he disappeared. She turned the corner and just coming into 
the other end of the aisle was the Man in Black. 

Amy shrieked. The Man held an index finger to his 
lips and with the other hand motioned her to come to him. 
She turned and ran blind, almost colliding with a stock boy 
and his cart full of boxes. She dodged and headed for the 
front of the store down the main aisle between housewares 
and home furnishings. From a side aisle a cart emerged. 
She dodged. The woman pushing the cart snarled at her. 
Amy whirled, bumped into a display of school supplies and 
grabbed to steady it. It collapsed anyway, exploding across 
the polished floor. The Man appeared from another side 
aisle, blocking her way with his cart. She skidded to a halt 
just beyond his reach, screamed and shrank back.  

“No Babe! Wait! Let me explain!” in a stage 
whisper, he reached for her again, pushing the cart with his 
body. “I’m here to help you! I’m safe.” 

Amy did the only thing she could think of. 

“HELP! Police!!” 

* * * 

Don’t NEED her. Don’t WANT her! Don’t need 
her. Don’t want her! The words in Michael’s head kept 
time to his stride but it sounded as hollow as his footsteps 
on the shiny concrete floor. He heard her call his name but 
kept going: he was off duty and free to do as he pleased. 
She had the man she wanted, obviously: staying in her 
apartment. Michael wasn’t about to chase her and she 
obviously wasn’t chasing him. That was his take. He had 
what he came for and it was time to go. 

He went to the self-checkout and scanned his meals. 
As he pressed the buttons on the scanning machine he 
heard the crash and scream. For a moment, he hesitated, 
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and then finished his transaction. Not his deal. But his ears 
were already listening for more information, his muscular 
shoulders already tightened, ready to move. Then the one 
word that he could not refuse to act on.  

“POLICE!” 

He dropped the bag of food and ran. 

* * * 

The man in black repositioned himself and his cart 
on her most probable route. 

This is not good. She’s out of control again, which 
is right where they want her, where I can’t communicate 
with her. If she would only listen to ME! Here she comes! 
Here! Here! No! No! No! Damn!  

The man in black recalculated and repositioned. 

Come on, babe! Come on! ... .Yes! NO! Wait! 

“No Babe! Wait! Let me explain!” 

DAMMIT! Why...!? What is wrong with her? Can 
she not see what they are doing to her? Dammit! They’re 
running her like a rabbit and she’s gonna get hurt SO bad! 
Damn! Damn! Damn! 

* * * 

With only the one call for help, it was hard to locate 
where Amy was. The loud cursing of another customer 
gave him the general direction though. He was sure it was 
Amy’s voice that had called for help. If she really needed 
police help he would give it, in spite of her crap. He 
couldn’t, wouldn’t let that get in the way. He sprinted 
towards the ruckus and turned into the main aisle that ran 
through to the store. He was just in time to see a cart 
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pulling back into a side aisle and Amy backing away from 
it. The look on her face convinced Michael that she was 
serious about being stalked, no matter how accurate her 
belief. As he reached her, he glanced down the aisle the 
shopping cart had disappeared into—empty all the way 
down. No surprise.  

“What’s going on?” He wanted to be distant and 
professional but she was so vulnerable, so close, it was 
impossible. God! He wanted to hold her, feel her body heat, 
and kiss her tears away. Damn her and double damn her 
other man! “What do you need?” 

 “There! He was just there!”She pointed to the aisle 
the man had disappeared into. 

“He’s gone, I looked.” He added, “Whoever he 
was.” 

“He... he tried to grab me!” 

“Did he say anything? Any clue as to who he was? 
Is?” 

“No! Oh Michael...!” She stepped toward him. 
Obviously needing to be held. Obviously wanting him to do 
that holding.  

He put arms around her. God! It felt good. It was 
hard to stay angry with her. After a minute he let her go, 
held her by her upper arms and looked down and said, 
“Maybe we should take a look around, see if he’s still 
here.”  

Amy stiffened.  

“I’ll stay with you,” he reassured her. 

For fifteen minutes they walked the store aisles, and 
found no man in black.  
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Amy sighed. “It’s always like this. He appears, 
scares the crap out of me, and then nobody can find him.” 
She looked up at Michael. “You believe me, don’t you?” 

Michael hesitated. “I don’t have any reason not to.” 

“You saw him though!” 

“I saw a cart backing into a side aisle. By the time I 
got there, there was nothing to see.” 

They went through the self-check area, Michael 
retrieved his food, now half thawed, and they walked out. 

“I... Will you walk me to my car?” 

“Sure.” His anger had returned but not as strong. 
Whatever kind of man she had at home, she needed a better 
one. And he realized he was willing to take the other man’s 
place. 

As they walked out a dark figure exited the far 
doorway and walked with his bags to a car parked away 
from all the others. Amy tapped Michael’s arm and 
pointed. He missed the significance. 

“Was that him?” he said. “No way to tell unless we 
go confront him. You want to?” 

“No!” 

 “Well...” They were at her car. He looked through 
the windows, into the back seat. “Nobody in there.” He 
waited as she unlocked the doors, got in with her ice cream, 
and started the engine. She shut the door and lowered the 
window. 

 “You gonna be O.K.?” Michael asked, leaning 
down. His lips were close to hers. Very close. And her 
eyes. He didn’t dare look too long into them. He had mixed 
feelings about letting her go home alone. Painful feelings at 
thought of another man waiting there. 
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Amy stared. He was so close. So... close. 

“Uhm... yeah,” she managed to say that much. The 
rest just died in her throat as she swallowed hard. 

“O.K. then...” He hesitated and then, seemed to 
change his mind. He stood up with purpose and said 
goodbye and walked away, not looking back.  

Michael walked to his truck as the other car drove 
out of the parking lot, signaled and turned toward Amy’s 
end of town as.  
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Chapter 16 

“Michael!” 

He looked back. 

“Will... will you follow me? Just in case?” 

In spite of himself, he smiled a little and walked 
back to her open window and leaned down to eye-level. 
Again, there they were, a foot apart. The electricity was 
almost overwhelming. 

“Sure” 

“You want my phone number? Just in case?” She 
blushed.  

“Sure. Just in case.” Full smile. 

It was three thirty as they stood on Amy’s porch.  

“You gonna be O.K. from here?” He hesitated to 
ask. Just being around her this much had made him want to 
take her upstairs, slowly undress her and... 

“I’ll be O.K. I just needed to get here.” 

“I can check your apartment if you want?” 

“Just in case?” She raised one eyebrow. He blushed. 

“I’m serious.” 

“I don’t think so. But thanks.” 

So here it is again. The sweet-come-on and then 
Wham! The shut down. Ah. The Other Man is home... How 
the hell is it I can forget him so quick? 

He turned to go. 

“Michael?” She didn’t really want him to go, but 
she didn’t dare invite him in.  
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She paused.  

“I... I can’t.... But thank you.” And for the second 
time that night she moved toward him, vulnerable, inviting, 
and begging to be held and kissed. So he did. 

It was a long time before he let go. She pushed a 
little away once, but he held her. She smiled through their 
kiss and relaxed. They were both ready for more, fully 
aroused. But in the end, she pushed away like she meant it. 
He allowed her.  

“I have to go.” 

He looked at her, silent. He had no intention of 
giving in to that.  

“No, I have to.” She didn’t even know why she said 
it but she was sure.  

He took her once more in his arms and kissed her 
good night, slowly but briefly. 

 “Next time,” he said, and walked to his truck. 

This time she didn’t call his name, but she watched 
him walk away. As he put the vehicle in gear, he looked 
back, smiled, and drove away. 

Amy sighed. 

As she unlocked her door, she had plenty of second 
thoughts about telling Michael no. but she knew it wouldn’t 
be right any other way. Why did it have to be this way? But 
inviting him up would be...not yet. Her heart was just not 
ready. 

* * * 

Vehicle parked and inconspicuous. Supplies in and 
stowed. Time to scan the street… Oh! No!No!No! Get away 
from her, you damn predator! Let go of her! Babe, don’t 
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believe him. Oh please don’t believe him. He’s out to get 
you, you have no idea! Don’t let him in. Damn me for being 
so stupid and sloppy! Damn me! Damn me! Damn me!  

The Man in Black stepped back from the window. 
He turned three times around and bounded down stairs to 
the kitchen. He yanked up on the rope handle attached to 
the trap door leading into the cistern below. Three times he 
walked around the opening. On the third circuit he stepped 
over the opening and dropped through the trap door.  

He began to roll to the left. His anxiety overruled 
his memory and he hit the chair he used to exit the room. 
The room was actually a cistern in the basement of the 
house, unused for years. There were no stairs or door in or 
out. Now it was his Base. He tumbled into the wall, rolled 
and was up and in ready position to fight without a thought. 
He sensed no one in the room with him. His focus then 
shifted and he realized his ankle–his weak one– was 
throbbing. He sat down again and examined it. Not broken. 
Definitely sprained. That was at least a four day delay. He 
couldn’t bring Amy here in this shape.  

Damn me! Damn me! Damn me! I know to kick that 
chair away and I didn’t. Why? Why? Why? Damn me! 
Damn me! Damn me! Amy, babe, forgive me! Now it’s all 
on hold. I can’t get you over here with this ankle. He began 
to sob uncontrollably. 

* * * 

After the scare at Wal-Mart, Amy was not going to 
go to work in the morning. Not going out alone in public at 
all. She was not going to stay home, either. It was just after 
four a.m. when she called Nikki and explained what had 
happened and asked if she could stay the weekend at her 
place. Nikki was slow to pick up but when she heard the 
story, she was wide awake.  
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“Oh hell yes! Oh Amy! God! I’m so sorry I doubted 
you! Come over now! But you have to promise me one 
thing…” 

“What?!” 

“Promise me you’ll tell me again about the whole 
porch scene! And bring the ice cream!”  

By four thirty, they were on Nikki’s couch, sharing 
a comforter with ice cream bowls in hand. They were both 
talking a mile a minute. It felt good to be safe. 

* * * 

A week passed, and it was Friday night again. A full 
week of no Man in Black, no more grant to work on (Yay! 
It was finally finished!) And a little less Chris news. He 
was back to working his regular hours which meant Amy 
had Nikki back. Michael had her phone number. He had 
explained why he was so silent and she explained that 
whatever he saw, there was no man living in her apartment. 
Nikki laughed until she snorted when Amy told her about 
it. So phone calls from Michael, although short, had 
become daily. Just not at work. 

“We are going to Friday Night Jam in the Park.” 
Nikki wasn’t asking, she was stating a fact. “When and 
where are we meeting? We can walk, together!” 

“I’m not arguing! I’m so, so ready for a little fun.” 
Michael and Chris both had to work. That was sad, but it 
was O.K.  

 

The heart of Norwich is a park two blocks long. At 
the west end of the park stands the County Court House 
with its stately pillars and fieldstone companion buildings. 
From there, the park stretches east to Broad Street, and 
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continues under shade trees for another block. The park 
ends at the bandstand and gazebo. Tonight, the whole park 
would be full of music and people and fun. This was Friday 
Night Jam in the Park. 

The sky still glowed with the remaining daylight as 
the crowd began to gather. Stars peeked down like curious 
children and the east end of the park was a comfortable 
glow of party lights. The band stand and gazebo were 
bright spots, and surrounding dance area sporting extra 
strings of lights. Music was already ringing out—loud, 
local, enjoyable rock. At the corner, a young couple waiting 
for the crosswalk signal began swing dancing to the music 
and he spun her a time or two. Just down from the corner, 
an ice cream truck collected a line of kids and parents 
waiting for a treat. East Park was completely full. Yes, this 
was Friday Night Jam. When Amy and Nikki arrived, 
several couples were already dancing on the grass in front 
of the stage. Predictably, Nikki was immediately ready to 
party. 

“We’re late!” she called to Amy. “Let’s dance!” 

Amy and Nikki danced right in front of the band, 
laughing and having a good time. Time slowed down and 
Amy relaxed. At nine-thirty, the band finished their set and 
the crowd thinned. Nikki went to get drinks for herself and 
Amy. Amy was chatting with one of the other couples who 
had been dancing, when she glanced toward the stage. 
There at the edge of the darkness, a figure stood looking at 
her, smiling.  

 It was him! 

Good. Good girl. Good girl. You see me. You know 
now that no wimp cop is going to steal you from me and 
sell you into white slavery. You’re safe with me. Safe, safe, 
safe. Soon as I get you home. Soon as I rescue you. I won’t 
let him kidnap you and sell you! Can you hear me thinking? 
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I bet you can: know that it’s true babe! You’re safe and he 
can’t get you. Not in a store. Not in a park. Not at home. 
I’m going to save you, Babe! Very soon, save you from him 
and his white slavery connections. It’s just a matter of time 
before I come rescue you, babe! 

And he faded into the darkness. 
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Chapter 17 

Amy froze.  

NO! Would she never safe from him!? Why had he 
come back and why, Why, WHY did he come back?  

Nikki returned with the drinks and Amy grabbed 
her arm in a bone-crushing grip. One of the drinks spilled. 

“Dammit, Amy!  

“Nikki! He’s here! I just saw him! Oh God! 
Nikki....!” 

Wait! What? Where?!”  

Amy pointed. Just beyond the stage in the dim 
light—a couple was making out as if no one else on earth 
existed. 

“Really Amy?” Nikki was angry. “God! You and 
your Man in Black! We’re just starting to have a good 
time! Why do you have to ruin it?” 

“Nikki! I swear to God! It was him! He was right 
there!”  

“O.K., how about a deal? We stay in well-lit places 
until you see him again? If you do, we leave, go home to 
my place, and you stay the night again, just to be safe. And 
if not, we get drunk like there’s no tomorrow!” 

It didn’t sound like much of a deal to Amy. But it 
really had been a great night until now. It felt good to relax 
and enjoy. 

“O.K.,” she said. “But I’m not being paranoid! It 
was really him.” 

“I’m not saying it wasn’t. I just want to have some 
fun. And Chris gets off his shift in half hour.”  
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Amy wasn’t sure if she liked that idea. Nikki and 
Chris had been seeing a lot of each other the last two 
weeks. If he showed up, Amy might as well be alone in the 
park for all the attention the two of them would pay her. 
But Chris was certainly capable of taking care of this 
stranger, if necessary. 

There were two more sets of music, all of it great 
dance music. Chris never showed up, but there were a 
couple of good-looking guys who stood in. Nothing 
romantic, but it was fun. Just before midnight the two girls 
finished their last margarita at the bar across the street and 
decided it was time to head home to Nikki’s. By then the 
whole Man in Black incident had shrunk to a small part of 
the evening, almost unreal to both of them. By the time 
they got done talking and laughing, it was past two am.   

It was just before noon when Amy unlocked her 
apartment door. Cotton mouth! Ugh! Why do I not have a 
toothbrush at her house? And my head... Shower, fresh 
clothes, a good tooth brushing, three aspirin and then 
lunch... something easy on my stomach. Crackers and 
something. Where’s my baby cat? 

The cat didn’t come when she called, and Amy 
headed to the bathroom. The shower felt marvelous and she 
took her time. Once or twice she thought she heard the cat 
but when she called him he didn’t come. She’d purposely 
left the bathroom door ajar so he could come in. He had 
missed two feedings: one missed meal was reason enough 
for him to meow loudly from the moment he hear the key 
in the front door until he saw the open can of cat food. 

She dried off, and then padded barefoot and naked 
into the bedroom. She called him again; no answer. She 
called him again, talking to him as she started to dress. No 
cat. In the kitchen, she rattled dishes. That should have 
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been enough to wake him from a sound sleep, but still no 
cat. 

She checked all his favorite sleeping places: 
nothing. Finally she went back to the bedroom and sat on 
the bed. Dammit cat! This has been a happy weekend! 
Don’t ruin it!  

She was about to call Nikki when she heard a rustle 
in the closet. The hair stood up on her arms and her heart 
began to race. Another rustle and one of her dresses on a 
hanger moved. Her mouth went dry and Amy stood up 
ready to run. 

“Meow.” 

In the back of her closet, on top of a box of 
Christmas ornaments hidden behind the un-wearable shoes 
and clothes that had fallen off the hangers on the closet 
floor, was her cat.  

“God you scared me, cat! What scared you?” 

“Meow!” 

“That’s what you always say.” 

Amy reached for him and he laid his ears back and 
hissed. She grabbed him and he gave her a deep scratch. He 
continued hissing as she hauled him out of the closet and 
carried him to the kitchen, petting him and holding him 
close. She set him down by his bowl: he bolted through the 
kitchen doorway to the living room. 

“What’s wrong, baby?” Amy picked up the cat –this 
time he let her although he crouched. She walked toward 
the window seat: time for some cat-loving. As Amy walked 
past the front door, Amy’s neighbor–there were three 
apartments upstairs—came up the stairs out in the hall. Her 
neighbor bumped the door handle on Amy’s front door and 
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the cat went crazy. He clawed his way up over her shoulder 
and leaped and skittered down the hall. 

Amy swore and yelled at the cat, but it worried her. 
What was going on with her cat? She rubbed the scratches 
on her neck as she plunked down on the window seat. As 
she did her book flopped open and her bookmark slid out 
onto the upholstered seat cushion. On the torn envelope, in 
block printing she did not recognize were two words:  

 

YOUR SAFE. 

 

The hair stood up on Amy’s arms, her throat 
tightened and her heart pounded. She jerked around, 
scanning the room for someone, something. But there was 
no one. She ran to the bedroom and grabbed her phone. 

By the time Nikki picked up Amy was in tears. 

“Oh my God! Nikki, Nikki!! He was in my 
APARTMENT!! He left a note!” 

“Whoa, Amy! What on earth are you talking about? 
Calm down!” 

By the time Amy got the story out, Nikki was also 
upset, but she wasn’t ready to believe that anyone had been 
in Amy’s apartment. 

“Can you see where he pried open the lock? Did he 
leave foot prints or something? Something more than just 
two words on a scrap of paper?” 

“No! I told you he’s... sneaky. He just comes and 
goes. Like a ghost or something.” 

“Well... girlfriend. I’m thinking this is left-overs 
from last night, mixed with some margarita madness. It just 
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doesn’t add up to a freak-out. Not to me. Even the note–it’s 
on an old envelope. Maybe you wrote...” 

“Stop, Nikki!” Amy almost shrieked. “I know what 
I write on my bookmarks: nothing! I don’t want the 
smudges on the pages!”  

“Well that’s all the explanation I’ve got! I’d say 
take a couple aspirin and take a nap. See if you feel better. 
And take care of that cat scratch! I’ll talk to you later. 
O.K.? Chris is calling! Later!” The call ended.  

A tear ran down her cheek and she tossed the phone 
on the bed. She decided to search the apartment and even 
almost looked under the bed. But she was afraid of what 
she might find. She ended up in the kitchen, watching the 
cat, now eating. O.K., settle down. Lay down for a little bit. 
That sounds good. You and me, cat. Last night was stressful 
and this is too much. 

The cat had finished its food and was washing his 
face as Amy gathered him up. Together they cuddled on the 
bed and soon were both asleep. But not before Amy locked 
the bedroom door. 
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Chapter 18 

The phone rang. Amy picked it up. It was Michael.  

“Will you marry me?”  

“Sure! When do you want to do that?” 

“This afternoon.” 

“O.K... What time? I need to shower first.” 

“How about three o’clock?” 

“That works. See you then!” And she hung up. 

Oh damn! I forgot to ask where to meet! 

The phone rang again. Only this time when Amy 
picked it up, it wouldn’t stop ringing. The harder she 
mashed the screen, the louder it got. It wouldn’t stop 
ringing and it wouldn’t pick up the call. So frustrating! She 
worried it was Michael calling back. Finally it just stopped. 

And then she woke up.  

“Oh my God! Cat! What was that about?” She 
paused. Actually, it sounded pretty good. She looked down 
at her cat, purring.  

“Do you dream of sleek little tabby cats?” She 
glanced at her phone: she had missed a call for real. As she 
picked it up, it rang again. 

“Where have you been? I thought your mystery man 
really DID come get you!”  

“What’s up, Nikki?” Amy was irritated. 

“Chris and I are going for supper and I wondered if 
you and Michael wanted to join us?” 

“Uhm... how am I supposed to answer that? I don’t 
speak for Michael.” 
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“I’m calling you and Chris is texting Michael. So, 
just answer yes and we’ll work on the other half. Oh, hang 
on.” Nikki muffled her phone and then came back. “He 
says yes!” and she dived into the details of where to meet 
and when. 

They decided on dinner and a movie. The movie 
was funny and the theater dark and not too crowded. Arms, 
hands and lips were appropriately used. Amy was pretty 
sure Nikki would not remember more than major plot 
points, if that. Herself, she saw most of the movie, while 
confirming that Michael was a great kisser. He had gentle 
hands that made her want more. Much more. Like, not 
sitting in a public place in a stadium seat. The movie ended 
and she pondered her dream as they walked out of the 
theater. 

Afterward, the food and conversation were good as 
well. The two couples made a comfortable group and time 
seemed to fly. Eventually, Chris looked at the time and 
frowned. 

“Hey guys. I have an early shift tomorrow, and I’ve 
been short of sleep for a couple of days.” He looked at 
Nikki, who blushed, smiled, and looked disapprovingly 
back all at the same time. “I need to get home and get a few 
hours rest. You two gonna be O.K. alone?”  

“We’ll be fine”, Michael said. “I’m more worried 
about Nikki making it home in one piece.” 

“Oh, I’ll be fine!” she chirped, and reached out to 
take Chris’s one visible hand. 

“Mind your manners, bud.” Then realizing how bad 
that sounded, Michael added, “Stay safe on the way home.” 

“O.K. Pop.” Chris got the message. He was a year 
younger than Michael; there would be a discussion later, 
Amy guessed. Chris looked at Nikki and his face softened. 
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“Ready babe?” 

“Ready when you are,” Nikki returned with a 
dreamy look.  

They all stood up. 

“Alright! We’re out of here. Good conversation, 
good meal, great movie! What was the name again?” 

They all laughed, and looked at their partners. 

After they said their good-byes, Michael and Amy 
stood by the table, holding hands. The ‘electricity’ thing 
going on between them again. It was definitely not time to 
say goodnight. 

“We don’t...” They both began to speak at the same 
time.  

“Have to work tomorrow?” Michael recovered 
before Amy.  

“No. I don’t have to. Do you?” 

“No. We can go somewhere...”  

“Maybe a drink? Some place we can talk?” 

“Sure. Let’s go. 

The crowd at Park Place was friendly and not too 
loud. They got a table, a beer and talked about family, high 
school, and some of the highlights since. There were 
interruptions: a friend of Michael asked him to fill in on a 
game of foosball. While he did, Amy cheered from the 
sidelines. His side lost but not by much. They sat down 
again, this time on the same side of the booth, where they 
could touch. 

He put his arm around her. She leaned into him and 
looked up. There in front of the whole restaurant, his other 
arm circled her, pulled her close and they kissed. It wasn’t 
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until the hooting and clapping got loud that they realized 
what a show it was. They both blushed, which made for 
more applause and a free round of beer. And then another 
one. Michael got called to the foosball table again, to 
defend or win. This time they won, and then had to take on 
the runner up. Amy watched, cheered, and jumped up and 
down with the excitement of the game. With each game 
came another kiss and embrace and another round of 
drinks. 

By midnight, the foosball table was empty, the 
glasses were empty and Amy needed to eat something to 
soak up some of the beer. 

“I think the kitchen is closed, but I’ll check.” 
Michael was still going strong, between the congratulations 
for winning and from being with her. He was feeling bold 
and protective. To Amy, that felt very, very good. While he 
was away, Amy put her head down on her arms on the 
table. It felt very smooth and cool. She moved her arm and 
laid her cheek on the table. That felt even better. Michael 
came back with some nachos. 

“It was all they had.” He looked a little worried as 
she lifted her head. “Are you O.K.?”  

He’s so sweet Amy thought. And I am so drunk. 
What was I thinking, trying to keep up with him? The 
nachos look nasty. 

“I’m fine. Oh nachos!” 

“Yeah, not the best, but it was that or fiery cheese 
doodles. This looked better.” 

“You’re so sweet! Thanks.” She picked up a chip 
and scooped a glob of the cheese into her mouth. It 
immediately blistered her mouth. The beer on their table 
was stale and almost warm but a mouthful of it eased the 
pain. 



Small Town Romance 

108 

 

“I’m sorry! Want some water?” Michael was up and 
back with it before she could speak. He took one look at 
her and said, “You need to go home.” She couldn’t even 
form the word yes. So she nodded her head. Which was the 
wrong thing to do, her head told her. A wave of nausea hit. 

She made it to his truck—he had picked her up and 
they met Nikki and Chris at the movie. The fresh cool air 
on the walk out felt very good, and it revived her a little.  

“I think I’m O.K. now.” 

“You sure?” He didn’t want to second guess her, 
but he’d seen plenty of drunks and she was looking very 
much like one, even down to the reaction to fresh air.  

“Yeah, I’m good,” as he helped her climb in on the 
passenger side. He locked her door and gently shut it. By 
the time he got in, Amy’s head was slowly nodding. 
Michael smiled. 

“Sleepy?” 

Amy responded by scooting to the middle of the 
seat and leaning up against his shoulder. “Mmm”.  

He started the truck and pulled out of the parking 
lot. It was a little bumpy and Amy’s head began to slip 
down. He shifted his arm from beside her to around her. 
She smiled and snuggled closer. This was gonna be a good 
ride, Michael thought.  

About half way home Amy’s smile turned to a 
frown and then without warning, she began to vomit. It shot 
all over her and all over the dashboard and the floor of the 
truck. She looked toward Michael to apologize and another 
heave covered his chest and lap. He pulled over and slid the 
windows down. The smell was almost overpowering. Amy 
shook her head and tried to apologize. Michael tried to 
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smile while trying not to think about how he was going to 
clean inside the a/c vent that had taken a direct hit.  

“You gonna be O.K.?” She started to speak but he 
put his hand up. “Just nod your head. A little.” 

Amy began to shake all over. The night air that 
made the odor bearable was too cold now. She felt filthy, 
guilty, and just wanted to get clean and lay down. She 
nodded her head up and down, and immediately vomited 
the last of her stomach contents. She looked away as she 
did, and sprayed the rest of the cab. 

“It’s O.K.” His deep voice was sincere and Amy 
tried to relax, but her body kept shaking. “I’m worried 
about leaving you alone like this though. Should I call 
Nikki?” 

Amy nodded again and Michael flinched and put up 
a hand to guard his face. They both laughed a little. “I’ll 
call. She gave me her number earlier,” Michael said.  

“No answer. But I guess that’s no surprise.” 

By now Amy didn’t dare open her mouth. She was 
pretty sure her stomach was empty and she was very sure 
she didn’t want to be home alone. But she didn’t dare try to 
talk. Michael seemed to understand. She had moved away 
from him on the last heave and he motioned her to move 
back closer to him. She did and found a clean spot on his 
shoulder to prop her head. 

“I’ll try again in a little while. Relax now?” She 
very gently, hesitantly shook her head yes. She felt him 
chuckle and she smiled.  

Michael sat there. Truck idling, windows down, full 
of vomit and the smell of it. The woman next to him was 
covered with vomit. He was covered with vomit. And they 
were cuddling, together, in a parking space on Main Street 
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at one in the morning. It was cold in the cab without the 
heat on, but he didn’t dare shut the windows or turn on the 
blower. So they sat and cuddled. He couldn’t see Amy’s 
face, but her breathing became regular and she seemed to 
be asleep. He thought of Nikki again and managed to hit 
redial: it went straight to voicemail.  

Well Hell! I bet the two of them are sweating in 
bed! What am I supposed to do with a puke-covered, 
passed out...? He wasn’t really angry, but he realized he 
was going to have to decide what to do with Amy all by 
himself. Leaving her alone in her apartment was a bad idea. 
He didn’t have a key to get in anyway, and didn’t want to 
go through her purse while she was passed out. Nikki was 
the only person he could leave her with and that wasn’t 
going to work. The only place left to take her, was his 
apartment. 
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Chapter 19 

She wasn’t heavy but she was limp and it was two 
long flights of steep stairs. He had to grab the railing once 
as she unexpectedly shifted in his arms. She slept most of 
the way up. He had to prop her up and pin her against the 
wall to get his door unlocked. Limp as she was, that 
required a full body press. In spite of the smell his body 
responded to the contact. Her soft moan didn’t help. 

Door open, he was tempted to throw her over his 
shoulder to take her in. Then he remembered the vomit. He 
pinned her shoulders to the wall, stepped back and tried to 
talk to her. 

“Amy! Wake up!” 

“Mmm?” 

“Hey!” He wanted to shake her. “Hey! You mind 
spending the night at my place? I don’t want you to be 
alone.” 

She smiled. “Sure.” 

He smiled in spite of himself. “You need a shower 
though.” 

“O.K.”  

He picked her up like a bride, carried her across the 
threshold, kicked his shoes off and continued to the 
bathroom. It was small, barely big enough for a man his 
size. The landlord had even installed a corner sink to free 
up some room but Michael often dried off in the bedroom. 
There was no place to set her down except in the shower 
stall. So he did, one hand placed between her breasts to 
hold her upright.  
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“Amy?” She picked her head up and smiled a little 
smile. “Hey, we’re home.” Wow, that sounds good, he 
thought. “Hey, wake up. It’s time to clean up.” She didn’t 
respond. The same silly grin remained in place. O.K. Well I 
know what will wake her up. With his free hand he began 
to pull up her blouse, a red pullover with a v-neck. That 
woke her up.  

“Wait! What you doin’?”  

“I’m undressing you.” 

“Wh-a-a-t?” Her eyes opened and the smile wilted. 
“Stop!” 

He pushed the hem of her blouse up to her nose.  

“Want to sleep in this?” 

She almost gagged again, and he quickly dropped it. 
Then she began to giggle. 

“Take them off!” she couldn’t stop giggling. “I just 
asked a man to undress me! In the... where am I? In the 
shower?! ” 

He grinned. “Yep.” He took hold of both sides of 
her top and pulled up. It stuck around her head, pressing the 
now-dry vomit onto her face. He ran a finger around the 
neck hole and her head popped through. Off it came. 

She was gorgeous. His jeans began to bulge and he 
realized his own clothes were vomit covered too. 

On her own now, she slid her skirt down and let it 
fall to the floor, exposing her delicate panties. And her 
navel. Oh God! He wanted his own pants off now. He 
wanted his mouth on her. His hands went to her sides and 
he stepped closer. She smiled and put her bare arms around 
him. Then she smelled his wet, vomit-soaked tee shirt and 
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pushed him away, and with sleepy, appealing eyes, she 
looked up at him. 

“Take it off. It stinks.” It took three seconds.  

Their arms circled each other and skin-to-skin they 
embraced and kissed. This was what he had wanted on the 
front porch, what they both wanted—this private, half-
naked embrace. Except for being totally drunk and covered 
with vomit.  

He was trying to figure how to get his pants off 
when Amy started laughing.  

“What?” he asked. 

“The boy scout oath!” 

“What are you...? You’re drunk!” 

“No! Really! Remember? “The boy scout oath: I do 
my duty/I do my best/to help my girlfriend/get undressed!” 

“Hush. I’m going to turn on the water.” 

“Wait!” Amy turned her back. “Undo my bra. It 
takes forever to dry.” 

He fumbled the clasp open and Amy slid it off her 
shoulders. As she turned back around, her nipples brushed 
him and he reached for his belt buckle. Jeans had to go. 
Now. 

Before he got his buckle undone, Amy reached over 
and turned the shower handle. And it was cold water. 

They both jumped but there was no place to go. 
Michael positioned his back to block the cold spray, 
leaning his chest against her warmth, his arms around her 
again. The cold water ran down his back and made him 
shiver. Amy smiled and reached down.  
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“You didn’t take these off” she said, as she ran her 
hand over his bulging jeans.  

“I can do that now.” As he stepped back to undo his 
belt the cold water hit her full in the boobs. She gave a little 
scream and Michael chuckled.  

“Turn on the hot!” 

“Yes ma’am.” He dropped his pants. Wet briefs 
don’t hide much and the cold water hadn’t diminished his 
desire for her or his reaction. She looked down and smiled 
approvingly.  

“I meant the water,” she said smiling and reaching 
out a hand, “but maybe this will do.  

Michael adjusted the water temp and turned back to 
Amy. 

“Good.” 

They needed to get clean before doing anything 
else. The shower still smelled a little like vomit and it 
wouldn’t taste very good no matter whose skin it was on. 
He grabbed the soap and began to slide it over her 
shoulders. She guided his hand at first, unsure, but she 
quickly relaxed. He removed her panties. She let him. His 
hands were gentle and firm and intuitive. When he finished, 
he handed her the soap and surrendered to her washing, 
trembling when she pulled his briefs down and washed 
below his navel.  

Making out in the shower with only your soaking 
wet underwear bottoms on isn’t exactly sex. Taking your 
partners soaking wet underwear bottoms off and washing 
underneath isn’t exactly sex either. But his lips, his raspy 
whiskers on the tender skin of her neck and breasts, him 
working his way down as far as the shower stall would 
allow—that felt like sex. The feel of her silky skin on the 
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curves of her sides and back, the contrast of his rough hairy 
chest against her creamy smooth breasts and nipples felt 
like sex. The rising excitement they both felt in each other 
as well as in themselves—it was sex. And it was too good 
to keep in the shower. 

They were both clean now, both very aroused and it 
was time for bed. He stepped out of the shower first, 
shutting off the water and getting a clean towel for her. He 
wrapped it around her and smoothed her body dry where it 
touched. She wrapped herself in it and shivered a little. It 
was too crowded in the bathroom for both of them to dry 
off. 

“The bedroom is just around the corner. Dry off 
there and warm up under the covers?” 

“O.K.” She put a hand on his wet, hairy chest. 
“What about you?”  

“Let me clean up in here a minute. I won’t be long.” 

She smiled and turned to leave. She turned back. 
“My mouth! Do you have an extra toothbrush? 

He found her a new one which she carefully placed 
next to his when she finished. With her in the bedroom, 
Michael began mopping up the water that had splashed out 
of the shower onto the floor. The bathroom floor was not 
waterproof and more than once it had leaked into the 
apartment below. The landlord had already given him his 
last warning. He used the last of the clean towels on the 
floor and dried himself off with his towel from yesterday. It 
didn’t take long, but when he walked in the bedroom, his 
towel strategically wrapped around his waist, he found 
Amy snuggled under the covers, softly snoring. The clock 
read ten minutes after three. 

He sighed. Dammit! He dropped the towel and slid 
in next to her. He put one arm around her but she didn’t 
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stir. He ran one hand down her arm and across her belly 
down to the soft hair between her legs. He got aroused. 
Amy rolled away. He kissed her neck. She shifted her head 
away from him. Dammit!  

She was out for the night. The beer, the vomit, and 
the late hour were all against him. She wasn’t going to 
sober up any time soon and he didn’t trust himself to sleep 
next to her like this. 

The couch was comfortable. He’d spent nights there 
before—just not while a gorgeous woman who wanted him 
was lying naked in his bed! This had to be the ultimate bad-
date-night story! But she’d be there in the morning and—he 
grinned—she didn’t have any clean clothes to sneak out in. 

From a drawer, he pulled out clean briefs and a tee 
shirt for himself. He hesitated and then threw an extra tee 
shirt on the bed: she might want it in the morning. Then he 
went out to the couch, pulled a comforter over himself and 
fell asleep. 
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Chapter 20 

It was going on nine o’clock when Amy finally 
woke up. She sat up with a start. The room was completely 
unfamiliar. Neat, but not stylish. Landlord white walls, 
neutral carpet, no artwork: obviously a man’s room. The 
sun was flooding in through a curtained window and a huge 
white tee shirt left lying on the end of the bed bounced the 
sunlight onto the ceiling. For a second she worried the man 
in black got her... But then the memories of last night came 
back to her: the movie, the dinner and the ... oh my God! 
The shower! With him. Naked.  

Amy eased herself out of bed, head stuffy, a little 
wobbly, but otherwise she felt fine. The tee shirt was long 
enough to cover what she wanted covered. The bedroom 
door was unlocked and she peeked through it into a short 
hallway. She vaguely remembered a bathroom to the right. 
It was empty so she took a towel and made a skirt. She 
didn’t hear anyone moving in the apartment and decided to 
explore a little. The hallway opened into the living room. 
She peeked round the corner.  

Oh. My. God. 

Michael lay on his back on the couch, the comforter 
on the floor beside him. His tee shirt had ridden up to 
expose his abs, his briefs full of an early morning erection 
they could barely contain. One powerful leg was bent, 
leaned up against the back of the couch, the other stretched 
to the very end of it. His tan lines showed and his hair was 
damp with the sweat of sleep. His arms, huge and bare—
one over his head, one beside him—amplified his manly 
appeal to the point of threatening Amy’s will to resist. Here 
she stood, close to naked, ogling Michael while he 
innocently slept. Every part of her wanted him.  

He stirred, turning his face toward her. 
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Amy bolted.  

It was only a few steps from end of the hall, past the 
front door to the very small kitchen. The handle of a cast 
iron fry pan caught on her towel skirt. She grabbed the fry 
pan but in the process sent the sauce pan and lid next to it 
clattering to the floor, splashing left-over spinach and 
cooking water across the kitchen. Oh no!! Oh my God!  

She frantically looked for a towel to clean up the 
mess. She heard a noise and turned. There he stood. 
Confused. Sleepy. About eighteen inches away. He was 
very, very near. Very nearly naked. And he smelled 
wonderful. 

“Uhm... good morning,” he mumbled. He moved a 
hand to cover his crotch. Her eyes followed.  

“Oh. Uh...hi!”  

The silence that followed was both awkward and 
unmistakable in its meaning.  

Oh my God. He is... 

Oh my God. She... 

After an eternity of silence, Michael noticed the 
water on the floor.  

“I have to clean that up. The floors leak...” 

“Oh! Yes, I was looking for a towel...” 

He was fully awake now and looked her straight in 
the eye and held her gaze. He put one hand on the towel 
around her waist.  

“This is the closest one.” He smiled and with one 
hand he gently tugged it off of her and tossed it on the 
water. The towel turned green as it soaked up the liquid. 
Amy turned red. Michael’s smile widened and his hands 
move to her waist, under the tee shirt and pulled her close 
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to him. She didn’t resist. Their lips met, their arms 
entwined, their bodies touched and for one eternal moment 
the world vanished. 

He slid a hand under her shirt and around to the 
bare skin in the small of her back. His other hand slid the 
other direction, down onto her naked rump. He held her 
against himself.  

 

She could feel him throbbing and she wanted to feel 
him inside her now. Him in her. 

 Her own arms pulled him as close to her as she 
could. Nothing else mattered. His day old whiskers burned 
her face, but it didn’t matter. He was everything. He shifted 
his weight to pull her even closer. Her lips were sweeter 
than he could explain. Something about her—he wanted to 
devour her, penetrate her, caress her, taste and touch her 
without stopping. It was an insatiable hunger. 

He picked her up and carried her to his bed. As 
Michael pulled the shirt over Amy's head, he momentarily 
admired this beautiful woman lying there. Hungry. 
Waiting. Wanting him. He slipped off his clothes, and 
straddled her while his hands slid up her body until he 
gently held her face. 

Michael's lips touched hers with an eagerness she 
had never met before. Her hands raced through his hair and 
down his back to pull him closer. She allowed a small gasp 
as his mouth found her ear, slightly running his teeth over 
her ear lobe, feeling his breath on her, as he gently kissed 
and teased her neck. A chilling pleasure ran down her body, 
bringing an arousal to her nipples, as Michael gently tugged 
them. He quickly replaced his fingers with his mouth, 
taking care to suckle each one. Flicking them with his 
tongue. Nibbling them with his teeth.  
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      Amy writhed in pleasure as she wrapped her 
legs around this strong, hard, and handsome man atop her. 
His hands were on her breasts; his erection was rubbing 
against her. Then Michael surprised her as he slipped down 
further between her legs. She moaned loudly as his tongue 
found what he wanted. Exploring every space he could, 
savoring her, drinking her in. Amy held tightly to his head 
as he pushed her over the edge, her hips rising to meet his 
mouth. She screamed out in pleasure as the tremors rippled 
from her core.  

Amy didn't so much as catch her breath when 
Michael entered her. Her body pinned beneath him, legs 
around his back, and hands pressed tightly to his shoulders. 
He continued to kiss and suckle her sweet mouth and her 
delicate neck. Amy didn't know it could be this good. They 
each moaned a little louder as he steadily rocked in to her. 
She could feel him growing inside of her, and the intensity 
grew while their hearts beat harder. Oh, it felt too good! 
She didn't want this feeling to end. 

Michael's hands slid down to her waist, where he 
held her tight. Driving into her harder each time. Amy was 
so vocal in displaying her pleasure that he didn’t know how 
much longer he would last. It was driving him crazy. This 
amazing woman was about to send him over the edge. He 
could feel t rising within him, and then, with one last thrust 
Michael spilled himself into her. Again and again and once 
more, then gently lowering himself into her waiting arms. 
Their eyes met. Their lips touched. Michael carefully rolled 
to the side, bringing Amy with him, still inside of her. He 
held her close as they caught their breath and surrendered 
to the aftershocks of pleasure still soaring through them 
both. 

* * * 
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They showered and afterward Michael began to dry 
Amy one limb at a time. It was the last clean towel and they 
shared it, patting and rubbing each other dry. That came 
close to setting off another round in the bedroom, but at a 
critical moment, Michael’s stomach growled so loud they 
both began to laugh. 

“Maybe it’s time for breakfast.” 

“Or, brunch?” Amy said, looking at the clock.  

“Brunch it is. Omelets and...what else?” 

“Coffee? Uhm... I don’t need anything else.” She 
smiled. 

“Done.” 

The hardest part of cooking was staying focused. 
The kitchen was small and body contact was inescapable. 
With both of them dressed in gym shorts and tees, the pull 
to kiss, embrace, or just start for the bed again was strong. 
They were no longer strangers circling, looking for the 
danger spots in the other. They were acquaintances who 
had tasted each other and were hungry for a stronger, 
deeper, longer taste. 

They ate mostly in silence, smiling and laughing at 
nothing, holding hands. After the meal they did the dishes 
together. Amy washed, Michael dried. The soapy water, the 
closeness to each other, hands, shoulders, hips, even toes 
touching—everything was arousing. The last dish was not 
quite dry when Amy began to explore the man of her 
dreams again. Standing up, he was different than lying 
beside or above her. Her hands could go places now they 
couldn’t before. Michael finished the last dish and stood 
patiently as she admired him with her hands and lips. He 
was fully aroused long before she was done. She giggled 
when she made him moan with her mouth. He couldn’t 
help it, but when she let up, the kitchen officially became a 



Small Town Romance 

122 

 

place to make more than a meal. He lifted her off the floor, 
held her against the wall, and lowered her onto himself, 
with her guidance. She was light, he was strong and the 
kisses that accompanied the love-making were even 
stronger. He carried her to the couch and playfully tossed 
her onto the couch. Now her head lay where his had the 
night before.  

Michael settled himself above Amy and resumed 
the kissing and teasing that he knew would drive her wild. 
Amy’s body again ached for him. She felt the hunger 
between her legs. He responded to every moan and arching 
of her body with more teasing. They stood up long enough 
to strip off what little clothing they wore.  

As his last piece of clothing hit the floor, Amy 
pushed Michael. He fell onto the couch and lay there 
almost in disbelief as this naked, aroused beauty of a 
woman stood before him. She was more aggressive than he 
had expected, but he liked it. Amy placed herself between 
his strong legs and began her own exploration. Her hands 
slowly felt their way up the muscles of each leg, until she 
found what she was looking for. With hands and mouth, 
Amy tasted Michael, letting her lips and mouth—and his 
moans—guide her. His hands passionately gripped her hair 
as she pleased him. 

“Oh God!” Michael gasped, taking every ounce of 
energy to control his body’s wishes. 

Amy looked up at this gorgeous man and smiled. 
Eventually she released her grip and continued her journey 
up his body, kissing him, feeling every twitch and ripple in 
his tight body. She let her plump, bare breasts slid along his 
belly and chest as she crawled up to kiss his waiting lips. 
Her mouth found his, and he wrapped his strong arms 
around her, taking control of her for the moment. She 
wrapped her arms around his neck and they kissed, long 
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and slow and deep. Michael was all the more aroused and 
slipped one hand down to guide his throbbing self inside of 
her. Amy moaned in pleasure as he entered and she 
wiggled in pleasure as she lay on top of him, neither of 
them moving more. Then sitting up, she straddled him, and 
leaned back to allow him access to her aching breasts. He 
held them, gently squeezing, kneading, as Amy moved 
herself up and down on him. He groaned and swore. Her 
rhythm quickened. He tried and failed to rise up to kiss her. 
She smiled and pushed him back down. She knew he could 
not take much more when Michael gasped her name, “Oh, 
Amy!” 

That was all the encouragement needed for her body 
to reach its peak, and she began to shudder, and felt 
Michael exploding inside of her at the same time. The 
rhythm paused in bliss, then resumed, slowed, and soon she 
collapsed right where she was, burying her face in his neck. 
This was indeed the man of her fantasies, of her wildest 
dreams. 

* * * 

Again they showered, intimately touching, 
caressing, exploring, and washing. Then without warning, 
Amy cried out, “My cat!” 

Michael almost dropped the soap.  

“What?!” 

“My cat! He always comes in when I shower! I 
haven’t fed him... three meals now! Oh Michael he’s going 
to hate me!” 

He chuckled, “So... you’re saying you need to get 
home pretty soon?” 

* * * 
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As they walked out of the building into the 
afternoon sunshine, a yellow Camaro rolled by, all chrome 
and striping. It screeched to a halt and backed up. The 
window rolled smoothly down. It was Chris. 

“Hey... you… two?” The greeting ended in a 
question and a huge grin. 

“I thought you were working today.” Michael kept a 
serious face. 

“I did. Shifts over. Or... didn’t notice the time?”  

“We’re walking to Amy’s to feed her cat.” Michael 
paused just a moment and then added, “See you later.” It 
was a statement. 

“O.K.buddyseeyalater.” He ran the words together 
in acknowledgment of Michael’s dismissal. The Camaro 
pulled away with a screech of tires and a wave out the 
driver’s window. 

They looked at each other and smiled. He leaned 
over and kissed her gently on the cheek.  

Amy smiled as she caressed his cheek and ear.  

“How long til Nikki knows?” She said aloud what 
they were both thinking.  

“Who cares?” He took her face in his two hands and 
kissed her on the mouth, his tongue pushing gently between 
her lips.  

She pushed against him gently. 

“The cat,” she said as they came up for air. 

“Oh. Yeah.” He grinned. “Let’s go!”  
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Chapter 21 

As they walked up the stairs to her apartment, Amy 
realized it was the first time she had invited a man up here. 
She smiled. As they walked in, his hand went to her hip. 
She leaned back against his muscular, hard body. There in 
the mirror by the front door, two very happy people looked 
back at them. His arms encircled her. 

“Good looking couple.” 

He smiled. “Yes,” and turned her around. He kissed 
her ear lobes and neck, and down her front as far as he 
could. She had dressed herself in whatever clothes of his 
she thought fit best. The shirt she picked allowed him to 
kiss all the way down to her bra. His jeans began to bulge 
and his caresses and kisses were getting more intense. Amy 
again felt the urge to have him inside her, to be consumed 
by him and with him. Their bodies begin to sway, first from 
side to side, and then a rubbing motion as he held her close 
against himself. He wanted her again, here in her place. 
Wanted to own her. Reluctantly, she pushed him away, 
trying to talk through the kiss.  

“Cat!” 

“Oh. Yeah.” He smiled, but his hands lingered, 
holding her. 

“But…he should be here, complaining.” 

From Michael’s embrace, Amy called the cat, but 
no answer, no appearing. She took Michael’s hand and 
looked up into his face, his ruggedness softened with her 
concern.  

“Will you help me find him? He’s been acting 
weird last couple of days.” 

“Sure.” 
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Once again the cat was hiding in the bedroom 
closet. Once again he would not come out. He cowered in 
Amy’s arms when Michael approached but didn’t run.  

“He’s never done this. He never hides in the closet 
or cowers when I have company. Not until lately.” Amy 
hadn’t told Michael about her suspected break-in.  

“Maybe jealous? Or just angry you are away more 
now?” He recalled how his mother’s cat began to act 
strange when she got a part time job and spent less time 
home. 

“I don’t think so, Michael. I don’t know... 
something is wrong.” 

She put the cat down, it ran under the bed, and they 
headed for the kitchen. The sound of the lid on the cat food 
brought the cat out of hiding. He raced into the kitchen, 
sliding around the corner. Michael smiled.  

“Reminds me of my mother’s cat. Make food noises 
and it comes running.” 

Amy didn’t answer, and Michael looked up from 
the cat to see her staring at the table. 

“What’s up?” 

“I didn’t put that there.” Amy pointed at a vase on 
her kitchen table. A single rose leaned to one side in it.  

“Looks nice,” Michael said. “Where do you want 
it?” he said, picking it up. 

“No...I... I didn’t do that. I didn’t pick it. And the 
vase is my grandmothers. It’s an antique and I don’t use it. 
Ever.” 

“Oh.” He set it back down. “What... uhm... I don’t 
know...? You didn’t put it here, as in, what?” 
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“I don’t know!” She was whining and she knew it 
and hated it. “Somebody put it there. Not me. This is crazy! 
Who has been in here?” 

Michael was silent. Amy began looking around, 
distracted.  

“Want me to look around?” Michael asked. 

“Yes! Take me with you!” 

The apartment wasn’t big and it didn’t take long to 
check any place that could be checked for a grown man to 
hide, even under the bed. Michael was thorough but there 
was nothing else amiss, as far as Amy could see. They 
ended up in the living room talking about the painting, still 
on its side against the wall. 

“I could use some of that peacefulness right now,” 
Amy said.  

Michael put his arms around her. “This help?” 

She leaned against him. The warmth, his calm 
strength, the rumble of his voice from within his broad, 
muscular chest calmed her. “Yes... but it doesn’t explain 
what happened.” She paused. She looked up into his eyes. 
“Dammit! Michael... I hate this! I know I sound crazy, but 
I’m not imagining this. This is the second time somebody 
has been in here but I can’t prove it!” She shivered as she 
told him about the bookmark.  

“And I know it sounds stupid and trivial, but it’s 
true! And it freaks me out!” 

“O.K. I don’t have any reason to not believe you,” 
Michael said, “But it does sound pretty thin for evidence.” 

His cell phone went off and he let go of her to 
answer it. Amy moved to the window seat. She pushed her 
book out of the way and sat down. The book fell off the 
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seat. Amy leaned down to pick it up and looked for the 
envelope bookmark.  

It was gone. 

Michael came over. “I have to go.” 

“Why? What?” 

“My mother’s toilet is overflowing. I need to go.” 

“What?!” 

“I have to go. Mom needs me.” He paused, seeing 
the look of disbelief on her face. “She gets overwhelmed 
pretty easily. She lives in a trailer and the floors can’t take 
the water.”  

Amy turned away and looked out the window. 
Quietly she asked, “Do you have to go right now?” 

Michael looked at her a moment, almost as if he 
couldn’t believe she said that. Very coolly he said, “I’m all 
she’s got.” 

And he turned and left. 

* * * 

Yes answer the phone, pig. Get your filthy hands off 
her! Amy, babe, do NOT let him disrespect you like that! 
Dammit, there are days I wish I couldn’t see the things he 
does to you. Makes my blood boil and I can’t think straight! 
I have GOT to get you out of there. ASAP. 

* * * 

The door clicked behind Michael. The closing door 
echoed in Amy’s mind, filled her with a tumult of emotion 
that pushed tears out of her eyes that ran freely down her 
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cheeks. Her throat caught, she choked on nothing, and 
began to cough. 

Just...walk out. Your mother? Really? Her toilet? 
Really? But the pain of his leaving her now mixed with 
another pain: the pain of realizing his mother actually had 
someone who would walk out on someone else to take care 
of her. Amy had no one. Mom was gone. Dad was gone–
that hurt to admit! She had no siblings, and the few cousins 
she had were sixty miles away. Now Michael just walked 
out –to fix his mother’s toilet! She wanted him in her arms, 
in her body. She wanted him to hold her close. 

The cat walked in and meowed. When Amy didn’t 
respond he meowed again.  

“Oh shut up! You don’t count!” 

The cat laid his ears back, flicked his tail and left. 

 

Moments later a soft noise in the kitchen jolted 
Amy. It was almost too quiet to hear. Her hair stood up on 
end and she shivered. Oh my God! 

She had her hand on the front door knob before she 
knew she’d moved. She listened for more noise but there 
was none. Minutes passed. She didn’t dare relax. Slowly 
she swung the front door open and propped it so it wouldn’t 
swing shut—a fast escape. Then, as quietly as she could, 
she moved to the kitchen doorway. 
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Chapter 22 

Amy peeked around the corner and screamed. 

The cat sat on the table, licking his paw. Next to 
him, lying on its side was Grandmother’s vase, the water 
dripping onto the floor, the rose still in it. 

“You damn cat!” Amy was furious. “You scared me 
to death, and you could have broken Grandma’s vase!”  

The cat laid his ears back, jumped down to the floor 
and scrambled for the bedroom. Amy threw the rose away 
and put the vase back in the pantry. Now she really wanted 
someone around. The mere possibility of someone leaving 
a flower in her house made her shiver again. This is awful. 
And creepy! I don’t want to be here alone. And I’m not 
even going to think about the missing bookmark! 

She went to her bedroom, locked the door, flopped 
down on the bed and dialed Nikki. She wasn’t sure if she 
was scared or angry or just ready to cry. But she was 
hoping she could at least take wine and cheese over and 
talk about this crap. She wanted to talk about Michael too. 
The events of last night made her smile. A lot. It made her 
feel almost good enough to stay home. Nikki didn’t answer 
her phone. A text came back ten minutes later: “with 
Chris.” 

Well damn. Just when you need a friend she’s got 
some guy banging her instead!  

Amy sighed and looked around her room: it needed 
attention. The dishes were caught up but there was laundry, 
vacuuming, and never mind dusting. The painting was still 
just sitting there. Her mind drifted back to yesterday, last 
night, and this morning. Then again this morning. And then 
here. In the space of 24 hours, Michael had become... 
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what? The center of her life? The man of her dreams? All 
that and then his mother’s toilet-fixer.  

Amy sighed again. She absolutely had to do 
laundry. She was out of panties and her favorite outfits 
were all in the wash. She rolled off the bed, started the 
laundry, made a cup of tea and went to the window seat. 
Dusting could wait. Life! At least a novel has a predictably 
happy ending! 

* * * 

Good girl. Calm down. Stay safe. I’ll be there soon. 
Like the flower? Bet you were surprised. Cop never did 
that for you, did he? Don’t worry babe! It won’t be long. 
Have to find us another place to live though. Somebody is 
finally buying this one and the workmen keep coming. But 
don’t worry! We can get one farther out in the woods, 
maybe near that river in the painting. We both can be 
happy. And we’ll be safe, with nobody selling you, nobody 
worrying you. We can settle down. 

* * * 

Sunday didn’t mean a lot to Amy. Mom had always 
gotten them to church, but with her gone the reason for 
making the effort seemed to die. Neither Amy nor her 
father had continued with any regularity. Last night, Amy 
had settled into a good read til late and this Sunday 
morning she slept in. Not a church day, she decided. 
Instead, she opted for the ‘coffee shop and Sunday Paper’ 
routine at her favorite coffee shop, The Café, on Main 
Street. It was small, local and familiar. And it was public, 
which meant safe, she hoped. 

The Café was almost full and Amy shared a table 
with friendly stranger. They didn’t talk much beyond the 
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weather and how good the coffee was today. The Syracuse 
paper was not very interesting and even the New York 
Times didn’t hold her attention. She was restless. The truth 
was, she wanted Michael but he hadn’t called or texted 
since yesterday when he left. She began to tear up with that 
thought. No! I’m not going there. He... he’s busy. 
Yesterday, that was not just a one-nighter. It can’t be. I 
refuse to believe that! 

By eleven o’clock, Amy was done with the paper, 
the coffee, and the lack of company in a crowd and decided 
to head home. It was beautiful weather and the walk made 
her feel better. She even broke a little bit of a sweat, which 
made the climb up the stairs to her door seem somehow 
easier. Then life fell apart. 

In the kitchen, on the counter was a message. 
Someone had sprinkled salt deep enough to write a 
message in. 

 

I WILL SAVE YOU SOON 

 

She panicked.  

“Nikki get over here! Oh my God! Nikki! NOW!” 

“Whoa! What’s up! What!? Amy, you alright!?” 

“No I’m not! I TOLD you someone is stalking me! 
He’s been in my apartment! Oh, God!! Just come over!” 

“O.K.... O.K... Let me think. Did you check the 
apartment? Is he still there?” 

“Don’t even say that!” 
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“Well, then stay on the phone with me until I get 
there. Just ... just keep talking! Don’t touch anything! And 
call the cops! Call Michael!” 

“I can’t stay on the phone with you and still call 
anybody!” 

“Well... call them then call me right back!” 

Amy called Michael. He sounded concerned. 

“This is serious stuff, Amy. Call 911, have the 
police come out. I’m not home right now, but I’ll be there 
as soon as I can. It will be probably forty five minutes at 
least though.” He paused, then, “You’re O.K.?” 

“Yes. I mean, I’m...I don’t know! I never had this 
happen before! I don’t know what to do!” 

“Well, call 911. That’s what they’re there for. I’ll be 
there as soon as I can.”  

“O.K.” She hesitated to say it, but she added. 
“Hurry?” 

“I will.” 

She called Nikki back. 

“I’m here. I’m pretty sure I’m alone.” She hesitated. 
“Wait! Where’s my cat?” 

“He’s probably hiding. Just stay on the line. I’m 
about half dressed and need to sit on the toilet. Sorry but I 
can’t wait!” 

“Oh my God, Nikki!” 

“Never mind! Just... look around, see if anything is 
missing. It might just be a burglar trying to throw you off 
the track. Is your jewelry box still there? And look for the 
cat!” 
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Amy began to look around. As far as she could tell, 
nothing valuable had been taken. But whoever it was had 
looked in her underwear drawer. She was pretty sure some 
of her bathroom stuff had been moved but that was harder 
to tell. 

Someone knocked on her door. Amy caught her 
breath and almost dropped the phone.  

“What!” Nikki said. “I heard that! What was it?!” 

“Someone knocked on my apartment door!” 

It was Michael.  

“Did you call? I expected they would be here by 
now...” 

Amy blushed. “I... I got talking to Nikki...” 

“Call them right now. This is serious.” He didn’t 
sound happy. Or even sympathetic. And he wouldn’t look 
her in the eyes. “And your front door downstairs was not 
latched, and I came in without having to buzz.” 

“Michael, I’m sorry! I was scared...Wait. It was?” 

“Hang up and call them now!” He didn’t shout but 
he might as well have. 

“Nikki, Michael is here. I’ll be O.K… Just ... Get 
here as soon as you can.” And she hung up. She looked at 
Michael. “911?” 

“Yes. You shouldn’t have waited. It makes it look 
bad. Like it wasn’t serious or it’s some kind of fake.” 

Amy called. The police responded in ten minutes, 
enough time for Michael to look things over.  

“I don’t see where the door was forced. You sure it 
was locked?” 
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“Yes! I always lock it and rattle it. Pop—my 
father—taught me to do that every time. It’s a habit.” 

“They will ask you about that when they get here.” 
Just as he said that, the bell rang at the front door. Amy 
glanced out front. A police car was parked across the street. 
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Chapter 23 

Two officers were standing outside the door when 
Amy opened it: a young, athletic guy and an older officer 
who took the lead.  

“Hey, Mike. What are you doing here?” the younger 
one greeted him as they walked into the apartment.  

“Just helping out a friend.” He turned to Amy. “I 
need to go. These officers will take care of you. They know 
what they’re doing.” 

“But... can’t you stay?” Amy pleaded. She stood 
close to him and put a hand on his chest. 

“I have things I have to get done today.” He didn’t 
want to talk about the real estate lady, all the paperwork it 
was causing, and the appointment he had in a half hour. He 
wasn’t even sure the loan would be approved and he was 
on edge himself. 

“Ma’am?” The older officer was being polite.  

“I’ll talk to you later.” Michael said, and walked 
out. Not even a kiss goodbye. 

Nikki showed up five minutes later and coached 
Amy through the statement. The officers began their 
investigation and in half an hour had all the evidence there 
seemed to be.  

“This is a tough one, ma’am,” the older officer said. 
“No finger prints, no sign of forced entry. You say nothing 
is missing as far as you can tell?” 

“No. Just the stuff that was...disturbed. And that 
note. But...” 

“That’s fine. Just making sure. Have you spoken to 
your neighbors, see if they heard anything?” 



Abby Cortez and Gordon DeLand 

137 

 

“I haven’t” 

The older officer nodded to the younger and he left, 
to check that out. There were a few more questions but it 
was evident that there was nothing they could do to solve 
the mystery. The younger officer returned soon. 

“No one home during that time.” 

“Well, ladies,” the older officer looked at Amy and 
Nikki, “we’ve done all we can here, for now.” He 
explained what the follow-up would be and the officers left 
Amy and Nikki in the living room. The younger officer 
went out the door last, pulling it shut. It didn’t latch and 
Amy and Nikki heard their conversation as they went down 
the stairs to the front door. 

“What was Edwards doing here anyway?” asked the 
younger one. “I thought he lived with his mother.” 

“No, he’s got his own place,” the older one 
answered. “I heard he was banging somebody all night the 
other night, though. Maybe it’s her, the way she latched 
onto him it. Hell, I’d bang that!” 

Their voices faded as they shut the outside door and 
went to their cruiser. From the living room Amy and Nikki 
could hear their laughter as they crossed the street.  

“What?! Amy Williams...?!! When did all THAT 
happen?” Nikki was on the attack. 

“I tried to talk to you, but somebody was already 
busy. All I got was a two word text! ‘With Chris’ Maybe I 
should have called anyway? Let it ring a while? Maybe 
interrupt something?” Now Amy was angry. 

“That’s different… I was… busy.” 

“I’m sure you were. And I was freaking out with 
stuff to talk about!” 
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“Why didn’t he stay when the other guys showed 
up?” Nikki wanted to change the subject. 

“I don’t know! You weren’t here either, and he’s 
mad at me because I was on the phone with you instead of 
calling 911.” Amy was almost in tears. “And I don’t want 
to talk about it right now!” 

 Nikki’s phone signaled a text. By the look on her 
face, it was Chris.  

“And if that’s Chris I don’t want to talk about him, 
either!” Amy walked out into the kitchen. The message 
written in salt was still on the counter, staring at her.  

Save me from what? My friends? she thought.  

“Amy, I’m sorry.” Nikki stood in the kitchen door. 
“Hey, I have to go...” 

Amy didn’t turn around. She made herself look 
busy cleaning the counter. “Go. Have a good time with 
Chris.” 

Nikki began to say something, and then didn’t.  

“I’ll call you later,” she finally said. Amy heard the 
front door open and close, and she relaxed. She finished the 
one counter and decided to wipe all the others. Then the 
table. And there on the table–again–was the vase. No 
flower this time. Empty. And not where she had put it, back 
in the pantry.  

“DAMN you, whoever you are!!! Leave my shit 
alone!” Anger overcame any fear she might have felt. She 
had to do something to work off the adrenaline. A walk 
along the river. Yeah. Water and wind in the pines. Just 
plain exercise! She changed tops, got on her sneakers, and 
left out the front door, making sure she locked her 
apartment and the door downstairs. Across the street, 
upstairs, someone smiled.  
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* * * 

That’s right babe, tell her off. Send them away. You 
don’t need them. They are not your friends. I am. I’ll save 
you babe, I’ll take care of you the way you deserve. I’m 
your man, not him. That’s right. And soon, oh so soon! 
You will know it for sure. He stepped away from the 
window and set to work. 

* * * 

The walk Amy had in mind followed a paved path 
that ran along the creek on the west edge of town. Various 
civic groups had improved it with landscaping and it was a 
beautiful place even in the winter. Well, O.K., one lunch 
time last winter Amy and Nikki had walked part of it 
during an exceptionally warm, sunny day. That was enough 
of the winter part, but now in summer, The Creek Walk as 
it was called, was beautiful and almost deserted. There was 
a peacefulness she drew from the sound of the water and 
the various greens of the leaves. She had walked quickly on 
the way there, jogging part of the way, just to work off the 
stress of the day.  

As she neared the creek, she slowed down to listen 
to the water splashing on the rocks. The water level was 
low and the sound reminded her of Pop and the days he had 
taken her fishing. She came to her favorite part of the trail 
and sat down. It was a bench placed in a group of tall 
evergreens. The sighing of the breeze in the trees blended 
with the water noise in a way that spoke peace to her heart 
like nothing else. 

She let her mind wander back to the good times 
with Nikki when they first met. Back to the last bittersweet 
days with Mom and Pop. Back to her childhood with the 
fishing and camping the three of them did as a family. The 
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memories felt so good! And then the contrast to the last 
couple of days, where it seemed like everyone was moving 
away from her, leaving her alone. She stayed there, in her 
memories for a long time. At some point, she realized that 
it felt like someone was watching her. She looked around. 
No one could see her here.  

At that, she realized the foolishness of what she was 
doing! The danger of walking alone to a lonely spot 
knowing someone had been in her apartment, and then 
sitting there in a dream world!? The shrubs rustled behind 
her and the hair on her arms stood up. Was it the breeze? 
Then she heard a man’s voice, low and indistinct, from the 
other side of the nearest evergreen. 
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Chapter 24 

Around the corner of the trail a couple appeared, a 
man holding a woman very close, his arm around her as he 
spoke to her in a low voice. The woman’s laughter sparkled 
in the afternoon sun. Amy relaxed a little. Still, nobody 
could see what happened in this spot. The coffee shop this 
morning had been a ton safer than this.  

Seeing the couple, Amy’s mind jumped back to 
Michael and his scent, his bed and the feel of them 
together. And just him! He was someone who wanted her, 
who cared, who would take care of her. It washed over her, 
the bitter sadness that he already had a woman in his life, a 
woman he was already taking care of—his widowed 
mother. How could there be any room for Amy? How 
could this ever work out? The breeze picked up and the fir 
tree above her began to whisper and sigh as if they were 
talking directly to her. And she didn’t like what it was 
saying.  

The feeling of being watched came back, and Amy 
stood up. The bench was getting hard anyway; it was time 
to go home. From where she was, the path ran north along 
the creek for several blocks before it came to a place where 
she could cut over to the regular sidewalk. As she walked 
north, the feeling that she was being watched– and 
followed—got stronger. She got to the connecting path that 
went out to the side walk, and glanced over her shoulder. 
She didn’t see anyone but the path twisted a little just 
before this and could have hidden someone.  

 She continued walking on the sidewalk. It was 
eleven blocks home and the feeling was still there. After 
two blocks of fast walking, without looking around, Amy 
was almost sure she could hear someone’s footsteps behind 
her. The thought that the man in black was following her 
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here in broad daylight scared her so much she didn’t dare 
turn and look. She kept walking. 

Now another seven blocks to go! She thought she 
remembered someone saying ‘never look if you think they 
are following you’. But the feeling got so strong she 
couldn’t stand it any longer. Six blocks to go and Amy 
glanced over her shoulder. There was someone there! She 
walked faster, but it didn’t seem to put any space between 
her and the sound of the footsteps. Five blocks. She started 
jogging and kept it up until she got a pain in her side and 
had to slow down. She began to walk it off, and as she did, 
glanced behind her again. Whoever had been there was 
gone. Three blocks left. There were more people around 
here and Amy felt safer. She made it to the alley behind her 
house and hesitated. The alley was quicker to get home, but 
the street was probably safer, way more open to view. She 
opted for the fast route. At the parking lot she surveyed the 
vehicles. No strange ones. She walked around front: no one 
parked on the street. She began to relax a little.  

The front door was locked. Amy fumbled with her 
keys and let herself in. It was just getting dark and she was 
glad to be home. It had gotten a little chilly outside and the 
warmth of the indoors felt good. The stairway was dim but 
she knew her way, holding the banister. She unlocked her 
door, went in and kicked her sneakers off. It felt good to be 
safe at home! She switched on the light and called the cat. 
He still wasn’t back to automatically showing up when he 
heard the door. 

“Cat! Where’d you go now? Tiger?!” Amy called as 
she walked to the kitchen. She flipped on the light and 
glanced around. No mess, no messages. She looked on the 
table. No vase. She sighed in relief. 

From the darkness of the pantry a voice spoke.  

“I’m here now. You’re safe.” 
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* * * 

“And here are the house inspection documents. The 
foundation is good, the water is good, and the pipes meet 
the lead abatement requirements. Those are the biggies. 
The roof...” She went on for a while but Michael was only 
half listening. He hated the way yesterday ended with Amy 
and today too. But he had to do what he had to do. This 
whole house buying process was way more than he had 
anticipated. The idea of keeping it a secret from his mother 
and Amy began to look less and less appealing. 

“Mr. Edwards...” The realtor was looking at him. 
He was a hundred miles away in his mind. Well, a couple 
of miles and a day. Those hours with Amy at his place... 
“Mr. Edwards, is there something that didn’t make sense? 
Something I can explain?”  

Inwardly Michael smiled. Probably not! “No. I 
was... just thinking.”  

“So, as I see it...” the realtor continued her 
recommendations and counter-offer based on what they had 
found out about the building and grounds. Michael nodded 
at the right times, but his mind was still on the last couple 
of days. How could any woman be so good for him in bed? 
So much fun in public? What was she like to live with 
though—that was the real question. That long walk in the 
same direction that staying married really was. Married? 
Whoa. Where did that come from? 

“Mr. Edwards?” The realtor was staring at him. He 
had no idea why. “Maybe we should discuss this another 
time, when you aren’t so distracted?” she smiled faintly.  

“I apologize. Yeah, give me day or two to digest all 
this. I need some time.” 
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“O.K. that sounds good. But remember time 
matters. The price won’t likely change but the financing is 
always changing. Right now it looks good but of course 
there’s no guarantee.” 

The financing was already bothering him. That was 
one more thing to over work his mind. But what was 
bothering him right now was the feeling that he needed to 
do something about Amy. Something wasn’t right. Besides 
that, the last time he saw her, he didn’t say goodbye. 
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Chapter 25 

From the darkness of the pantry a voice spoke. 

“I’m here now. You’re safe.” 

Amy froze. The scream in her throat froze. Her 
hands froze. Time stopped.  

In an instant, he was in front of her. A puff of 
something strange-smelling hit her nose and face and the 
world faded to black.  

 

When she woke up, it was so dark she wasn’t sure if 
her eyes were open. She blinked. It made no difference. 
Then she remembered what happened and the scream came 
unfrozen. She screamed and struggled, tried to get away—
run, move, anything! Her hands were tied behind her, 
fastened to something. The wall? Her legs were straight out 
in front of her, ankles tied together. Was she alone? She 
listened, heard nothing. 

 The restraints made her angry: she couldn’t move 
and they hurt. Plus she was angry at herself for not being 
more careful. Angry at Michael for not staying. Angry at 
Nikki for being so wrapped up in Chris. Angry at the whole 
world for leaving her alone! 

And underneath that, she was scared. She didn’t 
know where she was. She didn’t know how she got there. 
She didn’t know who this man in black was. She didn’t 
know what he wanted or what would happen next. How 
would anyone find her? How would they know where to 
look? How long had she even been here, wherever this 
was? Hopelessness rose in a smothering flood. And that 
made her angry all over again. 
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Pop did not raise a quitter! He would never want 
me to give up now! And I’m certainly not giving up to this 
loser! With that, Amy began again to scream, kick her feet 
and generally make all the noise she could. 

From somewhere over her head, footsteps sounded. 
A square of light opened in the darkness above her. Amy 
stopped screaming. She blinked and looked around. The 
room she was in was round, about seven feet high, twelve 
feet across, with worn, wooden plank walls. Cobwebs hung 
where the wall met the ceiling. Ugh. There were no 
windows, no doors, and no features at all. It was empty of 
everything but one chair and a few boxes. Without 
warning, a man dropped through the square of light and 
landed on his feet in a low squat, his arms extended. He 
sprang up and put one finger to his lips in a ‘shush’ sign.  

For the first time, Amy got a good look at the man 
who had followed her for months. He was average height 
with dark hair, a crooked nose and a buzz cut. His pale skin 
was almost luminous in the half-light. His eyes were coal 
black and wild. A scar ran from somewhere near his right 
ear to the corner of his mouth. His dark clothing was clean, 
shirt ironed and jeans creased. Meticulous. He took care of 
himself. 

“Shhh....! Quiet! It’s O.K. babe! It’s O.K.! You’re 
safe now! I’ve got you. You’re safe!” 

“NO, I won’t be quiet! Let me go, you bastard! Let 
me out of here! And don’t call me ‘babe’!” 

“It’s O.K.! I’m your friend. You have no idea the 
danger you were in, babe. They weren’t your friends. They 
were getting ready to...” 

“DON’T call me babe! And my friends are too my 
friends! Who are YOU? You... you... stalker!” Amy didn’t 
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care now what she was supposed to say to be safe. It was 
too late for that.  

“Oh, babe... you have no idea what they were about 
to do to you! They have groomed you, fed you lies! They 
have plans for you... bad, bad plans.” 

“You’re full of shit! Let me go!” She struggled 
against her restraints. 

He was on his knees beside her, just out of reach. 

“I can’t do that!” He was almost begging her. “I 
can’t let you go, not now. I can’t let them do to you what 
they did to her. Not to you. They did it to Barbara, but I’ll 
never let them do it again! Ever!” 

“YOU’RE the one doing things to me that I don’t 
like, not them. And who the hell is Barbara? No, never 
mind I don’t want to know. Undo my hands, now!” 

He got up from beside her. “Oh No!” He backed 
away. “No, you don’t tell me what to do! NO! NO! NO!” 
He grabbed the chair and slammed it into place under the 
hole in the ceiling and in one liquid movement, launched 
himself up out of the room. The opening slammed shut and 
Amy was blind again in the dark. 

“Damn you!” she shouted after him, and then began 
to bawl in the isolation and darkness of her prison. The 
weeks of frustration and anger and uncertainty and fear all 
erupted in her throat and rolled down her cheeks.  

Amy wasn’t sure how long it was before the light 
came back on and the man spoke from above. 

“Amy babe. Don’t cry. Please? Please don’t cry.” 

“Oh shut up!” Amy sobbed. 

“No, really. Don’t cry! I don’t want you to cry. 
Don’t you see I’m the good guy? You and me, we’re the 
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good guys, they’re the bad guys.” He paused, waiting. “We 
can be happy. It’s O.K. They can be sad ‘cause they lost! 
We won.” 

“SHUT UP!” 

Slowly, sorrowfully, he lowered the trap door in the 
ceiling and again the light went out. 

* * * 

As he got into his truck at the realtor’s house, 
Michael realized he left the woman he was in love with for 
his mother. It hadn’t bothered him at the time. In fact, he 
knew it was the right thing to do, and he had no doubt in 
his mind then. But now, it seemed all wrong. And he hadn’t 
even said good bye because he was annoyed with her. The 
whole afternoon felt wrong.  

His phone rang as he walked in his front door. It 
was Chris. Lately a phone call from Chris meant listening 
to whatever the news was about him and Nikki. This call 
was no different. After about five minutes of blow-by-blow 
from last night, he slowed down enough to ask about 
Michael and Amy.  

“So, what did YOU do last night? How was it?” 

“I slept. Pretty sure she did too. Do you want to 
work out today? I need to.” 

“Sure dude. Sounds like you need to! Pretty much 
on edge, eh?”  

“I’ll meet you there. See you in ten?” 
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The work out felt good. Michael asked Chris what 
he thought about the incident with Amy and leaving for his 
mother.  

“You think I messed up? Should I apologize?” 

Chris looked at him, and said, “Hell no. She’s a 
woman, she should understand that.” 

“That’s what I meant. She’s a woman, and I walked 
out of her place to go to another woman’s place.” 

“Dude! It was your mother! It’s not like she’s 
another woman!” 

Michael thought about that, but it didn’t sound 
right. They finished and showered. As they packed their 
gym bags, Chris got a text. 

“Hey, Michael, Nikki wants to know if either of us 
has heard from Amy today.” 

“Nope” 

“Well, she hasn’t heard from her and Amy’s not 
answering her phone. She wants us to stop by her place and 
check on her. Apparently they had words.” 

“Well I’m not on great terms with her either.” 

“What?” 

“That whole thing with my mother and her.” 

“Oh shit. That’s why you asked?” 

“Yeah.” Michael hated to admit it to Chris. On the 
way to Amy’s place, Chris brought up the subject again. 

“So, serious, man. What about Amy?” 

“What about her?” 

“You still haven’t said what you’re going to do with 
her.” 
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“I dunno...” 

“Man, you banged her, right? What’s next?” 

Michael glanced at him sharply. “What do you 
mean?”  

“Look! You’re not talking about her or what you 
two did. It’s not like you don’t care, I can see that. But… 
but you’re just quiet. What’s up?” 

“Remember the night we went out for burgers?” 

“Hell yeah! I had Nikki real close to coming up to 
the apartment, and then she bolted. Tonight we’re bowling. 
And whatever else I can get.” 

“Nice!” But Michael wasn’t listening. “Well ... 
Amy and I ... kinda connected.” 

“That was obvious.” Chris paused. “Wait! You 
what?!” 

“No, you dip! Sex yeah. But... more... different... I 
dunno.” 

“Ah, let me guess. ‘This one is different’, right? Just 
like the last three?” 

“No. Like, really different. We... Hell! I don’t 
know! It was different!”  

“Oh.” Chris was suddenly serious. “Like that?” He 
had seen Michael go for months with just one woman and it 
baffled him how a man could hold a woman’s interest that 
long. Chris seldom got more than three dates with a 
woman. Often only two. 

“Yeah, only...even more so this time.” 

 Chris looked at Michael.  

“Oh shit!” 
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“What!?” 

“Who the hell is gonna spot for me!”  

* * * 

They arrive at Amy’s and pulled into the back 
parking lot to see if her car was there. It was. The front 
door was ajar so they walked up to her apartment. Michael 
knocked. He remembered the last time he walked through 
that door and wondered what his reception would be like 
this time. He knocked again. After the third time, Michael 
got out his cell and dialed Amy’s number.  

“Nikki already did that,” Chris pointed out. 

“I know. But I didn’t.” Still there was no answer. 
“Call Nikki, see if she has a key. If she does, tell her get 
over here with it now.” 
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Chapter 26 

Michael knocked again. Actually, he pounded on 
the door so hard it rattled the picture hanging on the wall. 
Still there was no answer. Michael’s face reflected his 
frustration. 

The door to the neighboring apartment opened. A 
shirtless, scrawny man with tousled hair and a patchy beard 
poked his head out and growled a warning. 

“You do that again and I’m calling the cops!” 

“We are the cops” Chris said, a little too loudly. 
“Did you hear anything suspicious up here over night?”  

“No, we were busy.” The man grinned as a woman, 
Amy’s neighbor pushed the man aside. He stumbled and 
stepped into the hallway. He was wearing briefs and white 
socks. 

“I’m her neighbor,” she announced. “And no, no 
noises last night. But the real police were already there, 
yesterday.” She eyed their workout clothes. 

“We’re real cops, just not on duty. She’s a friend of 
ours,” Michael said. 

Just then Nikki hustled in through the front door 
and started up the stairs with the key. The neighbor 
recognized her and Nikki explained the reason the three of 
them were there. 

“Maybe she just doesn’t want to be bothered...”the 
neighbor began. But she swept her eyes over the two men 
again, and stopped mid-sentence. And smoothed her hair 
and smiled. 

Nikki narrowed her eyes. “Taken. Both”.  
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The girl slumped, sighed and grabbed the man by 
his skinny arm.  

“C’mon, Johnny. Let’s finish.” Johnny grinned and 
slammed the door shut. They hear a squeal.  

The men looked at each other and smirked. 

“Johnny?” Chris says. 

The two men laughed while Nikki fumbled with the 
key. She got the door open and rushed in to the bedroom, 
calling Amy’s name. She came back to them breathless. 

“She’s not here and Tiger hasn’t been fed. Her 
car— is here?” 

“Yes” both men say at the same time. 

They were silent a moment, looking at each other. 

Michael’s face got stony. “The man in black she 
talked about.” 

“NO!” said Nikki. 

“Who?” said Chris.  

“How could he get in?” Nikki asked. 

“Where would he take her?” Michael asked. 

“Who the hell are you talking about!?” Chris 
wanted to know. 

“O.K., time out! Let’s sit down and try to figure out 
what happened,” Nikki said.  

“Yeah, and tell me what the hell you’re talking 
about!” Chris repeated. 
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The three of them huddled around the kitchen table 
while the cat wolfed its food down. They had found another 
message in salt on the counter: 

 

I WIN 

 

“What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Chris 
was finally up to speed but this last message made no sense 
to him. 

“No idea, other than what it says. I didn’t realize 
there was a contest going on,” Michael said bitterly. “We 
know better now.” 

“God! I feel so stupid for not listening to her!” 

Michael was feeling the same guilt, but the man in 
black wasn’t the only option. “We don’t know anything 
yet, if it’s that guy or someone else. That message 
though...” 

Chris brushed their discussion aside. “It doesn’t 
matter why or even who. The question is, where is she and 
what do we do? And who do we call to help? You know the 
force here is not that good on this stuff. They just let 
Wilson go–he was the best detective we had.” 

“If the two who were here yesterday are any 
indication...” Nikki chimed in. 

Michael cut her off. “If we know why he was doing 
this, it might help us know where to look.” 

“The differences are minimal as far as I can see. We 
need to get moving!” Chris said. 

“I want to call one of my father’s Army buddies. 
This guy in black is no amateur: he’s way too slick. He 
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knows how to get in and out without a trace. My guess is 
ex-military, some kind of secret ops.” 

“But we don’t even know if it was HIM!” Nikki 
said. 

“True, but if it is the man in black, we are going to 
have to act now and not wait a day for Amy to call home.” 

“Still seems like...well, hell!” Chris said. “Call them 
and let’s get on with it!” 

The call was brief. Michael’s father’s friends were 
never very talkative, especially about their ops days. The 
buddy suggested that if it was a ‘black ops man’, he and the 
woman were not very far away, for the time being. He 
would hide her some place uninhabited by regular people. 
He also suggested that if they could find her in the next 12 
hours, she would probably still be in that nearby location.  

“After that,” said the ex-soldier, “he will move and 
there’s no telling where.” 

Michael hung up and relayed the information. “On 
top of that, I have to work in the morning. Chris, you’re off 
until tomorrow afternoon?”  

“Yes. I can call in a favor if I need to though.” 

“Guys.” Nikki had left the room while Michael was 
on the phone. She came back now with something in her 
hand. It was Amy’s phone. “Her purse is in the bedroom. 
She’s not... she’s … Oh my God!” Nikki choked. Chris 
moved in to hold her. 

“Well, let’s do some thinking here before we go all 
wild.” Michael paused. “Damn, if I had taken her more 
seriously, or been here with her this wouldn’t have 
happened.” 
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“Shut up! I’m her bestie”, Nikki choked out. “If I 
hadn’t called her panicky...” 

“Both of you shut up! It was her life!” Chris said. 
“Just frickin’ think! Where the hell could she be?” 

“Make a list,” Nikki said, happy to do something. 
She grabbed a pen and a napkin. “Where could a man take 
her that is nearby and not easy to spot?” 

“A fairly wild place where no one could see them” 
Michael said. “Near the river? The railroad tracks?” 

“...or an empty building?” asks Nikki. 

Chris and Michael suddenly looked at each other.  

“What?!”Nikki asked.  

“The house across the street!” they all shouted in 
unison. 
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Chapter 27 

So, here I am, still tied up, in the pitch dark, and I 
have to pee. And that bastard has the audacity to call 
himself my friend? Amy again tried to get out of her bonds. 
They seemed to just get tighter. She rolled over on her side, 
but from there all she could manage was to get her butt up 
in the air and her face in the dirt on the floor, her arms 
pulled painfully to one side. Nice. All I need now is for him 
to drop in and find me in ready position! Dammit! I should 
have gone to the gym! 

 She tried again and succeeded in getting to her 
knees, turned sideways with her face mashed against the 
wall. The cord that fastened her hands was too short to let 
her move any farther. She rolled herself back into her 
original position. And I still have to pee! … Dammit! I 
haven’t wet myself since I was ...well, ok, since the wine 
tour. Oh hell who cares!  

* * * 

The three friends ran across the street to the back of 
the vacant house. Michael had toured the place once since 
he had first investigated the strange light, and led them to 
the back porch. 

“This is the kitchen door and window,” he told the 
others.  

“How the hell do you know?” Chris asked. 

“I... uh...,” Michael hadn’t told Chris about buying 
the place. It would mean too much explanation to give and 
too much advice to take.  

“He investigated the place. Remember?” Nikki cut 
in.  



Small Town Romance 

158 

 

Michael silently thanked her. 

The piece of chipboard that covered the porch 
window came off with one tug. The glass in the lower sash 
was missing. Chris was in the window before Michael 
could tell him no. Michael turned to Nikki.  

“You stay here.” 

“Oh Hell NO you don’t! What if he comes and I’m 
here alone!? I’m coming too!”  

“Point taken.” 

When all three had scrambled in it was too dark to 
see anything. They used their cell phones for flashlights. 

“You realize this is breaking and entering”, Nikki 
reminded them. 

“Necessary evil,” Chris answered. “Be quiet. If he 
hears us he might do her harm.”  

They made their way to the front hall, where rooms 
opened of the hallway. Michael stopped. 

“Split up: you two head upstairs,” Michael said. 

“How about we look around this floor first?” Chris 
asked. 

“Because he wouldn’t keep her here–too easy for 
her to escape if she got loose. Upstairs at least she has to 
use the stairs and that gives him a choke point.” Michael 
wasn’t sure why he knew that but it sounded right. 

“And where you going?” Chris wanted to know. 

“Down cellar.” 

“Alone?!” Nikki asked. 

“It has to be a smaller area. I can cover it quickly 
and then help you guys.” 
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Chris hesitated. Nikki heard ‘cellar’ and made a 
face. “Yes! Up we go! Yell if you need us. Or call.” She 
grabbed Chris’s arm and steered him to the stairs. 

Chris looked at Michael. “Play it safe. No heroics.” 

“Right.” 

Back in the kitchen, Michael found the cellar door, 
and very slowly opened it. 

His fist was at the ready, expecting someone on the 
other side. There was no one, but he thought heard a 
movement in the darkness below. He shut his phone light 
off and felt his way down the steps. He reached the bottom 
step and with his foot felt the floor. It was covered with dirt 
or something soft like that: his feet made no sound. But 
then, neither would his, he thought. 

It was pitch black. He waited for his eyes to adjust 
to any light that was there. Eventually, he could make out 
some shapes, but couldn’t tell what anything was. He 
thought he could hear some muffled sound coming from his 
left. He had to decide whether it was worth flashing his 
light to see what was there. But if he has night vision on it 
won’t matter. He flashed.  

There to the left was a wall, vertical wooden planks 
with iron bands around them, maybe some kind of storage 
tank. He remembered from the tour the realtor had given 
him that there was still a cistern here in the basement. 
Looking up, he saw a dark space between the top of the 
cistern and the ceiling. A way in? He edged around the 
curve of the wall and ran into a ladder propped up against 
it. Slowly, he made his way up the ladder and tried to 
squeeze in between the kitchen floor and what seemed to be 
the roof or lid or whatever was on the top of this thing. 

His muscles got in the way. He could not fit 
between the floor and the ceiling. 
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Upstairs, Chris and Nikki opened every door but 
one– the attic. They look at the door, then at each other. 

“It’s the only place left to look,” Chris said. 

Nikki shuddered. 

“Do you want to wait here and guard the door? 
Then, if I have to move fast, I can get back down?” 

She grabbed his arm. “Chris!”  

She was loud. He put his hand over her mouth, and 
put one finger to his lips.  

He turned and opened the door.  

 

Michael eased back down the ladder and stood 
there, looking at the wall. How could a man get an 
unconscious body in there, much less get himself in there? 
And if she was conscious, pity the fool!  

He heard footsteps on the stairs above, Chris and 
Nikki coming back down, but there was something wrong 
with the way one of them was walking. Or was that a third 
set of feet? Michael made his way silently to the bottom of 
the cellar stairs, by feel, arms stretched in front of him. At 
the stairs, he fumbled against the railing and it squeaked. 
Silently he cursed himself. 

“Michael?” he heard Nikki’s voice quaver. 
“Michael? I need you!” 

Something was definitely wrong. He moved as 
silently as he could up the steps. The floor in the hall 
squeaked as the two (three?) moved slowly toward the 
kitchen. He hoped there was no one holding a weapon to 
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Nikki’s head but there was no way to tell. There was no 
turning back now. He wished he’d found a piece of wood 
or something for a weapon. He made it to the top step and 
listened again. 

And, again, Nikki’s voice called his name. 

“Michael?” 

He jerked the door open. 

Nikki shrieked.  
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Chapter 28 

No! No! NO! Intruder alert! Intruder alert! 
Opening the window. Oh damn! Who’s here!? Who’s 
here!? It can’t be them! They aren’t that fast! Not that 
smart! Oh shit! Here they come! Take cover under the sink. 
Out of sight. No weapon! No. No. No. This is all wrong! 
Amy! No! Amy! I can’t let this happen! Oh SHIT! They’re 
in the room. Got.To.Get.Down.To. Base! 

 

From the pitch darkness, Amy could faintly hear 
voices above her. She was ready to start yelling when the 
trap door opened and the man in black dropped down. 
Unlike the other times he jerked the chair over and standing 
on it, he swiveled a piece of wood attached to the trap door 
that made it impossible to open from the other side. 

“They’re here Amy! They want to take you away! 
And I won’t let them!” His voice was fierce; he was more 
agitated than Amy had ever seen him. “Amy!” He paused, 
fighting for calm. His mouth worked as he tried to find 
words. “Amy baby! Oh God! Oh God no! Amy do you 
know what they want to do with you? Do you have any 
idea what they have in mind?!” 

Amy was still tied to the wall. She had managed to 
get to her knees once and since then had maneuvered 
herself to a sort of crouching position with one side against 
the wall. Seeing him this anxious scared her. She had no 
way to defend herself. 

“What are you talking about?” 

“Amy baby, they have only one thing in mind for 
you: they’re gonna sell you Amy. All the arrangements are 
made to ship you off to the Middle East. If they get you 
they are gonna sell you as a sex slave! Oh GOD no! NO! I 
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can’t let them babe! No, no, no!” His voice rose to a shout 
at the end. 

Amy froze. He’s out of his mind. Oh my God! He’s 
completely gone. Oh my God! What do I do! Play along? 
Hope they can find me? What do I DO!? 

“Untie me! Let me loose so we can run away from 
here together,” she said.  

He moved toward her but then stopped. “No.” He 
shook his head and backed away slowly, as if he just 
discovered a poison snake. 

“Why not?!” 

“No! You... you don’t believe me. I can see you 
don’t. No, you’ll try to run away. And then I can’t keep you 
safe.” 

 “Why would I run away?” Amy wanted to 
play along with him, but he was scaring the shit out of her. 
The sweat was running down his forehead and the pupils of 
his eyes were so wide they looked as black as his shirt. He 
shook his head once.  

“No! No! No!” he repeated, and backed away from 
her. “You... you… you. You need to sit down. NOW!” 

“But what if they come?” She was desperate. “It 
takes so long to get up.” She really was hoping she didn’t 
have to sit all the way back down again. Her butt still hurt 
from sitting so long. 

“NOOO!” This time he shouted and his voice 
echoed in the small space. He lunged toward her and 
pushed her down. Her head smack hard on the floor and she 
began to cry again. Everything was going wrong. No one 
was coming to rescue her, no one even knew where she 
was, and nobody could hear her even if she screamed! 
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Nikki stood there, Chris leaning on her. 

“You find anything?” Chris asked in a low voice as 
he glared at Nikki. 

“Maybe, but it doesn’t help” Michael answered. 
“What happened to you?” 

“Tripped on the attic stairs and twisted my ankle. 
Didn’t you hear the noise?” 

“No.” He paused. “There is something down 
cellar...”  

Nikki gasped. 

Michael ignored her. “A wooden wall. I think it’s 
an old tank or cistern, but I can’t get into it from there.” 

Daylight had failed completely now in the boarded 
up house. The kitchen and hallway were full of shadows. In 
the kitchen, one shadow moved. Unnoticed, a dark shape 
had moved from under the old sink to the middle of the 
room. The noise of the trap door shutting caused all three of 
them to whirl around. 

Nikki whispered, “Trap door” and pointed to the 
floor. “They always accessed a cistern from the kitchen.” 

Instantly the cell phone lights came on and the three 
of them searched the floor. Sure enough, there, to the left of 
the hall door a rectangle had been cut in the floorboards, 
big enough for a man to slide through. There was no dirt in 
the cracks where its outline met the other boards. 

“Damn! I need something to pry it up!” Again, the 
three fanned out with their lights, searching. 

In the sink, a spoon and knife lay abandoned. 
Michael grabbed the knife and tried to pry up the boards. 
The knife snapped. Michael cursed out loud.  
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“Where’s your light?” he asked. 

Chris handed his phone to Nikki who held both 
lights over the trap door. In the middle of the rectangle was 
an old wood screw. 

“He’s got something on the other side, holding it 
in.”  

Michael tried the broken knife in the slot of the 
screw: it fit and he twisted it praying the knife wouldn’t 
break again. The screw didn’t move. He cursed softly.  

“I’m guessing that was him just now and that 
they’re both in there,” Michael said softly.  

“Amy in there with him?” Nikki’s voice quavered. 
“Oh God!” 

“Nikki! Come stand on this! Now! You too, Chris.” 
Michael had an idea. 

“What?!” 

“Come stand on this!” 

Nikki and Chris hobbled over together and stood on 
the boards. 

“It’s not going to fall in is it?” Nikki was not sure 
about this. 

“Probably not” 

“What?! Probably not?” 

“Hush” 

As they stood on the trap door, Michael put the 
knife into the slot again and twisted. The screw turned. 

Below them they heard a woman scream and a male 
voice shout “NO!” 
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Michael twisted with his full strength and the screw 
suddenly let lose. 

Move!” he shouted at Nikki. She jumped. Chris was 
already gone. 

He jammed the knife under one side of the boards 
and pried. The boards popped up, he shoved his hand under 
them and flipped the wooden lid off of the hole.  

“Get back!” he heard a man shout. 

“Michael? I’m ok. He’s crazy!” 

“Don’t come down here or I’ll kill her!” 

Michael hesitated.  

“He can’t Michael!” 

Michael dropped through the hole. His left shoulder 
brushed the opening as he dropped, throwing him to the 
right. He landed, rolled and came up on his feet, between 
Amy and the man in black. The man had untied Amy’s 
hands and she was propped against the wall, feet still bound 
together. 

The man’s eyes were wild now.  

“She’s mine! You can’t take her! No!No!NO!”  

“Calm down, buddy. Nobody’s going to get hurt!” 

NO! You ...no! No! No! You can’t take us alive! 
Break it and breathe in freedom, Amy! Break and breathe!” 

With that, he held something small to his nose and 
breathed deeply. 

Amy screamed. 

The man in black began to turn blue and choke. He 
stumbled back, against the wooden wall and slid to the 
floor. His body convulsed once and was still. 
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Michael and Amy both stared, in shock. Amy held 
out her hand to Michael. 

“He... he gave me this.” She held out a small plastic 
capsule, and he took it from her. “He told me to break it 
and breathe deep. Oh, Michael! He thought you guys were 
going to sell me into human trafficking!” 

Michael was holding her now, his strong arms 
around her, holding her against himself. He was warm and 
strong and safe. Amy began to cry again, almost out of 
control. Her ankles had been tied so long and so tight she 
couldn’t stand on her own. 

“Amy! Michael! What happened?! Are you guys 
O.K.?” 

“We’re fine, Nikki. Chris, call 911. We have a 
casualty here.” 

“He still breathing?” 

“I don’t think so.”  

There was silence and then the quiet, official voice 
of a policeman doing his duty. 

Amy was still clinging to Michael, crying softly. 
Finally he said, “We have to get you out of here. Can you 
climb a ladder if we bring one down?” 

“I think so.” 

“Chris... no, Nikki! There’s a ladder down cellar...”  

“Oh no!” 

“Chris can’t and I can’t ... oh wait. Never mind.” 
Michael positioned the chair under the hole, stood on it and 
slid Amy up until she could bend and roll out onto the 
kitchen floor.  
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Nikki took Amy by one arm and dragged her away 
from the edge while Michael grabbed the edge of the 
opening and pulled and pushed his way out into the 
kitchen. 

“Show off,” Amy smiled. 

He grinned. “Yes ma’am,” he said as he hauled 
Amy off the floor and held her.  He looked at Nikki. “You 
could turn on the lights now I think. We don’t need to be 
here in the dark.” As an afterthought, he added’ “We’ll 
have enough explaining to do to the cops, as it is. Good 
thing the new owner won’t mind.” 

“You really are buying this place?!”  

“Yes, if I can figure out all the paperwork and if the 
financing goes through. With all the excitement about your 
man in black, I might even be able to negotiate a lower 
price.” 

“Ambulance is on the way. And the on-duties. This 
isn’t going to be pretty, explaining what we did.” Chris 
didn’t look happy.  

“I’ll handle it.” Michael looked down into Amy’s 
face. “We’ll handle it.”  
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Epilogue 

There was a reason fancy old houses had upstairs 
porches. They were made for nights like this. Among the 
potted palms and hanging baskets, an oversized white 
wicker love seat held two people who didn’t want to be 
watched as they enjoyed each other’s company. 

From their perch, Michael could see both ends of 
the street, the treetops and the sky. The rain had stopped 
earlier and the moon and stars were out. Only a few clouds 
still moved across the sky. The breeze was just chilly 
enough to make cuddling very, very comfortable. 
Michael’s muscular arm behind Amy kept her shoulders 
warm and his broad chest and softly beating heart kept her 
heart at peace. Their rescued dog lay snoring on Michael’s 
feet. Amy’s cat purred beside her. Inside the house, a baby 
began to cry.  

“I’ll get him,” a woman’s voice called out. Having 
“Grandma” living with them had its advantages. 

Half asleep, Amy stirred and looked up into 
Michael's face, questioning. 

“Mom will get him. You can stay,” he said softly. 

She smiled and settled back onto his arm.  

“Hey.” Michael’s voice was low and soft. 
“Remember what you were doing a year ago today?” 

She looked up questioning, and then she smiled. 
“That was just a year ago?” 

“Yep. You were in the cistern and I rescued you. A 
lot has happened in the mean time.” 

“The wedding, the house, the baby... and now Nikki 
and Chris are talking about setting a date.” 
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“A lot of big things,” Michael said. “Good things.” 

“Yes.” They both smiled and then leaned toward 
each other and kissed.  

A cloud drifted over the moon and Amy slid down 
to lay in Michael's lap. He leaned down and kissed her long 
and deep.  

Across the street, sitting in the second floor bay 
window where Amy used to live, someone looked up from 
her book and sighed. 

 

The End 


