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Chapter 1

“There’s a man in the back yard!” a breathless, keyed-up Tod Bancroft said.

For the last few minutes, Bruno had been going nuts inside his cyclone fence enclosure behind the house. Bruno had two types of bark.  One that was a good old friendly “woof, telling the world he was a wonderful, sociable, and faithful Yellow lab. The second bark, however, was a deep-throated baying designed by the dog’s Creator to thrust hound of the Baskerville-like fear into the heart of its hearer. Right now, Bruno was in total Baskerville mode. 

Joan Bancroft had been sitting at her computer when Tod appeared in the doorway and made his announcement. She’d been wondering herself what all the racket was about. She hadn’t slept well the night before, and had chosen to ignore Bruno for the time being. She knew she was being irresponsible, but she had a lot of work in front of her, and, ostrich-like, she had buried her head in it and pretended the world just kept turning. Which, of course, it did. Except for this guy in their back yard. Who was he, anyway? What did he want with Joan and Tod? Was he dangerous, or just a harmless tourist? Except for her flower gardens there wasn’t much worth seeing back there. 

Joan discarded the tourist theory. She sighed.

Joan would have to deal with the situation. 

By herself. 

Now.

 Joan Bancroft looked at Tod…and suppressed a smile.


Her son stood before her, fists on hips, weight shifted forward, bright blue eyes narrowed in anger. He was all man.

Someone had invaded their territory, and Tod was ready to take the invader down. Whoever the trespasser was, whatever his purpose, he would soon regret crossing the line that divided the Bancroft estate from the rest of the world. Tod Bancroft was prepared to defend his mother, her honor, and their home with his life. 

 Not unlike the Marines, he stood prepared to protect his mother and her honor.

Bill had been a Marine. 

Joan was grateful for Tod’s attitude. He was a responsible, resilient, fearless young man who had shared the toughest moments of her life without a whimper. She was positive Tod would be able to protect her and their home effectively. Fifteen years from now, tha is. Because Tod Bancroft was all of eight years old. 

“Well, let’s just see what’s going on, Todpole,” she said. The back yard had been fenced, board by board, by Bill ten years ago, shortly after they had moved into the rambling ranch on the north side of town. But Bill, who in a fair world would have been talking to the trespasser in the back yard right this minute, was gone, and it was Joan and Tod against the world. 

Joan headed out of her office and proceeded through the living room, past the dining nook to the sliding glass door in the back of the house which led to the deck, the yard, and its flower gardens. 

Tod was right. There was a man in their back yard.

 Joan’s first impression of the man in wrinkled khaki slacks and half-tucked short-sleeved shirt was that of rumpled carelessness. 

“Rumpledstiltskin,” was her exact thought. He didn’t look very dangerous.

His back was to them, and he seemed to be surveying the yard. He was tall, slim, with wide shoulders and a trim, narrow waist, and straw-colored medium length hair badly in need of a barber. Or a stylist. His hair had light gold highlights at their tips that a woman could only dream of. He appeared to be taking in the beauty of Joan’s flower beds, which ringed the perimeter of her yard. And her flowers were amazing, even if she said so herself.

Every spare minute she had, Joan tended to her flowers. The stunning blooms gave her a sense of reward, and digging in the dirt was terrific therapy. 

Rumpledstiltskin carried a clipboard. He turned and, giving a friendly wave to the frantically barking Bruno, headed toward the house. Because of the angle from the sliding door, Joan couldn’t see the man now.  Then she had a brilliant idea. She could watch him from the window above her sink. 

In retrospect, the most effective thing to do would have been to step out onto the deck, and ask the man why he was in her yard. Instead, Joan hurried into the kitchen. The window was propped open by a short piece of one-by-two. There was an aluminum screen in place to keep the summer flies out. 

Joan grabbed the small wooden stool Tod used to get into the cabinets above the counter. She placed it in front of the sink, stepped up, and set her left knee on the counter surface next to the sink. She placed her right knee on the narrow divider between the two halves of the sink. Her balance point was precarious, but now she was able to lay a forearm on the windowsill, and lean in. She pushed her face against the screen, her eyes cast down to get a look at their trespasser. 

He had bent over, and was examining the gas meter attached to the side of the house directly below Joan. He shook his shaggy head and thumbed the dust away from the dial. Joan pressed her face tighter to the screen.  

At that point, several things happened in quick sequence. 

 “What’s goin’ on out there, Mom,” Tod yelled, not understanding that any sound from their side of the window could be heard from Rumpledstiltskin’s side of the window.

Rumpledstiltskin heard Tod’s voice above Bruno’s cacophony and snapped his head up toward the screen directly above him. 

Because of her surprise at Tod’s voice, and the sudden view of Rumpledstiltskin’s face- a handsome, sunny face right out of the Target “Midsummer Swimwear” flyer on her kitchen table, her right knee lost its narrow purchase on the sink divider. This threw her body down, and to the right. Her forearm slipped, knocking the window’s support stick out of place. Her nose and forehead shoved the screen with such force that it  tumbled out of its place, and sailed down to the startled meter reader. 

The window slid down over Joan’s lower neck and shoulders, pincering her there like a mouse in a trap. 

Showing uncommonly quick reflexes, Rumpledstiltskin batted the screen away.  

Then he did something that infuriated her. He grinned. The audacity of the man. Couldn’t he see she was angry, embarrassed, and hurting?  

“Oh, this is rich!” he said. He sat cross-legged on the lawn and burst out laughing, slapping his thigh. 

“Ow!”  If someone could wince in anger, that’s what Joan Bancroft did. Her knee felt like it had been clobbered with a baseball bat. Tod threw open the sliding door and rushed out onto the redwood deck. He stood, in a half crouch, as if preparing to intercept the intruder in case he sprang up and tried to whomp Joan with his clipboard.

Bruno yelped happily when his mistress’s head popped out of the window, and his master came out of the house. His tail wagged furiously as he jumped up and down, his body corkscrewing in quarter turns, like a compass thrown off by a magnet.

The heat rose to Joan’s face from equal measures anger and embarrassment. “You-you-” she said. 

Tod ran to the cyclone fence enclosure and freed Bruno, their best weapon under the circumstances. The big Lab, 75 pounds of muscle, raced for Rumpledstiltskin. 

The man got up on his knees and held his arms out. “No-no!”

But Bruno couldn’t stop now even if he had wanted to. He barreled into the meter reader and knocked him into the side of the house. 

Rumpledstiltskin had put his arms up to defend himself, but the dog was a determined foe, and was able to wedge a head half the size of a human’s past the man’s arms. Bruno instinctively went for the neck and face. Given Bruno’s bulk and strength, it was really no contest. It was all over in just a few seconds. 

Bruno slobbered and licked the man’s face without mercy, his hindquarters shimmying like a car with missing tie rods. For all he knew, Joan thought as she looked on miserably, this was some kind of new game with a new friend. She remembered Bruno barking happily as Tod threw water balloons out of his bedroom window at his friend Jake just the day before. Little people threw water-filled balloons. Perhaps Bruno thought that big people threw window screens.

“Hey…hey!” cried Rumpledstiltskin. “I…give up…mercy… mercy!” 

He laughed as Bruno slobbered all over his face. Then he grabbed the big dog just behind the ears, and shook his head from side to side. Something only Tod had been able to get away with in the past. “Oh, aren’t you the big tough guy!” he said.

Tod laughed. Joan saw the instantaneous change in him from Tod Bancroft, Protector of Hearth and Home, to Tod Bancroft, Only Child Always Eager to Play With Somebody, Anybody. She wriggled a little in the window, trying to get leverage to push it up. No go.

“Ain’t he a great dog?” Tod said as he approached the man. 

“He sure is, young fellow.” The meter reader let the dog go. “But you’re probably ain’t supposed to say ‘ain’t.’”

“C’mon boy!” Tod ignored the correction. Bruno bounded to Tod, who rubbed the dog’s back vigorously with both hands. Bruno wriggled like a kid at the end of a church service. Tod took a knee and hung an arm around Bruno’s neck. “So whattaya doing here, anyway, mister?” he said.

“Excuse me!” Joan said. “I could use a little help, you know!

The boy and the man both looked up at the window where she was still stuck. 

“Holy camoli! I’ll get you, mommy!” Tod jumped up and ran into the house.

Rumpledstiltskin leaned back on his elbows and stared at her with a lopsided grin.  

Joan was so angry with this man that she stuck her tongue out at him. Something she hadn’t remembered doing since she was in grammar school. 

After all, he could have gotten up off his lazy tush and opened the window himself. It was easily low enough for him to reach. But it was as if the guy was happy to see her suffer. Why? He had no business in her back yard in the first place.

“My, what a pink tongue you have!” He winked. 

She felt herself flush again, which made her all the more angry. Then she heard Tod’s footsteps and the stool scraping behind her. 

“Don’t worry, mommy, I’m here!” he said.

“Oh, thank you sweetie,” Joan replied.

“Sweetie? Excuse me, but I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,”  Rumpledstiltskin said. 

“I was talking to my son, you- you idiot!” 

Suddenly the absurdity of her situation hit home. She tried not to, but her lips, as if in direct disobedience to strict orders from her brain, obeyed her emotions instead, which were screaming at her: “Laugh! This is hilarious! Don’t you see! Smile at least, for cryin’ out loud!” Joan smiled, and a giggle escaped her.

“There you go!” The meter reader pumped a fist. “That’s the spirit!”

Tod had gotten up onto the counter, and was straddling Joan’s back. He tugged hard on the window, but it wouldn’t budge.

“Look, why don’t you just get up off your skinny bottom and give us a hand,” Joan said. 

“All right, all right. But first-” The meter reader stood. He reached into his shirt pocket, pulled out a tiny digital camera, and snapped off a quick picture. 

“Oooo, you rat!” Joan said in a whisper so Tod wouldn’t be able to hear her. “I-am-going-to-pulverize-you!” she whispered, enunciating each word.

“Hey Mom!” Tod shouted between grunts as he tried to raise the uncooperative window. “You know what this is like?”

Joan turned her head, and, Sybil-like, her demeanor instantly changed. “What, honey?”

“Like that Winnie the Pooh story where Pooh gets stuck in Rabbit’s hole!”

This sent the meter reader off into new gusts of laughter.

“All right, all right! I can’t take any more,” he said. “Let’s get you out of this situation, lady.”

“’Bout time,” Joan grumbled.

He reached up and slipped his hands under the window at either side of Joan’s shoulders. Joan’s nose was practically touching the top of man’s head. He smelled pleasantly of shampoo, fresh sweat, and a hint of Old Spice. She loved Old Spice. But sleet would fall in Zimbabwe before she ever told him that. 

“Here’s your problem,” he said through the window to Tod. “You were trying to push one side of the window up. You need to lift from both ends of the frame, like this.” He batted the low side level with the heel of his hand, and pushed. The window finally gave, sliding up smoothly. Joan eased herself off the sink, after waiting for Tod to do the same. 

“Thanks, mister!” Tod said. “Whyn’t you come in for some lemonade? I was just going to have some myself before I saw you in the back yard.”

“Why, I’d love to!” the stranger said. “I was due for a-”

“Bang!”

Joan pushed- with equal pressure on both ends of the frame- and  slammed the window down in his face. 

“-break,” she saw his lips form.

“Why’d you do that, mom?” 

“I did that,” she said in an even voice, “because that man needs to be taught a lesson. Because he had no business coming into our back yard without asking permission. Because he gave us a hard time when we needed his help.”

Joan sighed and took a step forward. The second she put weight on her right knee she winced, and laid a hand on the counter for support. 

“You’re hurt, mom! Let me help you.”

“I guess I banged my knee when I hit that sink.” 

“Here, lean on me, I’ll help you to the table.” With Tod supporting her, Joan hopped to the round dining table  situated in front of the sliding glass doors. 

“Ooh!” Joan groaned as she plopped down at the table. She tried to straighten her leg. She glanced below her  cutoff jeans. Her right knee had a bright red spot on the cap. The flesh around it was beginning to swell.

“Now what do we do?”  Tod  frowned with concern.

Rat-a-tat-tat-tat-tat!

Rumpledstiltskin was outside on the deck, rapping on the glass door, not with his knuckles, but with his keys, making an obnoxious, penetratingly sharp sound that, were it to continue for a few seconds more, would have given Joan a prizewinner of a headache. He grinned at her. Joan’s eye dropped down to the open Target flyer on the table. Yep, that was him, or his doppelgänger. The guy there on page three, in the green plaid Bermuda trunks available THIS WEEK ONLY FOR $8.95!

“Oh boy,” she said. 

Rumpledstiltskin cupped his hands to his mouth. “I can help you with that leg!” he shouted, his face an inch from the glass.

“He said he can help, mom!”

“I heard him, sweetie. Don’t-”

But Tod had already jumped up and slid the door open.

“Thank you!” the man said as he stepped inside the house. 

Joan pointed an index finger at him. “You-Cat in the Hat!-OUT!” she said.

“Why, mommy? He said he could help. And he doesn’t look like the Cat in the Hat- he looks like this guy here.” Tod jabbed an index finger at the swimwear ad. “Hey mister, this ain’t you, is it?”

Rumpledstiltskin glanced at the ad. “Hmm. Quite a resemblance there. Nope, I regret to report, that’s not me. Must be my evil twin, young man.”  He strolled over to the icebox and pulled it open.

“You are possibly the most obnoxious man I ever met in my life,” Joan said. “What are you doing in there?”

“Relax,” the man said. He pulled out a tray of ice cubes. “I used to be a paramedic. If you don’t want that knee to swell up, you need  to ice it right away.  Hey, nice salt and pepper shakers. Strawberry motif, eh?” He held a shaker up in one hand and admired it in the light.

“Please put that down! I have things  just the way I want them, and I’d prefer not to have anyone messing them up!”

“Interesting.” He looked  around the kitchen. “Strawberry napkin holders, strawberry cookie jar.” He pulled the stem-shaped cap and helped himself to an Oreo. “Mind?” He spoke around the cookie as he chewed. “I did say I was overdue for a break.” 

“Who do you think-” Joan spluttered.

“And strawberry fridge magnets! This one’s quite nice. Looks real enough to eat. Where did you get it?” He picked a ceramic magnet off the refrigerator and held it out to her. The sheet of memo paper Joan used for keeping a running shopping list fluttered to the floor. 

Joan took a deep breath. “Pick up that piece of paper. Stick it back on the refrigerator. No. No. There! Right where it was. That’s right. Now get out of my house if you’re not going to help!”

“Ok, ok.” 

Bruno, who had grown tired of running around by himself in the yard, started scratching at the glass of the door.

“Oh- I’ll get it!” the meter reader said.

“The dog doesn’t belong in the-” but Joan was much too late. The man slid the door open. The big dog bounded in, delighted at a rare visit inside the Bancroft house. “Oh boy!” Tod shouted for joy, as glad to have Bruno in the house as Bruno himself seemed to be there.  He ran after the dog, who had dashed through the living room and thundered down the hallway.

Joan propped her forehead with a palm. “Good grief!” she said. “How did this day get to be like this?” She looked at the meter reader, who stood before her, the tray of cubes in one hand, a kitchen towel in the other. Her icy stare jolted him into action. He spread the towel on the counter, and twisted open the cube tray. He bundled the cubes in the towel. ‘Now let’s see what we got here.”  He  pulled up a chair next to her. 

“Before I do anything, I should introduce myself,” he said. “My name is-”

“Rumpledstiltskin,” Joan mumbled.  

“I beg your pardon?” 

“Never mind.”

“Henry Barnes. You, young lady, may call me Hank. And you are Joan Bancroft. Pleased to meet you. Put ‘er there.” He stuck his hand out.

How did he know… oh, of course. He was a meter reader, not a mind reader.  He would have had her name on his list. Under the circumstances, she had little choice but to respond to his gesture. She shook his hand reluctantly. His hand was firm, yet gentle. She sensed potential strength in his grip.

“Now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s see if we can fix you up.”  He put his hands under her thigh and calf. 

“Ooof!” she said as he brought the leg up onto the chair. It hurt, but he had a surprisingly gentle touch. Joan looked down at the knee. Then she looked at the top of Hank’s head. He really did have a beautiful head of hair. And she had to admit, he smelled awfully nice. 

“My, my,” he said, “Don’t you have a lovely…”

Joan frowned at him.  

“…flower garden,” he said, his glance shifting over the top of the table to the view outside the glass doors. Joan’s flower beds formed a serpentine border along the three sides of her back yard. The contrast of the flowers, with different small evergreen shrubs sculpted into teardrops and balls against the rich oxblood color of the redwood fence was especially becoming.

Hank gave her a friendly wink. In the depths of the house, like the rumble of an approaching storm front, came the booming of Tod and Bruno as they horsed around in Tod’s room. Tod was taking advantage of the situation. But since he was usually a good boy, Joan decided to cut him some slack.

“Let me put this ice on your knee just so.” 

Joan looked out into the back yard and tried not to flinch as the ice-filled towel connected  with her skin.  

Just then a tall, thin man in his 60’s wearing a Vietnam Veteran’s cap and supporting himself with a cane came into view outside the slider. He peered into the dining area. He squinted at them. His eyebrows shot up and he quickly moved away, out of view. 

“Oh, that was my father!” Joan said. 

“Mmm?” Hank sat up straight, keeping light pressure on the ice pack.

“Oh, quick, my father! I think he thought you were…I don’t know what he thought. Could you get him for me? He went back round to the front of the house. Quickly, before he leaves!” 

“Here, hold this,” Hank said. Joan reached out for the ice pack, her hands touching Hank’s briefly. He sprang up and slid the door open. 

“What’s his name?”

“Phil. Or Mr. Reilly…just in case you want to show a little respect…

“…for a change,” she added under her breath as he ran out the door. She had to admit that her knee was already feeling better.  Joan was relieved it didn’t appear to be anything serious. 

She blew a strand of hair out of her eyes. The pounding from Tod’s room continued. 

“Tod!” Joan shouted. She didn’t think she’d be heard above all the racket. She was right.

A minute later,  her father and Rumpledstiltskin were yakking away as they approached the sliding door.

“Oh, boy, those two are going to get along like ice cream and cake,” Joan said under her breath.  

