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Chapter 1




“You’ve heard of Keenan James?” the publisher asked. His white eyebrows curved up at the ends so that they looked like little wings on his face. His eyes were faded blue, but sharp.

“Keenan James?” Tory Hoffstra repeated, trying to keep the scorn from her tone and disapproval from her face. “That television guy pretending to be a psychologist?”

“Yes, the man who runs the Just-Dump-Him Round Table.” Franklin Fender walked around his desk to sit on the edge of it in front of her. “He’s doing amazing things, according to reports. Helping women get out of bad relationships, develop self-esteem, take control of their lives.”

“He—he…” Tory searched for something positive—or at least not negative—about the man she considered a dangerous charlatan. “He had that special on The Discovery Channel, right?”

It had been little more than an extended infomercial for his women-only get-mental-health-quick program. She’d been so disappointed in The Discovery Channel that she’d actually written a letter in protest.

“Exactly.” Fender smiled as if they’d reached some accord on the man. “He wants to write a book. And we want to publish it.”

He paused, let that sink in, and Tory realized that she was not here because of her proposal to write a book—A Humanistic Approach to Cognitive Adjustment in Post-Teenage Women and the Attachment Theory. Optimism seeped out of her.

“Oh?” she offered weakly. She pushed her glasses up higher on her nose.

“The problem is…” Fender looked upward, as if posing for his portrait to be painted for the Great Hall of Editors. “He has no credentials. He’s not a doctor, or even a psychologist. He’s not even a certified counselor.”

Tory frowned at the “even a psychologist” remark. As if she were a lesser being for choosing the cognitive side of the equation instead of the medical.

“That is a problem,” she said significantly.


“That’s why we want you,” Fender said with a smile that implied he was bestowing a Nobel Prize, “to cowrite the book with him. Give him some credibility, add the right mumbo-jumbo to some of his theories. Make a real psychology book, but one for the masses.”

“Me?” Tory nearly flinched. “You want me to write his book?”

“Well, with him, of course. They’re his ideas, after all.”

She cleared her throat, cheeks burning, and willed herself to stay calm. She’d thought this was her shot. When she’d gotten the call from Franklin Fender’s secretary about a meeting, she was sure it meant deliverance from her failed career in the form of a book deal. Recognition, appreciation, proof that all that school and all those articles were not just confirmation that “those who can’t do, write.”

Instead of throwing her a life raft, however, fate had sent her a shark. Her choice: to drown or be devoured.

“Mr. Fender, are you aware that I sent you a proposal for a book based on my own research and ideas? Containing sound psychological theories and verifiable case studies?”

“Of course,” Fender said, looking at her as if reassessing her intelligence. “That’s why I contacted you. You have the credentials, the education, the knowledge.”


“And the ideas, Mr. Fender. My research into the psychological attachments of post-teenage women and the perceptual angst involved in—”

“Yes, right, of course. But that, you must admit, Dr. Hoffstra, has a much more limited audience than a book by Keenan James. I mean, here’s a guy who dates supermodels, who appears regularly in the tabloids, who’s known for moving in celebrity circles. He’s Manhattan’s hottest bachelor! Women would love to get inside his head.”

He rose from his seat at the edge of the desk and moved back around to his chair. He didn’t sit, but stood behind the mahogany edifice with his fingertips on the surface.

She wondered if he did all that moving around to show off the excellent cut of his obviously expensive suit. It almost made him look as if he didn’t have that giant, white-guy-behind-the-desk belly.

She lowered her eyes, afraid he’d see her less-than-charitable thoughts in them. She had to get a grip. Fender was a businessman and she had a product. This wasn’t personal. She had to show him her mettle, her smarts. That’s what businessmen respected.

Fender continued, “He’s a name, Dr. Hoffstra. Especially since that Discovery Channel special. And he’s a damn good-looking guy, if you’ll permit me. Those two things alone will sell books.”

Tory’s eyes flashed up to his. “So you want to sell women a book on how to get better relationships by convincing them a good-looking guy famous for dating models can set them straight.” Her tone was deadpan, but Fender didn’t notice.

“Sure. What better way to get them to pick up the book? If they’re drawn to that type of man, they’ll be an easy sell. But inside, Dr. Hoffstra,” he said in a seductive tone, “inside will be your writing, your educated take on James’s methods and successes. They’ll be taking your advice as much as his.”

Tory paused. This was a point, she had to admit. She would have some control, she presumed, on what went into the book as well as on how it was presented. She could make sure it wasn’t psycho-tripe. A spark of interest flickered.

“It’ll be like that book,” Fender continued, “He’s Just Not That Into You, with not just the television credentials—you know of course that James wrote the smash HBO series Sex at Midnight—but the fame. He’s a known man-about-town, handsome, suave, worldly. If anyone could clue women in about the male side of relationships, and empower them to be equal partners, he could.”

Tory sighed. Her vision of molding this venture into a scholarly tome of some worth popped like a soap bubble. “Yes, he does have a reputation for being with a lot of women.”

“That’s right. And with you giving him the academic credentials, Dr. Hoffstra, the book is bound to do well. What he has is a formula, a proven strategy. And he has that round table.”

“Ah yes, the round table,” Tory repeated. “Proving that there is such a thing as a free lunch.”

“Dr. Hoffstra,” Mr. Fender said, sharply enough that Tory straightened in her chair. “I sense that you don’t approve of Mr. James’s methods. But I assure you, he has seen tremendous success. And he is out there, every day, helping scores of women. They flock to his round table lunches, and he doesn’t even charge them. Just—as you said—the price of his lunch, which, let’s face it, is a small price indeed when you’re talking about therapy.”

“By a television writer,” Tory added.

Her practical side—the one she called by her first name, Engelberta—closed her eyes in exasperation. This was an opportunity, Engelberta insisted, no matter how second-rate. This would get her name out to millions, not to mention it would probably bring in a helluva lot more money than her own attachment theory.

“But your line of books, Mr. Fender,” she said, giving it one last shot, “it’s one of the best in the business for putting out mainstream psychology materials with some worth. You’re not the celebrity type; that’s why I sent my proposal to you.”

“You’re right,” Fender said. He tented his fingers over his chest. “And it’s gotten us nowhere. We’ve got books by doctors, PhDs, licensed social workers, you name it, they’re coming out our ears. And are we making any money?”

He looked at her with winged brows raised.

Tory swallowed.

“We are not,” he said flatly. “And neither are the authors. But rather than throw our principles to the wind, Dr. Hoffstra, we have an opportunity here to put out a book by a celebrity with bona fide credentials behind it. James came to us for the same reason you did. He wants to write a serious book with serious solutions. What we need is a meeting of the minds, across the board, from the practitioners to the readers.”

“You do know that I wrote the article ‘No More Psychobabble’ that I included with my proposal.”

He grinned. “Yes. It was excellent.”

She paused, unsure if she could go on without being insulting. “Did you read the, uh, the whole thing? The part about—?”

“About charlatans like Keenan James raking in money off the perceived mental instabilities of others?”

She smiled wryly. “Mental inconsistencies,” she mumbled.

“I read every word, which is another reason you would be perfect for the project. Built-in skepticism will prove the theories even more conclusively. This will be a book even academicians will appreciate. That’s what you bring to the project, Doctor.”

Tory’s heart lifted. “But[ ]what if I punched up my proposal a little? My attachment theory. What if I gave it a better title, and—and—”

“Save your energy, Dr. Hoffstra,” he said, sighing. “The article was good, but it was in a small psychology journal. Not even one of the big ones like Psychology Today. You’re essentially unknown to the general public. I don’t mean to hurt your feelings, but we are not going to buy a book by you alone. There’s just no percentage in it.”

Tory gazed at him, fearing that if she opened her mouth she would cry. He was rejecting her to her face. Flat-out saying that her own ideas were not what they wanted. Not what the public wanted.

How was she ever going to succeed? She was in a practice now, but she was never going to distinguish herself there. She wasn’t good enough with the patients. She’d tried radio, but that had been a disaster. She’d tried magazine articles, but while many of her colleagues read them, they didn’t pay. She was no good at the one-on-one a successful private practice required. And while she was an excellent researcher, she could never make a living doing that.

Apparently all she was good for was her skepticism.

She wanted to make a name for herself, but not like this. Not on the coattails of some celebrity chick magnet.

She shifted in her seat, looked down at her hands, pushed her glasses up, then glanced back at Fender.


“Look,” he said, his tone more conciliatory than Tory’s would have been in his position. “Why don’t you go to a few round tables yourself and see what James is doing. If you still think he’s up to no good, you can turn me down. But I think you’ll like what you see. The man is sincerely trying to do some good.”

Tory took a deep breath, then asked, “Why me, Mr. Fender? With all due respect, the proposal I sent you was very academic and complex. Why would you choose me to write Keenan James’s book? Especially after reading my psychobabble article, where I essentially derided everything he’s doing. Surely you can find some other skeptic. Besides”—she smiled ruefully—“I’m being a bit difficult about it.”

This brought a smile to Fender’s face. “Because you can write, Dr. Hoffstra. That proposal you sent us was, as you said, complex to the extreme. But it was written beautifully. Even a bunch of boneheads like our ed assistants plucked it out of the slush pile. You reached them, despite the overblown academia of the subject. You’ll be perfect for this project, if you’ll take it.”

Tory frowned. If they’d picked it out of the pile, didn’t that mean it was worth publishing as it was? Why did she have to attach herself to someone like Keenan James? No one would recognize her sincere and educated efforts behind the glibness of James’s notoriety. She might as well be giving advice through the mouth of Mr. Ed.


“And don’t forget, we’re offering cowriter, not ghost. You’ll be published, Dr. Hoffstra. As I understand it, that’s quite a coup in the academic world.” He sat down in his chair, wearing a self-satisfied smile.

She felt as if she were being asked for her soul by the devil. The man’s winged eyebrows and high-priced suit didn’t help dispel the image either.

Would this be selling out? Would her work be embraced or shunned by the psychiatric community? Would Fender’s offer catapult or catastrophize her career?

“I’d like to attend some of the round tables,” she said finally. “As you suggested.”

Fender started to beam.

“But I’d like to do it anonymously,” she added firmly. “As one of the, uh, ‘patients.’ I want to see what he’s doing without putting him on guard. If he’s not doing any harm, and if I think I can contribute in a meaningful way, then I’ll do it. Is that all right?”

She’d just see if Keenan James was doing what everyone claimed. And if he wasn’t, she’d set him straight, somehow or other. Because a book deal was about the only way she was going to be able to make a decent living.

She was an excellent researcher, a theorist of the first order—but her people skills stank, she hated being in the public eye, and she’d never make it in radio or television. She was no Dr. Phil and she never would be.

Becoming an author was her only hope.

“Is it all right?” Fender repeated. “It’s perfect. It’ll give you the exact perspective you’ll need for writing the book. And trust me, Doctor, you’ll want to write it once you see this guy in action.”

He stood. Tory did too, and they shook hands.

“We’ll see,” she said ominously. Engelberta sighed. “We’ll just see.”



“A golden doodle?” Keenan’s brother looked at him sideways as they made their way up Connecticut Avenue toward Keenan’s hotel. “Give me a break. There’s no such thing.”

“In fact there is,” Keenan said. “Half golden retriever, half poodle. A golden doodle.”

“No way.” Brady’s mouth curled. “It sounds like a snack food.”

“Well, it’s not,” Keenan said, wishing that were the worst of the news he had to break to his brother. “Though it wouldn’t say no to a snack food. It’s Mom’s dog, Brady, and you’ve got to take it. I’ve had it for three months now, and she can’t keep it in the nursing home.”

Brady stopped, his face set and his arms folded across his chest. Around them, the Washington, D.C., street clanged and groaned and heaved with life. Keenan had driven from New York to D.C. for business—he’d been invited to speak to a women’s group—but mostly he’d wanted to see his brother in the hope that he could convince Brady to take their mother’s dog off his hands. Even as they walked back from lunch, the pup was waiting in Keenan’s room, leash, food, and toys packed up and ready to go.

“Is that why you came down here? To scrape the dog off on me?” Brady asked.

Keenan stopped walking, turned, and looked at his brother’s dark expression. Brady, he knew, could be one stubborn son of a bitch if he wanted to be. Still, Keenan thought he could see the little brother—half brother, to be precise—of years past, wanting his older sibling’s approval but not willing to cave on anything to get it, and it made him pause.

“Partly,” Keenan admitted. “Once you meet this dog, you’re going to love it, I promise.”

“You have it here?” Brady’s brows shot up, comprehension showering his face.

Keenan felt like the worst kind of heel. Brady’d sounded happy to meet him in the city, despite living an hour south, and now he looked as if he’d been had.

“I told you on the phone I can’t take the dog,” Brady said, shaking his head and moving forward. “You could have saved yourself the trip.”

“Come on, Brady, it’s Mom’s dog. She’d be so happy to know you had it, especially since you don’t visit that often—”

“Stop right there, Keenan.” Brady’s expression darkened further. “Guilting me isn’t going to help your case at all. I do visit Mom, when I can. Is it so hard to remember that I live five hours away?”

“I didn’t mean it that way. I meant because you live so far, she’d be glad to know—”

“I’m not taking the dog, Keenan. I can’t take it. I don’t want to take it. I won’t do it, so just give it up.”

Keenan tilted his head. “I’m sensing some indecision.”

“Very funny.”

“What if I told you she came with a free forty-pound bag of dog food and three squeak toys? Not to mention the goodwill of everyone she meets.” Keenan gave his laziest smile and put his hands in his jeans pockets. The early fall day was chilly.

“You’re not going to jolly me into this, Kee,” Brady said. “Not this time. I’m already living with the dog from hell, who would no doubt massacre Mom’s little mutt after first diabolically driving it insane.”

Keenan turned and they resumed walking. He gazed toward a small park next to the hotel. Washington was so green, that was one thing he liked about the city. Across the grassy expanse, an old woman walked a portly Pomeranian, the two of them moving at a glacial pace.


Keenan knew that was the sort of dog Brady was picturing. Something small, perhaps old, definitely slow. It wouldn’t do to have him shocked when he laid eyes on the real thing.

He cleared his throat. “Actually, Mom’s little dog isn’t quite so little anymore.” He glanced over at Brady’s face. “It’s more your kind of dog. A real guy’s dog.”

Brady stopped walking again. “What do you mean, ‘a guy’s dog’? Aren’t you a guy?”

The narrowed eyes, the stiff-legged stance, all said Brady was not moving another inch toward Keenan’s hotel until he knew he wasn’t leaving it with the dog.

“It’s a babe magnet.” Keenan laughed. “But it’s too much for me.”

“Oh what, you have too many babes as it is?” Brady laughed, but he hunched his shoulders in his leather jacket at the same time. The little boy cold in his brother’s shadow again. “You get a little too famous for your own good?”

Keenan shook his head. “That’s not what I meant. The dog is too big. That’s one of the reasons you have to take it. It’s close to forty pounds, and I can’t keep anything bigger than twenty-five in my building.”

“Forty pounds!” Brady burst. “I thought it was one of those yappy little dogs like, I don’t know, Reese Witherspoon had in that movie.”


One corner of Keenan’s mouth kicked up. “You saw Legally Blonde?”

Brady made an impatient gesture. “I was on a date. So what have you been feeding this thing? How big’s it going to get?”

Keenan sighed and prepared to deliver the next bit of bad news. Which unfortunately was not the last bit. “The vet said it should top out at about sixty-five.”

Both of Brady’s brows shot upward. “Pounds?”

Keenan nodded.

“There’s no way. Absolutely no way. There’d be a war at my house.” Brady’s face clouded with obvious visions of the carnage such a scenario would produce.

“Not with this dog. It’s a pushover. And it’s cute. Kind of got that Tramp look going for it. But it’s getting big and I can’t keep it.”

“Sixty-five pounds,” Brady repeated, shaking his head. “What was Mom thinking?”

“I don’t know if Mom knew how big it would get when she got it, and I don’t want to ask her now. Being in the nursing home is bad enough without her having to give up her dog too. She really would be glad to know you had it, Brady.” Keenan turned and started walking again.

Brady scowled, waiting a beat before slumping along behind him. “If it was a puppy when she went in, she couldn’t have had it very long. How attached could she be? Couldn’t we give it to someone who wants it?”

Keenan angled his head and sighed, giving Brady the look.

Brady rolled his eyes. “Okay, okay. You don’t want to give it to someone else. But I’m telling you, I can’t take the damn thing. I’ve got Doug.”

“Doug?”

“Lily’s dog. You have no idea how much I have to do for Doug to tolerate me as it is. The last thing I’m going to do is piss him off by bringing home competition.”

“You don’t want to piss off Doug so you’re willing to give Mom’s dog away? Are you sure it’s not Lily you’re worried about?” Keenan looked at him incredulously. He couldn’t wait to meet the only girl ever able to make his reckless brother settle down. Surely this was her doing, not her dog’s.

Brady scoffed. “Are you kidding? Lily loves dogs. If it weren’t for Doug she’d probably jump at the chance of getting another one. But trust me, Keenan, you don’t piss off Doug. And this new dog, what’s her name? She wouldn’t want to piss him off either.” Brady’s head turned at a passing woman. “Did you see that? She couldn’t take her eyes off you. Man, if one Discovery Channel special can do that for a guy…”

“I just look familiar. They can’t place me.” Keenan frowned and looked at the sidewalk in front of him.


“They’d like to place you,” Brady laughed. “You bring that babe magnet you got out here and you’ll be beating them off with a stick.”

Keenan shot him a sidelong glance and was glad to see Brady grinning. This girlfriend of his must be making him pretty happy, Keenan thought, or he’d be dishing out more grief than that on Keenan’s celebrity personality.

“As appealing as that sounds,” Keenan said, “I’d just as soon stay as anonymous as possible.”

Brady eyed him. “Oh. So. The book project?”

Keenan nodded. “Right. The book project. Much easier to stay anonymous as an author than a speaker. All you need is name recognition, not face.”

“Shouldn’t have done Oprah, then, huh?” Brady chuckled. “Almost everybody I ever met called me up after seeing you on that.”

“I know.” Keenan shook his head. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I was kind of on a roll after The Discovery Channel thing. But…”

“Oh yeah, what was that called? The Discovery thing?”

“Straight Talk from a Straight Guy.” Keenan suppressed the wince he invariably felt when talking about it.

“Right.” Brady chuckled again. “Hey, at least they didn’t say a straight, single guy or you’d really have problems, diehard bachelor that you are.”

Keenan glanced at him. “I’d say the pot was calling the kettle black, except for the Lily surprise.”

Brady laughed. “Commitment’s not as scary as it seems from the outside, my friend.”

It was Keenan’s turn to raise his brows.

“So the book deal,” Brady continued. “That should be a no-brainer. Since people already know your name from writing that TV show. I mean, Jesus, Sex at Midnight couldn’t have gotten any bigger, could it? And now they know your face from that Straight Talk special and then Oprah’s thing. What was that? Just Dump Him?”

Keenan rubbed a hand over his face. Why had he ever felt the need to be on television? Writing for it was much more fun. Becoming a personality had been scarier, and a lot more work, than he’d ever dreamed.

It was just…after doing so much informal counseling he’d thought he could help people. And television seemed like a great way to help a lot of them at once. Naïvely, he’d had no idea the powers-that-be would want him to continue doing that and not focus on the writing. They’d wanted to hire a ghostwriter and slap his name and picture on the cover.

“That was great,” Brady continued. “The Oprah thing. Lily loved it. Said all her friends had a crush on you after that. So the books ought to fly off the shelves, right? Why’s the publisher holding back?”

“It’s not the publisher. Or rather, it’s this publisher. I could find one who’d publish a book by me, just not the kind of book I want to write. I don’t want it to be another celebrity vanity book. I don’t want Keenan James Tells You How to Live Your Life.” He made sarcastic quote marks in the air. “I want it to be real. And I want it to really help people.”

“Well, women,” Brady said. “I don’t see you offering a whole lot of help for guys. Besides, think how many women would pick up a book with a picture of you and your babe magnet on it.”

“Brady, I’m serious. I can’t keep the dog. You live in a small town in a house with a yard. How is it harder for you to take her than me? I’d have to move.” Keenan exhaled, glad to be back on a safer topic.

Brady twisted his shoulders as another woman walked by with eyes only for Keenan. He shook his head. “I told you. Doug. I know it sounds crazy but it’s true. Doug would make all of our lives a living hell. Otherwise I would take Mom’s dog, Kee, I really would.”

“I’m sure Doug will like Barbra Streisand.” Keenan nodded to the porter in front of the hotel.

“Mr. James,” the man said, opening the door.

Keenan strode through, Brady following him into the marbled foyer.

“Who?” Brady demanded.

Keenan pushed the button for the elevator and looked at the numbers overhead. He could feel Brady’s eyes on him.

“You named the dog Barbra?” Brady asked.


“I didn’t name it. Mom did. And the name’s Barbra Streisand,” Keenan said. He kept his eyes on the lit numbers. Eleven, ten, nine…

It took a moment, but Brady’s whoop of laughter echoed around the stone-and-fern lobby. “You’re joking.”

“I’m afraid not.”

“But she lets you call her Barb around the house, right?” Brady snickered.

“Actually,” Keenan winced at the words, “she won’t come unless you say the whole name.”

Brady’s expression grew disbelieving. “So…you’re outside, walking around Central Park, the dog runs off, and you have to yell…”

“Barbra Streisand,” Keenan confirmed. “At the top of my lungs.”

Brady’s laughter exploded as they stepped into the elevator. “Then I definitely can’t take it. I’m more of a Pearl Jam kind of guy.”

Keenan leaned back against the wall and watched the elevator numbers again. Brady would take the dog, he told himself for the dozenth time, and he could get on with life again. He didn’t know why, but the dog had seemed to take up an inordinate amount of space and time in his days. Maybe it was because he’d never had one before, or maybe it was because she was still a puppy, but it seemed like the thing always needed to be fed or watered or taken out or petted.


Or rescued—but that was another story. One he hoped never to have to reveal to Brady.

They got off the elevator and Keenan pulled the card key from his wallet. Brady eyed the white door with the gold trim, then turned and looked down the hallway.

“I can’t believe they allowed you to bring a dog in here. All this white carpeting. It’s a wonder they let you wear shoes,” he said.

“I’m paying extra. Besides, she’s pretty clean. These dogs don’t shed, you know. I’d have kept her if she’d stayed small.” Keenan opened the door. “Trust me, you’ll like her. She’s cute.”

They stepped into the suite. Keenan shut the door behind them and paused. Usually she was right at the door to greet him, wagging her whole body and licking his hands.

Except for the time she’d locked herself in the bathroom at his condo. And the time she’d somehow gotten stuck in the dishwasher. And the time she’d tried to run over to him with an end table complete with lamp cord tangled in her back legs.

As they stepped into the hotel suite, both of them scanning the room for the missing Barbra Streisand, he supposed in good conscience he ought to mention to Brady the last bit of bad news about his mother’s dog.

He opened his mouth to speak when he spotted her. There, in the dining area next to the windows with the view of Rock Creek Park, was Barbra Streisand, her head stuck between the slats of a mission-style dining chair.

The dog’s mouth opened into a bearded doggy grin, and her tail started to wag.

Brady’s laughter returned. “Well, hello, doggy!”

“That’s the other thing.” Keenan let out a slow breath. “She’s not real bright.”

Brady grinned at Keenan. “I’m not taking that dog.”







    

Chapter 2




Tory stepped around the movers’ dolly and squeezed between a leather sofa and a bookcase on the sidewalk to make her way to the front door of Stewart’s co-op. Clearly someone was moving in, and yet she hadn’t heard Stewart talk about a new resident. Or had she been so wrapped up in her book project that she hadn’t paid attention to his comments about the board meetings? Sometimes Stewart’s voice took on a tone that she found hard to follow. She wouldn’t call it a drone, exactly, but his voice would hit a register that made her mind wander to other things.

Though Tory and Stewart had been in a relationship for eight years—Tory hated referring to it as “dating”—they had ended it six months ago. Mostly it had been Tory’s idea, because she kept thinking there should be more…passion, if one were to take the leap into marriage. Not that anyone had proposed. But she still struggled with the decision. She and Stewart were best friends, they got along beautifully, they understood each other, they had just ended up living something of a celibate life the last seven or eight months of their relationship. Tory had had her doubts that you should marry someone who felt more like a brother.

Then again, with the divorce rate at fifty percent, weren’t you better off marrying someone you felt close to, as opposed to someone you wanted to sleep with?

In any case, they had stayed friends. Indeed, their routine had hardly altered, except that neither one made the pretense of spending the night at the other’s house.

Even when they were a couple, Stewart had been to her apartment in Brooklyn Heights only a handful of times. He didn’t like taking the subway, the cab ride was too expensive, and his place on the Upper West Side was so much nicer, and roomier, that Tory had never minded.

Today, however, she wished they had gone to her place. With someone moving in, the elevator was bound to be going nonstop, and Stewart’s front door was right next to the elevator bay. She didn’t need that kind of distraction, not today, not when she needed to talk to Stewart about what to do with this latest twist in her quest to write a book.

She was determined not to let Fender’s proposal get her down. She had been given an opportunity, she told herself. She hadn’t been robbed of one. It had just been exchanged for something unexpected. Surely she could make something good out of the new scenario.

She nodded her head, determined to rise above, as she clip-clopped down the sidewalk in her low sensible heels.

She was just nearing the building when the door jerked partially open, then shut. It happened again, once, twice more, making her think someone with an armload of something must be trying to get out. She was hurrying the last twenty feet or so to grab the handle when the door pushed out and a thin dog with long blond hair and an enormous, toothy mouth bounded free.

Tory froze, her heart rocketing into overdrive. She’d never seen this dog before. And it was big. Panicked, she pressed herself against the side of the building. Maybe it wouldn’t see her. Maybe its owner was right behind it, with a thick, sturdy leash or a pocketful of steak. Maybe the dog was extremely obedient and would stop the moment the owner said its name.

Maybe the dog would eat her alive.

The dog paused, nose in the air, as if trying to decide which way the more delicious scents led. Tory didn’t breathe. Her eyes shifted toward the door, but she didn’t move her head. Why didn’t someone come out? Where was the dog’s owner?

Her heart hammered in her chest, and her entire body went cold with sweat.

Then, as if in a bad dream, the dog’s head swiveled over its shoulder and it caught sight of her.

A scream lodged in her throat, the wind knocked out of her by the sight of the giant animal’s attention. She gulped a mouthful of air just before it ran toward her.

Tory found her breath.

“Help!” Her voice was high, so high it was probably in a range only the dog could hear. And the dog clearly thought it was an invitation.

It leaped upon her. She felt its feet against her arm as she shielded her face with her hands. She moved so quickly, so clumsily, her fingers hit her glasses and they flew from her face.

“Stop! No!” She waited for the feel of its teeth, the warm sensation of her own blood dripping down her limbs. It would go for her legs next, she was sure of it. Her knees wobbled.

“Barbra Streisand!” someone yelled. A man’s voice. Loud. Imperative.

Tory wasn’t sure she’d heard right. Was Barbra Streisand there? Could this possibly be her dog?

Great, she had the presence of mind to think. Her ignominious demise would probably end up in the newspaper.

“Barbra Streisand! Come here! Come!”

She felt the animal’s feet push off her body, heard the click of its talons move off down the sidewalk, but for some reason she could not remove her hands from her face. Every inch of her, from her hands to her spine to her knees, was shaking like she was plugged into an electrical outlet.

She sincerely hoped Barbra Streisand wasn’t nearby, to make her humiliation complete.

A moment later a man took her forearms and pried them gently from their protective position.

“It’s all right,” he said, looking at her with great concern. His face appeared friendly and his eyes were an impossibly clear blue, she could see even though her glasses were somewhere on the sidewalk.

She swallowed. “I—I know, I’m fine.” Her entire body shook.

“No, you’re not.” He took her elbow and started to lead her to the door. “Let me help you inside. Were you going in here?”

She stopped, legs frozen again. “Wh-where is it? The dog. Is it inside? I can’t go in there. I’m afraid of dogs.”

There was an understatement, she thought. Not to mention a needless statement.

“It’s okay,” the man said. “My friend took it upstairs. I’m so sorry she got loose. She’s really very friendly, but when she gets out she behaves like a bat out of hell. She’d never hurt you, trust me.”

She looked at him askance. “That’s what they all say. Before their dogs’ teeth end up in your neck.”

The guy chuckled. “I doubt that dog even knows it has teeth. She’s more likely to lick you to death.”

“Not an impossible scenario, technically.” She took a quavering breath and glanced around the ground. “My glasses…”

“Oh.” He let go of her arm and looked at the ground, turning first one way, then the other. “Here they are.”

He jogged over to a spot a yard or two from the attack and picked up her glasses. He moved back toward her, looking at them critically. “They might have gotten scratched. Give me your name and I’ll buy you a new pair.”

Tory took the glasses with trembling hands and shoved them onto her face. Through the smear of her own handprints and the input from the sidewalk, she looked up into the kind blue eyes.

It took her a moment—during which time she noted that (a) her rescuer’s eyes were kind, (b) he appeared genuinely sorry, and (c) he did not simply seem worried that she might sue him—but she eventually realized whom she was looking at.

The face was familiar. More than familiar, it was known to her, in a dreadful but certain way.

The face belonged to Keenan James.


She had pored over that face before writing her “No More Psychobabble” article, finding in its cocky expression and piercing blue eyes the duplicity of a star trying to sell snake oil to the afflicted masses. She had watched Keenan James’s Straight Talk DVD thinking he was being anything but straight and seeing in him everything that was wrong with the world’s attitude toward mental health.

And now here he was.

She pushed her glasses up again and remembered that she was to attend his Monday round table—anonymously. Fender had it all set up so she could evaluate him objectively before committing to the book. How would that work if he met her now? Saw her before she attended? Realized she practically lived in his building?

She didn’t have time to work it out. She dipped her head, causing her hair to fall into her face, and headed for the door.

“I’m sorry. I have to go.”

He took a step with her. “Are you sure you’re all right? You don’t seem very steady.”

“I’m fine. Really. I know it may seem irrational to you, to be so affected, but I was mauled as a child and I…I just never understood the, uh, fascination of a pet that some people have.”

“I’m with you on that,” he said, causing her to turn a brief glance on him. He was walking with her and shaking his head. “This is my first dog, so I’m not used to having to think about it. I’ll keep better track of it in the future. Promise.”

“Great.” Tory tried to wipe one side of her glasses with a sleeve without taking them off.

She had to get out of there. If she was going to attend this man’s round table she did not want him seeing her like this first. Not to mention that she didn’t want him knowing anything about who she really was. She had planned to go completely anonymously, fake name and everything.

He kept up with her easily, his long legs eating up the sidewalk that her trembling knees were having trouble negotiating. “Please, won’t you at least give me your number so I can get you some new glasses? Or wait, I’ll give you mine and you can send me the bill.”

“No, no. It’s all right.” She shook her head, at the same time thinking how much a new pair of glasses was going to cost. “I really have to go. My, uh, someone’s waiting for me.”

She always ran into trouble when a sentence required the word “boyfriend.” It sounded so silly and immature. Not to mention that it was inaccurate at this point, something she sometimes forgot.

“I’ll leave my information at the front desk,” he said as she reached the door.

“Fine.” Why didn’t he just go away? Why couldn’t she just deal with people’s pets like a normal person? Why did people even have pets?

But there was no getting around Keenan James. He reached out and grabbed the handle. As he pulled the door open, irrationally, a part of her balked at entering, still sure the animal was inside, lying in wait for her.

“She’s upstairs, locked in the bathroom, several doors and an elevator ride away. Please don’t worry,” Keenan James said, having the effrontery to read her mind.

She made herself step into the foyer. “Thanks,” she said without looking at him.

Thankfully, he let the door close behind her and stayed outside.

She stopped, catching her breath and putting two fingers to her wrist. Her pulse fired like a machine gun.

“Good afternoon, Dr. Hoffstra,” the desk clerk said.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Perkins,” she said. The voice that emerged was shaky and weak. She took another deep inhalation, then turned to the man behind the desk. “This may seem like a crazy question, but was Barbra Streisand here?”


“You didn’t tell me Keenan James was moving into this building,” Tory said, walking into Stewart’s living room and unwinding the scarf from around her neck.

She was still twitching from the encounter with the dog, and the star, so her tone came out more accusatory than she’d intended.


Not that Stewart noticed. He looked up from the sheet music he was studying, his eyes meeting hers over the small half-glasses he used for reading. He frowned irritably. “What?”

Sometimes, when he wore those glasses, Tory thought he looked far older than his thirty-eight years. Maybe it was the thinning blond hair, in addition to the glasses. His face was certainly youthful enough.

His eyes cleared as he came out of concentration. “Oh, yes. Keenan James,” he said casually. “Do you know him?”

She wasn’t fooled. Stewart, for all his high-society pretensions, was a celebrity watcher par excellence. If they were in a restaurant with someone famous, he could spot them within two minutes and would go out of his way to say something to whoever it was. Usually it was something commiserating about how hard it was to have a private meal as a public persona that left the celebrity puzzling if Stewart was someone they should reciprocally recognize.

As a cellist in the New York City Symphony, however, Stewart was not nearly as well-known as he seemed to think, despite being profiled once, five years ago, in New York Today magazine. The exercise invariably embarrassed Tory, though she knew enough not to say anything to him.

“Of course I know him,” she said. “I mean, I know who he is. Like everyone else in the country. Did he interview with the board?” She laid her coat on the arm of the sofa.


Stewart’s eyes trailed to the coat and he frowned. Tory picked it up, walked it to the closet, and hung it up, all the while keeping an eye on Stewart.

“Yes he did. He was quite charming, actually. Not at all the demon you made him out to be in your article.” Stewart gave her a smug smile.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “You could tell he was a good psychologist from his co-op interview, could you?”

An impatient look flitted across his face. “Of course not. But he was intelligent and sincere. A likable fellow. I’d have a hard time believing he was doing anything unethical.”

Tory sighed. “Why, because he’s famous?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Stewart took his glasses off and gave her his full attention. “Just because he’s famous doesn’t mean he’s not ethical. You really have to get over this reverse prejudice you have, Tory.”

She resisted the urge to roll her eyes. “Did you know he has a dog?”

Stewart managed to look simultaneously annoyed and abashed by averting his eyes while raising his chin. “It’s the reason he’s moving here. The dog belonged to his mother, I believe, but she died. Or moved, or something.” He perched his half-glasses back on his nose and studied the sheet music. “I trust it won’t be a problem. He lives on the top floor. We’ll never see him or the animal.”

“How can you know that? I just saw it out in front of the building. The thing nearly took my arm off, if you must know.”

He looked up at her and frowned skeptically. “It attacked you?”

She took off her glasses and tried cleaning them again on the hem of her shirt. “It didn’t attack, exactly. But it was all over me. It ruined my glasses!” She held them up. “You know how I feel about dogs, Stewart.”

She wished he would get up, ask her how she was, make a little bit of a fuss over her ordeal. It was immature, she knew, to be so needy, but just once she’d like him to be a little bit protective of her.

She put her glasses back on her face and scowled. They would definitely have to be replaced.

“I don’t know what you expected me to do about that, Tory,” he said, rising from the couch. “I could hardly refuse him residency because my girlfriend, or rather my former girlfriend, is afraid of dogs.” He put an arm around her shoulder and kissed her on the top of the head. “The building does allow them, you know.”

She didn’t mean to, but she remained stiff in his embrace. He let go.

“I don’t see any blood,” he said, looking her over in mock-concern. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. But there’s another problem,” she said, sounding pouty and hating it. She cleared her throat and tried to adopt a more objective expression. She knew she was only making the day worse by complaining so much.

“And what’s the other problem?” He moved toward the bar, a large, marble-topped affair near the windows overlooking West Eighty-sixth Street. He held up a short tumbler. “Bailey’s?”

She let out a breath and nodded. After a second she went to the bar and sat on one of the tall leather stools. She didn’t know why she felt so angry with Stewart. Maybe it was the adrenaline rush from the dog attack making her edgy. Not to mention nearly meeting Keenan James face-to-face.

“You know the meeting I had today with the publisher?” she said.

“Oh yes!” He looked at her with renewed interest. “How did that go?”

She slumped. “He didn’t want my idea. He actually said he’d never want my idea. Or any of my ideas. He’s got psychologists coming out his ears, apparently.”

“Well, you can see where that might be true, what with Dr. Phil being so popular.” He nodded, agreeing with himself. “So why did he want
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