


	
	



    
Elaine Fox

Beware of Doug

[image: ]





    
For David Voorhies,

who encouraged me

to let my writing go to the dogs.

Thank you for being

the best champion a girl could have.





    
Contents


One

Someones moving in.




Two

Brady sat on the front porch with a beer, listening




Three

They had dined at Bistro Bethem and walked down the




Four

What I am afraid of, Brady said, is catching your




Five

In the end hed left her a note. Slipped it




Six

Lily called Megan right away and was assured that Doug




Seven

So now you know, Brady finished, exhaling. He rubbed his




Eight

Megan was telling me about your pilot, Penelope said, one




Nine

Lily walked up to her front porch in a daze,




Ten

Brady crossed the darkness of his backyard, unaware of the




Eleven

Dammit, where was his other shoe?




Twelve

Lily didnt know what else to do. She saw Megan




Thirteen

Megan has asked us all to come outside for a




Fourteen

The kiss was delicious. She fell into it like a




Fifteen

The trap was laid, the hiding place established, now all




Sixteen

Lily sat with Doug next to her on the wooden




Seventeen

Lily sat in her living room, drinking an iced tea




Eighteen

It took Nathan a moment, but he finally seemed to come




Epilogue

Doug didnt think of him as the New Guy anymore.







Acknowledgments




About the Author




Other Books by Elaine Fox




Copyright




About the Publisher









    

One




Someones moving in.

Nathan made the statement as if he and Lily were parked in a dark alley, wearing night-vision goggles and staking out someones house, instead of standing by the fence in their respective front yards on a sunny spring afternoon. They were watching several large moving men unload a leather couch from a truck into the right side of Lilys Victorian twin house, the nineteenth centurys version of a duplex.

From inside her half, Lilys French bulldog, Doug, could be heard barking as if the four horsemen of the apocalypse were galloping up the driveway. Through the closed window he sounded like a cartoon character underwater. Bwoop-bwoop. Bwoop-bwoop.

My fathers really happy with this tenant, Lily said, watching two of the movers bend an enormous mattress through the front door. It looked even bigger than a king size. Who in the world needed such a big bed? Thats why he wanted me to be here when the guy moved in, in case he had any questions. The guys being bankrolled by a billionaire, as my father put it, so he wont be a deadbeat like Hugh was.

Its a guy? Nathan asked sharply.

Lily nodded. Dont worry, she added. Im sure my father read this one the riot act about loud parties and beer cans in the backyard. You and your mother can rest easy. Besides, this guy works. Hes not in college like Hugh was.

What does he do?

Hes a pilot. Hell be flying Sutter Foleys private jet. Apparently its a full-time job. Despite herself, she was impressed with this. A pilot. It seemed soadventurous.

Nathan nodded. Nice, working for a billionaire. So I guess your friend Megan knows him. I mean since she lives with Foley and all. Did she say what he was like? Is he, like, old or anything?

Im not sure she does know him. Lily leaned slightly sideways as the movers manipulated the long leather couch first one way, then the other, in an attempt to get it through the door. She isnt very involved in Sutters business stuff. She gazed down the street again, expecting that any minute a car would pull into the driveway. Where is he, anyway? I dont have all day. Youd think the new guy would be here, directing the movers, so they know where to put stuff. Doesnt seem very responsible.

Maybe hes on a flight, Nathan said. Maybe hes gone a lot. Could be hell never be around.

Lily glanced at him. That would be great.

Even as she said the words, a motorcycle roared up the street, rattling the windows on nearby houses, then slowed to a crawl and pulled into the driveway. It didnt stop there, however. With a twitch of the drivers wrist the cycle gave a gratuitous growl and pulled right up alongside the moving truck, partially on the lawn, over the front walk to a patch of grass next to the flower bed lining the right side of the porch.

It was out of the way of the movers, she gave him that. But it stood in the front of the house like the prized possession of a redneck in a trailer park.

The motorcycles rider wore a brown bomber jacket, faded and frayed jeans, a sweatshirt that seemed to fit snugly across a wide chest and drape loosely over a trim middle. He pulled off his helmet to reveal straight brown hair with a side part and dark sunglasses over a lean face.

He straightened his legs, swung one easily over the saddle, and settled the helmet on the seat of the black-and-chrome beast.

A bomber jacket on a pilot, Nathan said sourly. What a clich.

Lily laughed, but could not take her eyes from the pilot. At least the sunglasses arent mirrored.

He looked like trouble, she thought. Had her father actually met this guy in person? There was no way hed be less difficult than Hugh had been, she could tell just by looking at him. Hugh at least had been nineteen and intimidatable. This guy was an adult who worked for a billionaire, and it was obvious simply from the way he moved that he had confidence enough for several normal men. Besides, he was a pilot. Didnt everyone know about pilots? They were all cocksure and obnoxious. She knew. Shed seen Top Gun.

In addition to everything else, he was good-looking. That was immediately obvious. In her experience, that meant a parade of bimbos through the house, not to mention parties and drunken revelry on a regular basis. Then there was that motorcycle. He might as well have been landing the jet in the backyard for all the noise that the bike made.

Oh Daddy. She sighed, shaking her head. Why didnt he let her rent the place out? Shed offered, more than once. He always told her not to worry about it, that hed take care of it, that she should just concentrate on grading papers or whatever the hell it was she did at that college.


The new tenant chatted with one of the movers a minute, gestured toward the house with broad, casual sweeps, laughed, then turned and headed for Lily and Nathan.

One of you Lillian Tyler? he asked, nearing them with a loose-legged stride. He removed his sunglasses in a smooth, practiced move.

His smile was pleasant, she had to admit. And he had hazel eyes that crinkled appealingly. A man who went into every situation knowing hed be liked.

That would be me. She raised her hand. Most people call me Lily.

He reached out to shake. Brady Cole. Nice to meet you.

She took his hand, and their palms met, his was warm and dry, hers cool in his grip. The guy exuded confidence even through his skin, she thought.

And this is Nathan Williams. She gestured toward Nathan. He lives next door with his mother, Edie.

She watched as Brady Cole shifted his gaze to Nathan, smiled easily, and moved his hand from hers to Nathans. Good to meet you, Nathan.

Nathan nodded once and shook the offered hand. Lily noted the flush in his cheeks and knew he hated meeting new people. It wasnt that he was shy, exactly. He just wasnt good with change.

Glad I got to meet you so soon. Your dad said youd be keeping an eye on me, so I just want to say Ill be on my best behavior. Brady Cole grinned at her, his eyes direct.

So her father had read him the riot act, she thought. That was good. But this guy was going to have to do more than talk about good behavior. He reminded her of one of her good-looking students who thought he could charm her into a better grade than the work merited.

Then well get along just fine. She let a pert smile tilt her lips.

His grin grew devilish. He also said I should keep an eye on you. Apparently he doesnt think youre safe down here all by yourself. I get the impression hes a little protective.

Is that so? She wondered once again why her father felt the need to impress on everyone how incompetent she was to be on her own. All he said about you was that you probably wouldnt be a deadbeat. She let her eyes graze him and smiled. But the jurys still out on that.

Brady laughed. The sound traveled up her core to tingle at the base of her skull. Shed insulted him, and he laughed. She didnt trust people who did that. It wasnt sincere.

Shes tough, Brady said to Nathan, who startled and froze like a deer in the road. I might have known, having met her father. Is she always like this?

No, Nathan said firmly, glaring at him.


Thats good. Brady ignored Nathans curtness as if he hadnt noticed and turned candid eyes back to her. I dont think I could keep up if it went on all the time. What is that noise?

Lily glanced toward the house, saw Dougs white-and-black body bobbing up and down on the back of the couch like a piston, his enormous ears pointed straight up like a couple of satellite dishes.

Thats my dog, she said, and bit her bottom lip. Shed tried everything to shut him up when he got like this, but if there were men in the vicinity, he went nuts. Doug hated men.

Your dad didnt mention a dog. Brady frowned, his tone cautious.

Lilys eyes narrowed. He could just turn those movers around if Doug was going to be a problem. Brady Cole would be gone long before Doug would be. Maybe because the dog has nothing to do with you.

Brady shifted his gaze to her, his smile milder now. Does he bark like that all the time?

Lily took a deep breath, and said decidedly, No.

No matter that Doug barked whenever he spotted a man, which would, in Bradys case, be all the time. The fact was she intended to fix the problem. Maybe shed finally have to try that citronella collar the animal behaviorist had been advocating for so long, she thought, even though she hated inflicting any kind of discomfort on Doug.

So, Brady, she continued brightly, I wanted to be here to welcome you to the neighborhood and let you know that if theres anything you need, dont hesitate to call or knock on my door. Im a lot easier to get hold of than my father, and I can help if something goes wrong.

He smiled at her with warm eyes. Great. Howneighborly.

I also know all the good restaurants, places to shop, library, city hall, whatever you need. And Im happy to help. She nodded once, with a smile, punctuating the conclusion of her duty for the day. Now she could get back to grading papers with a clear conscience. Shed done what her father had asked.

He tilted his head. You know, I lived eight years in a condo in DC and never even met the people who lived next door to me there.

Things work a little differently down here she began, but was interrupted by one of the movers.

Hey, Mr. Cole! The mover took a few steps in their direction, holding what looked like a wrought-iron sculpture in one meaty fist. Where you want this?

Brady turned to the mover, then back to them. Hang on a sec. Ill be right back. With a flash of a smile, he sauntered across the front lawn.


I dont think hes going to like Doug, Nathan offered.

He hasnt even met him yet, Lily protested, watching the pilot move across the grass. He took the front steps in two long strides behind movers who muscled a black-lacquered chest of drawers inside.

You think thatll help? Nathan asked.

Lily turned a glare on him, then, chagrined, looked back at the house and scowled. No. Of course not.

It would only make things worse. Doug had a way of making his feelings known to whomever he took a dislike. And it usually wasnt pretty.

A second later Brady reemerged from the front door, leapt down the stoop in a single bound, and headed back toward them.

At the same time, a blue BMW convertible crept up Prince Edward Street and paused in front of the house.

Bradys stride slowed as he reached Lily and Nathan, and he glanced over his shoulder to see what they were looking at.

Oh no. The words were muttered under his breath, but the dread in them resonated clearly.

Lily looked at him. His eyes were trained on the car, his mouth turned downward. He shoved his hands in his pockets and hunched his shoulders as if his mother were about to scold him for stealing the cookies.


Someone you know? Lily asked.

The question was answered a moment later, not by Brady Cole but by a long-legged blonde who rose out of the drivers seat like a monolith. She stood dramatically by the car, giving Brady a hard look, then slammed the door and marched resolutely across the lawn toward them.

You two-faced, arrogant, lying son of a bitch, were the first words out of her mouth.

Lily caught her breath. Shed never seen vitriol so thoroughly embodied at such close range. The woman was a seething missile of rage.

Tricia! Bradys tone was so futilely welcoming that Lily nearly laughed. How did you find me?

You moved? You just packed up and left without a word? Were you ever going to tell me? Or did you hope you could just disappear and never have to speak to me again? She planted herself in front of him, hands on her impossibly tiny jeans-clad hips, and gave him a look that expressed loathing on a biblical scale.

On her feet were high spiked heels. Lily wondered if they were sinking into the soft spring lawn. She could never walk on grass in heels, let alone march with the propulsive force Tricia achieved.

Now, Tricia, I told you I was taking a new job, Brady hedged.

Both Lily and the blonde issued a disbelieving scoff.


Brady glanced at Lily. She shrugged and mouthed sorry, with an unapologetic smile.

Oh, please, Tricia sneered, throwing a hand out toward the moving truck. A new job is one thing. But what about this? You never mentioned moving. You never mentioned a whole new town. What did you think, Brady, that Id just forget all about you? About what we had? Huh?

What we had, Tricia, was

Dont give me any more of your bullshit, you sadistic, misogynistic sack of shit, she growled.

Lily raised her brows. This woman could curse like it was a foreign language. It was impressive, if a little weird.

I didnt want to fall in love with you, you know. But did I listen to my instincts? No! And do you know why? Because you turned on the charm. You couldnt even help it. Youre such a goddamn talker, Brady. I fell in love with youyou made me fall in love with youthen you used me, goddamn it. Used me for sex, and now youve just up and moved? Is this how you break up with a woman?

Tricia, please, Brady said, his voice smooth as honey. We did not break up. We couldnt break up because we

Just stop! Do you think Im some kind of idiot? Some kind of weak, gullible, desperate idiot? Ill tell you whos the idiot, Brady. You are, you cheap, dollar-store playboy. Tricia was so incensed that her long straight hair fell into her eyes. She swept it back with a manicured hand. It rippled like a yard of silk.

Lily could swear there was a sheen of sweat on her upper lip. This was no act the woman was putting on, she meant every word.

You talk a good game, but you are not the guy you pretend to be, Tricia continued. Is this the new one? Glacial blue eyes shifted disdainfully to Lily. You left me and came to this godforsaken outback for her? Well let me tell you, honeyshe jabbed a finger in the air toward Lilydont you trust this man as far as you can throw him. Dont get into his bed. All he wants is sex. Sex, sex, and more sex.

Hey, Im not getting in his bed. Lily raised her hands up and away from the offending party.

Tricia, Brady said, his voice calm and patient, like he was talking to a six-year-old, you know as well as I do that you and I did not have a

Tricias hand flashed like mercury. The crack of her palm on Bradys cheek seemed to bounce off the houses around them. Lily and Nathan both jumped.

Brady moved not a muscle.

Tricia, he said finally, in a voice that held a surprising note of kindness, would you like me to call Silverman? Your parents gave me the number, you know. Ill call him right now if you want.


Dont patronize me, you bastard, Tricia said, tears clogging her voice. I just came here to tell you Im through with you. I can do better. Youve seen the last of this body, she said, with a sweep of her hand down her perfect torso. And I defy you to find a better one. You didnt deserve me to begin with, and now youll have to do without.

With that she spun on one slim heelLily was gratified to see that she did have to yank it out of the soiland headed back to the car. The three of them watched as she revved the engine to life, slammed it in gear, and peeled off up the street, leaving a dark patch of rubber residue on the pavement in front of the house.

For a long moment the three of them stood silent in the echoing aftermath of Tricias rage. Brady looked off down the street, his mouth a grim line. On his cheek was a vivid red mark in the shape of an outraged blondes palm.

After a minute, Lily could stand it no longer.

So, she said slowly, she seems nice.



Ooh, a pilot, Lilys friend Penelope said the following morning in the dog park.

Fredericksburg, Virginia, where Lily lived, had moved the city dog park over the summer when Lily had been on sabbatical in Boston, from the busy intersection of Kenmore and William Streets, to a sleepier area near the tennis courts and Memorial Park. It was a fine location, the dogs certainly liked it, but it was not nearly so centrally located as the last one. Which was a shame. Lily had liked seeing who drove by, liked waving to students who honked as they passed, and walking from there to Hyperion Espresso just up the street a few blocks.

But so be it. At least this one had a fence that Doug couldnt wriggle through. Lily watched as the dog concentrated with otherworldly intensity on a family of ducks that swam in the reservoir just next to the park.

Is he nice-looking? Penelope asked.

Lily looked at her friend and smiled ruefully. Yes, in a very, very bad way.

What do you mean?

Georgia, another friend, who lounged on a folding canvas chair she had brought herself, snorted, and said, I know what she means. So when are you havin us over to meet this bad boy, hm? Some of us are not put off by trouble.

She rested a beringed hand on her huge, steel blue Great Dane, Sage, who sat beside her chair like one of those cement statues people bought for their gardens.

Penelope frowned at Georgia. Yes, I know, she said. Some of us are actually attracted to it, Ms. I-Brought-Down-The-Mayor.

Oh please, I didnt bring down the mayor, Georgia said, with a wave of her hand. She looked pleased nonetheless. He wasnt just sleepin with me, you know. His wife would have found out he was cheatin on her one way or another.

Yes, Penelope said archly, but without you she wouldnt have found out about it in her own driveway.

Lily laughed. Thats true. I have half a mind to set you up with this guy, Georgia. In fact, maybe youll meet him at Megans party.

But thats weeks away, Georgia complained.

Ooh, yes. He works for Sutter, doesnt he? I bet he will be there, Penelope mused. And Ive got a new dress

I dont know, Pen. I dont think hes right for you. In fact, if I had to pick I have to say I think this guy needs a good dose of bringing down, Georgia style, Lily said. You should have been there for the scene that played out in front of Nathan and me yesterday. She proceeded to tell the story of the irate blonde.

Oh, poor Nathan, Georgia mused when she was finished.

Poor Nathan? Lily echoed. Dont you mean poor Brady? Or, more accurately, poor Tricia?

No, I mean Nathan. Georgia shook her curly blond hair. The poor thing has been in love with you for years, and now he has to contend with a macho pilot next door? Thisll probably kill him.

Nathan is not in love with me. Lily put a hand on her hip. Hes justa good friend.

This time both Georgia and Penelope snorted.


Really. Lily sighed. I mean, I know he likes me. But he is not in love with me. He knows were just friends.

HoneyGeorgia laughedhed be sleepin on your welcome mat if it werent for fear of being castrated by Doug when you came out for your mornin paper.

I do have to say, Penelope said, nodding, I think Doug is the only reason Nathan isnt over at your house every night offering to fix your screen door or your leaky faucet or hammer nails for you.

Or hammer you. Georgia cackled. If it werent for Doug, hed have invited himself into your bed years ago.

Come on, Lily protested. Nathans a nice guy. Why do you have to be so mean about him?

Were not being mean, Penelope said. Its just that hes in love with you, and you should be aware of it.

Especially now that a stud muffin has moved in next door. Georgia picked at a chip in one of her polished nails. Nathans pecker is probably goin to shrivel like a petunia under a pine tree unless he gets somethin from you soon.

Lily turned on Georgia, half-laughing, her hands on her hips. What are you saying? You think I should sleep with Nathan to make him feel better about Brady?

Its the only nice thing to do, Georgia said primly, brushing nail polish chips off her lap. Otherwise, hes goin to lose what little self-esteem he has left. You dont want to be responsible for that, do you?

I am not responsible for Nathans self-esteem, good or bad. And I am not a public servicesexpert, Lily declared, then laughed.

Georgia and Penelope joined her. Oh, honey, Georgia said, thats classic. Im goin to have to remember that one. A sexpert.

Besides, what would Gerald say if I had sex with Nathan? Lily imagined Geralds gray eyes hardening to flint, his dark hair dipping over his brows as he shook her,  la Heathcliff with Catherine, saying, If he loved you with all the power of his soul for a whole lifetime, he couldnt love you as much as I do in a single day.

Lily sighed. Sure, she was a literature professor, but she loved the movie version of Wuthering Heights. Nobody could deliver a line like that like Olivier. Except, of course, her mental Gerald.

Ah yes. Gerald the magnificent, Georgia said, laying her head back and holding her arms out expansively. She raised a brow and eyed Lily askance. I imagine he would be upset if he thought your infatuation with him was wanin. So when is your next date with Mr. Elusive?

It is not infatuation. And he is not elusive. Hes asked me out, hasnt he? Four times, now.

Finally, Georgia said, eyelids heavy with disapproval. Hes known youve been interested in him forever, and hes strung you along like his own personal puppy dog.

He hasnt strung me along. I strung myself, Lily said, because of who he is. And Ive respected the fact that Gerald wanted to make partner on his own merits, not because hes dating the bosss daughter.

So hes made partner? Georgia asked dubiously.

Any minute now, she said decisively. And besides, she added, turning to search for Doug, Doug actually seems to like him. Can you imagine? Hes the only man on the planet to whom Doug hasnt done something awful, like chew up his shoes, or rip his pant leg.

She found the dog intently sniffing the ground near the picnic table, ready, Lily was sure, to roll in a family of grubs or some other disgusting item. Doug loved to adorn himself with dead things.

That is something, Penelope said. Though you do have to wonder if hes planning something bigger for later.

Lily laughed. Planning something bigger, she scoffed. Listen to you. As if Doug thinks of anything beyond the moment hes in. No, I think its a sign. Gerald couldnt wait any longer to ask me out, and Doug doesnt hate himthere are good signs everywhere.


Except that he abandoned his resolve to wait until he made partner, Georgia said.

Penelope frowned. I thought it was a little strange that he actually told you he didnt want to date you until he made partner.

Why? Lily protested. I thought it was admirable that he didnt want to get ahead by dating the bosss daughter.

Penelopes doga big black Labrador retrieverran over to her with a saliva-drenched stick. She took it from him and tossed it, sending him tearing across the park. It seemed a littleoverconfident, she said.

Girls, were ignoring the central issue, Georgia said. If he hasnt made partner yet, why did he ask you out now?

I told you, Lily said, feeling her face heat with defensiveness. He decided he couldnt wait any longer.

ButIm so sorry to be negative, Lil, but I think its important, Penelope said, has he kissed you good night yet? If his passion made him abandon his resolve to wait, where is it when hes with you?

Hammer? Georgia quipped. Meet nail.

He kisses me good night every time, Lily said, though admittedly her tone was weak.

You know, Penelope said, a real kiss. Youre the one who said it was just a lukewarm peck on the cheek.


Okay, no, he hasnt. But hes a gentleman, Lily said, throwing her hands out to the sides. I know its weird, but its not the end of the world that hes a little slower than we expect, is it? Maybe thats even a good thing. Would we be less worried if he were jumping my bones?

Penelope appeared to consider.

Georgia threw her head back. Hell, yeah!

Look, Lily said firmly, all I know is, the guy is finally asking me out. You guys should be happy for me.

Honey, I would be, Georgia said, sobering. If not for the fact that for the last two years the only thing hes condescended to do with you is go out for coffee. No drinks, no dinner, and

And no play tickets, Penelope added. Dont forget those incredibly expensive seats to Phantom of the Opera you sprang for.

How could he put you off for so long? Georgia said. Whats different now? He still hasnt made partner.

Lily shifted her weight on her feet and crossed her arms over her chest. He got tired of waiting, she said again, clinging to the idea. Like me.

Im sure he did, Georgia said. The question is, was he tired of waitin for you or for that partnership?

Lily turned on Georgia. That is so insulting, Georgia. How can you call yourself my friend and say something like that? Is it so inconceivable to you that he might actually like me, the way I like him?

Georgia leaned forward and grabbed Lilys forearm. Her expression changed from droll to determined. Lily, I am your friend. Thats precisely why Im sayin these things. I dont want you to get hurt, and Im afraid this guy isor, all right, could beusin you.

Thats only because you dont understand the finer points of chivalrous behavior or respectable relationships, Lily said, extricating her arm from Georgias grip.

Oh no, not another lecture on nineteenth-century literature, Georgia moaned, leaning back in her chair. You talk like youre a born-again virgin. Since when did you become Elizabeth Bennett?

No, thats Pride and Prejudice. Its Emma Wood house, Penelope corrected, to Geralds Mr. Knightley. From Jane Austens Emma. Im reading it now, and its wonderful!

Stick a star on her forehead, Georgia muttered.

And it really is true, Penelope continued enthusiastically. Gerald is just like Mr. Knightley, the hero in Emma. Knightley was the old friend of the family, close to Emma and her father for years. And Gerald is close to Lily and her father, and has been for years. Knightley was known for being the perfect gentleman, and clearly so is Gerald. Knightley and Emma took forever to get together, but when they did it was perfect. And you said yourself your father loves Gerald, right?

Yes, he does. And I admit to having said a time or two that Gerald feels like my Mr. Knightley. Lily blushed. But Im not hung up on that. Really, Im not that nave. It was just something I thought about, you know, the way you do when you like someone. The main thing is that I believe romance, true romance, isnt dead until we kill it with our tacky twenty-first-century mores. Gerald has a sense of propriety and restraint that I admire, and find attractive.

Georgia rolled her eyes. Careful, Lil. Its easy to put a fantasy into a void. Gerald may seem like the perfect gentleman, but you never know. It could just be impotence.







    

Two




Brady sat on the front porch with a beer, listening to the sounds of female laughter emanating from Lilys side of the house. She had company, and while he couldnt hear what they said, they certainly seemed to be having fun.

It had grown chilly again, and a light drizzle fell outside the protection of the porch roof. The air smelled like soil, rich and loamy, and the sounds of raindrops on the newly minted leaves made him think of childhood. He had lived a long time in a high-rise, surrounded by other high-rises, in the cement environment of a city. Hed forgotten how peaceful a neighborhood could be.

Granted, he was still technically in the cityFredericksburg citywalking distance from its shops and restaurants, but this little town was quiet and quaint, not a hot, heaving monster like DC.

When the Realtor had first told him shed found a duplex, hed pictured some ugly, boxy thing circa 1960; but this housea twin house, hed been toldwas a tall old Victorian with elaborate detailing and huge, high-ceilinged rooms. The two front doors and long porch with a rail separating the two sides were the only indications that it held two separate living spaces.

Across the street were a row of houses of probably the same vintage as this onebuilt in the nineteenth centurywith one or two eighteenth-century models thrown in. The trees were huge, the sidewalks cracked with age, and aside from the parked cars he could easily picture the street as it might have been a century and a half earlier. The whole place oozed history.

He liked it. It would make a nice change. Not to mention that there might be more pissed-off women than just Tricia he should get away from.

He took a pull off his beer and looked up at the cloud-covered sky. Hed screwed up, badly. That was what came of getting bored and feeling invulnerable. You took advantage of people without even realizing it.

He was not proud of himself.

You can change, his brother Keenan had said, after telling him that where women were concerned he had overgrazed and that it was probably time to leave the city. Look at this as a fresh start. A new life. Take a break from dating and decide youre not going to take whats handed out to you anymore. Think of it as being on a diet at a cocktail party. Take nothing thats offered. Save your appetite for the big meal.

Brady chuckled, picturing an hors doeuvres platter covered with small, pretty women. And in the middle, sitting up, was Lily Tyler, giving him that sweet but audacious smile and looking for all the world like a challenge worth taking.

He took a deep breath, let it out slowly. He was on a diet. A date diet. Keenan was right. He needed a break.

Hed tried to be a good guy, had always been up front with women hed dated about taking things casually, not wanting commitment, but Tricia had taught him that no matter what you said, some women were going to hear only what they wanted to hear.

Granted, Tricia was certifiably nuts. But still. He hadnt seen it in her, not until it was too late. And hed even seen Fatal Attraction.

No, he needed to get out of the game for a while, maybe learn how to get to know a woman, make friends with her, before diving into the unknown. According to Keenan, there was no halfway in relationships. Just happy people and unhappy people.


Brady guessed hed made a lot of people unhappy.

It was a shock, he thought, taking another long draw off his beer, realizing what an asshole youd been when youd had no idea at all.

The door of Lilys house opened, letting a stream of light and warmth out onto the front porch and steps. Brady turned his head, leaned back on the porch column, and hoped the night shrouded his side. Music tinkled low in the backgroundAl Green, singing Im So Tired of Being Alone. He smiled at the irony.

A second later, Lilys porch light came on and a woman with a wide mass of curly blond hair came out the door, zipping up a raincoat.

Well, shit and goddamn, the woman said in a strong North Carolina accent. Its still rainin.

Brady raised his brows. A woman who spoke her mind.

Lily stood in the doorway, her hair as dark as melted chocolate, accentuating that peaches-and-cream complexion. It figured, he thought, that on his new diet hed end up next door to a world-class ten-thousand-calorie dessert. In her arms she held the ugliest dog Brady had ever seen. It was white with black blotches, small, but square, with a smashed face and enormous bat ears. On its face was a wide doggy grin that, if worn by a human, would mark a man not to be trusted.

Why dont you take my umbrella? Lily said.


No, no. Give it to Penelope, she melts in the rain. Ill be fine. I have a hood. She pulled said hood up over her head and tucked in the curls around her face. Besides, theres nobody I have to look good for at home, anyway, thank the good Lord.

She leaned over, and the two women kissed cheeks.

Good night, honey. She patted the dog on the head.

Careful driving, Lily said, closing the door as the blonde turned away.

Al Green and Lily disappeared.

The woman took a moment on the front stoop, looking out into the rain as if bracing herself for it. Brady took another sip of beer, and the movement must have caught her eye. She turned toward him. Her face was pale and round under the hood, and she cocked her head.

Well, well, she drawled. He could hear the smile in her voice. It was a tone he recognized well. You must be the new kid on the block.

She sauntered over to the railing that split Lilys porch from Bradys and put one hand on a column. With Lilys porch light on he could clearly see the womans long, red fingernails and a couple of gold rings on each hand. With her other hand, she pushed the hood back off her head to reveal those curls and a hard, pretty face that showed an unnerving shrewdness.


The woman, he concluded immediately, was a man-eater.

Or was he just getting paranoid?

Brady Cole, he said, straightening. He held out one hand, businesslike, and leaned toward her.

She stretched a languorous hand out to take it. Her grip was soft and hot.

Georgia Darling. She didnt shake, she just held his hand a long moment. Yes, indeed. Lily had it right. You are trouble. Her lips curved as if trouble were exactly what she was looking for.

Brady took a moment answering, holding her gaze. I guess I can understand why she said that. We had a kind ofscene the day I moved in. But thats over.

So I heard. She dropped his hand and leaned forward, both hands on the railing in front of her. So, looking for a replacement? Something to, ah, do here in the Burg?

Her lips curled and her eyelids drooped and he honest-to-God felt like an injured bird being studied by a cat. There wasnt much of a chance that hed ever have taken this she-wolf up on her offer, even though it was obvious thered be no strings attached, but on the heels of recent events there was even less possibility. He was a new man, and even if he hadnt turned over that new leaf, there was Lily. Virtually his landlord and already unimpressed with him. Hed rather not start off what should be a friendly relationship between very close neighbors with the tension of doing something stupid with her friend.

His eyes must have strayed to Lilys door because Georgia laughed, a low, sultry sound that was, in its way, mocking.

Its like that, is it? she purred.

I got off to a bad start with my landlords daughter, he said. Id rather not screw it up any further. At least not until she gets to know me better.

I can be very discreet. Just ask the mayor, she said, then laughed in a way that made him think of a witch over a cauldron. She stepped back from the railing and lifted her hood over her curls again. You think about it, Brady Cole, and let me know if you change your mind.

She stepped off the porch and started down the front walk. Halfway to the curb, she turned back.

And if youre thinking of anyone elseshe tipped her head in the direction of Lilys doorall I can say is, beware of Doug.

With that, and another wicked cackle, she continued down the walk to a large black SUV on the street.

A moment later she was gone.


The following day was Saturday, and a blustery one it was. Gone was the warmth of Thursday and the gentle spring rain of last night. Today was a screeching moody bitch of a day, despite the dainty accessories of budding trees and brave crocuses.

Brady closed the door of his house behind him, headed down the stoop into the wind, and started to turn up Lilys stoop to her door when he saw the neighborwhat was his name? Stephen? no, something formalcome out his front door.

The neighbor stopped when he saw Brady, so Brady raised a hand to him. After a second, the guy returned a wave and started down his front walk.

After a seconds thought, Brady changed course, heading across the lawn toward the neighbor. The wet earth sank under his weight and sucked at his shoes, but he continued on. Might as well cover all his bases while the opportunity was in front of him.

The guy wore all black, from his tee shirt to his jeans to his Converse hightops. He looked like he wanted to be a rock star instead of a guy who lived on a quiet street in a small town with his mother. Even his house didnt seem to go with the rest of the houses on the street. It was a one-story brick affair that looked closer to 1960 than 1860, and had a chain-link fence around the backyard instead of the picket or wrought-iron that most of the others sported.

Brady remembered the look on hisdamn, Ethan? maybethe guys face when hed introduced himself on Thursday, and then again after Tricia had gone. Or rather, vaporized in a scalding cloud of steam. The guy had without question decided he did not like Brady.

Brady hated being disliked.

He turned from Lilys walkway and headed forhe could call him buddy. Thats what he did with most guys. But he lived two doors down, how long could that go on?

Brady strolled down the sidewalk, taking his time, thinking, moving towardNathan! Yes! Jesus, no wonder the guy didnt like him. He could tell Brady was the kind of person who forgot mens names and needed to go on a date diet.

Hey, Nathan, how are you doing today? Brady smiled and held out a friendly hand.

For a second he thought hed gotten the name wrong, because Nathan just looked at his hand as if hoping he wasnt expected to do anything with it. Then he gave a smile that wasnt happy and shook it.

Not bad. Nathan gave him a hard look, as if Brady might be trying to pull something over on him. He jerked his chin in the direction of Lilys house. Going to see Lily?

The only thing to do was ignore it, Brady knew, but the guy clearly didnt like him. Was determined not to, in fact. He wondered if it had anything to do with Lily.

Lily, the delicate beauty with the devil in her eye. Hed bet anything old Nate had a crush on her. He was posturing like the lone stallion in a herd of mares.

Brady pushed a hand through his short, thick hair, and the wind pushed back. Yeah, I thought Id explain to her about the other day. I should probably explain to you, too.

Nathan shook his head. No need.

Actually, there is a need. That woman, Tricia, shesuh

He really ought to be better at explaining this, he thought. Hed had to do it so many times.

He took a fortifying breath. Well, shes ill. Under a doctors care, actually. For, ah, obsessive behavior. About me, for some reason. She follows me, see, and usually makes a scene and conjures up all kinds of accusations that arent true.

Well, mostly not true. Theyd had one evening of inadvisable sex, and hed paid for it for months. Fortunately, the relevant people knew what was really happening, understood that she had latched on to him and created a whole scenario that was vastly different than the one that was real. Her parents, her doctor, his family, the people shed regularly harassed, all knew that shed spent time in Chestnut Lodge and that her parents were eager to keep her from having to go back.

And hell, he was fine with helping them help her. He really was. He didnt need to see her locked up. It was just that shed made his life a lot more complicated. Dating alone had become something he didnt want to risk. The one time hed brought someone home after the incident with Tricia, shed been treated to a tirade similar to the one Nathan and Lily had witnessed the other day.

It had been a startling lesson for Brady. A visitation from God, Keenan had said, in the form of an insane woman. Clean up your act, was what He was saying.

Brady figured He could have said it in a more subtle way, but that was just him.

You have a stalker? Nathan asked, and Bradyd be damned if it didnt look like the guy was happy about it.

I guess you could call her that. He pushed his hands in his pockets and plowed on. The thing is, when she gets like thatactually she can get worseI need to call her doctor or her parents. Id have done that the other day if she hadnt left so quickly. The reason I need to tell you all this, though, is because she can be very persuasive, so you have to watch out. She talked her way into my condo up in Arlington once, got my emergency key from the front desk, and went in and trashed the place. Looking for evidence Id been cheating on her, she said. But, and this I swear, weve never had a relationship. Never even been on a date, really.

At this point, Nathan did chuckle. Oh man.

Brady forced himself to smile. The wind blew hard against his back but was unable to penetrate his leather jacket. Yeah, its funny. But not really. So listen, if she comes back again and talks to you, just tell her you dont know me, dont know where I am, Im just the new neighbor. You know, that kind of thing.

No problem. I dont know you, Nathan said, looking happy about the fact. The wind rippled his black tee shirt like a sail in a noreaster. The guy was impossibly skinny.

Brady paused. Right. Okay. Well, thanks. Just wanted to let you know.

Yeah, thanks. Good to know. Nathan smiled cheerily.

All right, then. Guess Ill see you later. Brady turned and walked back toward Lilys door, thinking if there was one person on the street he wasnt going to give his emergency key to it was Nathan. Something told him the guyd have Tricia in there in no time.

He should have called him buddy.

Oh, and, uh, Brady? Nathan called.

Brady turned back. Yeah?

Nathan jutted his chin out toward Lilys house again, and his grin was positively confident. Beware of Doug! He turned and headed in the opposite direction down the sidewalk, his jaunty gait looking altogether too perky for his rock star outfit.

Who the hell was Doug? Brady thought. That was the second time someone had warned him about the guy.


Hey, Nate! he called. Whos Doug?

But Nathan didnt hear him. Or pretended not to. Those black sneakers just kept plugging away up the street.

Maybe Doug was Lilys boyfriend. Some jealous type. Maybe he shouldnt knock on her door right now, in case Doug was there. He scowled. Was he going to have to deal with an insane Tricia and a jealous Doug next door? Maybe he could get Tricia and Doug together. Get rid of all the problems at once.

Oh the hell with it, he thought. He wasnt going to tiptoe around Tricia, and he wasnt going to tiptoe around some guy named Doug, who obviously had problems unrelated to Brady, since everyone was warning him about the guy when they hadnt even met yet.

He walked resolutely to Lilys door.


As it turned out, Lily wasnt home that morning. But the bell had rung and someone had knocked and Doug had pressed his dense doggy body to the front door and done all he could to sniff through the crack to figure out who it was. He pressed his pug nose against the threshold, stood on his sturdy back legs to go as far toward the doorknob as he could, but it was through the mail slot that he caught the scent.

It was the new guy. When Doug discovered that, he barked a few times and pawed at the door, claws out so it would make a lot of noise. He wasnt a fool, he knew he couldnt open it. But the new guy needed to know there was someone here protecting Lilys territory even if she wasnt.

It took a while for the
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