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  Dedication: To my husband for being the kind of guy I write about. Yup, these great heroes are real, folks—and I’m so lucky I found one! 








  
  Author's Note


I apologize in advance if Chad the ghost is a smartass. He feels he can get away with it, since no one can do much about him—it’s not as if he can be evicted or slapped in the face. Hey, if it had been up to me, I’d have chosen a polite nineteenth-century nanny to haunt the building instead of a sarcastic journalist from the sixties, but what can I say? Who would want to murder a sweet nanny? 






  
  Prologue


“When you’ve haunted a building since the Beatles met Ed Sullivan, you see a lot of changes,” Chad said to Harold, who haunted the building across the street. 
The two ghosts floated between their buildings, high enough that the air currents from traffic below didn’t affect them. Still, they swayed occasionally in the autumn breeze and had to compensate to remain face to face.
Harold contemplated the elegant old brownstone sadly. “I don’t like to complain, mind you, but when your new owner ripped off the roof, did he have to replace it with a God-awful glass and steel penthouse? It’s an eyesore here in historic Back Bay!”
“I miss the old owner. He was a crotchety, grumpy, eccentric recluse, but he didn’t change anything.”
“Change comes hard for most of us, Chad—living or dead—yet change is the nature of the world. You’d think we’d get used to it after all this time. I’ve been going with the flow… but enough is enough.”
“I know what you mean, Harold. Change can kiss my ass.”






  
  Chapter one

“Merry? What on earth are you doing?” 
*Poof*
And just like that, Merry MacKenzie’s sexy daydream evaporated. 
“Dad, I’m exhausted. I have to rest.” 
Merry had collapsed on the worn leather sofa sitting in the middle of the sidewalk in front of a beautiful antique townhouse. She yanked an inhaler from her denim jacket, shook it vigorously, and squirted the mist into her mouth. Inhaling a deep breath, her constricted lungs eased. Ah, relief. 
“We’re almost done, honey. But while you’re resting, let me say this again—if you ever need or want to move back to Rhode Island, you can.”
She rolled her eyes. “Fine. But right now, I’m still moving into my apartment. How about letting me unpack before you make me feel guilty for leaving you?” She reclined on the sofa so she could expand her diaphragm and rest.
“Come on, Merry,” her father said as he loomed over her. “One last push.” 
“No. I’m tapped… Gonna die now."
“I know you’re tired. We’ve been moving your stuff into your new apartment all afternoon. Or, I should say, new to you, old by any other American’s standards.”
“Well, I happen to love it. Jeez, did you look around? Did you notice that thick, solid mahogany banister? I don’t know how you could miss it. It practically blinds you, gleaming in the light of the crystal chandelier,” she said. “The elevator is all mahogany and brass inside. Everything is in really good shape. Apparently, the landlord lives in the building and made sure it was all replastered but kept the period details like the wide crown moldings. And while you’re noticing, check out the marble stairs.”
“Why do you care about the elevator? You live on the first floor—thank God. I can’t imagine carrying all this crap up to the second or third floor.” 
“And moving in is only part of the fun! I’ll be up half the night unpacking. Who knew I had so much stuff?”
“That’s the way it is when you move. You always have more than you thought you had, and it always takes longer than you think it will.”
“I’ve never moved before, so how could I know?”
Mr. MacKenzie frowned. “Merry, Matt and I have to get going soon. It’s getting dark. Are you okay?” 
“Just one more minute, Dad.” Merry glanced around at the lengthening shadows, wondering where west might be and if she’d have a sunset view. She looked up at tree limbs silhouetted against the twilight sky. Dry leaves rattled in the autumn breeze, and for a moment she thought she saw…
Great. First night on my own and already I’m seeing ghosts.
Then she spied a man with long, dark hair leaning against the wrought iron fence that surrounded the brownstone’s small lot. Dressed all in black, he almost disappeared into the shadows, and she might not have noticed him at all except for his pale skin and intense eyes. Something about the way he cocked his head and stared at her caught her attention. A shiverrippled up her spine.
“You can rest when you’re inside. It’s getting darker by the minute, and you know my eyesight’s no good for night driving.”
“Have Matt drive home. Where is he, anyway?”
Her father peered toward the heavy oak and beveled glass front door of the building. They’d left it propped open with a marble pedestal from the foyer. “I don’t know. Last I saw, he stopped to talk to someone. Must have been the landlady.”
A second later, her younger brother raced down the steps babbling, “Dad, did you know Jason Falco owns this building? Do you believe that? Jeez, I’m going to have to visit Merry every chance I get!”
She groaned. “You’d better not, pickle-head. And who’s Jason Falco, anyway?”
“You’re kidding!” he shouted. “You don’t know who Jason Falco is?”
Mr. MacKenzie folded his arms. “Calm down, Matt. It’s a fairly common name. It could be anybody. Come on, Merry. Get up.”
“Can’t… too tired.”
Some kind of secret signal passed between father and son. The next thing Merry knew, the couch tipped, and they unceremoniously dumped her onto the sidewalk. Oomph.
“Hey!” She scrambled to her feet while her brother continued chattering as if nothing had happened.
“It’s the lefty pitcher for the Boston Bullets! I swear. I was just talking to his aunt. Oh—she wants the door closed, by the way. It’s getting cold in there.” As if to illustrate the point, a chilly October breeze blew crisp, brown leaves around their feet. 
“Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” Merry admonished. “Do you want my neighbors to immediately hate me? Get on the other side of the couch with dad; I can’t lift another thing.”
Merry marched into her new apartment building, hoping to find the landlord’s aunt so she could apologize. No one seemed to be about, but she heard voices from the second floor. As her father and brother staggered and grunted through the front door under the weight of the leather sofa, a young man appeared at the top of the wide, curving staircase. 
Long muscular legs in jeans and sneakers had come into view first. Then Merry saw his flat abdomen and broad shoulders under a navy blue knit jersey, and then finally his face. 
“Whoa, let me help you with that.” He jogged down the steps and grasped the side of the couch her brother had left teetering.
Oh, my lord! What a handsome face it was. Dark, thick brows stood out against his light skin and clear blue eyes. She couldn’t identify his hair color easily, since it barely showed under a blue baseball cap. Maybe milk chocolate brown. Merry thought the style was called a buzz cut. The length nearly matched the brown whiskers of the five o’clock shadow on his strong jaw.
“Thanks, man.” Matt did a double take and grinned. “I can’t wait to set this couch down so I can shake your hand. Believe it or not, my sister’s moving into your building and didn’t even know who you were.”
The handsome hunk just laughed. 
Merry put two and two together and decided this must be the famous Jason Falco. Not bad. Not bad at all. On the other hand, if her brother insisted on embarrassing her in front of her hottie landlord by pointing out what a baseball fan she wasn’t, she’d have to have a little “chat” with him before he left. A slap upside the head ought to do the trick.
She stepped back in order for the three men to pass her, as they carried the heavy piece of used furniture into her tiny living room. 
Her father surveyed the polished hardwood floor already covered with boxes. “Where do you want this, honey?”
“Um… I’m not sure yet.”
“Well hurry up and decide before I get a hernia.”
“Sorry, Dad. Just put it down where you are. I’ll figure it out later.” 
Her landlord straightened to a full six feet tall. “I can help her move things around once she knows where she wants them.” And then he winked at her.
Be still my heart! 
So there her couch remained—in the middle of the living room. 
Immediately, her brother stuck his hand out to the stranger. “It’s really great to meet you, Jason. Can I call you Jason? My dad and I are big fans. I hear you can throw a 97 mile-an-hour fastball. And man, your curveball and changeup? Incredible! Do you think I can get an autograph?”
Jason chuckled. “Thanks… uh, sure.” He sounded anything but sure as he regarded the taped boxes around the room. “Do you have a pen and paper handy?” 
“Leave him alone, Matt. He’s obviously off the clock,” Merry muttered, not caring if her fan-boy brother collected his autograph or not.
“Oh, yeah. Sorry, man. Hey, some other time…” 
“Absolutely,” Jason said. He smiled broadly and to her relief, Merry thought he sounded genuine. Fine, then the pipsqueak wouldn’t hound her to obtain Jason’s DNA. The DNA that gave him those cute dimples…
“Well, I’ll leave you to get settled,” her father said. “C’mon, Matt, we’d better get going.” He thrust his hand toward Jason and said, “Thanks for your help. I’ll sleep better knowing my little girl is in good company.”
Crap. How many ways can my family embarrass me? Merry rolled her eyes. “I’m twenty-five, dad. Not exactly a little girl, anymore.”
Her father dropped Jason’s hand and strolled over to where she stood. “You’ll always be my little girl.” Then he kissed her on the forehead and said, “Call me tomorrow, okay?”
Could she be any more humiliated in front of an awesomely cute guy? So much for establishing her image as a hip, sophisticated city dweller, now that she had finally declared her independence. She sighed. “Okay, worrywart.”
Her father pointed at her. “I mean it.”
“I know, I know.” 
As soon as they were out of the way, she planned to revel in her freedom, kick up her heels, and have some much-needed fun! Whether they liked it or not.

      [image: image-placeholder]Jason watched the close-knit family say their good-byes and Merry’s father and brother reluctantly leave. Suddenly he missed his mother. She had tried to create family closeness, but the competition his father had instilled in his sons didn’t make for warm relationships. Not to mention the other “little problem” that crippled his family’s hopes for a normal anything.
As he watched his stunning new tenant wave goodbye to her family, he congratulated himself on offering to stay and help her arrange the large pieces of furniture. Hot didn’t begin to describe her. Now he could steal some time alone with her.
She looked so different from the rest of her family. Her father had a Scottish look, as you’d expect in a MacKenzie. He was strongly made, and his graying hair looked as if it could have been reddish blond at one time. He and his sandy-haired son possessed ruddy but fair skin and blue eyes.
According to her paperwork, his new tenant’s name was Merry MacKenzie, but she couldn’t look less like a Scot. Her dark hair, brown bedroom eyes, and full lips, plus her perfectly smooth, glowing dark skin gave her an exotic Mediterranean air. Or maybe Brazilian. God, she made his jeans tight! 
“So, where do you want this gigantic sofa?”
She chuckled. “It is kind of a monstrosity, isn’t it?”
“No, I didn’t mean…”
“That’s okay. It’s only temporary stuff. I took some castoffs from our family room and hit a few yard sales, but as soon as I can, I’ll replace it with smaller furniture.”
“No… I, uh…” Why am I suddenly an idiot around her? 
He had been trained for the limelight for years, so why should he suddenly fall apart in the presence of a pretty girl? Tons of women threw themselves at him on a regular basis. Maybe that’s why he reacted to this one differently. He wasn’t Jason Falco—star pitcher and reluctant celebrity. He was just Jason, single landlord with a hard-on for his new tenant. 
“Look, I didn’t mean to insult your furniture, honest. I like it better than mine. I just had some hoity-toity designer decorate my place and it looks like it belongs in a magazine, not someplace where people actually live. This looks awfully comfortable.” He illustrated his point by soaring over the arm of the couch and landing on his back on the squishy cushions. He couldn’t help the “Ahhh…” that escaped his mouth. He hadn’t been able to lounge comfortably for days.
She just grinned at him and didn’t say anything. 
You’re an idiot, Falco. A babbling, bumbling idiot. 
Slowly, he rose from his comfortable position and said, “Let’s start over.” He held out his hand and said, “Hi. I’m Jason Falco, your new landlord. And you must be…”
“Merry MacKenzie,” she said, shaking his hand. 
“What a charming name.” 
She rolled her eyes. “It wouldn’t have been my choice. I share my name with a hobbit.” 
He chuckled. “Do you have a nickname you’d prefer?”
“No. Just Merry. One of my professors tried to call me Mac once, but it didn’t stick. Thank God for that, because everyone calls my father Mac.”
“Well, at least I know what to call him if I see him again. I should have introduced myself. I don’t know where my head is at today.” 
He did know what his little head was thinking ever since he’d laid eyes on the beautiful brunette with the cutest, open white smile he’d ever seen.
“No.” Merry shook her head. “I should have introduced them and myself since everyone apparently knew who you were. Well, everyone but me. Sorry about that.”
He gave her an earnest smile. “Don’t be sorry. It’s a relief not to be recognized.” Sort of. Now what can I do to impress her?
“In that case, I apologize for my fan-boy brother. It’s weird, but even though he has Attention Deficit Disorder, he can remember all kinds of trivia about things that interest him, like sports.” Then she covered her mouth and giggled as her cheeks took on a rosy blush. “Oh, sorry. No offense. I didn’t mean to call professional sports trivial.” 
“None taken.” Granted, it’s not like saving lives. “So, where do you want to do… Um, I mean, where do you want this?”
“How about over there?” She pointed to the longest wall.
“Okay. So, do you have a couple of drop cloths or a newspaper or anything? I can stick something smooth under the legs and push it myself without scratching your floors.”
She chuckled. “They’re your floors, I believe. And, yeah, I’m sure I can find something.” She pulled the tape off a box marked Kitchen and rummaged through it until she fished out a couple of potholders fashioned of stretchy, colored strips—the kind a child probably crafted. “This should help.”
“Perfect.” He held up his hands as if they were playing catch. She simply walked over beside him and dropped one beside each leg of the couch. “Can you lift it a little? I’ll push it under.”
“Oh, sure.” Boy, did he feel out of his element with this unimpressed woman. He hoped she didn’t think of him as a dumb jock. 
By the time her major furniture had been placed and set up, he had expended some physical energy and released most of his tension. 
I wonder if she has a serious boyfriend. “So, would you like to come up to my place and see what I mean about uncomfortable, hoity-toity furniture?”
“I would, but I’m exhausted. Maybe another time?”
“Sure. Of course. How about tomorrow night? I could make you a welcome-to-your-new-home dinner, unless you already have plans…”
“I’d love that, believe me, but I have to work.” She shook her head.
Crap. You’re striking out, Falco. “That’s too bad. You’re a nurse, right?”
“Yeah. I work at Boston General on the evening shift.”
“That must not be very convenient for a night life.” C’mon, sweetheart. Give me a hint. I’m dying over here. 
“Tell me about it. I can’t wait to have some kind of life now that I’m out from under my father’s thumb. In case you couldn’t tell, he’s a little overprotective.” She laughed. “Actually, he’s a lot overprotective.” 
Jason chuckled. “He just seemed like a nice, caring father.”
“He behaved himself in front of you. If I don’t call him tomorrow, he’ll be all over my case and chew me out like I skipped school. I don’t usually tell people this right off the bat, but we lost my mother when I was sixteen. She had just stepped out for a carton of milk and happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. It was second degree murder, but the guy got off with manslaughter. Ever since then, he’s barely let me out of his sight.”
“I’m so sorry.” Jason could relate to a hovering, smothering father. His dad had attended every game and as many practices as he could from Little League on. Jason suspected it had more to do with checking up on his athletic prowess and making sure the family “condition” remained a well-guarded secret, than offering moral support. 
Damn. He caught himself just staring at her. She had the softest looking skin and he wanted to reach out and caress her cheek. Later, Falco. Don’t blow it—even if it’s much later. And he hoped it wouldn’t be. He desperately wanted what everyone else had—a loving family. And he had until Spring Training to find the one or give it up for another long, lonely year. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Chad the ghost drifted up from apartment 3A and settled in to haunt his new landlord for the evening.
Jason was back in his pristine penthouse apartment, pacing and mumbling to himself. 
“I can’t believe I got shot down,” he grumbled. “The first time in years a girl has said no to a date with me—and I even offered to cook! That usually crumbles even the most reluctant woman. I probably just asked her at a bad time. She seemed tired. More like exhausted. She had unpacking to do… Damn it, why am I making excuses for her? She said no to me!”
Sighing, he halted and let his eyes roam over his showroom penthouse. “I hate this place. It feels like some billionaire’s mansion—a chick billionaire! And I probably put the rotten designer on the road to fame and fortune by giving her free reign.”
Chad grimaced. “I knew he’d regret that.”
Jason suddenly shivered as chills ran up his spine. 
“Easy, man. I didn’t mean to give you the willies by actually touching you, but I like to mock people by pacing right behind them. I didn’t know you were going to stop so suddenly. Maybe you should save this crap for your therapist. Don’t all rich people have a therapist?” 
“Now what? I hate to confront people. I’d rather just donate the whole pile to charity and go shopping for myself. Hmmm. Since it’s off-season and I have a little time to myself, I could ask Merry to go shopping with me to help pick out new furniture. It would give me an excuse to see her again. I’d like to shop downstairs in Apartment 1B. I keep thinking about that comfortable couch in Merry’s apartment—and how I’d love to be straddled on it.”
Chad grinned. “Ah, now we’re finally getting to the good stuff! Lay it on me, brother.”
Jason grabbed the cordless telephone and dialed a long number he knew by heart.
“Hi, Mom. Yeah, it’s been a while. How are things back in good ol’ Minnesota?”
After a short pause, he said, “I need to vent. I met a girl. A friendly girl who didn’t throw herself at me and didn’t even know who I was.”
He scratched his head. “Yeah, it’s rare and weirdly refreshing. But she shot me down. I’m used to women wanting me—well, almost used to it, but it’s probably just for my money or so they can brag about doing a professional athlete.” He chuckled. “Sorry, Mom.”
Chad gave an exaggerated sigh. “Oh, you poor baby. I’d have given my left nut to be in your position when I was alive and horny.”
Jason sighed and lowered himself onto the low armless chair. “I’m getting used to being used, and now I’ve become another kind of player. All of this goes against my upbringing and values. You raised me better than that.”
“Again, I feel for you, man. You’re fuckin’ breaking my heart.”
“You taught me to treat all women with respect. You drummed into my head that one-night stands aren’t okay. But I’ve had a lot of those—more than I’d care to admit.”
Chad drifted to the ceiling and mimed bowing a stringed instrument. “Oh, break out the violins. I think I need a tissue.”
“Dad suggested I ignore women altogether in order to concentrate on the sport. Actually, I want it all—the career and a special relationship—but I’m an athlete and meeting nice, normal women is tough.”
He leaned forward and rested his arms on his knees. “Yeah, sure, I guess you’re right. Someday when I least expect it…”
Another long pause. “Hey, someday I’ll have to do something else, but for now, I’m okay. If I have to, I can always sell the apartment building.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Chad’s ears pricked up at that. “Why would he have to dump the apartment building? He could probably sell the rights to his life story for a million bucks. I, on the other hand, worked my tail off as a real writer and struggled to pay the rent—but I’m not bitter or anything.” Snort. 
“I know, Ma. Thanks for listening. Have fun at bingo.” Jason smiled. “I love you, too.” He hung up and went straight to his exercise room. Chad floated after him.
“I do hope he won’t sell the building. I don’t think I can stand any more changes. His aunt might ruin it for him, though. Even though her nephew is giving her husband a job and she should be grateful for that, she makes a habit of poking her nose into everyone’s business.”
Jason squatted on the rubber floor and pumped out some furious push-ups.
Chad hovered directly above him, pumping up and down with Jason’s push-ups. This was fun—kind of like a workout but with no effort. “In a way I do feel sorry for Jason… I get the feeling he’s not really used to his aunt’s ways, and he’s worried about her itchy trigger finger. Not that she’s going to shoot anybody—I don’t think so, anyway. She’s trigger happy on the telephone and has threatened to call the police for everything from a little noisy sex to a homeless person walking by.
“I hate to think what having cops at the building would do to Jason Falco. For one thing, it would put him in the newspaper and expose his whereabouts—his safe haven. Goodbye peace and quiet. Hello rabid fans.” Chad chuckled sadly and drifted out the window.

      [image: image-placeholder]On Merry’s drive home from work the following night, she cursed her rotten luck. The real motivation behind her move to the big city was to meet cute guys and date—maybe even have s-e-x. In a bed!Something she had to go without for the most part while living under her father’s roof and ever watchful eye.Backseat sex just didn’t cut it anymore.
Yesterday, the most incredible guy asked me out… and I had to work. Crap. Crap. Crap! 
It had been a crappy shift, too. They were already understaffed, and the assistant head nurse called in sick. Thanks, a pantload. That meant Merry had to give out the meds for the whole floor and that would make any new nurse neurotic. She hadn’t even met the whole staff yet. 
What if she made a mistake? She needed this job to pay her rent. She needed to pay her rent to keep her apartment. She needed to live in her own apartment to have a life! Hopefully a cute intern or two would show up before she made a med error and was tossed out on her keester. 
Even a tiny taste of independence excited her like nothing else had in the last… how many years? Maybe since her training wheels had been removed. Just thinking about her quest ending in failure and retreating home to Rhode Island upset her enough to bring on an asthma attack.
The motivation to leave wasn’t all about dating. She needed a fresh start. She had been “that weird MacKenzie girl” ever since she was little. For some reason she could smell blood blocks away. It’s why she became a nurse in the first place. It seemed only natural that she should take first aid courses. 
Merry’s thoughts kept her thoroughly preoccupied as she parked her aging Volkswagen in the alley behind her building. Apparently, none of the long-term residents owned a car, so she secured a free assigned parking space. Hooray!
Strolling away from her car with competing thoughts swirling through her brain, she fumbled in the dark for her back-door key. Suddenly, her feet went out from under her, and she found herself hurled to the ground and pinned by some foul-smelling brute. A moment later she realized she had hit hard pavement with her head. 
Unable to find her voice right away, or even process what had happened, she lay there, dumbstruck. The moon reflected a glint of metal nearing her face.
“Shhh… Don’t scream and I won’t hurt you—much.” Maniacal laughter followed. A hand fumbled with the buttons on her coat.
Oh my God. What is it they tell you to do in case of rape? Oh, yeah, scream! 
Merry inhaled deeply and let out a blood curdling scream. She didn’t even recognize the voice as hers. Suddenly her throat tightened, and she recognized another threat—her asthma. 
She remembered being told to fight but not struggle. They liked it when a woman struggled. Gouge out his eyes! Punch his nose up into his brains. Fight like your life depends on it. 
As she tried and failed to get near the bastard’s face, her assailant grabbed her wrists in one hand and pressed the sharp knife to her neck with the other. 
He hissed, “Shut up! I told you to shut up!”
She pushed his arm away from her and freed one hand. Grabbing anything else she could get a hold of, she tried to yank him off of her. 
His jeans must have hung low on his hips, because she grabbed onto the waistband of his underwear. Riiiiiip. 
The perp yelped. His eyes flashed in horror, and she realized she had just given him a world-class wedgie. 
Dear God, I’m going to die. I’m going to be raped and killed in a back alley on my first night as an independent adult. I’m never going to fall in love, get married, hug my children, or live in a McMansion. 
The knife pressed into her flesh, and the warm trickle down her neck meant he had pierced the skin. Should she scream again? Would he just kill her and leave her rather than rape her? Or would he, ewww, kill her first, then rape her? Oh, my freakin’ God!
As she contemplated what would be the lesser of all possible evils, the man flew off of her and landed a few feet away. At first, she didn’t see anyone else. 
When she blinked, two shadowy figures stood over the gasping pervert. One of them clamped his boot on the would-be rapist’s neck and pointed a gun at his face. The other one hurried over to Merry and helped her up. 
“Thank you. Both of you. You saved my life!” The man holding her elbow seemed preoccupied with her neck. Awareness rolled over her. She recognized the dark-haired man who had been leaning against the wrought iron fence, watching her move in. Again, he wore all black, but the concern on his face completely changed his ominous air. His dark chocolate eyes were warm and almond shaped, much like her own.
“He missed your carotid artery. You’ll be okay.”
Merry touched her neck. Thankfully, his diagnosis seemed true. Blood simply trickled from the wound; it didn’t gush.
“I saw you yesterday,” she said. “Do you live in this building?”
“Nearby,” he said, then he turned his attention to the other man, a tall blond with broad shoulders—also dressed in black. “Konrad, here, is one of your neighbors. Hey,” he called to the tall blond with the massive shoulders, “leave him to me and take her inside.”
“Good idea, Sly,” the striking Viking said. His white teeth glistened as a grin spread across his face. His canines seemed larger and more pronounced than in most men. Light facial hair and a short goatee softened his jawline. He had heavy brows of the same color. His ears were slightly pointed and poked though his almost waist-length hair.
The dark-haired man called Sly moved with lightning speed, holding down the assailant. 
The guy protested, vehemently. “No, please! I’ll do anything you ask. Just let me go.”
The blond Konrad changed places with Sly and escorted Merry to the back door. She glided along beside him, numb, as if in a dream.
As soon as she had ascended the concrete steps, before she stepped through the door that Konrad held open for her, she turned and caught only a glimpse of the scene she had left behind. Sly knelt beside the stranger and leaned over by his head. Konrad placed his hand on her lower back and hurried her in, closing the door on a male scream that emanated from the dark alley. 
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She dug through the box marked Linen closet until she found some bandaging supplies. As she swabbed the area, she gritted her teeth and hissed, inhaling a long breath until the worst of the sting abated. A thin bandage did its job staunching the blood. 
When she returned, she offered Konrad something to drink.
“No, thanks. I’m fine but let me get you something while you sit and relax.” 
Yeah, right. She sat shivering, her arms wrapped around herself while Konrad put the teakettle on and found a mug. Soon he handed her chamomile tea with a spoonful of honey, and she warmed her hands on the steaming mug. 
“This is the same comfort drink my mother used to give me when I was hurt or upset as a child. How did you know?” And the same thing I made for my father when my mother was senselessly murdered during a robbery.
“Well, you had tea bags and honey in your cupboard.” 
“Oh yeah.” Her thoughts returned to the incident. “Th-that man…” she began. “I…”
“It’s been handled by now. He didn’t get your clothes off, so I’d guess your virtue is intact. Right?”
She nodded.
A knock at the door of the apartment startled her and she jumped.
“I’ll get it,” he said. 
“Thanks.” Normally she’d let her guest sit and answer her own door, but at the moment she liked the idea of someone else facing the unknown behind it.
Her kitchen kitty-cornered off the living and dining area, out of view of the front door, but she heard both male and female voices. 
Jason led the pack and soon her tiny kitchen had filled up with several people she’d never met, all of whom seemed concerned for her safety. Konrad filled them in on what had happened.
“Some creep accosted her in the alley. She’s okay though,” he added hurriedly.
Jason shook his head, wearing a grave expression. “I’ll install motion sensors and spotlights back there tomorrow. I’m sorry I didn’t think to do it before.”
“Oh, Jason,” an older woman with short, curly, dyed-brown hair in desperate need of a root touch-up said. “It’s not your fault. How could you know anyone would be foolish enough to hang around in the alley at night.”
Everyone, including Merry, gaped at her. Did she really blame her? She spoke as if instead of merely coming home from work and parking her car right next to her apartment building, she had lollygagged in the alley, waiting for trouble! 
“Aunt Dottie, don’t be insensitive. It’s not her fault.”
Thank you, Mr. Hottie. I don’t care if she’s your aunt or not, that was freakin’ rude.
“Damn right,” said Konrad. He shot a pointed look at Dottie. “She was minding her own business—something everyone ought to do.”
Merry fidgeted. “I had just come home from work and somewhere between my car and the back door, this pervert jumped me.” She nodded to Konrad. “Thank goodness you guys got to me as quickly as you did. I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been there.”
“Died, probably,” said Nathan, her rail-thin neighbor from across the hall.
One of the attractive women who shared an apartment on the third floor threw her hands in the air. She had been introduced as Morgaine. She looked nice enough, although her black-lined eyes, black lipstick, and black nail polish made her seem a bit gothic. Jet black hair and a black dress completed the image. “Well, Nathan, it looks like Dottie’s not the only insensitive person in the room! Anyone else want to take potshots at the poor girl who was just attacked?” 
“I wasn’t being insensitive,” Dottie blustered. “I just meant it wasn’t Jason’s fault in case anyone decides to file a lawsuit.” Her eyes narrowed on Merry.
“I wouldn’t sue him, Mrs. Falco. I’m not like that.”
Dottie crossed her arms over her small chest and continued to cast a suspicious look her way. “Well, I noticed that one of the friends you listed as a reference is a lawyer.”
“So? She’s a defense attorney.” 
“So? She’s still a lawyer.” 
Jason put his arm around his aunt and steered her out of the kitchen. “Leave the poor girl alone, Aunt Dottie. She’s just been through a horrible experience.”
“Fine. I will,” she said in a miffed tone. Merry blew out a breath of relief when Jason returned without her.
“I apologize for my aunt, Merry. She isn’t usually like that.”
“Only when she’s breathing,” Konrad mumbled.
Apparently, the others overheard him and chuckled softly. 
Jason heaved a sigh. “She’s just looking out for my best interests since we’re family.” He focused his gaze on Merry and a deep look of concern crossed his face. “Are you really all right, Merry? Do you want me to call anyone? Your father maybe?” 
“God, no!” I’d better squash that line of thinking immediately or I’ll be hauled back to Rhode Island kicking and screaming. “Look.” She squared her shoulders. “No one has to tiptoe around me. I’m not a fragile little girl. I’m tougher than I look. I understand that these things happen and assigning blame isn’t especially constructive. I happened to step out of my car at the wrong time. I think I’ve calmed down enough to call the police and report the incident.”
“No!” Konrad jumped right out of his chair and stood between her and the old-fashioned wall phone. 
He reacted in such a commanding way that Merry wondered what could possibly threaten a big guy like him. Did he need to avoid the police for his own reasons?
“I—I won’t bring you into it if you don’t want me to, but I should at least tell them what happened.”
“And how are you going to do that without bringing me and Sly into it?”
Jason scratched his head. “Who’s Sly?” 
Merry explained, “There was another man who intervened. Sly’s the one who held the attacker down while Konrad took me inside.”
“Ohhh…” The group of long-term residents groaned together. 
What was that about?
Then Morgaine said, “Yeah, you don’t want to do that… call the police, I mean.”
Merry looked from one person to the next and the only one who seemed confused was she. “But why?” 
“What good would it do?” Konrad rubbed the back of his neck. “I mean, you’re all right. You said so yourself. It’s not like the cops are going to find him. It’s way too late now.”
Jason shrugged. “You can do what you want, Merry, but to be honest, I’m not crazy about drawing attention to the building. A police car parked out front will do that. If for some reason they want to speak to me, it’ll wind up in the news and I really want to keep a low profile.”
Konrad interjected, “He’s a celebrity. The last thing he needs is bad press.”
Gwyneth, the pretty redhead from 3B drawled, “Sugar, we’ve all been asked to send any problems to the super, Ralph. He’s Dottie’s husband. If he or Jason can handle the matter, they will.”
“Oh. Okay, I understand. I won’t call them, then.”
Seconds later, blue lights flickered intermittently through her window.
Gwyneth slapped her hand over her chest. “I do declare!”
“Damn,” Konrad groaned. “Dottie must have called them.”
“We should have known that would happen,” Nathan said. “Well, I’m out of here.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The following day, Merry, more shaken up than she had let on, switched shifts with another nurse so she didn’t have to work. Sleep had come hard and left her jaw sore from fitfully grinding her teeth. 
She puttered around her apartment, unpacked boxes, and put her special things where she could see and enjoy them. Her new gold silk curtains were now proudly hung at the bay windows. They were a splurge she couldn’t stop herself from buying as she excitedly shopped for her first place. She didn’t want to cover her hardwood floors as much as accent them, so she bought a five-by-seven faux oriental area rug to group her furniture around.
Other than those two things, everything else had been hers or extra things her family didn’t need. Like a second set of dishes and stainless flatware. At one point, her mother decided she wanted new patterns and, thankfully, she hadn’t thrown out the old ones. 
Merry lined the pass-through from the kitchen to the dining area with plants. Her father had insisted he’d only kill them if she left them behind. 
Her Mickey Mouse clock hung on the far wall of the kitchen over the table for two, adding some whimsy to the windowless galley. 
The excitement she should have felt while decorating her very first apartment eluded her. 
“How dare some perv deprive me of this long-awaited thrill. This was supposed to be my time.” 
She had planned to rebel. To make up for the years she’d had to put up with being sheltered. Not only that, but she took care of others when she should have been out all night, kicking up her heels and raising hell. 
A knock sounded on her front door.
When she opened it, Jason stood there looking yummier than ever.
“I wanted to stop by to see how you’re feeling.” 
She put on a cheery smile and said, “Oh, fine! Hey, would you like to have dinner with me this evening?” She hoped he’d realize the legitimacy of her work excuse and give her another chance. 
“Yeah, I’d love that.”
Whew. Spending some time with her hot, new landlord could prove a welcome distraction.
“So, did you have to talk to the police at all?” Merry asked.
“No. Fortunately I was able to avoid it simply by stating the truth. I hadn’t seen anything.”
“I guess either the cop wasn’t a baseball fan and didn’t recognize you or wore a good poker face. I would have felt terrible if the whole thing created negative press for you.” 
“No. Konrad was the only eyewitness—and did you notice he seemed to know the cop who asked the questions? They nodded to each other, and Konrad visibly relaxed as soon as he saw him.” 
“Yeah, I saw that. I thought they might even be related. They have the same large build and facial features,” Merry said. 
“Nothing was said, specifically, but I got the impression the news wouldn’t make it to any reporters.” 
“That’s a relief. I wonder what the others’ reaction to Sly meant. Why did they groan when they found out he had been the one left to deal with the criminal?” 
Jason shrugged. “I didn’t understand that either.”
She assumed the other residents knew something they weren’t divulging. Sly did seem ominous in a dark, dangerous, and freakishly strong way. Adrenaline may have played a part, but she’d never seen a full-grown man lifted like he weighed no more than a rag doll. 
Jason wandered around her small apartment. “Your place looks really cute.”
Merry appraised her work and decided he was right. Her kitchen table wore a new blue and green MacKenzie plaid tablecloth, a nice contrast to the white walls and appliances. Red pillar candles stood at differing heights in the living room fireplace, and a couple of favorite art books graced her coffee table that used to be an old trunk.
“But why don’t I have you up to my place? I can provide the salad, wine, music, and ambiance.” 
“And I’ll bet it’s a little bigger.”
“Well, yeah. It takes up the whole top floor.”
“Okay, then. I’ll cook and you can set the table.” 
Now she had to shop for food. Why, oh why did I offer to cook for Jason? I barely know where the stove is. 
He grinned. “Sounds like a plan.” 
Yeah, she needed a plan. She could put together her famous lasagna and bake some bread sticks. She’d have to cheat and buy the frozen dough this time. Oh, and dessert. Not one, but three. She owed her rescuers some kind of thank you, and since home cooking was all she could afford, that would have to do. Hmm… Apples were in season. 
“Well, I’d better go grocery shopping!”
“Until tonight,” he said. Smiling, he let himself out and closed the door.
Part of her wanted to stay cocooned in her own safe space, but she couldn’t stay locked up forever. She had to go out before dark. The grocery store was only a few blocks away, and rather than face the alley again she tugged on her jacket, found her strong mesh grocery bags, and set out for a brisk walk to the store. 
As she locked her apartment door behind her, Nathan appeared to be heading out, too. Wearing black with no reflectors, he wheeled a bicycle. Did everyone in this town wear nothing but black?
“How’s the neck?” he asked.
“Oh, fine. It just needed a small bandage, nothing serious.”
“Well, you were lucky. I hope it doesn’t get infected. Even little scrapes can turn really nasty. They can even cause death.”
“Yes, I’m a nurse and know about infections. I bathed it in hydrogen peroxide.”
“A nurse, eh? Where at?”
“Boston General Hospital,” she said.
His eyebrows rose. “That’s where I work too. What floor are you on?”
“Five West. Evening shift.” She inwardly squirmed at the golden sky that signaled approaching dusk.
“Ah, you’re in pediatric orthopedics. I don’t get a lot of business from you.”
“Oh? Where do you work,” she asked.
“I’m in the morgue. Easy clients. They don’t ask for much.” 
“Ewwww.” She immediately regretted her reaction. A morbid sense of humor would probably help in a job like that—and somebody had to do it. She figured he was a real party killer, though.
Merry had carefully arranged it so her job minimized the likelihood of dealing with death. But her neighbor seemed unfazed. In fact, he grinned, as if pleased that his job came with shock value.
She needed to get to the store, so she cleared her throat and said, “Well, I’ve got to go… Oh, by the way, do you know where Sly lives? I want to bake some kind of thank-you desserts for Konrad and him.”
Nathan tipped his head, as if sizing her up. Then he shrugged. “I probably shouldn’t tell you this, but you seem like a nice girl. Sly doesn’t exactly ‘live’ anywhere. He keeps his stuff in the basement, but don’t tell anyone.”
“Oh—I see. He’s homeless, then?”
“I didn’t say that. He has a roof over his head, he just doesn’t live anywhere.”
The way he emphasized the word, live, made her realize she had missed some sort of big hint. She lowered her voice and hoped that taking a conspiratorial tone might get him to open up. “What do you mean? I won’t tell, I promise.”
“I mean, he’s not alive. He’s undead and only comes out at night. Hates garlic… Ring a bell?”
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
“Yeah. We have a vampire in the basement.”
Merry thought she heard a short gasp from the top of the stairs and then a soft click.
“Don’t worry. You can use the laundry room down there without disturbing him. You might want to wash your clothes during the daylight hours—when he’s dead to the world.” Nathan laughed at his own joke, but Merry found nothing funny about it. 
Hair prickled on the back of her neck and her mouth dried up. Nathan must be crazy. And lucky me, I live right across the hall!
She mutely followed him out the door and down the steps. Nathan mounted his bicycle, said good-bye, and rode away. A few feet down the sidewalk he looked back and called over his shoulder, “Don’t bother baking a cake for Sly. He won’t eat it—liquid diet and all. You can give it to me, though.”






  
  Chapter two

Dottie paced across her worn carpet in front of Jason.  Damn it. Why doesn’t anyone listen to me? 
“He was probably joking, Aunt Dottie. Either that or he knew you were listening and thought he’d have some fun with you. I’ve noticed he has an odd sense of humor.”
She balled her fists and jammed them on her bony hips. “I know what I heard, Jason. Now if you don’t want to investigate it, I’ll send Ralph, but someone has to look in the basement. What if there’s a coffin down there?”
Ralph chuckled from the other room, then joined them. “I’ve been down there to clean the lint traps in the dryers, and while I’m there I check the water heater and oil tanks. I think I’d have noticed a coffin, dear.”
“Well, I’m not going down there until you check again, so I hope you enjoy doing your own laundry.” Hey, maybe I can get some help around the apartment out of this scare, if nothing else. 
He smirked. “So, it’s okay for me to get bitten by the creepy vampire…”
Uh-oh. Time to backpedal. She wouldn’t be much use as a maintenance man if anything happened to Ralph. 
Dottie raked her fingernails over her scalp, through her short, graying permed hair. “You’re right. I should call the police and make them check it out.”
“Please don’t! I can’t have them here all the time. It’ll be in the newspapers and call attention to where I live,” Jason said.
“Oh, you’re being silly. No one will write a story about where you live. I’m sure they must know that celebrities want their privacy.” Honestly! He’s so full of himself, sometimes.
Ralph scowled. “And you think they’ll respect that? Dottie, will you listen to your nephew? He owns the building, and if he doesn’t want the cops to arrive for every practical joke or minor incident, don’t call the damn cops! He was nice enough to give me a job and us a place to live. If it weren’t for him, I’d have been unemployed for a lot longer than eleven months.”
Jason sighed. “I’ll check it out for you.”
“No. I don’t want anything to happen to you, either. Didn’t you say you were having dinner with the nurse downstairs?”
He her cast a sidelong glance. “Yeah… Why? You don’t want me to send her down there, do you?”
“Well… No, of course not. Just ask her about what Nathan said. See if she thinks he was kidding.” 
Ralph crossed his arms over the t-shirt that barely covered his beer belly. “For God’s sake. There’s no such thing as vampires, woman. And how is he supposed to do that without letting her know someone was eavesdropping?”
She winced. Someone, meaning me, of course. No one appreciated her contribution
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