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One



The kiss was bad.

His tongue was everywhere—across her lips, on her chin, her cheeks…but he looked something like Brad Pitt so she went with it.

It didn’t improve.

Plus, he smelled bad. She turned her head away and noticed a crick in her neck. Then she realized she was not on a Caribbean island but in her own bed, in Fredericksburg, Virginia. Finally, she opened her eyes.

Jerking awake, she gasped into the hot breath of a hairy, grinning face.

Megan was on her feet in the center of her bed before she realized that she’d moved.

Beside the bed, with its dirty front paws on her pillow, stood a young golden retriever, wagging a long feathered tail and grinning with the friendly self-confidence only a golden retriever could exude while being gaped at in shock.

Trouble was, Megan didn’t own a golden retriever.

Nor had she ever seen this dog before. Which might have been unusual considering she was the vet who ran the local animal hospital, but she was new to the job. And the town.

As her heart rate slowly edged back toward normal, Megan knelt down on the bed and reached out a hand to the dog, who licked it twice, then recommenced smiling and wagging at her.

Megan wasn’t fooled. This dog had broken into her house. It was not bent on pleasing people for anything other than its own purposes. She raised a skeptical brow at it.

“Well, hello, uh…” She leaned on one elbow and craned her neck to look under the dog’s hind end. “Hello, girl. Where’d you come from?”

Edging to the side of the bed, she scratched the dog behind an ear and did a cursory examination, mostly out of habit. The dog—a mere adolescent, six or seven months by the look and build of her—stretched luxuriantly under her touch. Since it put up with that so magnanimously, Megan went for the collar.

True to form—and in the spirit of most dogs’ favorite game, “catch me if you can”—the pup twisted sharply the moment it realized what she was up to and writhed expertly out of her grasp, taking off down the stairs.

Megan sighed. Teenagers.

Getting out of bed and pulling on some sweatpants under her tee shirt, she listened for any sounds of destruction. From what she heard downstairs, she surmised the puppy had found her own dog, Peyton—a big, tricolored bear of a Bernese mountain dog—in her crate next to the stairs. The sounds of toenails on hardwood mixed with frantic tail thumps on the side of the crate and throaty whines of longing were clear giveaways.

How the pup had missed Peyton on the way up was a mystery, but after a bit of scratching and whining the interloper resorted to a short, high bark. Then another. By the time Megan reached the stairs the golden was down on its elbows, butt in the air—play bowing—as if Peyton weren’t actually closed up in the crate but for some reason just playing hard to get.

“Come here, puppydog,” she called, walking past the golden on the way to the kitchen, thereby short-circuiting the dog’s play instinct to run away. A Milk Bone would convince it that having its collar and tags examined was not tantamount to torture. “Come on! Come let me find out who you belong to.”

She entered the kitchen and found her father, hair mashed and spiky from sleep, threadbare bathrobe hanging from hunched shoulders, seated at the table, nursing a cup of coffee.

“Oh. Hey, Dad,” she said, looking for signs of vitality in his sagging face. He hadn’t been home when she’d gone to bed last night, and she was fairly certain he was the reason she’d woken up at three this morning. He never seemed to learn that those late, hard-drinking nights resulted in these less-than-idyllic mornings. Either that or there was so much brain damage from years of this that he forgot by the time night fell again that it was a bad idea.

He looked at her with watery eyes. “Hey, doll.”

Despite the fact that Megan had grown up thinking it was just his nickname for her, she’d come to learn that her father called all women “doll.” The mistake was understandable—she’d only spoken to him about once a year after the age of nine, when her parents had split up—but she still felt a pinprick of disappointment whenever he called her that now.

A few months ago, in a fit of missing her mother, who’d died of cancer several years before, Megan had decided to leave the animal hospital in Connecticut where she’d worked since graduating from vet school and move to Virginia to get to know her father better. In the week since she’d moved into his home here to take over his veterinary practice, she’d not only learned that women were “dolls” but that men were “sports.” Unless they were “assholes.” And the later in the evening it was, which meant the more he drank, the more dolls and assholes there seemed to be.

Now he mustered a wry smile and said, “What’s with all the barking? I thought that dog of yours was supposed to be quiet.”

“She is.” Megan looked at the back door, noted that the dog hatch was not locked as it should be, and concluded that this was how the extra dog had made it onto her bed. “Didn’t you notice someone strange coming through the dog door just now?”

He straightened. “Huh?”

Grabbing the box of dog bones and shaking it, she whistled sharply. The apparently delicious sound of meat treats in cardboard had the desired effect on both dogs. The puppy came running, while Peyton whined pitifully in her crate.

“Who the hell is that?” her father queried.

She held a bone out and the puppy nabbed it like a Zen master capturing a fly. She inhaled it just as fast and looked expectantly back up at Megan.

“An unexpected visitor,” Megan said. “She just woke me up. And on a Sunday, the one day I can sleep in. Bad dog.”

Her father chuckled.

Megan held a bone up out of reach and said, “Sit!”


The dog continued wagging its tail and gazed at her in gleeful ignorance.

Her father harrumphed. “Probably not housebroken either.”

Megan folded her arms across her chest and sustained eye contact with the puppy, whose optimism that another bone was in the offing was undiminished by her stern look. “I don’t know. It recognized the dog door. And it’s wearing a collar. Somebody obviously owns this dog.”

She dropped her arms, lowered the treat to knee level and said, “Come!”

The puppy bounded toward her and snapped up the bone.

“Good dog!” Megan grabbed the collar and before the dog could resist offered another treat. Distracted, the puppy stood chewing while Megan examined the tag.

“‘Baywatch,’” she read, then laughed and looked at her father. “This dog’s name is Baywatch, can you believe that?”

He stirred his coffee. “That’s a weird name. Think it came from somewhere near the river?”

“No, it’s an old TV show.” The dog was starting to resist, twisting in her grasp but she had the collar tightly this time. She reached behind her for the box and produced another bone. “Big-breasted girls running on the beach, that kind of thing. I think they’re supposed to be lifeguards or something.”


Her father’s brows rose with interest. “I haven’t seen that one.”

“Come on, Baywatch, settle down. Baywatch, no!” The dog showed no response to the name, or the command. Megan sighed. “Oh brother.”

She finally got the puppy in a leg-lock and looked at the tag again. “BAYWATCH, 17 Washington Ave., Fredericksburg,” she read. “No owner’s name. No phone number. That’s strange. You’d think someone on Washington Avenue, of all places, could afford a phone.”

She let the puppy go and walked across the kitchen to lock the dog door. She didn’t want Baywatch to run out and risk getting hit by a car. Since she couldn’t call, she’d just have to take the pup to the address once she got dressed.

“Seventeen Washington Avenue?” Her father rose out of his chair and shuffled across the kitchen toward the coffee maker. “Did you say 17 Washington Avenue?”

“That’s right,” Megan said, going to the hall to release her dog. Peyton bounded out of the crate and bee-lined for Baywatch. She and the pup sniffed each other a few moments with guarded exuberance before playfully lunging and nipping at each other.

Megan went back to the kitchen, both dogs following and knocking into each other’s shoulders in the dog version of “me first.”


Her father regarded the puppy with renewed interest. “I think that’s Sutter Foley’s address.”

“Sutter Foley?” Megan repeated, surprised.

Sutter Foley was Fredericksburg’s resident celebrity. He was the founder of SFSolutions, Inc.—a company second only to Microsoft in the computer software industry—and architect of the worldwide software revolution called FoleyWare. He was, at the very least, a multimillionaire, and quite possibly a billionaire. And he lived in Fredericksburg, behind a wrought-iron fence posted with security signs, in order to keep in touch with his regular-guy roots, or to stay away from the public eye of a big city, or to make it harder for the media to stalk him—strangers being more noticeable in a small town—or some other such similar tale that varied according to whom you talked to.

“Are you sure?” she asked her father. If it was true, the last thing she wanted to do was go traipsing up to his door uninvited. He was, after all, famous. Not to mention famous for guarding his privacy. But then there being no phone number didn’t leave her much choice in the matter. Something told her he wouldn’t be listed in the phone book. Thinking about it, this was probably why there was no phone number on the tag, either.

That was taking a risk, she thought irritably. How many people would make the effort to go to someone’s house to return a dog? It seemed irresponsible to her. If you were going to own a dog, you owed it to the dog to be reachable if said dog got loose. That was just common sense. And surely Sutter Foley, of all people, had enough money to get a phone line that didn’t have to be unlisted. Heck, he could afford to have a phone line dedicated to the dog tag alone.

She shook her head, wondering how much of her annoyance was due to the inherent shallowness of naming a dog Baywatch.

“Hell yes, I’m sure,” her father said, scratching the side of his shaggy head. “I’ve lived in this town twenty-seven years and if there’s one thing I know it’s where Sutter Foley lives. Time was, this place was known for its history—George Washington, James Monroe, hell, the Civil War! That’s a big thing, isn’t it? But no. Now we’re known for Sutter Foley. Seems an awful come-down to me.”

Megan suppressed a smile. “Sounds like sour grapes. He stealing your women?”

Her father scoffed. “We don’t exactly travel in the same circles.”

Megan tilted her head. “I don’t know.”

He had a dog named Baywatch, that sounded like the same circles to her.

 

Megan put one of Peyton’s leashes on the puppy and opened the back door. Her father had gone upstairs to bed. Apparently the morning coffee had been a kind of midnight snack for him. Since his retirement he’d kept the hours of a college student—up ’til 3 a.m., sleep ’til 3 p.m. and start the whole cycle over again.

The early June day was beautiful. Warm and sunny, with a caressing breeze that promised summer was here to stay. The trees sighed and birds darted as the world slowly opened its eyes. Baywatch pulled her along with all the gusto of an Iditarod contender.

It was 9 A.M. on a Sunday. Early to be knocking on someone’s door, but Megan knew if it were her she’d be frantic about the whereabouts of her dog. Besides, much as she loved dogs, if the puppy wasn’t housebroken she didn’t need to add cleaning up dog poop at home to cleaning the entire animal hospital during her working days. Mr. Millionaire could take care of his own problems.

Washington Avenue was just a dozen blocks away and while that was close, it was a crucial dozen blocks, as far as property values went. Her father’s house was large and charming, a southern Victorian with a wide porch and welcoming façade, but it was nothing compared to the places on Washington Avenue. For one thing, George Washington’s sister’s estate was there, and the houses around it—while not of the same time period—reflected the same affluence.

She had to admit, she was a bit nervous. She’d never met a true celebrity before, and certainly never because she’d shown up at one’s door. She was counting on Baywatch to keep her from looking like some kind of computer geek in search of an idol.

She enjoyed walking down the broad, stately street, reveling in the sunshine and admiring the houses. Dividing the east-and westbound lanes was a large public green lined with trees and hosting a statue of Hugh Mercer, local eighteenth-century physician and Revolutionary War hero, in the center. It was the perfect spot for games of Frisbee or impromptu picnics or just lying on the grass with a good book. She halfheartedly looked around for someone who might be Sutter Foley amidst the few out walking this morning, but based on what she knew about his aloofness she was pretty sure he didn’t show his face in public without an express purpose.

She’d seen a picture of him once, so she had a vague idea of what he looked like. Handsome, in a groomed corporate way, with that killer look in the eyes that many CEOs tried to adopt when photographed but few could pull off. Most of them ended up looking like soft-palmed, doughy-faced, privileged white guys.

Not so Sutter Foley. He’d been on the cover of Forbes or Fortune, one of those magazines she only saw in doctors’ offices, and she’d paused over it because he looked so intense. She had the feeling he always walked around with that expression, rather than having donned it to look intimidating in the photo.


She hoped he didn’t answer the door with it.

Of course, he wasn’t going to answer the door. No doubt he had lackeys for that. No, he was probably in some bunker in the basement, far from prying eyes, alone with his computers and peripherals and surge protectors and God knew what else.

In no time she reached number seventeen. The house was imposing, tall and wide, brick, solid-looking in that way that historic homes had.

She paused outside the wrought-iron gate and looked for a buzzer or an intercom or something with which to ask for admittance. But there was nothing.

Great, she thought, strong-arming Baywatch to a sloppy sit next to her ankle and examining the brick pillars into which the wrought iron was cemented. What was she supposed to do now? Scale the fence? She reached out and experimented with the latch and was shocked to find it unlocked. This was hardly consistent with Foley’s reputed obsession with privacy. The gate swung open on well-oiled hinges.

Baywatch took this as permission to shoot up from the ground like a firework and yank Megan’s arm from its socket. Dog and walker landed on the front walk—dog swimming upstream like a spawning salmon as walker stumbled behind until she was able to control the animal by assuming the position of a water-skier.

No doubt about it, the pup recognized this as home. When they got to the front stoop, however, Baywatch veered right, into the bushes, and began peeing.

Megan waited, quickly looking self-consciously around, then, realizing the puppy had stopped peeing and started sniffing the bushes, all without changing position, she gave the leash a quick jerk and walked up the steps. This was silly. The man may be a celebrity, but she was only returning his dog.

She rang the bell and waited what felt like an eternity. The door was huge, one of those oversized ones that some of the grander older homes had. She wondered if it was supposed to be a subliminal kind of thing, that she was supposed to think whoever lived here was not only richer, but actually larger in some superhuman way than herself.

In the corner of the entryway, trained on the porch, was what looked like a surveillance camera. She looked around and spotted two more. She had no doubt the house was covered with them.

She rang the bell again, sure that he wasn’t home. After all, if he were looking through that camera he’d see that she had his dog.

She was surprised, however, that there was no hireling to answer the door. She rang the bell again, for the heck of it, wondering how long she was going to be stuck with this puppy, who was now winding itself in an intricate pattern around a topiary tree in a large pot next to the front door. Just as she noticed the dog had actually threaded itself through the railing too, the front door opened to reveal the man himself.

In an instant Megan noticed three things: first, he was taller than she’d expected; second, he was much better looking than his picture; and third, his expression was every bit as intimidating as Forbes, or Fortune, had portrayed.

Baywatch let out a yelp and lunged for the door, only able to move about two inches, which was enough to shake the topiary tree in a way that startled all three of them.

Megan and Sutter Foley backed away. Baywatch cowered backward and cried, thereby setting up a continuous loop of cowering—shaking the tree—cowering, etc.

“May I help you?” His words were polite but his tone was sharp and his expression grew, if possible, darker.

Good lord, he was British, she thought. Did she know that? And had his eyes been so green on that cover? Maybe it was the casual clothes, the width of his shoulders in the untucked white shirt and the way he filled out his worn jeans, but she felt shocked at his youth and vigor.

He wasn’t the colorless corporate giant he’d appeared on the magazine cover.

Megan jolted herself into action. “I’m sorry she got so tangled up. I wasn’t paying attention and as you probably know she’s awfully fast.” She leaned down to unhook Baywatch’s leash so she could pull it free without having to drag the dog back through the motions.

“Why on earth would I know that?” he asked, sounding impatient.

She looked up at him from the corner of her eye as she yanked on the leash, sending some kind of evergreen needles from the topiary into her face and hair.

Not only was the arrogant jerk not helping her, he seemed annoyed that she was even here.

Giving up on the leash, she pulled Baywatch out by the collar and sat her forcibly in front of the man.

“Because she’s your dog,” she answered, pulling an evergreen needle from her hair. “I’m sorry if I interrupted something. I just wanted to return her. So you didn’t worry,” she added archly. With that she gave the pup a little push and sent her careening into the house.

“What the—” Sutter Foley jumped away from the animal as if she’d just loosed a gator in his direction and glared from her to the cavernous interior of the house into which Baywatch had disappeared. He turned back to her. “What in God’s name do you think you’re doing?”

“Returning your dog,” she insisted again, but something began niggling at her brain. He did not look like a man overjoyed to see his pet. Indeed, his expression bore absolutely no recognition for the animal.

He took two steps back into the hall, gazed into some adjoining room, then faced the door again.

“I don’t own a dog,” he said through what seemed like clenched teeth. “I don’t know what the devil you’re about, but get that animal out of here before I summon the police.”

Trepidation curled her stomach but she stood her ground. “The tag had this address. And no phone number. Which made sense what with you being such a…” She lifted a hand up and down in his direction.

“Such a what? Dog lover?” He was utterly condescending. “Tell me, do you see any evidence of my owning a dog? Muddy ruts in the garden? Messes in the grass? Cheesy little plastic toys lying about?”

Megan put her hands on her hips and answered with equal impatience. “Forgive me. I didn’t stop to examine the yard. The address on the tag was enough evidence for me.”

Foley ran a hand through his hair and looked from her back into the house.

“Look,” he said finally. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but if you’ve come for—”

The sound of breaking glass reached both of them at the same time.


Foley’s face froze and he looked at her as if she’d just discharged a shotgun into the front hall.

“Well? Aren’t you going to do something?”

“Are you saying,” Megan asked dumbly, becoming aware of the enormity of her mistake and wondering if she had possibly misread the tag, “that’s not your dog?”

“No, it’s not my bloody dog,” he roared as another crash sounded.

Megan raced past him into the house, following the noise, vaguely registering the luxury of the appointments, until she found the puppy. She was tangled in some curtains by a rear French door, hurling herself at the windows in an apparent attempt to vanquish a squirrel. The crashing they’d heard came from an ornately carved breakfront filled with crystal, between the French door and which Baywatch was bouncing. The breakfront was filled with wine glasses of all shapes and sizes, many now in much smaller sizes as they lay shattered on the shelves.

She grabbed the puppy by the collar and dragged her from the door, noticing as she did that she was now in a cozy dining room, complete with fireplace and velvet flocked wallpaper in deep green and gold. It was opulent and old world and utterly charming.

Foley was right behind her. “I don’t know what your angle is but you’ve seen the house, now I’ll thank you to leave. And if any photos or descriptions of the place turn up in the tabloids I shall know whom to have arrested for trespassing.”

“Wait just a second,” she snapped. “I was trying to do you a favor. I thought this was your dog.”

“Well it’s not my bloody dog.”

“Okay, we’ve established that.” She shook her head and sat down on one of the dining room chairs. “Does this room have a light, by any chance?” It was a sad fact of her character that Megan usually countered condescension with impertinence.

He looked at her as if no one had ever said ‘boo’ to him before.

“I want to check her tag again,” Megan explained.

With a long-suffering sigh, he turned on a light, adjusting the dimmer to its brightest.

Megan took the quick opportunity to look at the rest of the room. One corner held a rack filled with wines, and a selection of serving platters stood on a sideboard. The carpet was a rich dark green that was springy under her feet and revealed their footprints in its just-vacuumed pile.

Foley stood in front of her with his arms crossed over his chest.

Refocusing on the task at hand, she turned Baywatch’s collar around as the puppy sank to the ground, exhausted by her early morning adventures. 17 Washington Ave., Fredericksburg.


She looked up at Foley. “Take a look.”

He leaned down and glanced at the tag, giving her the chance to smell shampoo, laundry soap, man. He straightened abruptly, looking disturbed.

“That’s not my dog,” he said again, with much less force this time. “Surely it’s not difficult to get a false…” He trailed off.

Megan had to concede this. “That’s true. Anybody can go to PetsMart and get a tag for five bucks, but I assure you I didn’t. And I don’t know who did. I just live a few blocks away and this dog found its way into my bedroom this morning. I was only trying to return her to her owner.”

She glanced around the room again and into the living room through which she’d run to find the dog. It too was lushly furnished and immaculately clean, quiet, and dark. Almost as if no one lived here.

“Are you all alone?” she asked. Then, realizing how provocative that sounded, added quickly, “I mean, I just thought you’d have like a butler or housekeeper or something. You know, a whole staff of people.”

He was studying her with a curiosity that made his expression much less forbidding.

She smiled and shrugged, her fingers idly petting Baywatch as the dog drifted off to sleep. “Just curious.”

“I don’t like having a large staff,” he said, the words emerging almost reluctantly. “I dislike people wandering about when I’m trying to concentrate. Quiet is very important to me.”

“So…I can imagine Baywatch and I have been a pretty unwelcome distraction.” She laughed lightly, watching him.

His eyes flitted over the tangled curtains, the jostled breakfront with its broken glasses, back to her. “A distraction indeed,” he murmured.

“I’m sorry. I had no way of knowing the tags were faked.” She stood and found herself closer to him than she’d anticipated, looking up into his handsome face, those green eyes steady and unnerving.

To her amazement, he lifted one hand gently toward her face. Was he going to kiss her? Touch her cheek? What? Instinctively, she jerked her head back, then could have kicked herself. If a good-looking, fabulously wealthy, famous man gets an urge to touch you, give him the benefit of the doubt.

Even more unbelievably, his cheeks colored. “I was just—there’s a spider, there, in your hair. Must have come from the plant outside. I was going to remove it.”

It took Megan a minute to absorb his words, then her hand flew to her head and her fingers felt the insect. “Oh my God.” Suppressing a squeal, she flung it away and rubbed her hands over her hair to be sure there were no others.


He gazed impassively in the direction she’d hurled the bug.

“Sorry,” she said.

“Listen,” he said finally, “I think I might know what happened. I just had to let my groundskeeper go. He was living in the carriage house and to the best of my knowledge he did not have a telephone. A down-on-his-luck sort. I was hoping to…well, in any case, the dog might well have been his. Indeed upon further notice it does look a bit…familiar.”

He frowned in the direction of Baywatch, who had made herself completely at home and was stretched out sideways on the plush carpet.

Megan exhaled, relieved, and gave him a smile. “Oh, thank goodness. I was afraid you didn’t believe me. I’m not a fame whore, I swear.”

He looked startled. “A what?”

“You know, one of those people who wants to get close to the rich and famous no matter what the means.” She paused, then extended her hand. “I’m Megan Rose. I’m the new veterinarian at Rose’s Animal Hospital.”

He took her hand in his. This was no milquetoast handshake, no wimpy clasping of her fingers, this was a warm, palm-to-palm embrace. Megan’s heartbeat involuntarily accelerated, even faster than when she’d felt the spider. Or when Baywatch had woken her up this morning. Come to think of it, she wasn’t sure her heart could take much more adrenaline this morning.

“Sutter Foley,” he said quietly, his eyes on hers. After a second, he gave a ghost of a smile. “But you knew that.”

She laughed. “I knew that. Yes.”

The moment drew long, until Megan realized she was holding her breath. With an unladylike exhale she dropped his hand and looked away. “Okay, well, I’ll just get going. You, uh, you can have the leash on the front porch, I’ve got a million of them. So, um, sorry to disturb you.”

She stepped over the sleeping dog and headed for the door.

“Just a moment,” he said after she’d gone several paces.

She turned, the absurd hope that he might ask her to dinner springing like a cartoon light bulb into her head.

“You’re not leaving it here, are you?” The imperious tone was back. “The dog?”

“You said you knew whose it was.”

“Yes, but he’s gone. I don’t know where.” He looked at her expectantly.

She raised her brows. “Can’t you find him? Don’t you have references or an application or something?”

“No, I—well, he…” He stopped, frustrated, then said, “I don’t have a way to trace him. He left…rather abruptly.”


“Well, I can’t find him. I don’t even know what he looks like.”

“He’s quite distinctive, actually. Short, with some tattoos on his arms, rather a shifty expression—”

Megan laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding. Maybe he’ll come back for the dog.”

Foley seemed to be remembering something, perhaps an ugly scene upon firing the man. “I sincerely doubt it.”

“I’m sorry, but the dog obviously feels that this is home.” She indicated the place where Baywatch lay.

“That dog has never been in this house,” he said firmly.

“That you know of.” She paused a significant moment, as the plausibility of her words sank in, then turned to the door.

“You can’t just leave it here,” he insisted, stopping her again. “It’s not my…” he started. Then, realizing that tack had already taken him nowhere several times, he reached into his back pocket and extracted a wallet. “Here, listen. I’m sorry to further impose, but why don’t you just take the dog down to the pound. Here’s some money, enough for a donation and…and something for your time.” He extended a wad of bills toward her.

Megan hesitated. She could take the dog to the shelter. It wasn’t far out of her way. But something about Sutter Foley made her think he needed this dog. Not to mention that the dog needed him. Maybe it was the fact that he was all alone, maybe it was the sterile silence of the house, maybe it was the arresting depth she saw in his eyes…In any case, she figured she had nothing to lose. “You’re used to that, I suppose. Solving problems with money and never having to leave your…” She opened her arms and gazed around the room. “Sphere.”

His arm sank. “I beg your pardon?”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be insulting. But maybe you should take this as a sign. The universe might be telling you you’re spending too much time alone or something.” She shrugged, smiling.

He gave her a look dripping with disdain. “Am I to believe you’re here to speak for the universe?”

She felt her resolve harden. “What I’m trying to say is, why don’t you keep the dog? It could be good for you. Humanizing.”

For a moment he looked shocked, then he laughed. It was short—incredulous more than amused—but his face was so transformed she found herself smiling automatically in response. He looked completely different than Mr. Forbes, or Fortune, whichever.

“You must be joking,” he said. “I don’t want a dog.” He said it as if the idea were preposterous.

She frowned. “Why not? You’ve got a yard. You’ve got this enormous place.” She spread her arms again, thinking of the cramped cage the puppy would likely be put in to await an adoption that might never materialize. “Why put another dog on death row when you’ve got what must be unlimited resources to look after it? Think about it. What possible reason can you give for not sharing some of your abundance with that poor little creature?” She gestured toward Baywatch, still sleeping sweetly upon the deep green carpet, looking like a prop for a Town & Country photo shoot.

Foley seemed momentarily struck by the picture as well. But he turned back to her and said coolly, “The reason is, I do not want a dog. I’ve never wanted a dog. I don’t even like dogs.”

Megan could not have been more disappointed in him if he’d ripped off his own handsome face to reveal Darth Vader underneath. “You don’t want a dog,” she said finally, choosing the least offensive statement.

“That’s right.” He reextended the money. “Now please. You needn’t look at me as if I’ve just confessed to kicking small children. I really haven’t time to deal with a dog. Especially one as…as unwieldy as that one. Please, just take it to the pound.”

She took a deep breath. “Look, if you don’t want her that’s one thing. Though I don’t know how on earth you live in this big empty place all by yourself. But I’m not going to do your dirty work for you. You’re going to have to take her to the shelter yourself. I’ve got to go.”

She turned on her heel and headed for the door. Once there, she turned back to see Sutter Foley, corporate cover boy, staring morosely down at the sleeping puppy.

“I’m leaving the leash,” she called, and as she opened the door she saw Baywatch’s head rise.

She slipped out the door before the puppy—or the man—could ask her for more.









Two



Times like this, Sutter Foley wished he did have an entire staff milling about waiting to do his bidding. After sacking Charlie, however, all he had left was Martina, his housekeeper, who had Sundays off, and Berkley, his chef, who did not live in. He eyed the sleeping dog distrustfully, remembering how quickly it had darted into the house and created mayhem.

That vet was right about one thing. The dog certainly seemed at home here. In addition to Charlie’s other infractions, he’d obviously had the mutt in the house, probably when Sutter was away on one of his many business trips.

He ran a hand through his hair. He hadn’t slept well in a week and it was starting to show. He was irritable and exhausted, and his workload—usually so energizing—felt overwhelming. The last thing he needed to deal with was this damn dog.

He looked malevolently at the sleeping pup, thought about opening the door and letting it go, then pictured it getting hit by a car and shook his head. Sod it all, he thought, he was going to have to do something with it. Leave his “sphere,” as the cheeky vet had said.

He smiled grimly to himself. She’d actually been right about that. He’d been cooped up in his home office all weekend. Though he didn’t employ much household help, he had enough that he never had to leave the house if he didn’t want to, not even to retrieve the mail.

Maybe that was what was the matter with him, he thought. His internal clock was off. He hadn’t seen sunlight in days so his body didn’t know when it was supposed to sleep.

Sounded like something the vet would conclude, he thought. Maybe the universe was trying to tell him something.

It was telling him to leave the house before the bloody dog woke up.

Sutter was sitting on the front stoop, absorbing as much sunlight as he could before the ceaseless thoughts of work drove him back to his computer, when a black Jaguar, much like his own, pulled up in front of his house.

Kristen Montgomery, his assistant VP who preferred to be called by her last name alone, would get out and he had no doubt she would be trussed up neatly in a suit, either beige or gray. Occasionally it was blue, but that seemed to be for important meetings and such. He used to think she’d surprise him one weekend—for she showed up every weekend with some work-related issue—and have a special pink or purple suit to denote the off-hours, but she never had.

She did not disappoint today. Gray.

Sutter watched her close her car door, hit the remote locks, and clip-clop in her low heels up the front walk. She was so absorbed in getting her suit straight and her briefcase situated that she didn’t notice him until she was practically on top of him. She gave a short squeal and stopped abruptly.

Perversely, her surprise pleased him. She was so tightly wound that any break in the businesslike façade was a welcome change. Even her hair never moved, cut into a short severe style that could not be reshaped if she’d wanted to do it. She was somewhere in her thirties, he happened to know, but by her looks could easily have been a well-preserved fifty or an overdressed minor.

“Hello, Montgomery,” he said, leaning back against a porch column and looking up at her with eyes that felt puffy with fatigue.

“Sutter,” she said, “what are you doing out here?”

She was used to seeing him in his weekend attire of jeans and natty shirt. Why did she never take the hint?

“Readjusting my circadian rhythms.” He tilted his face toward the sun.

“I see.” She stood stiffly before him. “I needed to talk to you about the accounting system package. Myers has totally screwed up the product overview and I wanted your input so I can set him straight first thing tomorrow morning.”

“You have a meeting with him first thing tomorrow?” Sutter asked, mentally comparing Montgomery’s tight form and stern demeanor with the jean-clad softness of his earlier visitor. The vet’s face was pretty, yes, and her worn jeans had fit her with admirable precision, but there was something else, a glow of some sort that made her seem ready to smile at any instant. It had been…nice.

“A breakfast meeting, before work. Don’t worry, it won’t cut into regular time.” She nodded once, curtly. She’d have saluted, he was sure, if it had been remotely appropriate.

Sutter blinked slowly, feeling fatigue wash over him. Maybe he should have Montgomery call him every night before bedtime; something about her seemed to wear him out.

“You do know he has a newborn, don’t you? I imagine it’s something of a hardship for him to schedule an early meeting.”

“On the contrary.” She shifted, her shoes obviously uncomfortable the longer she stood. “He said he never sleeps anymore, so being up early should be quite easy for him.”

This reasoning struck him as so funny he laughed, causing a look of consternation to cross her face. “Is something wrong?” she asked.

“I laughed, Montgomery. There’s nothing wrong.” Had he done this? Had he created this rigid imperative around himself? He feared he had. He motioned toward the stoop next to him. “Have a seat.”

She looked toward the step as reluctantly as if he’d asked her to lie in the bushes. But after a minute, when he did not elaborate, she clopped forward, turned, and folded herself down next to him.

“It’s quite a nice day, isn’t it?” he said, attempting a pleasantry to offset his irritation. A low breeze kicked up and rustled the leaves in the trees, carrying away an overhead cloud. Sutter looked up into the clear blue sky. The air felt good, the sun warm on his cheeks. Why did he never do anything outside anymore? How long had it been since he’d noticed the sky?

“Still not sleeping?” Montgomery’s voice exuded disapproval.

He sighed. “Not with my eyes closed.”

“You should call a doctor. They have drugs that can help you sleep.”

“I don’t need a doctor. All they’ll do is give me some narcotic I can certainly do without.”


“Yes, you’re obviously handling this quite well yourself.”

He shifted his eyes sideways and looked at her, surprised at the remark. She was positioned just as she’d been when she was standing, back straight, briefcase under one arm, head erect, except her legs were bent demurely together as she sat.

“Have you got a boyfriend, Montgomery?” he asked.

Her dark eyes, lined with an obvious but professional level of makeup, darted toward him. “No, sir, I don’t. What’s gotten into you? You haven’t gotten another email from your ex-wife, have you?”

Sutter straightened involuntarily. “No. Why do you ask?”

“Because you always get sleepless and preoccupied with odd things when you have.”

“Do I?” He thought back, but could find no reason for this conjecture.

“Listen, sir, I’ve got something else to talk to you about too. And you’re not going to like it.” She paused, looking at him with obvious misgiving.

He raised his brows. “All right, then. Spill it.”

“Not here.” She looked around them as if the very bushes might be inhabited by spies, here to hear what she had to say.

Sutter looked around too. Nobody was near. Hell, apart from a sunbathing college student a block down on the green there was nobody out.


“The trees aren’t bugged, Montgomery, tell me what you’ve got.”

She sighed. “Can’t we just go inside?”

“I’m afraid we can’t. There’s a savage beast in there that I am not sufficiently rested to deal with.”

She looked at him, blandly unamused.

“Charlie’s dog. It’s a bloody terror,” he elaborated.

“Where’s Charlie?” she asked.

“Gone. Sacked. Shown the door. Escorted from the premises.”

She began to nod, an oddly smug smile tugging at her lips. “So you know.”

“About the interview? Yes. I saw it.”

She shook her head. “Such disloyalty, it’s disgusting. That’s what I wanted to tell you. I’m glad you already knew. I hated to be the one to break it to you.”

She may have hated to but she looked strangely disappointed not to have been able to. “Berkley ‘broke it’ to me last night and I was furious. Didn’t handle the firing too well either, I’m afraid. Maybe that’s why he left the dog, as payback.”

“What’s wrong with it?” she asked. “Is it vicious?”

“If you’re a squirrel.” He laughed dryly. “No, it’s just a puppy. An untrained one.”

“What on earth are you going to do with it?” She looked horrified at the prospect of having to deal with such a thing.


Sutter thought about the vet—what was her name? Rose…? How disappointed she’d looked when she’d told him to take it to the pound himself.

Then she’d made that ridiculous conjecture that the universe was trying to tell him something. He chuckled.

Montgomery looked at him sharply. “What is it?”

“Nothing, I just…thought for a moment about keeping the damn thing.”

She looked scandalized. “The dog?”

He lifted one shoulder and let it drop. “Silly idea.”

“Have you any idea what your life would be like with a dog? You have to walk it and feed it and make sure it goes outside. They need to go outside all the time.”

“Yes, I understand it’s not a piece of furniture,” he said.

“And the vet bills! You have no idea how much that could cost.”

He slid her a look. “Money’s not exactly an issue, Montgomery.”

“Yes, but the time.” She exhaled the word time as if the very thought of it was exhausting. “You’d probably have to hire someone to take care of it. You can’t be taking time off work just to walk the dog or take it to the vet. And some of them you have to take to the vet all the time, Sutter.”

“Really?” He thought about that, about having to go see the veterinarian who’d been on his porch this morning all the time. She was so…refreshing.

“God, yes. My mother has a cat with diabetes and that thing is always having to go in for checkups and blood work and insulin shots. It’s a nightmare. She says she spends more time with Dr. Prichard than she does with my father.”

Sutter looked at her, a half smile on his face. “Does she?” he asked, picturing it for himself. “How intriguing.”

After a second, Sutter stretched his legs and looked out over the grass. The urge to lie down in it was powerful. Clearly he was going to have to get some kind of sleep aid, but he was damn sure not going to any doctor. If he did, the next thing he knew it would be splashed all over the tabloids that he had the clap or something. For some reason, ever since his divorce a few years ago he’d become fodder for every gossip sheet around.

No, maybe after Montgomery left he’d go to the pharmacy himself and get something. Venture even farther outside of his sphere.

 

Monday morning Megan got dressed for the day in her “uniform” of khaki chinos and pink polo shirt with the words “Rose’s Animal Hospital” embroidered where the breast pocket might have been. She’d ordered shirts for all the staff in an effort to counteract any impression her father’s wrinkled, ill-fitting shirts and
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