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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Astrid was enjoying a quiet day at home when her unexpected visitor appeared.

      In fact, believing herself alone, she shrieked when something soft brushed against her ankle. Jumping aside, she looked down. Two cool green eyes met her gaze, regarding her with an unblinking stare.

      Astrid did blink. “How on earth?” she murmured, moving to the open sliding glass door that led to her little balcony. This early in April in Washington, D.C., she didn’t have to worry about bugs, so she hadn’t felt the need for a screen, but instead had flung everything wide to the unseasonably lovely day. Stepping out, she looked for scaffolding, window cleaners, or any other means a cat could get into her fifth-floor condominium.

      There was nothing.

      Turning to her uninvited visitor, she found the little creature sitting in a sunbeam, alternately licking a paw and wrapping it around one ear in a steady, metronomic rhythm. After a couple of seconds, the cat turned to look at her. It was a pretty thing: smaller than average, with a beautiful silver-gray coat and those round, intensely green eyes. She opened and closed her mouth in what appeared to be a silent meow.

      “Well, yeah. Please talk. I sure wish you could tell me a few things. Like where you’re supposed to be and what you’re doing here. Even better, how did you get here?”

      Were shelters delivering cats via drone these days? The idea seemed less ridiculous somehow than a feline suddenly materializing inside her apartment, if only barely.

      Moving over to the little creature, she crouched and offered a fingertip for it to sniff. It had been a long time since Astrid had dealt with pets. Raising two boys to adulthood almost entirely on her own, the single experience of having a dog had been more than enough, thank you.

      The cat sniffed the proffered fingertip and then gave a slow, lazy blink, rolling to its side and emitting a surprisingly loud purr for such a small animal. Astrid tentatively reached out and stroked its side, finding the fur dense and soft. Velvety.

      If anything, the purr intensified and the cat rolled to its back, reaching all its limbs in a trembling stretch and then rebounding to its prior relaxed attitude.

      “No, I may not be an expert in cats, but I do know that’s a trap,” Astrid said, pointing at the furry belly apparently presented for her stroking hand. The cat merely looked at her and gave another one of those silent opening-closing of its jaws.

      “Can you not meow, or are you just very, very quiet?” Astrid asked, then shook her head. “Okay, now I’m talking to a cat, of all things.” Well, that might not be the only sign of instability. Maybe the animal wasn’t even there to begin with. She dug her phone out of her pocket and took a photo of the cat. Then, for good measure, she texted it to the one person who wouldn’t question her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Astrid

      

      
        This is a cat, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      A pause, then a series of pulsing dots.

      
        
          
            
              
        Louis

      

      
        Honey, that’s a cat. Are we branching from cozy mysteries into children’s lit? An ABC book, maybe?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Astrid

      

      
        Very funny. No, it just appeared in my apartment.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Louis

      

      
        Sweets, you live on the fifth floor.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Astrid

      

      
        I know. [image: upside-down face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Louis

      

      
        How did it get there?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Astrid

      

      
        When I find out the answer to that, I’ll let you know. Thanks for assuring me I’m not hallucinating.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Louis

      

      
        Any time.
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        * * *

      

      Astrid stood, pocketing her phone. “Well, I know it’s polite to offer refreshments to visitors, but it’s also not right to give food to other people’s pets.” She assumed the little cat had an owner. It was clean and sleek, definitely not starving, though it lacked a collar or tags to indicate who the creature belonged to.

      It also probably weighed less than the average D.C. rat, so its odds of survival on the street were probably slim.

      Not knowing what else to do, Astrid continued about her day, trimming and watering her plants, making her lunch (while the cat sat politely by her ankle, apparently expecting a scrap of deli meat or cheese), and having eaten her meal without offering her guest a snack, settling on the sofa with her laptop to read a manuscript she had been asked to write a blurb for. The little cat hopped up beside her and curled into a furry gray donut pressed up against her thigh. Absently stroking while she read, she realized she found the little animal’s presence rather soothing.

      Then she looked down and saw the cat had shifted position and she had been stroking its belly, all unaware. She froze. The cat cracked one eye as if to say, Do you mind? I was enjoying that.

      “Okay…” Astrid gave the cat’s belly another tentative stroke. The fur here was even downier than the rest of her coat. “How am I going to find out where you’re supposed to be?” she murmured. “Not that I don’t enjoy your company, but you’re clearly meant to be in someone else’s home.” If its owners had noticed its absence, they must be frantic by now. It had been over two hours since the little beast had arrived as if by magic in her condo.

      As if the cat was agitated by the worry Astrid’s thoughts had stirred up, it stood and stretched, its eyes narrowing and ears pointing back toward its tail. Then it hopped down from the sofa and sauntered, unhurried, over to the still-open balcony door.

      Curious, Astrid crept after it, not wanting to spook it into any sudden moves that could lead to a fatal drop. Unconcerned, the cat moved to the edge of her balcony and before Astrid could even gasp, it neatly hopped the distance of several feet between her balcony and the next, sliding between the railings as easily as a seamstress would thread a needle.

      “Dear god.” Astrid pressed one hand to her sternum, feeling the heavy, sick thump of her heart. She wasn’t afraid of heights but she did have an imagination, after all. Due to her profession, she’d also done research on the effects of falls from great heights on human anatomy. She doubted that cats would fare much better in a five-story fall and could imagine what might have happened if it had missed by as little as a fraction of an inch.

      In happy ignorance of her worry, the cat sauntered across the other balcony and disappeared into the apartment next door.

      The apartment, that as far as Astrid knew, was unoccupied.
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        * * *

      

      “Theo, no, really! There was an actual cat in my apartment today.” She let herself laugh at the absurdity of it. Theo at twenty-five was her easygoing younger son. He wouldn’t judge her for random feline invasions.

      Soren, her elder son, was another situation entirely, dearly though she loved him.

      “You checked your front door, right? It couldn’t have come in that way?”

      She shook her head. “Of course I checked. You’re getting as bad as your brother.”

      “Oops. I’ll get right on removing that stick from my ass, then.”

      “Theo.” She pitched her voice into the warning tone that let him know he’d gone too far. It had about a fifty percent success rate on her insouciant youngest.

      A sigh. “Fine, Mom. I’ll write I won’t be rude about my sainted elder brother a hundred times on the chalkboard now. But how did it get in?”

      “I think the same way it got out again.” She described the hair-raising leap the little cat had made, making the death-defying feat look easy and nearly giving her a heart attack.

      “Okay, now really don’t tell Soren about the almost heart attack. He’ll insist you move in with him and Catherine.”

      “I’m fifty-three, hardly in my dotage,” Astrid said, feeling her jaw tighten.

      “I know that and you know that, but tell it to Mr. Responsibility,” Theo said, his tone as light as always.

      “Okay, that’s enough,” Astrid said, trying to regain a handle on the conversation. The problem was, Theo wasn’t wrong. Soren did seem to think somehow that his mother was someone he needed to guide, shelter, and protect. But Soren had had an outsized idea of his responsibilities ever since his father died when he was twelve. Maintaining boundaries and a true parent-child relationship between them had often been fraught with difficulties. Astrid had hoped that marriage would give him a new focus.

      Sadly, her firstborn was able to multitask.

      “Anyway, I’ll send you the picture I took. It’s quite a cute little thing.”

      “Think it’ll visit again?”

      Astrid shuddered, thinking again about that leap from one balcony to another. “As delightful as the visit would be, the cat’s method of getting here is just too scary, so no.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Over the next week, Astrid took delivery on a box of advance copies of her forthcoming book, Death in the District, endured a telephone interview with a print reporter, and fielded several queries about additional press from Louis, her agent.

      All while keeping a weather eye for the phantom cat. Or Phantom, as she’d started to mentally call it. It was gray, after all. And it arrived mysteriously. It seemed a fitting name.

      She’d kept the door to the balcony closed after that first incursion. It was a silly thing to do, she supposed. It wouldn’t keep the cat from jumping from balcony to balcony, after all, which was the real danger. But she hated feeling helpless and her inner mothering instinct drove her to do something.

      She was just about to scoop coffee into a filter late in the morning on the seventh day, still bleary with sleep and belted tightly into her robe, when a soft meow startled her into scattering coffee grounds all over the counter and the floor. Biting back a curse, she stepped out of the kitchen into the open-plan living area and—yes—there was Phantom, looking at her with those big green eyes as if to say, What? This is the way you treat visitors? With a closed door?

      She did curse then, striding over to the slider and opening it for the cat to wander in, the picture of feline unconcern. Sliding the screen closed, Astrid made for the kitchen to clean up the mess. The cat sat and watched her, tail curled around its paws.

      “So you can speak—meow, rather. And don’t give me that judgmental look like I’m some kind of bad housekeeper,” she muttered. Then she closed her eyes and shook her head. “That’s it.” Standing and disposing of the damp paper towel she’d used to clear away the coffee grounds, she tightened the belt on her robe, bent, and scooped up the cat. When she reached the door and had to free one hand to get her keys, it subsided gracefully into the arm that still held it, reclining there on its back like a human baby.

      “You are the damndest thing, Phantom,” she muttered. “Let’s figure out where you live. This can’t go on.”

      The simplest explanation as to the cat’s origin was next door, the place where it had gone last time, and Astrid decided to start there, even though she hadn’t seen anyone come or go from that apartment since the Gibsons had moved out a few months ago. The condominium building was well built and she never did hear her neighbors through the walls, so there was no clue as to whether next door was finally occupied or not.

      Taking a deep breath as she reached the right door, she shifted the cat a little in her arms and it hooked a claw in the thick collar of her robe. She rang the bell and waited, wondering who might answer. Young? Old? Gender?

      She’d just settled on a grandmotherly type with white hair and a crochet addiction as Phantom’s likely owner when the door opened and her breath stopped.

      Not old. Not young, either. And most definitely not a grandmother.

      The man in front of her had close-cropped silver hair and a beard to match, though his eyebrows were dark, indicating the hair color of his youth. His eyes had immediately fixed on Phantom, but then lifted to meet her gaze and…wow. Their intense blue seemed to skewer her in place.

      Astrid’s voice came out on a squeak. “I think I’ve found your cat?”
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        * * *

      

      It took Ben a few seconds to recalibrate his thoughts. It wasn’t every day a beautiful woman in a bathrobe delivered your daughter’s cat back to you, after all.

      “Willow, what have you done?” The cat, per her usual habit, ignored him to look up at the woman holding her. He honestly couldn’t blame her. He wanted to stare at her too.

      “It’s your cat, then?” the woman asked.

      “Yeah. Well, kind of. My daughter Monica’s cat. She moved to Minnesota and couldn’t take her.”

      “Ah. Well, I’ll just give her back then.” She moved to un-hook Willow’s claw from the fold of her robe, but Willow wrapped her other paw around the woman’s wrist.

      “Why don’t you come in until she lets you go? She can be like an octopus, that cat.”

      The woman eyed him with pale eyes that were somewhere between green and blue, obviously skeptical. Good. He’d taught Monica to be skeptical of strange men as well.

      “I’ve just put on a pot of coffee and…” His thoughts spun. He still couldn’t figure out how Willow had gotten out. “I’m harmless, really.” Gee, that didn’t sound creepy at all. Heat crawled up his neck and into his cheeks.

      The blush must have sold what his words didn’t. The woman’s expression softened a little and she nodded once, digging in the robe’s pocket and pulling out a cell phone. “I’ll just text my friend to tell him where I am,” she said, tapping at the screen with one thumb. Neat trick, that. He had no facility with typing on his phone, even two-handed.

      “Sounds good. How do you take your coffee?” He stepped back, holding the door open so she could enter.

      “Black,” she said, tapping the phone one last time and tucking it in her pocket as she moved into his foyer. He led her to the living room and gestured at the sofa, the only piece of furniture that was currently available. Everything else was covered in boxes or the other detritus of unpacking.

      “Well that’s easy enough.” He stepped into the kitchen and poured two cups, returning to find the woman sitting in the corner of the sofa, still cradling Willow in one arm. She was speaking to the cat, but so softly he couldn’t make out her words. When she realized he was back, she looked up and her cheeks went pink.

      “It’s okay. I talk to her too.”

      “She’s quite a personable little thing,” the woman said, accepting her mug and taking a sip. “Mm. That’s good. This little beast startled me into scattering coffee across half my kitchen, so I’m deprived. I’m Astrid, by the way. I live next door.”

      “Ah. I’m Ben. I just moved in, but that’s obvious, I guess.” He sat at the other end of the sofa and gestured at the cardboard and chaos that was his current living arrangement.

      She nodded, a very slight smile lightening her features. “Yes, I deduced that. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

      “Thanks. So, to address the cat-elephant that’s in the room, how did you get Willow?”

      “Willow, huh? I was calling her Phantom.” She put down her mug on the few free inches of coffee table and tickled Wills under her chin. The cat, always ready to have a scratch, lifted it immediately and purred like a freight train. “Well, I’d advise you to leave the door to your balcony closed. Locked, too, maybe. She jumped from your balcony to mine.”

      “What?” Ben’s skin went clammy, despite the warmth of the day. He got to his feet and paced over to the open slider. Stepping outside, he looked over, measuring the distance between balconies.

      No. He’d seen Willow jump high and far, but the potential drop involved with that leap…he shuddered.

      Stepping back into his apartment, he hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “She jumped that? She got into your apartment?”

      Astrid nodded, taking another sip of coffee. “Twice.”
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        * * *

      

      There was something rather satisfying about shaking a man’s confidence, Astrid mused as she sipped the rich, dark brew. Ben drew the screen door closed and locked it for good measure, his face pale as he walked back to sit at the other end of the sofa.

      She liked that, the way he didn’t crowd her, didn’t take offense when she’d texted Louis about where she was. He’d mentioned a daughter. Maybe he was one of those men who actually walked the walk—instead of just invoking his relationship to the women in his life to prove that he was a good guy, he actually learned from their experiences.

      “Why don’t you give me the story from the beginning?” Ben asked as he retrieved his cup and took what looked like a much-needed sip if his pale cheeks were anything to go by.

      “Well, it was about a week ago…” Astrid related the sudden appearance of Willow in her home, her puzzlement, the afternoon they’d spent, and the cat’s hair-raising jump back to his balcony. “I didn’t know anyone had moved in here. For all I knew, she’d jumped several balconies to reach me and was taking advantage of an open doorway to explore.”

      He nodded, his blue eyes thoughtful. “You don’t assume anything, do you? Even though Occam’s Razor would indicate the simplest solution was that she did come from next door.”

      “Well, there’s another apartment on the other side as well. For all I know, the Hendersons had gotten a cat with a taste for adventure. And no, I don’t assume the simplest solution to a problem—at least not usually. It’s bad for business.”

      His brows drew together as if he was trying to puzzle out her profession from that lone clue. “And what’s your business?”

      “Mystery novelist.”

      His face opened into a delighted smile. “I read mysteries all the time!”

      Here it comes, she thought, have I read anything of yours? She was always asked this. As if she knew the contents of his as-yet unpacked bookshelves.

      But he surprised her. “Do you write under your own name? I don’t think I’ve read anything by someone named Astrid.”

      She shook her head. “No. I write under my pen name: A.C. Gade.”

      His jaw dropped at that. “I have read your books. I actually have most of them…somewhere.” He gave a helpless look at the empty shelves that lined one wall, the sea of cardboard boxes that presumably contained books, some of them at least. “The rest, I’m afraid, I’ve borrowed from the library.”

      “God bless libraries,” Astrid said, hoisting her coffee cup in a toast. “Some of the largest buyers of books out there.”

      “Well, then, I guess I won’t feel guilty about borrowing from them.”

      “Don’t,” she said firmly. “Borrow with pride, not guilt. Libraries are excellent institutions for access, for discovering new authors, for…” Heat crawled up her face. “Don’t get me started. I could go on for days. In fact, I have an event coming up at a branch of the D.C. Public Library in a couple of weeks or so.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Wow. A.C. Gade, the A.C. Gade was sitting on his sofa, drinking his coffee, and cuddling his cat. When he’d been in the market for a condo, nobody had mentioned living next door to a bestselling novelist as one of the perks of living in the building. Maybe they should have.

      “What do you do?” Astrid asked, transferring her gaze from the cat to his face.

      “I just retired from the government.”

      Her eyebrows went up. “That could cover a lot of possibilities.”

      “True. But trust, it’s not something you are interested in hearing about.”

      A slow smile lit her face. “Oooh. Don’t want to talk about it? You must have been a spy then.”

      That surprised a bark of laughter out of him. “If only. The reason I don’t want to talk about it is that descriptions of my former job could be bottled and sold as a sleep aid.”

      “That soothing?” Her eyes twinkled with mischief.

      “That boring. I spent the large portion of my career in the wonkiest of wonky legislative jobs and ended up in the Office of Law Revision Counsel. And see? Your eyes are already glazing over.”

      She blinked. “I think you’re confusing confusion with boredom. I’ve never heard of that office.”

      “Most people haven’t. Basically, it codifies—organizes—legislation once it’s been passed. We’ll leave it at that.”

      “Ah.” She sipped her coffee and mercifully let that conversational thread drop. While he was long past the days of bending over backwards to impress a pretty woman, he also didn’t want to bore anyone silly. Well, especially not a pretty woman.

      “You said you write under a pen name. What’s your real last name in case I get your mail delivered to my box by mistake or something?”

      “Ellis.”

      “A nice name. Why didn’t you want to publish under it?”

      She shrugged and set the coffee cup down. Wills shifted in her arms, seemingly boneless, definitely content to be cradled. “I had just lost my husband. I had two young boys at home. I wanted to…escape who I was? Also protect them in case it all went wrong. The initials were to obscure my gender, but they do stand in for my first and middle names.”

      “Astrid…Constance? Carrie? Cyd Charisse?”

      She chuckled and rubbed the top of Wills’s head with a fingertip. “Cecilia.”

      He nodded, absorbing all of this. He’d assumed she was divorced as he was when she arrived on his doorstep toting his cat and lacking a wedding ring. But to be a widow…and with two young children to take care of and be strong for while she herself was grieving. He couldn’t imagine the depth of strength she must have to get through that, just to go through the minutiae of everyday life and come out the other side, not just whole, but a celebrated novelist.

      Impressive. But he also got a strong sense that she didn’t want to discuss that time in her life. Her downturned head, her focus on Wills, all of it screamed don’t go there.

      “Why Gade?”

      Her head lifted at that, as if he’d surprised her. Maybe he had by not ghoulishly picking over her personal tragedy. “It’s Danish for puzzle.”

      “Ah. Clever. I’m guessing you’re Danish.”

      She shrugged. “My family is. I’m rather ridiculously American, at least according to my late grandparents. But I was raised here, so I guess it makes sense that I’m a bad Dane.”

      “A bad Dane? What does that even mean?”

      Her green-blue eyes glinted. “I barely speak Danish. My cousins in Copenhagen thought I was hilarious when I visited as a teen.”

      Privately, he guessed they thought she was charming, not hilarious.
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        * * *

      

      “Anyway, enough about me. What brings you to the building?” Astrid reached for her coffee cup and took a long drink—the temperature was perfect for gulping now, even though she didn’t really want her cup to be empty. Draining it would probably mean this cozy little interlude was at an end. She could go for days without talking to people face to face and usually enjoyed her solitude, but Ben was companionable in a relaxing, undemanding way. And Willow was a sweet, warm weight in her arm reminding her of when Soren was an infant. Her eldest had been a tiny baby, only six pounds at birth. Willow probably didn’t weigh much more than that.
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