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A Lucky Man



RYAN


April 24


RYAN STOOD IN THE BEDROOM DOORWAY, WATCHING JENNIFER sleep. The moonlight filtering through the sheer curtains caressed her high cheekbones and full lips. Her long brown hair was fanned over the pillow. He took a deep breath, inhaling a floral scent—her shampoo or perhaps the new body lotion he had spotted in the bathroom?—that still lingered in the air.


Ryan was a lucky man. No one could deny that.


He crept closer to the bed, his footsteps silent on the plush carpet. Jennifer was completely lost to the world, her vulnerability on full display. Limp, silent, nearly motionless. She could almost be dead.


And it would be so easy to push her over the dividing line.


From the dresser, the two people in the wedding portrait watched them. Jennifer and Ben, before Ben had died in a car accident eight months ago and Jennifer had decided to move to this new, smaller house.


Ryan had been her real estate agent. Before closing, he had made his own copy of the front door key. He kept it with the others in a magnetic box under his car. On nights when he couldn’t sleep, he liked to take his own private tour. Revisit the houses he had sold, and the people he had sold them to. He never touched anyone, never took anything, never did anything more than watch. Watch and daydream.


Now he imagined putting the extra pillow over Jennifer’s face. Ryan licked his lips, his eyes narrowing in hunger.


And then Jennifer stirred, her eyelids fluttering.
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Playing Coy



WILLOW


July 7 
(Eleven weeks later)


“LOOKING GORGEOUS, GIRL!” WILLOW MURMURED, HER FINGER ON the shutter button.


Bella turned her head away, feigning shyness, but then cast a quick glance over her slender shoulder. She was playing coy, but Willow could see right through the facade, see how much she enjoyed being praised.


“That’s it! Work it!” Willow pressed the shutter button, taking a burst of photographs. Later, she would pick the best, the ones that really spoke to Bella’s personality.


Bella dipped her head, then looked up at Willow with tip-tilted eyes.


“I’m going to make you a star, baby,” Willow crooned.


Her words were interrupted by a creak. And suddenly Bella was darting past her. She slipped out the now-open door before Willow could stop her. On the other side of the door, his hand still on the knob, a guy stared open-mouthed.


As Willow jumped to her feet, the camera thumped against her chest. “You just let Bella out!” She ran out onto the porch, yanking the door closed behind her. She couldn’t see Bella anyplace. But only a block and a half away was a busy road.


“Who’s Bella?”


“The cat you just let out. You have to help me catch her.”


“Oh no.” The guy bit his lip. “Of course I’ll help. I’m sorry!”


He looked about Willow’s age, seventeen. He had light brown skin and thick black hair and was wearing a long-sleeved white T-shirt and gray cargo shorts. They didn’t have any adoption appointments scheduled for today. Maybe he was one of the other volunteers’ kids. Willow didn’t care why he was there, just what he’d done.


She pointed at the door. “That’s why there’s a sign.”


OPEN DOOR CAREFULLY—
WATCH OUT FOR OUR FURRY FRIENDS


“I thought it meant to be careful not to step on one once you got inside.” He raked his hand through his hair. “This isn’t the best way to start my first day as a volunteer.”


As he spoke, Willow scanned the front yard of the house turned animal shelter. It had been donated by an old lady who died with no heirs other than four felines. Patchy grass, maple trees, glossy rhododendrons—but no sleek black cat. After a weekend full of illegal Fourth of July fireworks, all the animals were on edge today.


“Here, kitty!” the guy called. “Come here, kitty!”


“Her name’s Bella,” Willow said. “Unfortunately, she doesn’t like strangers. That’s one reason no one’s adopted her yet.” And her photos showing another side to the cat wouldn’t help if they couldn’t find her.


“I’m really sorry. I’m Dare. What’s your name?”


“Willow.” Still angry at his carelessness, she bit off the word. Reaching into the pocket of her jeans, she pulled out a plastic sandwich bag and opened it. “Take one of these. It might help lure her in.”


He pinched one of the quarter-sized pink curls. “What are they?”


“Freeze-dried shrimp.” Willow used to use canned tuna to encourage cats to sit still, but if the liquid got onto her clothes, they just reeked. She remembered John’s exaggerated grimace, then pushed the thought away. “You take that side of the yard, and I’ll take this one. If you see Bella, don’t chase her. Just drop the shrimp and call for me.”


Willow’s head was on a swivel as she hurried down the porch stairs and around the side of the house, which sloped steeply downward. Holding the camera against her chest, she ducked to peer under the scraggly bushes. When she reached the basement door, she turned around.


As Willow came back, Dare was returning from the other side. His twisted mouth and slumped shoulders made it clear he hadn’t had any better luck. An unexpected sympathy tempered her anger.


“I’ll head down the street, and you head up.” She pointed. “Just go a couple of blocks, and look anyplace a cat might hide. Shadows, corners, under or behind things. Bella’s sneaky. Come back if you don’t find her.”


Normally, Willow avoided where she was about to go. But this wasn’t about her. It was about Bella.


She walked down the hill, past houses with peeling paint and roofs thick with moss. One had a Confederate flag for a curtain. Another’s front porch held a torn-up couch. In front of a third, an old toilet squatted in the weeds.


“Bella? Bella?”


Behind her, Dare echoed her call.


Half a block from the busy intersection, the sound of squealing tires made her head jerk up. Was Bella now a flattened lump of fur? But all she saw was a driver making a rude gesture at the car ahead of him.


At the bottom of the hill, a homeless camp sprawled over a vacant lot. Today there were two old RVs, a car shrouded by a brown tarp, and a collection of tents. Discarded clothing and food wrappers littered the ground, as well as black garbage bags stuffed either with garbage or people’s possessions. Willow kept tight hold of her camera.


At the intersection, she turned right and went one block, checking the doorways and windowsills of the small businesses: a dry cleaner, a Thai restaurant, and a locksmith.


“Bella? Bella?”


No answering meow.


Willow retraced her steps, checking out the homeless camp. The tents were surrounded by trash or treasure, depending on your point of view: a white plastic bucket, a half-dismantled stroller, a blue plastic cooler, a kid’s bike, a wooden pallet. But no small black cat. One man watched her from inside his tent, and the gaze of a woman sitting in a folding camp chair followed her.


At the convenience store on the corner, two girls sat next to the entrance. In front of their crossed legs, a torn cardboard box read GIVE FOR GOOD KARMA. All it held was a few coins, most of them pennies.


“Have you seen a small black cat?” Willow asked them.


The girl with a messy blond bun just looked at Willow, her angular face expressionless. The girl in a faded Oregon Ducks hoodie nudged the box meaningfully with her torn sneaker.


“I don’t have any money with me.”


She was turning away when the blond girl spoke. “Sorry. We haven’t seen a cat.”


On the way back, she spotted a small black square on the sidewalk. It had a distinctive red-and-white logo. A camera card, the same brand she used. Automatically, she checked her own camera, but her card was still in its slot.


Willow picked it up and slid it in her pocket. Later maybe she could figure out who it belonged to and return it. She started trudging back.


“Willow!” Dare called from up the street. “I found her!”
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Wasn’t His Fault



DARE


WHAT EXACTLY AM I DOING? DARE ASKED HIMSELF. WALKING down some blighted street, calling for an animal that had registered only as a black blur? How was he supposed to find a cat that didn’t like strangers?


It was ridiculous he was even here. An animal shelter of all places. What did he know about animals? Dare hadn’t grown up with pets, not even a gerbil or a lizard. His mom had always claimed to be allergic, but the older he got, the more he had his doubts.


As a result, he had no idea how to act around pets. If he and a friend ever encountered a dog, Dare imitated the other person’s moves. But it was never believable. Not to him and not to the animal. A dog that had just melted under his friend’s touch would stiffen when Dare tried the exact same move. And that was back before everything happened.


For the millionth time, Dare wished he could rewind that terrible day. The events that had plopped him down at an animal shelter, with no choice in the matter.


Plus it wasn’t his fault the cat had gotten out just now. This Willow person had acted like Dare had just let a toddler run into traffic. But even she had admitted the cat was sneaky.


It was probably too much to hope they volunteered on different days.


“Bella! Come here, Bella.” Dare clicked his tongue. He felt unconvincing, a bad actor who wouldn’t fool anyone, let alone a skittish cat. “Bella!” he called again.


A scuffling sound. Eyes peered out from underneath a parked car. Dare squatted.


“Hey, kitty,” he cooed. “Come here.” Then his gaze adjusted to the dimness. It was a brown tabby, not an all-black cat. With a frustrated groan, he stood up and resumed his search, looking for a flitting shadow or a sudden stillness.


Dare hadn’t even known this part of town existed, with its narrow streets edged by cracked sidewalks. The small houses had faded paint and sagging porches. A few had boarded-up windows. The area would be perfect for one thing—filming a zombie apocalypse movie.


His neighborhood was across the river, but it might as well have been on another planet. It was filled with colorful old Victorians that went for millions, as well as some of the city’s best restaurants. Including his dad’s.


And here Dare was, wandering the barren streets searching for a cat that didn’t even have an owner to miss it. When back at home he had a perfectly good and spacious room filled with everything a seventeen-year-old boy could want.


Three blocks and no Bella. As instructed, he turned around and started back. Willow had disappeared, presumably around the corner.


Then he caught a flick of movement, high up in a tree.
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Too Close



WILLOW


WILLOW HURRIED TO WHERE DARE WAS STARING UP INTO THE branches of a maple tree. Bella was about fifteen feet up, peering down at both of them, looking perfectly at home. Willow ignored the urge to pick up her camera.


“Don’t stare at her,” she said. “It might make her feel threatened.”


Obediently, Dare turned his head away.


She put out her hand. “Give me your shrimp.”


She rubbed it against her own, crushing them to release their scent: salt, fish, a touch of ammonia. The whole time, Bella watched her curiously. Willow set the two shrimp at the base of the tree and then backed away, motioning Dare to follow.


“Bella needs to feel like coming down is her own idea. Once she does, I’ll be the one to pick her up.” She kept her body relaxed, trying to project calm.


“Okay,” Dare said softly. They waited, but Bella didn’t move. Finally he said, “So you take the photographs for Finding Home’s website?”


“Yeah.” She was suddenly aware of how close they were standing. Even though the day was warm, a shiver coursed through her.


He quirked one eyebrow. “Those photos are good. They really capture their personalities.”


“They have to be good. We get a lot of hard-to-adopt animals. Older, patchy fur, missing teeth. Sometimes even a missing leg.”


“Bella’s beautiful,” he observed.


“A lot of people don’t like black cats because of that stupid superstition about bad luck. Of course you also have to be careful if someone really wants a black cat around Halloween. We don’t need some weirdo who thinks they’re black magic. Plus Bella can be kind of standoffish, but she’s friendly and playful once she lets down her guard. We just need to find the right human for her.”


Dare tilted his head, causing a wave of dark hair to fall over one brown eye. “Isn’t Bella one of the most common names for a cat?”


Willow bridled. It wasn’t like she had chosen the name. “Dogs, too. We’ve probably had a dozen Bellas. Mostly golden retrievers, or mixes that look like goldens.” She risked a quick glance at this particular Bella, seemingly content where she was. Willow clucked her tongue. “Bella,” she wheedled in a singsong voice.


Dare cut his eyes in Bella’s direction for a second. “She looks pretty settled.”


“I guess the shrimp aren’t working.” Willow thought of another possibility. From her pocket, she pulled out a silver wand smaller than a pencil.


“What’s that?”


“Laser pointer.” She aimed at a spot on the trunk next to Bella. In the shadow cast by the thick leaves, the glowing red dot was clearly visible. Bella tapped it with one paw. Willow moved the dot down a few inches lower, out of the cat’s reach.


Bella studied it for a moment. Then she hugged the trunk with her front paws and let her rear legs swing down, scrabbling until they found purchase.


Willow moved the red dot a few inches lower. Using a hopping motion, Bella followed, but the red dot was always just out of reach.


When she was level with their heads, Bella suddenly jumped down. She sniffed at the shrimp. Her tail was low and twitching back and forth, signaling nervousness.


But Willow couldn’t risk her running away. If Bella did make it to the intersection, she could be smashed flat. In one quick motion, she leaned over and snatched up the cat.


Bella let out a low growl. Willow clamped her left arm around her while her right hand tried to settle Bella’s paws on top of the camera body.


“You got her!” Dare leaned in close. Too close. Bella hissed and swiped with one paw. He winced as her claws dug through his shirt and into his forearm.
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Feel like a Home



RYAN


April 26 
(Ten weeks earlier)


THE SMELL OF BAKING COOKIES FILLED THE HOUSE. PILLSBURY chocolate-chip refrigerated dough was Ryan’s secret weapon for turning open-house lookie-loos into buyers. He had brought the dough, cookie sheets, and Ove Gloves with him. The owners had already moved into a new house, so this one had been staged, but the staging hadn’t gone as far as putting pans into the cupboards.


Smell was the most primitive sense, deeply entwined with emotion. The scents of sugar, chocolate, and butter made people think of comfort, childhood, safety. They made a house feel like a home.


At least they did for most people. Ryan’s mother had not cooked much. He associated other smells with her. The floral smell of White Shoulders perfume when she hugged him. Or the prickly scent of gin and tonic on her breath when she came into his room to say good night.


The only smell he associated with his dad was cigarette smoke. Ryan’s dad had smoked when he was worried, angry, or stressed. Which had been most of the time. His parents were always arguing about him.


When he was five, it had been about how he had poured bleach into the goldfish bowl. His mother had explained Ryan was just curious.


When he was eight, his dad had been angry about him smashing Danny Farbo’s science-fair project. His mother had insisted it had been an accident.


If that nosy Rosemarie Nelson hadn’t told on Ryan, no one would have ever known it was him. Two days later, he had gotten his revenge. After liberating the class guinea pig from its cage, he took it behind the dumpster and bashed its head with a brick. The remains had gone into Rosemarie’s lunch bag. He had watched her face go pale, and then she had run from the room, tossing the bag into the garbage as she pressed her fingers to her mouth. At least she had been smart enough not to rat him out a second time.


When Ryan was nine, he got caught peeking into the neighbors’ windows. His mom said it was just a stage.


After that his parents didn’t argue. Because his dad was gone.


Ryan started to pace, thinking about it. He walked into the living room, his heels echoing on the oak floor.


This house—one level, three bedrooms, two baths—could tick a lot of people’s boxes. For some it could be a starter home. For an older couple, it might be a place to retire. Or it could be an investment. With luck, it would sell to someone interesting. Someone he could sneak back in at night to watch, the way he had with Jennifer two days earlier. When she had stirred, he had melted into the night.


The door of the closet where he’d earlier hung his coat was slightly ajar. As he closed it, Ryan caught a glimpse of a box on the highest shelf. Standing on tiptoe, he pulled it out. An expensive-looking Fuji DSLR camera. In the chaos of a move, it was easy to overlook something tucked away.


Finders keepers.


As he’d gotten older, Ryan had gotten smarter, or at least better at not getting caught doing things other people objected to. Take when his mom had given him a digital camera for his sixteenth birthday. A few of the pretty girls at school had been more than happy to tilt their heads and smile for him. Many others turned away or even yelled at him.


Then he discovered an old photographer’s trick: “shooting from the hip.” The term had originated with gunfighting. He simply held the small black camera dangling at his side, his finger on the shutter button. Click, click, click when a pretty girl passed him in the hall. Click, click, click when one walked by on the street or in a park. His camera was in silent mode, so the clicking sound happened only in his head. Ryan loved how sneaky it was.


Still, the process had been as much luck as art. For every good photo, seven others were blurry or without a focal point.


But how he had loved the photos that did work. The feeling of stealing a small part of a person. Knowing the girls would never have said yes.


Now the oven timer dinged. Ryan put the camera’s strap around a coat hook on the back of the door, then hung his coat over it. Back in the kitchen he pulled on the Ove Gloves and removed the cookies from the oven. He slid them on top of the oven to cool.


Ryan knew he wasn’t like other people, but that was okay. Being different made him better than everyone else, losers who struggled with guilt or remorse. And it wasn’t like he didn’t feel emotions. He often felt restless. Angry when he didn’t get his way. And he loved it when he got one over on someone.


A knock on the door. Ryan checked his watch. Twenty-five minutes before the open house was scheduled to start. A rule breaker. He looked through the glass panes in the top of the door. A petite woman in her midthirties, her long hair pulled back into a ponytail. She looked impatient. He knew her type: Bossy. Entitled. Used to getting what she wanted.


He reached for the knob, then realized he was still wearing the gloves.


He remembered the old shed in the garden. And then Ryan smiled to himself. He opened the door with a flourish. “Welcome!” he said brightly. He looked up and down the otherwise empty street.


And then he let her in and closed the door behind her.
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So Stubborn



WILLOW


July 7


WITH A YELP, DARE JERKED AWAY FROM BELLA’S CLAWS. IT WAS all Willow could do to keep hold of the writhing cat.


Back on the porch, Dare cautiously opened the door while blocking the gap with his leg. He scanned the room the way he should have the first time, then held the door for Willow.


Mrs. Palmerstein, the director of Finding Home, was now sitting behind the battered metal desk topped with a hulking ancient computer.


“Good morning!” she said, looking curiously from Willow to Dare.


Barely managing to keep hold of Bella, Willow hurried to the swinging gate that separated the former living room from the rest of the house. The cat exploded from her arms, then streaked out of sight.


“Were you taking pictures outside?” Mrs. P had been in the basement when Bella made a break for it.


“Bella was just showing off her skills as an escape artist. Dare here helped me catch her.”


She waited for Dare to throw her a grateful look for not revealing it had been his fault, but he didn’t meet her eyes. His arms were tightly crossed.


Mrs. P snapped her fingers. “Oh, that’s right! Darrow! It’s your first day.”


“It’s Dare, actually,” he said with a tight-lipped smile.


“Dare,” Mrs. P repeated. She was a retired teacher, tall and comfortably padded, her graying blond hair pulled back into a bun and held in place with a pencil. She reminded Willow of her grandmother, who had died when she was in sixth grade. And like her grandmother, lately she seemed a bit scattered. “Willow, would you mind giving Darrow the grand tour? I have a couple coming soon—they’re looking to adopt.” She started rummaging through a pile of file folders. Like everything else in Finding Home, they were secondhand, coffee-stained, and bearing crossed-off labels.


“Sure.” Willow waved her hand in a half circle. “This used to be the living room, but now it’s the office.”


“As well as your photography studio?” Dare regarded the two straight-backed wooden chairs and the old blue couch on one side of the room. Earlier, Willow had draped the couch with a couple of yards of brown tweedy fabric she’d found on the remnants table at Joann fabric store. “Only why the fake cats?”


On the undraped side of the couch sat her backpack, as well as two cat stuffies, one black and the other a tabby. While approximately life-size, they didn’t look particularly lifelike.


“With cats you have to work fast.” Willow folded the fabric and then added it and the camera to her backpack. “The stuffed versions are like movie stand-ins. They let me figure out my camera settings in advance so I don’t have to fiddle.”


Dare nodded. He still looked uncomfortable, with none of the ease he had displayed waiting for Bella. He hadn’t even uncrossed his arms. Maybe adults made him nervous.


He pointed with his chin at the row of framed photographs on the wall. “Are those your current animals?”


“Not all of them are actually on-site. We try to foster most of the dogs, since they need more space than we have. I think right now we have four dogs and something like twenty-two cats.”


“Twenty-three,” Mrs. P corrected.


Willow opened the gate into what had once been a large dining room but was now filled with cat trees, pet beds, and climbing platforms—as well as two people.


“These are two of our other volunteers,” she said. “This is Walter.”


Walter, the seventy-year-old retired engineer they relied on to fix whatever was broken, waved his screwdriver at Dare and then went back to putting together a new cat tree.


“And this is Agatha.” Agatha, with her bulky hearing aids and her blond wig askew, was brushing Pookie, a long-haired black-and-white cat. Even though Willow had raised her voice, it was clear the older woman hadn’t heard her. Dare still smiled awkwardly in her direction.


Against the far wall stood an old green-and-white-striped couch with wooden legs now doubling as scratching posts. Two cats were stretched out on opposite ends: a black-and-white tuxedo named Oreo, and Marmalade, an orange tabby. Looking smug, Bella sat on the middle cushion, her tail curled tight around her feet. Dare stayed well away.


Seen through Dare’s eyes, the room was cluttered with toys, cat trees, travel crates, and a white collapsible tunnel. A bench half covered with a blanket offered cats a place to hide.


Dare looked like he might want to squeeze under there himself. He lowered his voice. “Mrs. Palmerstein said I would start by walking the dogs. It doesn’t seem like just four would take much time. I was hoping to get in at least four hours a day.”


Willow warmed to his enthusiasm. “No worries. All of them are high energy. It’s one reason we haven’t been able to find them forever homes. They need to go on long walks, and a lot of potential adopters don’t have the time. And most of our volunteers are seniors or too young to walk them alone. You’ll be taking them to a park with an off-leash area about a mile from here.”


“Together?”


She shook her head. “One at a time.”


Dare followed her as she walked down the hall. Even with Mrs. P out of sight, he still seemed stiff.


Only the bathroom still had its original door. The three former bedrooms now had glass doors. A buff tabby sat just on the other side of the first glass door, watching.


“Why is that cat in a room by himself?”


“Not all cats get along.”


“So he’s mean to other cats?” Dare asked.


“Actually, it’s the other way around. If we let Scooter out, the rest would bully him. His owner had to go into a care facility.”


“An old-folks’ home?”


“Rehab, actually. But owners do go into nursing homes or sometimes even jail. Or they can’t afford their apartment anymore, and whatever cheaper place they find doesn’t take pets. Sometimes Mrs. P can help with a pet deposit, but we have a two-month waiting list for surrenders since we don’t have the space. The saddest cases are the ones whose owners died. We try to take those if we can, even if it means putting them with a foster family for a couple of months until space opens up.”


The next room held a small table and four mismatched chairs. “That’s our break room,” she said. The final room held three crates. “The isolation room for our new cats. Even though they’re tested before we take them in, the stress could cause them to break out in a cold, and we don’t need that going around.”


Dare raised an eyebrow. His lashes were amazing. “Cats get colds?”


“Don’t worry, humans can’t catch them. Just other cats.”


Willow turned left into the kitchen and pointed at various cupboards. “Food for pets on special diets, general pet food, and that one is basically the neighborhood pet pantry.”


“Like a food pantry?” Dare crossed his arms even more tightly, as if he disapproved of giving the poor handouts.


Willow’s warm feelings faded.


“Sometimes people ask about a surrender, but maybe it’s just they can’t afford to feed them. You can’t buy cat food or litter with food stamps. The grocery stores give us dented cans or torn packages. And people who’ve lost a pet donate what’s left of their food. This place runs on a shoestring. Or maybe half a shoestring.” Lately, Mrs. P always seemed to be frowning and tapping the calculator.


She opened the fridge door. “If you bring a lunch, put it on the top shelf. That’s reserved for people food.” It held a jumble of sodas and yogurts, as well as her bagged lunch. The other shelves had half-used cans of dog and cat food, as well as wet food for pets on special diets.
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