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ONE


When a guy is in trouble he starts making deals with his Creator, and Ambrose was dealing like crazy. Vicious teeth snapped at him, and his whole life (actually, all nine of them) flashed before his eyes. If this dog got him it was all over.


Becoming dog food looked like a distinct possibility, as the tree Ambrose had chosen was small and the particular branch he was perched on was a flimsy twig barely capable of holding a kitten, let alone a mature cat. And the big, black beast below seemed to have springs on his paws.


I’ll do anything, Ambrose yowled. Anything! Please, let me live a little longer.


This was life number nine. He knew he wouldn’t get any more but he’d settle for a longer one in which he could finish his days in comfort. Under the circumstances, it would be a miracle if he survived to see that happen. But he’d seen people stringing up colored lights on their houses just the other day, which meant Christmas season was about to begin, and wasn’t Christmas supposed to be the season of miracles? Not that Christmas had ever been good to Ambrose. That was when he usually managed to meet his end.


So he wasn’t surprised at what was happening to him now. That didn’t mean he had to like it, though. What a horrible way to go! Pulled from a tree and brutally murdered by a bloodthirsty mongrel. All these houses and there was not a single human around to help him on this cold, gray morning. No surprise, really. Humans bought houses and then rarely stayed in them … until they got old, and by then, like Ambrose, their days were numbered.


Below him the dog showed his fangs again and growled. Needing a miracle here. Soon!


Not that he deserved one. He thought of little Robbie, who he’d scratched many a time in his seventh life, and poor Snoopy the beagle, who he had tortured in his eighth life. He shouldn’t have made the dog’s life so miserable but he’d been getting bitter by then. How he had enjoyed driving old Snoopy crazy by jumping on him and riding him around the house with his claws dug into the dog’s back. Hee-hee. That had been …


Bad, very bad. He would never do anything like that again.


Why oh why hadn’t he picked a tall, sturdy tree to climb instead of this immature maple? What had he been thinking? The answer to that was easy enough. He’d been thinking, Run!


It started to rain—fat, freezing pellets that dug under his fur, and an angry winter wind pushed the tree, making its branches sway. Noooo. Ambrose dug his claws deeper into the bark. I’ll be a good cat and earn my keep here on Earth. Just send me some help and I’ll prove it.


Now the dog was up on his hind legs, pushing against the tree and reaching for Ambrose like he was some kind of doggy chew toy. Determined not to go down without a fight, Ambrose hissed at him and took a swipe with claws unsheathed. That only made the beast more berserk.


Where was a dogcatcher when you needed one? Help! Is anybody listening?


Out of nowhere, appearing as suddenly as the rain had come, Ambrose saw a man wearing what humans called jogging clothes. He ran up to the dog and yelled, “Go on, get out of here.”


Between the man’s aggressive clap and that big, canine-like growl of his, he not only scared away the dog, he almost gave Ambrose a heart attack.


The beast loped off down the street and the man said, “Okay, guy, looks like you’re safe.”


Safe, the best word in the world. Ambrose peered down at his rescuer. The fur on top of the man’s head was what humans called blond—not as handsome as Ambrose’s orange coat, but a shade that humans admired greatly, and his eyes were as blue as a Siamese kitten’s. He was large, which meant he probably had a spacious, comfy lap. The friendly smile he wore showed the man was a kind person. Something about that face looked familiar. Where had he seen this man before?


“You’re on your own now,” he said to Ambrose, who was still clinging to his branch. “I know you can get down anyway. You aren’t going to want to stay out in this weather any longer than me,” he added, and then jogged off down the street.


Ambrose could hardly believe he was safe. Wet, uncomfortable, and hungry, but safe. The freezing rain was letting up now and the angry clouds began to drift away, ashamed of all the misery they’d caused. It was going to be a good day after all. He settled down to give his racing heart a chance to calm.


One last gust of wind wooshed past him with a whisper: Remember what you promised.


Of course Ambrose remembered. And he would be a better cat. When the opportunity presented itself. There was no hurry, really.


He made his way down the tree and was halfway across the lawn when he caught sight of the same dog loitering on the corner. The dog saw him, too.


Yikes! Time to scat. Ambrose darted into the street.


A screech of brakes, a spray of water, and an angry honk of a horn made his lives flash before his eyes once again as Ambrose barely dodged the huge metal monster. Once more the wind whispered. This time it said: Last chance.


Okay, okay, he got it. The time to atone for his wicked past was now. But how, exactly, was he supposed to do that? Where to start, and with whom? The storm had pretty much scrubbed the street of living creatures. Except for the murderous dog and that big man.


Helping the dog with anything was out of the question. That left the man, which made sense. A life for a life.


He set off at a run. His rescuer had a head start but Ambrose had four legs, which evened things considerably. He caught up with the man in time to see him enter a house on a quiet street. It was a large house, much the same as Ambrose’s old home, freshly painted and blue as a robin’s egg, and it had a chimney. That meant a warm fire on a cold day. Not a bad place to land.


It took patient camping under the bushes by the porch but finally Ambrose was rewarded and the door opened to reveal the same man, this time wearing different clothes. He stepped out of the door and Ambrose rushed in. Oh, delicious warmth.


“Whoa,” said the man, “what’s this?”


What? He couldn’t tell? Ambrose refused to dignify such a silly question with a response. Instead he began to prowl the front hall of his new home. Interesting. Wood floors, a stairway on one side, and off to the other an arch opening onto what humans referred to as a living room. The house felt old and it hummed with memories, like the one his last owner, Adelaide, had lived in. That had been such a cozy home. Her horrible offspring hadn’t cared about the memories, though. All they’d cared about was putting the place up for sale.


Put it up for sale, indeed! Just where had they thought Ambrose would live if they sold the house? Of course, he’d soon found out and that was why he’d run away.


“Whoa there, Tom,” said the man, scooping Ambrose off his feet.


Tom? What an insult! Did he look like a common cat? His name had never been Tom. Never! He was Cupcake-Tiger-Morris-Muffin-Macavity-Blackie-Toby-Claus-Ambrose—Ambrose, of course, being his latest moniker.


“This isn’t a hotel for cats,” the man informed Ambrose as he opened the door. He stepped back outside and shut the door behind him, then plopped Ambrose on the porch. Back out in the cold. Of all the nerve!


Ambrose watched, tail twitching as the man strode down his front walk, got in a shiny, black car, and drove away. If this inhospitable human is the key to keeping my ninth life I am in the doghouse.


He could almost hear Adelaide saying, “Be patient, Ambrose dear.” (Something she always told him when he was half starving and rubbing against her legs while she poked around opening his cat food can.) Good advice now, though. He could be patient.


The man would be back. Humans went away to work, whatever that was, but they eventually returned, and when this one did he and Ambrose would settle this misunderstanding. Ambrose crawled back under the bushes and settled in to wait.


Zachary Stone returned home from working his forty-eight-hour shift with his eyes feeling gritty and his head muzzy. People thought firefighters just sat around and watched TV or slept when they weren’t putting out fires or helping with medical emergencies, but they were always busy at the station. This shift had proved to be no exception. On Wednesday, Zach, Ray, and Julio had spent the day cleaning equipment and swapping out batteries on two-way radios and heart monitors. They’d gone out on two emergency calls during the wee hours of the night and then Zach had to be bright eyed and bushy tailed for a school visit the next morning. When he’d returned to the station he’d had to clean the kitchen. The oven was a disaster thanks to Stevens, who couldn’t cook anything without making a mess and who never seemed to be on the schedule when kitchen day rolled around.


But Zach had preferred stove patrol to the 911 call that involved an old lady who had managed to fall out of her recliner. He frowned at the memory of his new nickname: Little Old Lady Killer. It would be a couple of weeks before he didn’t have to endure a million jabs from the paramedics about how the old woman had kept patting his arm and offering to make him cookies after he’d gotten her back into her chair (no small feat since the “little” old lady had weighed almost as much as Zach). On top of those adventures he had done his mandatory daily workouts, three home safety visits, and the crew had been called out to help with a bad accident on the highway at one A.M. That one had almost been enough to make him question why he did what he did for a living.


The answer was simple, really. He liked helping people. Doing what he did gave him a feeling of purpose. He also appreciated having so much time off during the rest of the week. It allowed him to work on big projects like flipping this old Victorian.


“Oh, you should keep it,” his mother had said when she and his stepsisters stopped by uninvited to check it out shortly after he bought it. (Yet another attempt to insert herself into his life.) “I can already see it with a Christmas tree in the bay window.”


And a wife and kids running around. She hadn’t said that, but Zach knew she’d thought it. “It’s not me,” he’d said.


“It could be,” she’d said right back.


That was when he’d looked at his watch and announced, “I’d better get going. I’ve got an appointment to look at flooring.”


Mom had eyed him suspiciously. “Since when do you need an appointment to look at flooring?”


“Special order,” he’d improvised, and escaped to the safety of the hardware store.


Mom wanted grandkids, who knew why. Maybe she thought she could do better as a grandmother. Whatever. It didn’t look like his younger brother David was going to give her any—he was too busy taking pictures for National Geographic and surfing in Australia—but it was useless to pin her hopes on Zach. He wasn’t signing up for eHarmony anytime soon. Or going on The Bachelor.


His stepsister Natalie had nominated him for the show and someone had actually contacted him. He’d thought the guys at the station were playing a joke on him and had managed to get in some pretty insulting cracks before he realized the call was for real. Then he’d gone from amused to pissed.


Both Natalie and Kendra (whom he referred to collectively as the Steps) had been indignant that he’d passed up the opportunity to let the whole world watch while a bunch of ring-hungry chicks closed in on him. Yeah, there was a lost opportunity all right. You’d think a college freshman and a high school sophomore would have more to do than butt into their stepbrother’s love life. You’d also think all three women would have figured out by now that he wasn’t a get-serious kind of guy.


At least not anymore. Zach was done being a masochist.


Anyway, marriage was for … who was it for? His friends were all either single or divorced. Mom hadn’t exactly been a shining example of wedded bliss, either, at least not with Dad. She’d stuck it out the second time around but Dad was still a mess.


No, Zach liked his life as a single dude just fine. No worries, no stress, just good times.


He had reached his front porch when the orange tomcat that had followed him home emerged from the bushes. The animal joined him at the front door and wound around Zach’s legs meowing, playing the cat sympathy card.


“Hey, Tom, what the heck are you still doing hanging around? Go home, bud,” said Zach.


The cat repeated his meow and rubbed Zach’s leg.


Zach wasn’t really into cats. He was more of a dog man. At least he had been back in high school, but when Dexter died Zach swore off dogs.


Just as well. Pets required care, and with his job Zach couldn’t give an animal the kind of attention it needed. Still, he felt kind of sorry for this mangy, orange tomcat. The poor guy looked pretty skinny. Judging from his chewed-off ear he’d taken a few knocks.


But he had a flea collar and a tag. He obviously belonged to somebody. “So, are you lost, dude, is that it?”


Well, it was December—peace on earth, goodwill toward men. And cats. It wouldn’t hurt to bring this one in and hang on to him until his owner could come pick him up. Zach could do that much.


He picked the little guy up and brought him inside. Then he checked the tag on the cat’s collar. “Ambrose, huh? Kind of a wussy name, isn’t it?”


The cat yowled at him.


“I don’t blame you. I wouldn’t want to be called Ambrose, either. Well, don’t worry. I’ll get you back where you belong.”


But when he called the number on the cat’s tag, the woman on the other end of the line wasn’t thrilled to hear from him. “He was my mother’s cat. We were getting ready to take him to the animal shelter when he ran away.”


“The animal shelter, huh?” Zach looked over at the cat only to see him dash under the leather couch.


“I just lost my mother and we’re a little stressed over here,” the woman added brusquely. “I only have a few days left to take care of things before I fly back to Florida and I don’t have time to worry about that stupid cat. He’s on his own.”


Whoa, somebody was going to get the Good Samaritan seal of approval, but it wasn’t this woman.


“Thanks for calling,” she added before hanging up.


Zach stared at his cell phone in disbelief. “Geez, lady.” How could somebody be so callous about an animal?


The cat came back out and started rubbing against Zach’s legs. Zach picked him up and tried to explain to the little guy that this wouldn’t be much of a home for him. “I know you got a tough break, guy, and I’d like to help you out, but I’m a firefighter. I’m gone at the station a lot and there’s no woman here to look after you.” At least there never was on a permanent basis.


Now the cat was purring. Aw, Geez.


Cats pretty much took care of themselves, right? At least that was what Zach had always heard. Still, he had his hands full remodeling this place. The last thing he needed was an animal.


“Okay, tell you what. I’ll give you something to eat and then you’re on your own.”


He put the cat down and went to the fridge. It trotted after him.


The animal shelter found homes for animals. He should take the cat there right now and be done with it. Except this little dude was no cute kitten. Who would want him? He’d end up in the kitty gas chamber for sure.


Zach looked down at him and frowned. “Why did you have to show up on my doorstep?”


The animal meowed and snaked around his legs.


With a long-suffering sigh, Zach opened the refrigerator and pulled out a carton of milk. “Tell you what. You can stay until we find a real home for you. How’s that?” He poured milk into an empty sour cream container and then set it on the floor. “Drink up, dude.”


The animal sniffed at it, then turned and walked away.


“What?” Zach called after him. “You’re a cat. You’re supposed to like milk.”


Old Tom kept walking.


“Oh, yeah,” Zach called after him. “Way to be a good guest.”


This animal was going to be a pain in the butt, he could already tell.
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TWO


If the cat thought this was some frickin’ restaurant he was in for a rude awakening. Zach had stuff to do and he didn’t have time to make a cat food run.


He was going to catch some Z’s and then, in the afternoon, start demolishing the kitchen. All the cheap cabinets were coming out to be replaced with new ones Zach had found at Mike’s Home Center in downtown Angel Falls. The floor was coming up, too. Mike had given him a deal.


After a couple hours of shut-eye Zach threw on his rattiest T-shirt and ripped jeans and got to work. His new roommate sat in the doorway and watched him set out his tools, but once Zach started making a racket, he was gone.


“Get used to it, Tom,” Zach called after him. “We’re doing a remodel here.”


Hopefully he’d be finished come spring. Then he’d sell the house, and take the money and run. There was no point in a single guy keeping a big house like this. He’d buy himself one of those slick new condos they were putting in over on Falls Ridge, where he could have a view of the town and the Cascade Mountain range beyond.


Thinking about how he would invest his profits gave Zach plenty of energy, and by the time his fire-fighting buddy Ray arrived he had taken up half of the old vinyl. He’d also managed to mangle the sub-floor pretty good, too. Tim the Tool Man, the next generation.


“Whoa, dude,” said Ray, taking in the pile of vinyl pieces. “You didn’t waste any time.”


Ray was a big guy like Zach, but unlike Zach, he actually knew one end of a hammer from the other. He was divorced and his only child was a Chihuahua named Taquito (Tacky for short) that went everywhere with him. Ray had been more than happy to help remodel the kitchen in exchange for pizza and beer.


He frowned at the dents and craters in the sub-floor and said, “We’re gonna have to do some major patching before we can put down new vinyl.” He started into the kitchen, the quivering Tacky in his arms. The toe of his boot made contact with the container of milk Zach had put out earlier and tipped it, starting a white stream running across the pocked floor. “Whoa, what’s with the milk?”


“Forgot to pick that up.” Zach tossed the container in the sink and dropped a paper towel on the milk.


“Why was it down there in the first place?” asked Ray, setting Tacky down. The animal tucked his tail between his legs and trembled.


“I took in a stray cat,” said Zach, and tossed the towel.


Ray made a face. “Cats.”


Zach handed him a hammer. “What have you got against cats?”


“They’re chick pets. Women love ’em cause they’re cute. Me, I want an animal that does something, like play fetch, guard your house.” Tacky was jumping up on his pant leg now and Ray gave him a pat on the head.


Zach crossed his arms and leaned against the counter. “Like Killer there?”


Ray frowned. “Hey, he knows how to sound the alarm. Dontcha, boy?” he added, his voice softening.


“You have to take care of a dog,” Zach argued. “Look at you. You’ve got to leave Tacky with your mom when you’re at the station. Cats are different. They take care of themselves.”


“Yeah? I guess the cat got the milk out of the fridge all by himself,” Ray said with a smirk.


Zach pointed a crowbar at him. “Okay, smart ass. How about putting something besides your mouth to work?”


Ray grinned and got busy.


“Anyway,” Zach said to both Ray and himself, “I’m just keeping him till I can find a nice home for him.” Where that would be he wasn’t quite sure. But it wouldn’t be here. The cat needed someone who would love him the way Ray did that dumb rat-dog of his. And besides, the little guy wouldn’t be happy here. All the banging and noise scared him.


It didn’t do much for Tacky, either, who went running when his master tossed his first chunk of vinyl on the pile with a thud.


By the end of the afternoon the kitchen looked like it had been hit by a hurricane and the two men were sweaty and starving and ready to order pizza.


“Hey, thanks, man,” Zach said as Ray popped the top off a bottle of Hale’s Ale. “Get out a beer for me, too, will ya?”


“Uh,” Ray said, looking guilty. “This is the last one.”


Zach gave Ray’s gut a slap. “At this rate you’re going to have to start running with me.”


Ray made a face. “I’m in shape. This is just insulation for winter. And the only run I’m doing today is a beer run. Come on, Tacky.” He bent to pick up the Chihuahua, which was back and climbing his pant leg.


“Naw, I’ve got it,” said Zach. “You and Tacky stay here and chill. If old Tom comes out of hiding you can introduce them.”


Ray picked up the little dog. “We better hope your cat stays hidden. Tacky would eat him alive.”


Zach was still laughing when he hit the shower to clean up.


Fifteen minutes later, the pizza order had been called in to Little Lola’s and Zach was on his way to Safeway for more beer. Most residents of Angel Falls really got into holiday decorating, so he had a scenic drive, past neighborhoods with a mix of old and new houses snuggled in among fir trees and shrubs, and decked out in holiday lights. Inflatable Santas and snowmen waved from lawns, and it seemed every home had a wreath hanging on its front door.


Zach supposed his house, which sat unadorned, looked like he was harboring the Grinch. But hey, he was busy with important projects. He didn’t have time to screw around turning his place into a Christmas clone of every other house on the block. And he didn’t have to. There was another advantage to being single: no honey-do list. Anyway, this wasn’t his favorite time of year, so why be a hypocrite and deck the halls?


It was the first Friday in December and the parking lot was full of cars. Outside the grocery store a Salvation Army volunteer dressed up as Santa was braving a drizzle of sloshy snowflakes, ringing his bell and wishing people a merry Christmas. Zach dropped a dollar in the bucket and went inside. The store was crowded with people on their way home from work and picking up last-minute dinner supplies. He caught a whiff of deli chicken. It made his stomach rumble and he hurried toward the beer aisle dodging shoppers as he went. A woman passed him coming the other way, looking hot in black heels and a red party dress. Yow, Mama! At the end of another aisle he came upon a vignette of what always happened after the party was over. A harried mother snapped at her little boy: “I said we weren’t buying that. Put it back!” Now, there’s another shining testimonial for family life, Zach thought with a silent sigh.


His mom may have split up the family but she’d never snapped at him. That was one thing he’d say for her. It was about the only thing he could say for her.


En route to the beer he caught sight of the pet food aisle and remembered the spilled milk. Since he was there he might as well look for some food for Tom.


Half the aisle was cat food, and he stood for a moment in front of the mountains of bags. Good grief. How many brands of this stuff do people need, anyway?


He didn’t realize he’d spoken out loud until a soft voice at his elbow said, “It’s hard to know what to get, isn’t it?”


He turned to see a redhead with big green eyes smiling timidly at him. She only came up to his chest and with her short curly hair and turned-up nose she reminded him of an elf. Elfette? Whatever the chick version was. She was lost in a down coat that looked way too big for her and her calves were swallowed up inside some ugly rubber galoshes, but judging by what he could see of her thighs he was sure she was hiding a nice little bod under that coat. Out of nowhere the chorus from Dr. Hook’s “You Make My Pants Want to Get Up and Dance” popped into his mind.


He kicked it out right away. This woman also looked like the girl next door, the kind you settled down with, had kids with, the kind of girl a man didn’t want to hurt. Not that Zach made a habit of hurting anyone. He didn’t have to worry about that with the women he hung out with, women who were content with just having some fun and keeping things casual.


He reached for something generic and the elfette gave a little gasp. He looked over his shoulder. “Not good?” The price was right.


“Well, not the best. Do you have a cat?”


“I just took one in.”


Her eyes lit up and she looked at Zach like he’d told her he rescued a child from a burning building. “Oh, you adopted him?”


Zach squirmed inside his jacket. “More like foster care. His owner died. The kids were going to take him to the shelter.” Like he probably should have done.


“It’s great you took him,” said the elfette.


Just for a while. You should remind her of that, thought Zach. But he didn’t.


“The shelter always has a surplus of cats and not all of them find homes. Some of them …” The corners of her mouth fell and she didn’t finish the sentence.


She didn’t have to. Now Zach could hear the theme music from Psycho running through his head.


“Anyway, it’s wonderful that you’ve saved one.”


Yeah, that was him, Mr. Wonderful. He could have fessed up that cat adoption hadn’t exactly been his idea, that old Tom hadn’t taken no for an answer. Instead he asked, “So, what’s wrong with this food?” putting the conversation back on track before he could be tempted to do something dumb, like suggest she come over and meet his cat.


“The cheap dry food can be hard on their kidneys. And if you have a boy cat, well, they have a tendency toward prostate problems,” she added, and her cheeks grew pink.


Cute. Zach couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen a woman blush. That probably had a lot to do with the kind of women he hung out with.


“I always buy the top of the line and alternate it with canned cat food.”


“Top of the line, huh?” Well, he supposed he could do that for old Tom. “Which brand do you buy?”


She showed him, and then she led him straight to what she said was her favorite (and, naturally, most expensive) brand of canned food.


“Thanks,” he said. “You’re a real expert. Are you a vet or something?”


The blush returned. She shook her head, making the curls bounce. “No. I work at Pet Palace.”


His girlfriend’s family owned Pet Palace. Zach almost shared this information. Almost.


“Cats are my specialty,” the elfette added.


“I’ll remember that if I need some expert advice,” Zach said. They were starting to get pretty friendly here in the pet food aisle. It was time for him to get back to Ray and pizza and the safety of his own home. “Uh, thanks.”


“My pleasure,” she said.


Pleasure. The word conjured some naughty images of himself and the elfette that were bound to earn Zach a lump of coal in his stocking. If you’re going to think pleasure, dickhead, think about Blair. Good old Blair, who always preferred being naughty to being nice. She’d done the marriage thing and gotten it out of her system, which made her and Zach a perfect match.


With his thoughts properly realigned, he gave the girl next door a pleasant nod and then got out of there. Nice girls were a heartbreak waiting to happen. He knew from personal experience.


“Hey, about time you got back,” Ray greeted him as he walked in the door with a giant sized sack of cat food slung over his shoulder. “The pizza got here five minutes ago. Let’s break open the beer.”


Beer? Shit. “Oh, man, I forgot the beer.”


“Well, if that don’t beat all. We come over and bust our chops all afternoon and who does he remember?” Ray asked Tacky, who was camped out on his lap. “The damned cat. Never send a boy to do a man’s job.” He stuffed the last of a pizza slice in his mouth, set Tacky aside and started to get up.


Zach propped the bag by the door, along with the plastic sack full of canned cat food. “I’m on it. Don’t get your Jockeys in a knot. And don’t eat all the pizza before I get back,” he added before shutting the door.


He’d run over to the Gas ’N Go and pick up some overpriced cheap beer. No way was he going back to the grocery store. If he saw the elfette again he might just suffer a moment of insanity and get her name and number.


Merilee White stood in line at the checkout flipping through a copy of People and trying to find her holiday spirit. Darn. For a moment there she thought she’d connected with that gorgeous man on the pet food aisle. He’d looked like a modern-day Viking, blond and big. His face had been almost perfect, the only flaw a slightly crooked nose that looked like it might have gotten broken at some point. And those eyes! Blue as a fjord. He’d seemed so nice, and he was an animal lover, too, which, as far as Merilee was concerned, made him a perfect man.
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