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Chapter One
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Lorilee

Under the awning on the side patio, I was surrounded by cat pans, some stinky, some clean, when the front doorbell rang. I paused, a long-handled scrub brush in one rubber-gloved hand and the hose in the other. In no mood to be interrupted, I stayed where I was. Callie, the calico who supervised my work from the kitchen windowsill, gave a little meow in case I didn’t know I was missing something, but I glared up at her. “If you’re so interested in meeting new people,” I muttered, “you answer the door.” Her blank stare hinted she was miffed at being chastised when she’d only been trying to be helpful.

When the bell rang again, Ed and Mayson came to the screen door and peered out, amazed that I was ignoring the exciting prospect of company. “It’s nine o’clock in the morning, and I’m already sweating like a pig,” I told them, scrubbing as I spoke. “I don’t need to reveal my state to some politician looking to lock in the senior vote.” Blowing upward to cool my brow, I dumped dirty water onto the grass, rinsed a pan, and set it in the sun to dry.

When the hollow chime sounded a third time, I tossed the hose down in disgust. Whoever was interrupting my work wasn’t going to give up and go away. I stomped around the side of the house, along a sidewalk edged with yellow coreopsis and white gerbera daisies. My hip burned from squatting over cat pans, and my whole front was damp from back-spray. I reached the front porch in a distinctly unwelcoming mood. “What do you want?”

A man of about my age—seventy plus a few—turned to face me. He was over-dressed for a January morning in the Selwyn Oaks Housing Development, missing a complete suit by only the necktie and jacket. In his arms he held Bruiser, a one-eared tomcat I call mine, though the old tom would object to being claimed by anyone. He ate a majority of his meals at my house, and he slept there too, when he felt like it. The cat’s back leg lay at an odd angle, as if it had an extra joint where no joint should be. The man held Bruiser against his chest, supporting his body weight with his arm and the injured leg with an outspread hand. “Sorry to interrupt your morning, but I found this guy in the swamp, where he took a bad fall. I’d seen him sitting on your wall last night, so I thought he might belong to you.”

“He’s as much mine as anybody’s.” Leaning close, I touched Bruiser’s knobby head. He opened his eyes and made a plaintive sound that was very un-Bruiser-like. “We’ll take care of this, kiddo,” I told him. To the man, I said, “He’s going to need a vet. Can you hold him while I get my purse and car keys?”

“Of course. If you want, I can ride along and hold him, so we don’t have to try to maneuver him into a carrier.” His use of we pleased me. Like we shared a common goal. He was a stranger, but he’d rescued my cat. 

“That would be great,” I said. My ward, Jess, would help, but he already left for school.” I noticed that my visitor wasn’t bad looking, plenty of steel-gray hair, light blue eyes, and decent muscle tone for seven decades. It made me aware of things I seldom pay attention to, my baggy clothes, unkempt hair, and, because of the cat-pan cleaning, possible BO. Hurrying inside, I swiped at my pits with a towel, pulled on a dry shirt, and made a few passes through my hair with a brush. It didn’t help much with the day’s high humidity, but I did what I could.

On the short ride to Purr-fect Pets, a veterinarian office that’s also an animal shelter, I introduced myself. “I’m Lorilee Riley,” I said. Replying that his name was Nate Kemmie, Bruiser’s rescuer explained how he’d discovered the cat’s plight. “I’m new to the area. Someone said Cole Swamp is worth exploring, so I decided to take a walk there this morning, before it got too hot. About twenty yards past the barricade, I found this guy on the ground. A big old red maple branch was in pieces all around him. It must have broken off and he came down with it.” He stroked Bruiser’s head. “From the sounds he was making, I knew he was in a lot of pain.” To Bruiser he said, “Why in the world did you climb up there, anyway, old man?”

“Bruiser takes the cats having nine lives thing literally. He must be on number six or seven by now.” I turned in at the Purr-fect Pets driveway. “Here we are.”

After one glance at the cat’s leg, the receptionist, Sheila, called for Doctor Ahuja, the soft-voiced Sikh who tended all my cats. “You’ve done yourself some damage this time, Old Boy,” he told Bruiser as he gently relieved Kemmie of his burden. “You’ll be confined to quarters for a while, whether you like it or not.”

With my cat safely under professional care, I turned to Mr. Kemmie. “It’ll be a while before we know what happens next, so I’ll drive you home and come back.” I was thinking I’d stop at my house and box up some baked goods to bring back with me, since I seldom visited Purr-fect Pets without providing treats for the staff.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to stay and see that he’s okay,” Kemmie replied. 

Again, I was pleased by his decision. We sat in the lobby for a while, but the place was busy with animals and their humans coming and going. It was difficult to talk with all the barking and growling. There were a few incidents of peeing as well, but that’s to be expected when a pet is in a stressful situation.

“I see a little cafe next door,” Kemmie said. “Would you like to go over there and have a coffee while we wait?”

I told Sheila where we’d be, and Kemmie and I crossed the alley and entered Patsy’s Pastries, which, it turned out, offered plain coffee, not an over-long list of trendy brews one has to decipher, like a word puzzle, in order to choose a drink. Because I was fond of baking, I didn’t often eat other people’s pastries, but Patsy’s cheesecake looked tasty. Kemmie chose an apple fritter roughly the size of New Hampshire.

At the cash register, he reached into his pocket and then turned to me, blushing. “My wallet’s home on the dresser. I didn’t think I’d need it for a walk in the swamp.”

“No problem,” I said. “I’ll get this.” He seemed unhappy, so I added, “Next time, you can treat.”

He nodded, though the line between his brows told me he didn’t like accepting charity. While I agreed in theory, a person doesn’t get to be my age without learning that circumstances often dictate what we have to accept.

“Did you move to Selwyn Oaks recently?” I asked when we were seated on bright red swivel chairs. The cheesecake tasted as good as it looked, and I took a second bite as my new friend answered.

“I’m a temporary resident.” Kemmie tore the fritter into fourths. “Last October, Hurricane Ian destroyed my condo in Fort Myers. I’ve been living in a hotel in Tampa since then, but my nephew called recently to offer me his place for a month. They were going on vacation, and Art said he’d feel better if the house was occupied.”

“You mean Art Fusilli?”

“Right.”

“Then you’re directly across the street from me.”

He made a little bow. “Nice to meet you, temporary neighbor.”

“I didn’t notice a car over there.”

He grimaced. “The storm dropped the condo roof directly on my bright blue, six-month-old Malibu.”

“A bad time all around.”

“You’ve got that right.”

“My neighbor told me Art was going to Europe...for a month, right?” Mitzi Talbot, a woman with delusions of adequacy, believed that she and I were great friends. She did her best to keep me updated as to goings-on in the neighborhood, though I didn’t much care. My interactions with Mitzi were almost never voluntary.

“Yes,” Kemmie replied. “Art’s daughter Ariel graduated from high school mid-winter, and she got a scholarship to study in Paris for a year. She was nervous about going there all by herself, so Art and Connie decided to take little Pete and travel with her. They’ll get her settled in her new digs and see the sights. Win-win situation.”

“Very nice, but I understand the trip almost didn’t happen.”

Kemmie chuckled. “Art was changing a light bulb in the garage and leaned farther than he should have. As he tells it, ‘Good gravy. I was on the garage floor before I knew it, and I’d done my poor arm in.’”

I recognized one of Art’s signature exclamations, along with “Holy Moley” and “Honest to Pete.”

As Kemmie went on with the story, I noticed he had straight, white teeth, his own, unless I missed my guess. “Fortunately, the trip was still possible, though less enjoyable for Art, traipsing around Paris with one arm in a sling.”

“Poor guy.”

“I was grateful for their offer of a place to stay. I’d been missing the privacy a home offers, even one that isn’t actually mine.”

Recalling my prolonged stay at a rehab facility after a car accident killed my husband and wrecked my hip, I said, “Privacy is precious, but we don’t realize that until we lose it.” Waggling my head, I said, “On the other hand, too much alone time isn’t good either.”

“I saw a young man wheel your trash bin out this morning. He’s your ward, you said?”

“Yes. Jess is a senior at Linville High, and he works five evenings a week for the veterinarian you just met.” After a beat I added, “He loves cats as much as I do.”

“How many do you have?” Nate asked. “I counted at least four while you were getting your things together.”

“If I call Bruiser mine, which is a stretch most days, I have eight. Due to one neighbor who isn’t a cat lover, that’s my limit, specified in the HOA rules. They’re also supposed to stay indoors, but Bruiser’s never read the rules.”

“Someone objects to you rescuing cats?” He seemed disapproving. “They are all rescues, right?”

It didn’t take a cat expert to conclude that. Bruiser, a polydactyl cat with most of one ear missing, looked like he’d gone eight rounds with Mighty Mouse. At the house, Kemmie had probably seen Mayson, who had only one eye. Esmeralda was beautiful but sadly underweight, still recovering from spending weeks on her own after Hurricane Ian. Ed was mentally slow, which is why his full name was Special Ed. “Yes. I give cats who’ve suffered trauma a home and a peaceful life.” I didn’t say my last thought aloud: Even though I have to fight Mitzi Talbot every step of the way.

When the Talbot family moved in next door, I’d done what I could to get along. Still healing from the car accident and still grieving Ben’s death, I simply couldn’t be the coffee klatch bestie Mitzi wanted me to be. When she felt I was avoiding her (It was true), Mitzi decided I suffered from dementia. (Why else would anyone dodge her fatuous remarks and constant advice?) Using my growing number of cats as evidence, she launched an anti-cat campaign, enlisting her younger son, Nasty Greg, as Evil Assistant. They tried to capture my cats (This was before the no-cats-outside rule), planning to turn them over to the local Humane Society. 

The result was a huge blow-up, with a lawsuit (I threw a few clods of dirt at her. Big deal) that was dropped when I agreed to attend an anger management course (It was run by a guy named Gunter, who provided coping skills but no cure for having Mitzi and Nasty Greg live next door). I retaliated by having a seven-foot fence built around three sides of my lot and getting a court order forbidding any Talbot to step foot on my property. Not to be outdone, Mitzi got the eight-cats-inside-only rule added to our HOA handbook. Bruiser, being independent, unable to read, and unwilling to listen, simply ignored the rule completely. I didn’t explain any of that to my new friend, since I didn’t exactly come out of the whole mess looking like Sally Sunshine.

After a moment Kemmie observed, “Eight cats is a lot to care for.”

“And a lot to love.” Afraid he was about to conclude I was the local Crazy Cat Lady, I changed the subject. “I wasn’t always a pet rescuer. I spent years as a caseworker for the Florida Department of Children and Families, so I never felt like I had time for a dog or a cat.”

“Government work.” He smiled. “Then that’s something we share. I was a fed before I retired ten years ago.”

“Which agency?”

“The FBI, up in Detroit.” He grinned. “But I’m no Eliot Ness. Mostly I pushed papers across a desk.”

“You retired to Florida when you left Michigan?”

“The winters were really getting to me, the cold, the ice, the hassle of snow removal.” Touching his left leg, he added, “They tell me I’m due for knee replacement, but I’m putting it off as long as possible.”

“I can sympathize.” I chuckled. “Ever hope you might get lucky and die before you have to see a doctor again?”

“I thought I was the only one.” We laughed at ourselves, but then Kemmie’s expression sobered. “Nobody tells you that inside your head, you feel the same at seventy as you did at thirty.” His grin reappeared. “Or maybe they did, and I wasn’t listening.”

My phone buzzed to indicate a message, and I read it aloud. “Bruiser now has a pin in his back left leg. He’ll be staying with us for a day or two. He’s asleep, but you can visit him tomorrow.”

“Well, there,” I said, gathering our empty cups and napkins. “I should get home and see what the rest of my crew has been up to.” As we walked to my car, I said, “I can’t thank you enough for bringing Bruiser home.”

“Glad I could help,” he replied. “I’d like to meet the others someday if you’re not...busy.”

The hint was clear, and I was embarrassed as warmth in my cheeks signaled I was blushing. I had enjoyed spending time with Nate Kemmie, not in the man/woman sense, but being two people at about the same point in life. “If you’re interested in trying my peanut butter cookies,” I said, “stop in tomorrow morning around eight.”
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Jess

After school on Monday, I walked to work in a light rain, but I didn’t mind. Rain was a welcome relief from the heat of the day, and I had my hoodie, so my head stayed dry. When I got to Purr-fect Pets, I learned that Bruiser was there, recovering from surgery on a broken leg. “Lorilee didn’t text,” I said when Sheila told me. “She usually messages right away when something happens with the cats, good or bad.”

“Maybe she forgot.” Sheila raised her brows. “Ms. Riley had a man with her.”

“A man?” I’d heard the words, but they didn’t compute. Lorilee didn’t hang out with people. In the last few months, she’d had me, but there were no other males in her life unless cats counted, and they were all neutered.

Sheila brushed her bangs to the side, which she does at least a hundred times a day. “He was nice-looking, kind of dignified. About her age.”

“Huh.” As I changed into the old jeans and t-shirt I kept at the clinic for work, I thought about that. I’d never heard Lorilee mention a male friend, but now some man had made her forget to tell me about Bruiser’s injury.

I sent her a text. B awake bt groggy Seems ok

A minute later I got a text that, as usual, had complete words and proper punctuation. I’m sorry I didn’t let you know what happened. I meant to do it as soon as I got home, but I completely forgot.

I texted back, All gd.

Pocketing my phone, I went to help Doc with his last few cases of the day. As he worked, he told me what he was doing and why, helping to prepare me for my future as a vet. He also explained how he’d repaired Bruiser’s leg. “It was a serious break. We will keep him confined and X-ray again in a few days.”

“He won’t like the confined part.”

“No,” Ahuja agreed. “Bruiser is a very independent animal. Worse, he will have an Elizabethan collar, to keep him from licking or biting at the stitches and perhaps infecting the incision.” He rubbed his forehead with the back of his wrist. “You will have to keep him inside. A month would be good, six weeks, even better.”

“I’ll find someplace I can make escape-proof.” That wouldn’t be easy, since Bruiser had all kinds of secret ways to get out of Lorilee’s house. “Will he get full use of his leg back?”

Doc frowned. “He is no longer young. I’d recommend hydrotherapy, which is helpful for restoring full movement in older cats after an injury, but—” He spread his hands expressively.

“—But putting Bruiser in a tub of water would be a real adventure.”

Ahuja nodded. “We will deal with it when the time comes. First, we must let the stitches heal a bit.”

Closing time arrived. Staff members completed their tasks, cleaned up their work stations, and left in ones and twos. As Sheila closed down the computer, I asked about the man who’d come with Lorilee. “I’d never seen him before,” she said, “but he reminded me of a count in an old romance movie, all manners and gallantry.” Dimples appeared in her cheeks. “They were real cute together, and I thought how nice it was that Ms. Riley has found a friend.” Realizing what she’d implied, she added, “I know you’re really good to her, Jesse, but I bet she likes having someone her own age to talk to.”

Once everyone else was gone, I started the cleaning routine I’d developed when I actually lived at Purr-fect Pets for a while. Repetition had made tasks automatic, so I could let my mind wander as I mopped floors and rinsed out cages.

When Lorilee and I met, I’d been a runaway, hiding out at the veterinary clinic to escape my dad’s bullying. She and I had bonded over cats at first, but when she learned about my situation, she’d somehow got my dad to agree to let me live with her and finish high school in Linville. He wasn’t happy about it, but my life was a thousand times better once I didn’t have to listen to Dad tell me every single day what a disappointment I was.

I’d offered several times to pay rent or buy my own food, but Lorilee insisted she wanted to help a future veterinarian, saying the world needed all the good ones it can get. After a month or so, she let me in on a secret: “I’m kind of loaded.” It turned out she’d been in a car accident that resulted in a huge settlement. “I didn’t really want it,” she said, “so I stay where I’m comfortable and live like a normal person.”

The only large chunks of money Lorilee spent went to animal causes, and she claimed that helping me become a vet was one more way she could make the lives of animals better. “I don’t need anything from you,” she said more than once, “but lots of cats and other animals will.”

Because of Lorilee’s generosity, I tried to carry my weight. I did jobs around the house that she found difficult due to her age and physical condition. That included moving heavy objects, climbing ladders, and chasing down cats that didn’t want to be caught. I also tried to avoid creating problems for her, which wasn’t too hard. We agreed on stuff like letting the cats have their way in the house, so while the place was cleaned regularly, it wasn’t necessarily neat. We kept our music choices to ourselves, so I didn’t have to listen to the Grass Roots and she never heard my screaming, rowdy favorites.

I’d started attending the local high school in the fall and found that while it wasn’t exactly perfect, it was better than the private school I’d been attending where my dad was principal. With my weird hair and multiple piercings, I wasn’t a star at Linville High, but I did my work, and most people left me alone.

A collie in a nearby cage barked sharply, bringing me back to the present. Lorilee had met a man somewhere, one who’d come with her to the vet and then, according to Sheila, taken her for brunch at Patsy’s. He’d impressed her so much she forgot to tell me about Bruiser. Who could it be? Where had he come from?

As I re-supplied the office and exam rooms, I told myself it could be a good thing. I’d be leaving for college in September, and Lorilee would be on her own again. If she had a boyfriend, I wouldn’t have to worry about her being lonely when I left, and the guy could lift heavy stuff and change light bulbs.

But would he be good to her? Would he understand her need to rescue cats? What if he’d found out somehow that Lorilee had money? Would he take advantage of her? The questions kept coming, and I hadn’t even met the man yet.

To distract myself, I did what I’d been doing a lot lately. I called my girlfriend, Birdy.

“Hey, Jess,” she said right away. “Got your work done?”

“Mostly. How did the lasagna turn out?”

“Good. I’ll bring you some for lunch tomorrow if Rooster doesn’t eat the rest for a midnight snack.” She paused before asking, “Has he been leaving you alone at school?”

While Linville High was mostly okay, her stepbrother was my nemesis. While Birdy was known for being smart, Rooster was dumb and proud of it. Birdy was kind-hearted and accepting of those who are different; Rooster would pull Tinkerbell’s wings off and laugh as she crawled away. And Birdy never demanded attention, while you could hear Rooster from a mile away. Loud and overconfident, he thought being noisy impressed people. I’d noticed that the louder Rooster spoke, the less likely it was he was telling the truth.

Rooster took an instant dislike to me, since I didn’t fit his idea of what a guy should look like. He picked on me a lot, but I did my usual no-response thing. Usually, he’d get bored and move on. When I became friends with Birdy, she’d demanded Rooster leave me alone or she’d tell his dad a bunch of things he didn’t want Dave to know. After that he contented himself with small tortures that he sensed I wouldn’t be petty enough to report.

I answered her question with, “We’re good.” Rooster’s harassment that day had been elbowing me when we passed in the hallway and then saying in the most insincere tone ever, “Sorry, man.” I could easily let that go.

“He’d better be nice. Yesterday when I put his clean socks away, I found a bottle of Jack Daniels in his underwear drawer.” She giggled. “Another piece of ammunition for when I need it.”

I told her about Bruiser’s accident and Lorilee’s failure to let me know about it. “She came in with a guy, Birdy. They went to Patsy’s for coffee while Doc worked on the cat.”

“You don’t know who he is?”

“When I left this morning, Lorilee was washing out litter pans. Now she’s got a boyfriend?”

“You don’t know he’s a boyfriend.”

“Okay, some guy I don’t know is riding around with her and taking her for coffee. What if he’s after her money?”

“Last time I looked, Jess, Lorilee wasn’t senile. If some man is after her money, she’ll figure it out pretty fast.”

“It’s weird that there was nobody when I left for school, and now there’s somebody.”

“She’ll tell you all about it when you see her.” Birdy hesitated before adding, “If she has met someone, try to be happy for her.”

“I know. I’ll be gone in the fall, and she’ll be alone again.” I had to add one more comment. “I just hope she’s careful.”

Birdy laughed. “Jeez, Jess, you’ve got her married off already. As far as you know, she met the guy today.”

I tried to see it her way, but it didn’t feel right. I didn’t want Lorilee falling for some pretty boy, or in this case, pretty old man. “See you tomorrow.” I went back to working with animals, where I knew what to do to make things right.
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Lorilee

“His name is Nate Kemmie, he’s from Fort Myers, and he’s staying in Art Fusilli’s house for the month,” I told Jess Tuesday morning at breakfast. Rain had continued all night, but the sky was clearing as the sun made its appearance in the east. “Art’s his nephew, and when he heard that Nate was living in a hotel while his condo gets restored, he invited him to spend January at their place.”

“Art didn’t say anything to me about someone staying there.”

The family across the street, Art, Connie, Ariel, and Peter Fusilli, weren’t exactly friends, but we were friendly. Art was a good man who’d done his best to keep Mitzi off my back. Connie was a busy mom with a special needs son and a daughter who wanted to be an artist. I’d seen Jess cross the street to help Art, a decent amateur carpenter, carry wood, drywall, or other supplies into the garage for a project. Art seemed to enjoy his company, enthusiastically explaining what he was working on and how he planned to do it.

“According to Mitzi,” I told Jess, “it was kind of last minute. Art emailed Bryan Talbot and told him about it, which makes sense, since they’re neighbors and they work together.” I sipped at my coffee. “I guess it was crazy at their house the last few weeks, with Christmas, then graduation, and then getting Ariel ready to move to Paris.”

“Yeah.” Jess finished his pancakes and drained his glass of orange juice. The thought of syrup and citrus together made me shudder, but at least he’d given up the energy drink I’d privately dubbed “Purple Poison.” Becoming friends with the Talbots’ son Chris had been a plus for Jess. He now had a pal at school, (two, counting Birdy) and Chris paid better attention to his diet than many teens do. Of course, both boys loved my baked goods. While I won’t say they’re exactly health food, my home-made brownies aren’t loaded with preservatives.

“I’d better go,” Jess said. “Chris will be waiting.” They made an odd pair, the football star and the pink-haired, multi-studded kid who lived with me these days. Jess had no idea how wonderful he was, but I was working on that.

As soon as Jess went out the front, a light knock on the back door sent me to the kitchen. I’d left the door open to get a bit of cool morning air into the house, and Nate Kemmie peered through the screen. “I heard there might be cookies.”

“Come in,” I invited. “Coffee?”

“Please.” He wiped his feet with painstaking care before entering. Having never been a shoes-off person, I was fine with that.

“Have a seat.” As Nate pulled out a chair and sat, Callie, my calico, came in to inspect our visitor. When she approached with decision in her eyes, I made a hsst! and stomped a foot to let her know I was against what she had in mind. Callie loved nothing better than jumping onto a guest’s lap and coating his clothing with her light-colored hair. Since guests didn’t always approve, I did my best to protect them. 

At my warning, Callie stalked out of the room, tail straight up, mortally offended. Special Ed, my slow-witted gray short-hair, passed her in the doorway. While Ed didn’t have to sit on people, he loved to sit beside them. Taking a spot near Nate’s chair, he looked up at him with an adoring, slightly goofy, stare. Mayson, the one-eyed kitten, hovered in the doorway, observing the newcomer but not brave enough to approach. His mom, May, stood even farther back, eyeing Nate as if he might explode at any moment.

Setting napkins and a plate of cookies on the table, I got a second mug from the cupboard. As I poured coffee, I said, “Are you settling in over there?”

“Nicely,” Nate replied. “I walked into town yesterday afternoon and had a look around. Linville’s a nice little town.” Smiling, he went on, “There was a man in the park by the courthouse. He was playing music and—” He paused, at a loss for the correct word.

“Gyrating?” I chuckled. “That’s Kevin the Dancer, a local celebrity. His attempts at entertainment have little connection to anything I consider dancing.”

“I would have to agree,” Nate said, “but then, most football half-time shows these days don’t contain what I’d call dancing either.”

That led to a stroll down Memory Lane, as we recalled some of “our” dances: the Jerk, the Frug, the Mashed Potato, and the Freddie. “My parents didn’t consider any of those much to brag about,” I admitted. “I guess it’s been going on forever: ‘Our generation was cool; yours is weird.’”

As we chatted, Nate made friends with the various cats. He stroked Eddie’s whiskers and took Callie onto his lap when she returned to give him a second chance. (The look she gave me clearly said See? I knew he’d want me here.) Even Fat Albert wandered in eventually, though once he realized Nate hadn’t brought anything in the way of food, he returned to his sunny chair by the living room window. The only exceptions to the getting-to-know-you party were Professor Higgins, who disapproved of everyone, and Esmé, still skittish from her hurricane experience. After her rescue by Bruiser, she mostly slept in the corners of my home, coming out only when it was completely quiet.

As we drank our coffee and ate our cookies, Nate and I talked on. He was knowledgeable in many areas, but I appreciated that he listened when I spoke and responded to what I said rather than simply waiting for me to finish so he could speak again. The inevitable question of spouses came up, and I briefly described the accident that had killed Ben and damaged me.

“Rehab from something that serious had to be tough,” he said, “and I’m sure it’s worse while dealing with personal loss as well.”

“Yes.” I didn’t elaborate. It was still too painful to talk about the feelings of despair that had weighed on me over those long months. I’d wanted to go home, but at the same time, I’d recognized that home would never be the same without Ben. I’d wanted privacy but needed help with everything. Della, my sister’s daughter and my only remaining relative, had been wonderful, but when it came time for my discharge from the facility, we’d disagreed. She’d wanted me to move to assisted living. I’d insisted on returning to my house. Though Ben was no longer there, it was still the home we’d made together.

I’d remained aloof and alone for some time in my spot at the end of Buckley Street, and I’ll admit, I’d been pretty angry. I missed Ben. I was furious at a world that could take so much from two people who’d tried to do good and had planned a peaceful retirement together. I’d replaced Ben, as much as it’s possible to replace the love of your life, with cats in need of a home, some love, and a bit of extra help. When the first stray showed up on my porch, she made me feel useful for the first time in a year. When I took her in for treatment, I met Dr. Ahuja, and after that came a succession of strays, grumps, and other cats no one else wanted. 

Neighbor Mitzi Talbot had objected. Niece Della doubted my ability to cope. Still, I’d soldiered on. Then Jess, a stray of a different sort, showed up. When I learned his story, I knew I had to take him in. Mitzi wasn’t sure how she felt about Jess. Della accepted him only after she saw how determined he was to take care of me. We were an odd household, a multi-pierced teen, a slightly lame old woman, and eight misfit cats, more or less.

I shared none of that with Nate. Instead I asked, “Do you have family somewhere?”

“My wife died a few years ago,” he replied. “When I retired, we bought a small ranch south of Gainesville. Anna was a farm girl, and she’d have had a thousand horses if we’d been able to afford it. We ended up with a half-dozen or so.”

“What happened to them when she died?”

He sighed. “I got lucky. A young couple came along who were looking for exactly what I had to offer. They bought the house, land, horses, everything. I gave them a fair price, because I could see they’d take care of the place the way Anne would want them to. I got enough for a one-bedroom condo in Fort Myers; all I wanted.”

“It must have been hard to let your wife’s dream go.”

“It was.” He took a bite of his cookie and stared out the window for a few seconds. I changed the subject to the day’s beautiful, sunny weather, always a good topic for recovering from memories.

A few minutes later, I rose to get the coffeepot and refill our cups. Movement outside the window caught my eye, and I saw a bronze-colored SUV coming down Buckley Street, very slowly. The driver and his passenger turned away from me, focusing their gazes on the Fusilli house. “Are you expecting company, Nate?”

“Nope.” Setting Callie gently on the floor, he joined me at the window. At the end of the street, a row of posts had been sunk in the ground to keep cars from entering Cole Swamp, a large, natural area that bordered our development. The street widened into a circle to make room for turning around. As we watched, the SUV made the circle and stopped at Art’s driveway. With a grunt of surprise, Nate hurried to my living room, where the window faced the street squarely. I followed, the coffeepot still in my hand.

Standing off to the side, Nate and I watched as the men got out of the car and went to Art’s door. They didn’t knock but instead peered through the sidelight. Then the shorter man went along the side of the house, cupping his hands to look into every window. He continued across the front then disappeared down the opposite side. After a moment, he came from the back to rejoin his companion, shaking his head to indicate he’d seen no one. The taller man knocked at the door, waited, and then peered through the sidelight again.

“Who are those men?” I asked.

“No idea,” Nate said, but his voice sounded odd.

“Should you go and see what they want?”

“No doubt they’re looking for Art, not me.”

“Should you—” He’d already started back to the kitchen. I followed, aware that I wasn’t one for welcoming strangers into my home either.

We returned to chatting, though Nate seemed less comfortable than before. After a half hour, he glanced out the window and then at the clock. “This has been lovely, Lorilee, but I don’t want to take up your whole morning. Thanks for the delicious cookies and enjoyable conversation.”

“Come again anytime,” I heard myself say. How long had it been since I’d invited anyone to drop in? But it had been fun, talking about the good old days. While I enjoyed Jess’ company, a week before I’d mentioned once having an 8-track of Gary Puckett. He’d tilted his head in confusion and then asked what an 8-track was and who Gary Puckett might be.

After lunch, I walked to Purr-fect Pets to visit Bruiser. The sun had already dried up the wet spots, almost
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