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      Brenda walked down the sidewalk, breathing rapidly. Her early walk felt invigorating. The morning had that crisp dryness that only comes once summer moves toward fall. The leaves hadn’t begun to turn yet, not in this well-watered section of town. The air smelled fresh from the bay just over the hill.

      Well, except for the rental next door, which she was nearing. The grass had turned straw yellow and even the rose bushes stood bare of leaves. There were no trees. The old cherry trees long since taken down. Everything was dead in that yard. The house badly needed painting. The renters were probably sleeping. They were always up till the middle of the night. It was a crack house. Cars coming and going all hours of the night and day. The police had been out several times, but hadn’t arrested anyone that she knew of. Certainly not the main residents.

      “Get out you little bastard!” yelled one of the men from the doorway. “Nobody wakes me up!”

      The skinny yellow-striped kitten ran outside and the door slammed after it. The kitten looked longingly at the door for a minute, then spotted her and ran down the sidewalk, mewing.

      Brenda stopped and bent over to pet the tiny thing, just as she had every morning for the last week. Her back ached from all the work she’d been doing. Getting old was not for sissies. What movie was that from? She couldn’t remember.

      The kitten wove through her legs purring and rumbling. Its soft fur felt lovely against her bare legs. Loud little thing. She picked it up and the kitten rubbed its face against her own. What a sweet heart. She looked at its underside. Male, probably un-neutered. Those people wouldn’t have taken him to a vet. And he had flea poop, she could see it on his white belly. Poor thing.

      She hadn’t had a cat in two years. Annabelle had died of old age during the time Mom was sick, before she too died. It had been difficult flying back East to take care of Mom all the time, and finding a decent cat sitter at a moment’s notice. Brenda had never gotten around to getting another cat, even though she missed the company.

      “You are so cute, you deserve nicer owners. But I’ve got things to do. You better go home now, little one.”

      She put him down and scooted him back towards his own yard. A wasp flew in front of him and he took off chasing but luckily not catching it.

      Brenda continued on to her house next door. It had sold in June, when the neighbors yard looked just unsightly, not dead. It had taken a very long time for the loan to close. The new owners were moving in later this week. Her belongings were nearly all packed and the movers were coming tomorrow morning.

      Inside the cool yellow-brick house, she put the kettle on and made of pot of citrus zest tea. The caffeine would keep her awake and the orange smelled so good. She had a million details to take care of. Including going down her list and making sure everything had been done.

      The retirement cottages were half an hour away. She had gotten a tiny little cottage, with a postage stamp of a garden that consisted of two raised beds. They would be much easier on her back. She’d already transplanted some perennials there. Things that would be interesting to look out at during the rainy winter. It would all be so much more manageable.

      Brenda spent the day finishing up packing her clothes in a suitcase, which she’d put in her car in the morning. Then she boxed up everything in the kitchen. She poured the extra tea into her cup and stuck that in the fridge. She’d microwave it in the morning. Then she put the last of the refrigerated things in her old ice chest. The freezer was empty, defrosted and cleaned.

      She walked through the house searching, once again, for anything she might have left behind. A month ago, Brenda hired an estate sale lady to handle the sale of everything she hadn’t wanted to take with her. So, all of the extra furniture, clothes and things were gone. It was so empty that she could hear echoes.

      She smiled. It hadn’t occurred to her how that would make her feel. All that downsizing left her much freer and lighter. She looked forward to living in the cottage. Even though this house had lovely memories in it. The house had been much too large for the last twenty years. Since the divorce. She’d simply spread out and taken over all his spaces.

      The house with off-white walls and beige carpets looked so empty and generic now. It didn’t look like somewhere she should have lived. Why hadn’t she ever had the walls painted more interesting colors? Ripped out all the carpet and put in hardwood floors? It simply hadn’t occurred to her. Her work as a high school English teacher had taken nearly all her time and energy. That and the garden.

      Finished with checking all the rooms, she went into the garage. It felt chilly inside, all the concrete pavement held the coolness of the evening before. She’d left the new owners some of her old gardening tools. There on the shelf was Annabelle’s old litter box, some leftover cat litter and a cat carrier. The estate sale lady, who was allergic to cats, suggested Brenda either put them in the garbage or donate them.

      She decided to donate them to a women’s shelter tomorrow after she opened up for the movers. Many of the shelter’s clients were fleeing abusive relationships. If men were abusive to women, they were even more so to pets. And she’d found one shelter in town that accepted pets. Maybe one of the women there would need her old things, so they could take their cats with them. The carrier might even work for a small dog.

      She stuck them in the trunk of her car. The garage was empty of her belongings, except for the car.
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