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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The idea for this book and series came to me after a reader told me how much he enjoys my cat books. I was also inspired by my new kitten, Soup, and my move to a community in South Carolina. Meadows Lake and Fallsview are fictionalized places loosely based on where I now live.

      Since my two other cozy mystery series feature common, if interesting, characters, I thought I’d try my hand at writing a supernatural cozy with characters who possess psychic and paranormal abilities. As with my other cozies, I’ve added dashes of romance and humor, as well as a touch of drama.

      I hope you enjoy this first book of Soup the Supernatural Cat Mysteries. If you do, I would be thankful for a review on Amazon, Goodreads, a blog, and/or a social media site. You’ll also find a list of discussion questions at the back of this book that can be used for book clubs and library and bookstore reader events. Thank you for your support.
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            THE HOUSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Rose was devastated. Her husband died a week after her beloved cat, Moxie. Because of the sixth sense she’d possessed since childhood, she should’ve been prepared for both tragedies, but one is never prepared when loved ones pass away.

      She and Harvey had so many plans. They’d retired from their jobs the previous year—she from selling real estate on Long Island and he from his accounting firm. She still had the brochures they’d been browsing in hopes of vacationing in exotic locales. They hadn’t done much traveling in the thirty-five years they’d been married. She regretted that. They had no children but always had cats. She wasn’t thrilled about leaving Moxie with a cat sitter, especially since, at fifteen, her pretty calico was diabetic and needed daily insulin injections. But the prospect of them traveling was avoided when Harvey was diagnosed with cancer the month after he retired. Then followed the chemo and the drugs, his hair loss, the pain he hid from her. Moxie, as if sensing Harvey’s discomfort, spent days in bed with him. Like cats who hide their pain, she didn’t show Rose how ill she was, and because of her concern for Harvey, Rose’s intuition never picked up how sick Moxie was.

      Now, lying in bed gazing at a photo of Harvey holding Moxie, tears slid down Rose’s cheeks. Her cell phone rang, but she let it go to voicemail. She wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone. When it rang again, she silenced it, not even bothering to check who was calling. Her sixth sense, though weakened by her loss, told her it was her friend and fellow realtor, Diane Baxter. They’d worked for the same real estate firm until Rose’s retirement. Rose met Diane and her husband at a company party that Harvey also attended. They invited the couple to dinner, and a close friendship developed between them. Diane and Phil had attended Harvey’s wake and funeral and had donated to the American Cancer Society. Phil had offered to help Rose with any chores around the house that she needed. Diane cooked meals that she brought over once a week that only needed to be reheated in the oven or microwave.

      Rose was indebted to them, but their kindness didn’t mend the pain in her heart from her double loss.

      Still in bed, crying over the photo, Rose knew someone was at the door before she heard the knock. It wasn’t a salesperson. It was Diane who, having had no response to her phone call, was visiting in person. Rose wanted to ignore the knock when it came, but she knew Diane wouldn’t give up, so she put on her slippers and her robe and answered the door.

      “Rose, I’ve been worried. Please let me in. I have something important to tell you.” Diane stood there in her tailored pantsuit and high heels, her short dark hair framing her heart-shaped face.

      “It’s about moving, right? You’ve found a place for me.”

      Diane’s green eyes flashed an angry spark, but then it fizzled out. “I hate when you do that, Rose. You’re right, of course, but please let me fill in the details.”

      “I already told you I’m not going anywhere. This was the home I shared with Harvey and Moxie. Their memories are here.”

      “Their memories will always be with you, but you need to move on with your life. I’m your friend. I want what’s best for you. Just hear me out.”

      Rose stepped back. “Okay. Come in.”

      While Rose knew Diane was there to suggest she move away again, her sixth sense was limited to the general idea. She didn’t know exactly what Diane was proposing.

      As Diane entered, Rose noticed she was carrying her laptop. “I need to show you something. A house just came on the market. I think it’ll be perfect for you. It’s in a lakeside community that caters to 55+ residents, but other ages can live there too. You’ll make friends there and maybe find a boyfriend.”

      “Diane, stop!”

      “Sorry. I know it’s way too soon, but you’re young. You have to think of the future. Harvey wouldn’t want you to spend your life mourning him. Please, just take a look at this place.” Diane walked over to the sofa and opened her laptop.

      Rose knew she had no choice but to at least look at the screen. She sat next to Diane and glanced at the photos Diane was browsing through.

      “These are shots of the community. It’s called Meadows Lake. There’s a clubhouse with a gym, pool, pickleball courts, and social activities. They have a book club, craft club, and a wonderful restaurant.” Diane kept scrolling through the photos. Rose nodded but didn’t make any comments. Diane ended with a photo of the house for sale.

      “Although most of the homes have been built, the buyers dropped out of this one at the last minute. I think it’s perfect for you. It’s a ranch with three bedrooms. You can use one as an office or study and another as a guest room. There are two baths—one inside the master bedroom and the other outside the smallest bedroom. The kitchen is large, with an island, pantry, and lots of cabinet space.” Diane paused and looked around at Rose’s small kitchen, which hadn’t been updated in thirty years. Then she continued, “The backyard has plenty of room for a garden, patio, and entertaining area. You’re not right on top of your neighbors, but they’re close enough for you to mingle.”

      When Rose recognized the end of Diane’s sales pitch, she said, “I agree that it’s nice, but you left out one piece of important information.”

      “Oh, the cost. It’s very reasonable. In fact, when you sell this place, you’ll have enough money to buy it with money left over. I know Harvey left you enough for your living expenses, and you also have your pension.”

      “I’m not talking about the cost. You haven’t said where this place is located.”

      “Ah, that.” Diane smiled. “It’s in sunny South Carolina. You’ll never have to worry about snow, you’ll have all the benefits of the four seasons, and taxes are much lower than here.”

      “South Carolina? That’s so far away. I thought you were only licensed in New York. Couldn’t you find me something nearby?”

      “Sorry, honey. This isn’t my listing. It’s from an agent in our South Carolina office. He knows about your situation and is going to contact you.”

      Rose stood up. “I know you mean well, Diane, but I can’t make this type of change at my age. I can’t even think about moving.”

      “You don’t have to worry about that. I’ll help. I know a good moving company, and I’ll help you pack up, too, but you need to make a decision soon, or this place will be gone.”

      Diane was about to close her laptop when something caught Rose’s eye. It was a photo of the house. “Can you zoom in on that photo, please?” she asked.

      “Of course.” Diane zoomed in, and Rose saw the image on the step that she had missed the first time she’d viewed the photo. It was a small orange cat with a white triangle marking on her nose.

      “What is it?” Diane asked.

      “The cat. Is it lost?”

      “What cat?” Diane looked at the photo.

      “Don’t you see the orange kitten on the doorstep?”

      “No, I don’t, but I’m sure there are plenty of cats in that community.”

      Rose looked again, but the image of the cat was gone. “I need to think about this, Diane.”

      “I know, but as I said, don’t take too long. The homes there sell out fast, and I’m not saying this as a realtor. I’m saying it as your friend. And, yes, I’ll miss you, but I promise that I’ll visit you. That guest room won’t go to waste.” Diane stood up, and Rose walked her to the door.

      “Thank you for coming. It helped to see a friend today.”

      “That’s what friends are for, honey. Now think about that move. It’ll do you a world of good. Staying here will only bring back too many memories.”

      Before Rose could insist again that she didn’t want to lose the memories, Diane was walking to her car.

      Rose closed the door behind her and sat on the couch to think things over, but before she could get very far, her cell phone rang. It was from a number she didn’t recognize. A man named Grant Davis was calling. She’d been getting a lot of calls since Harvey died—from people trying to sell her stuff, buy her house, help her make investments. Somehow, they all knew she was a widow.

      She tapped the phone, prepared to hang up if it was an advertiser.

      “Hello, Mrs. Fairchild. This is Grant Davis. I’m the realtor from the Ace Agency in South Carolina. I spoke to your friend Mrs. Baxter. She said she would show you the property that’s for sale in the Meadows Lake Community.”

      “Oh, yes. She was just here, Mr. Davis. She mentioned you might call.”

      Although she couldn’t see the realtor, it sounded as if he were smiling. His voice held a slight Southern accent, and she guessed he was in his late fifties or early sixties. “Did she show you the house and the community amenities photos?”

      “She did, but I’m not sure I’m ready for a move just yet—if ever.”

      “I understand. Diane—uh, Mrs. Baxter—thinks it’s perfect for you, and she told me your husband passed away recently. I’m sorry about that. I lost my wife last year. It takes time to adjust to life without our spouses, let alone adjust to a relocation to another state.”

      Rose was relieved that he wasn’t pressuring her. “Thank you. I’m sorry about your wife and also that I can’t accept your offer. Maybe next year.”

      “I’m afraid the house will be gone by then. These homes sell fast. I know Mrs. Baxter would’ve told you that.”

      “Even if I were to agree to purchase the home, mine isn’t even on the market yet.”

      “Mrs. Baxter can handle that. We only need a small deposit to hold the house.”

      Rose sighed. “I can’t agree to anything until I see the place in person.”

      “That can be arranged. It’s a long drive, but the Ace Agency can offer you something toward airfare. Consider it a trip even if you don’t decide to buy. We’ll even put you up at a nearby hotel.”

      “That’s awfully nice of you, but I’m not sure.”

      “That’s fine, Rose. May I call you that? And please call me Grant.”

      “Yes, Grant.”

      “Thanks. Think it over. I’ll tell Diane you’re considering coming this weekend. I’ll show you around myself. It’ll be a pleasure to meet you.”

      Rose figured she’d agree, but when she heard from Diane again, she could gently decline Grant’s invitation.

      “It’ll be nice meeting you, too, Grant.”

      “Perfect. Have a great rest of the day. Talk to you soon.” He clicked off.

      Rose sat there, wondering why his voice set something off in her. Her sixth sense was telling her to go, but her mind was blocking out that feeling.
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      Rose’s sixth sense won out after all because her common sense told her that a trip might be just the thing to relieve her depression. She was still resolved not to move, but she felt it wouldn’t hurt to see the place and get a short vacation out of it.

      Diane was thrilled. She offered to drive her to the airport that Friday, and Rose accepted. Diane even helped her pack. A part of her wondered why Diane was so eager for her to relocate. Even though she wouldn’t get the commission that Grant would if Rose bought the house in South Carolina, Diane would get something for selling Rose’s house here on Long Island. But that couldn’t be the only reason. Diane was her friend, a colleague before she retired. How had she even found out about this place? Rose broached that subject on their ride to JFK Airport.

      “Diane,” she said, “I can’t understand how you found out about that house in the Meadows Lake community. It isn’t typical for an out-of-state realtor to contact you.”

      Diane smiled but kept her eyes on the road. “I know. I found it strange, too. But when Grant called, I thought of you right away. He said that most of his sales were from out of state. He found my name through the Ace Realtor’s directory.”

      “So, he was calling other realtors, too?”

      “I’m not sure. Maybe. You can ask him when you meet him. It’s really great that his agency is paying part of your way and even hosting you at a nearby hotel.”

      Rose didn’t understand why the realtor was going out of his way for her when there might be plenty of people in the same state who were looking for a home.

      The last time Rose had been on a plane was when she and Harvey flew down to Florida to celebrate their twentieth anniversary at Disney World. They’d been between cats then, adopting Moxie a few months after their return. Their time at Disney had been so much fun. They’d been like kids, breakfasting with Minnie and Mickey, kissing on the It’s a Small World ride, watching the fireworks from their room in the Grand Floridian. It seemed like yesterday, but it was fifteen years ago. This year would’ve been their thirty-fifth anniversary, and they’d been planning a cruise to the Caribbean before Harvey received the news about his cancer.

      Rose glanced down at the brochure Diane handed her before she boarded. Reading it, she learned that Meadows Lake was located in the Midlands of South Carolina in a town called Fallsview. Not knowing much about geography, she traced the map shown on the back of the brochure from the red dot to the surrounding areas. The Ace Agency was promoting Meadows Lake as a suburb of Charlotte, North Carolina, since it was only an hour or so south of that city and about the same distance north of Columbia, the capital of South Carolina.

      As she was contemplating that information, the pilot announced that they would be taking off shortly and instructed everyone to fasten their seatbelts, store their personal items under the seat in front of them, and listen to the flight attendant giving important safety instructions in the event of an emergency.

      The flight took less time than she expected, and soon they landed at Charlotte Douglas International Airport. Once they were at the gate, everyone cheered at the safe landing, and the pilot announced that they could unbuckle their seatbelts and take their luggage as they exited the plane.

      Since Rose was only staying for the weekend, she hadn’t checked any bags and only had her carry-on that was stored in the bin above her seat. A young male passenger, seeing she had some trouble reaching the bin, helped her bring the case down. She thanked him with a smile.

      Rose disembarked from the plane, tugging the rose-decorated case that was part of the luggage set Harvey bought for them before they learned their planned travels would never happen. He’d joked that he chose the pieces because they reminded him of her with the rose design.

      Choking back a tear at the memory, she scanned the waiting area for a sign of the realtor who’d promised to meet her. Suddenly, she spotted him—a tall man carrying a sign:

      
        
        Welcome Rose!

      

      

      Although he was about Harvey’s age, he looked nothing like him. His salt-and-pepper hair was thick, and he was trim with a neat mustache. Harvey had been only two inches taller than Rose’s five feet three and about thirty pounds heavier than the man who was waving at her. Harvey also had a lot less hair, but he’d been the love of her life. This man was a stranger.

      As Rose approached him, he put out his hand. “Rose. Grant Davis. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Hello, Grant.” As Rose placed her carry-on down to shake his hand, he took the bag in his other. “I’ll carry that. Do you have any more luggage?”

      “No. I only packed for two days.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You might decide to stay longer. There’s a lot to see and do at Meadows Lake and also in Fallsview. We’ll tour the community, and I’d like to show you the town as well.”

      “Thank you.” She smiled.

      “You’re very welcome, but first, I’ll take you to your hotel. You’ll probably want to rest and freshen up before visiting the community. It’s about an hour’s drive from here.”

      “No. I’m fine. Why don’t we go to Meadows Lake first?”

      “Sure. I can’t wait for you to see the house.”
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        * * *

      

      As they drove in Grant’s car, a new model silver Toyota, Rose asked a question. “I still don’t understand why you contacted Diane about the house. Didn’t you have other clients in South Carolina who might be interested?”

      Grant kept his eyes on the road. They passed a lot of trees on the way. “I’ll be honest with you, Rose. I’m not really sure why I reached out to Diane about the house. After the sale fell through, a strange thing happened to me. I was walking through the house to determine its best selling points when I thought I saw a cat.”

      “A cat? Was it orange?” Rose asked, remembering the cat she thought she saw in the photo Diane had shown her of the house.

      “Yes, but it disappeared. I figured it belonged to someone in the community, but I hadn’t noticed a collar, and it was quite little—a kitten, actually.”

      “Have you seen it again?”

      “No, but after that, I made the call to Diane. I can’t say what caused me to do that. Have you ever had a premonition or a strong feeling about something?”

      Rose nearly laughed aloud. “I’ve had a sixth sense all my life, Grant. I knew where and when I’d meet my husband. I knew something was wrong before Harvey was diagnosed with his cancer. I knew Diane would recommend that I move.”

      “You might as well know the rest, Rose.” He’d turned onto another tree-lined road, and she noticed a sign welcoming them to South Carolina. Then he said, “When Diane recommended you, I had some reservations. After all, I knew you’d been recently widowed and weren’t in a position to part with the home you’d shared with your husband. I showed the house to other people despite the nagging thought that it was meant for you. A few people seemed interested, but everyone turned it down. When I asked why, they didn’t say it was the price—which is quite reasonable—or the location—which, while more rural than some people might like, is still close to all the basics. Their reply was that they had a feeling that it wasn’t for them.”

      Rose thought about how Diane said the house would sell fast if she didn’t make a quick decision about it. “Well, it’s nice of you to show me the place and share that information. As you know, I used to work for the Ace Agency on Long Island before I retired. I’m aware of how agents often push clients to purchase a home.”

      “Don’t worry, Rose. I’m not that type of agent. I enjoy selling houses that make people happy. In fact, unlike some other realtors who sell in Meadows Lake, I actually live in the community. I’ll show you my house, too. My wife and I bought it a few years ago before she became ill. We never had children, so I have no grandkids or anything.”

      “Neither do I,” Rose said. “Harvey and I talked about adopting years ago when we first found out we were unable to have kids, but we adopted cats instead.”

      “I love cats, but I don’t have one. The only pet I have is a dog. You’ll meet Chester when you come over.”

      The more Rose was learning about Grant, the more she felt he was less of a stranger and could eventually become a friend.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When they entered Meadows Lake, Rose was enchanted. The entrance was marked by a fountain that flowed down rocks, the largest of which spelled out Meadows Lake. They drove through the community, which featured various cobblestone, brick, and cement walkways. These were bordered by towering oaks, flowering bushes, and palm trees. Autumn leaves blanketed the paths and walking trail.

      Grant smiled at Rose’s expression of delight. “When I was showing clients this place, I fell in love with it myself. I only wish my wife were still alive to continue sharing it with me. We used to walk and talk after dinner every night.” He sounded wistful.

      Rose didn’t know how to reply. She didn’t need her sixth sense to feel his grief. It mirrored her own loss of Harvey.

      Grant turned left, and Rose caught the street name: Rose Court.

      “Oh, my gosh!” she exclaimed. “It’s like the street is named after me.”

      Grant smiled, his somber expression clearing. “That is a coincidence. Your new home, if you choose to buy it, is on this block.”

      They drove to the end of the street, passing homes of diverse designs and colors. Rose saw a few people sitting outside. Some waved as they drove by.

      “You have great neighbors. When you move in, I’ll introduce you.”

      Rose was impressed by Grant’s confidence in her purchase. But before she could comment about it, they came to a stop in front of a yellow ranch. Beyond it, she could see the sparkling lake.

      “Here we are, Rose,” Grant said. “This could be your new home. Let me show you inside.” He got out of the car and came around to open her door. Offering her a hand, he smiled. “I’m excited for you to see the house.”

      Rose was thankful for the assistance, as her knees were bad, and it was difficult getting out of cars. When she touched his hand to take it, she felt a flash. It wasn’t static electricity. She wondered if he felt it too, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Come,” he prompted, still holding her hand but reaching into his pants pocket with the other to retrieve the house key.

      Grant finally released Rose’s hand to open the front door. When he did, she felt an unexpected sense of loss. She couldn’t dwell on it, though, because Grant was holding the door open for her. She stepped inside. He followed and switched on the lights.

      “As a retired realtor, you know that the home has been staged,” he said, “but don’t let that deter you. It has excellent bones.”

      Rose almost laughed at that phrase, with which she was familiar, but she didn’t want to upset him. Instead, she glanced around. While the furnishings and colors were nice, she pictured the changes she could make. Grant was right. The place had great bones. The layout was perfect.

      They’d stepped into the entranceway. Beyond that, Grant led her to the room that faced the front. It was a nice-sized bedroom that he said could be used as a guest room. Opposite that was the laundry room. The next door on the left was set up as a study. Grant said she could use it for an office, den, or another bedroom. Ahead was the kitchen and living room, which featured a modern, open layout. The kitchen had a large island, and there were cabinets built into it, as well as above the counters. There was a refrigerator, oven, and mounted microwave. The sink was in the island, and there was plenty of workspace. Rose loved to cook, so she was impressed with the setup.

      The living room featured a fireplace, two chairs, and a couch. But what Rose found most appealing were the French doors that brought in light from the backyard and led to a screened-in porch. Grant opened the door and beckoned for her to join him outside.

      “This property is a waterfront half acre,” he informed her.

      The view of the lake was stunning. “My gosh, Grant, I can just picture sitting out here or on the patio on lovely days such as these.”

      His smile widened. “You can do just that, but let’s continue our tour. I’d like you to see the master bedroom.”

      They walked back inside, and Grant showed her a bright room. A king-sized bed was part of the staging.

      “I don’t really need anything this large. It’s just me,” she pointed out.

      “You never know, Rose,” he winked.

      An impulse caused her to take a second look at the bed. She hadn’t seen it the first time because the bedspread was a burnt orange. Against it lay an orange kitten with white paws and a distinctive triangular white marking on her nose.

      “Grant,” she said in a whisper, not wanting to disturb the cat. “It’s that cat. The orange one I saw in the photo and that you said you saw, too. It’s on the bed.”

      Grant followed her gaze. “That’s strange, Rose. I don’t see it. Maybe it ran away? We can check the house.”

      Rose turned back to the bed. “No. I would’ve seen it.”

      “Cats can be very quick. Let’s look around. He might still be here. I need to show you the rest of the place, anyway. You have a walk-in closet and a connecting bathroom. He could be hiding in one of those.”

      But despite searching those rooms and the others, Rose didn’t see the kitten again.

      Outside, Grant said, “I’m sorry we couldn’t find the cat. I’m sure he’ll turn up again, but what did you think of the house? Are you sold on it?”

      Rose sighed. “I’m sorry, Grant. Thank you for the tour, but I can’t make a commitment yet.”

      “That’s all right. I understand. I’d like to show you the community amenities, introduce you to a few residents, take you to my house, and then I’ll drop you at your hotel. I’ll show you the town tomorrow. I don’t want to throw too much at you at once.”

      Rose was thankful for that, but she was still thinking about the cat. “Do you think she’s a stray?”

      “That orange cat? Maybe, or he could belong to someone in the community. I didn’t see a collar on him, but some people let their cats roam.”

      Rose thought of Moxie. “Cats belong inside. There are a lot of dangers to outdoor cats, and they don’t live as long.”

      Grant nodded. “I know what you mean, but cats do enjoy their freedom and nature.”

      “That can be arranged with a walk on a leash, a Catio, or a nice window seat.”

      Grant laughed. “I’ve never heard of a Catio. I assume it’s a patio for cats.”

      “That’s the idea.”

      Before Rose could explain, a woman was waving to them from her driveway. She was about Rose’s height but trimmer, with short blonde hair. She wore denim shorts and a T-shirt with the Meadows Lake logo—a forest with a lake in the center.

      “There’s Lucy. If you buy the house, she’ll be your next-door neighbor. Come, let me introduce you.”

      Rose followed Grant to the next house. It was sky blue with white shutters. A basket of geraniums hung over the porch, where two rocking chairs stood. They met Lucy in the driveway.

      “Hello there,” she smiled. “I’m Lucy Brown. You must be the lady Grant was telling me about who might move next door.”

      Grant smiled. “Yes. This is her, Lucy. Let me introduce Rose Fairchild.”

      “So nice to meet you,” Lucy said, extending her hand.

      Rose shook it. “Likewise, Ms. Brown.”

      Lucy laughed. “Please call me Lucy. My husband is Bert. He’s on the links right now.”

      “Bert’s a great golfer,” Grant said. “We play together sometimes. I can show you the course later.”

      “I’m a pickleball player,” Lucy said.

      Rose had never tried the sport. “I don’t golf or play pickleball.”

      “I can show you if you move here,” Lucy said. “But if you don’t like it, don’t worry. There are a lot of other activities. I do yoga, tai chi, and a fitness class. If you like swimming, we have indoor and outdoor pools. There’s a book club, nature club, and walking club. Lots of others. I’m sure Grant will tell you all about them.”

      “I definitely will, but I don’t want to overwhelm her yet.”

      Lucy smoothed back her blonde bangs. Rose noticed some gray among the strands and assumed she was also in her sixties. Her hazel eyes were lively as she waved goodbye to them. “Have an enjoyable day and a nice visit, Rose. I hope I’ll see you again soon.”

      As Rose stepped away, she stopped. “Lucy!” she called.

      Lucy, who was heading back inside her house, turned around. “Yes, Rose?”

      “I have a question, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not, but I’m sure Grant can answer more questions about the neighborhood for you.”

      “It’s not about the neighborhood exactly.” Rose saw Grant’s puzzled expression as she said, “I was just wondering if you’ve noticed an orange kitten hanging around my, uh, the house for sale?”

      Lucy paused, and then her hazel eyes lit up again. “Oh, yes. You mean Ginger.”

      “Is she your cat?”

      Lucy laughed. “Oh, no. I call her Ginger. I know most orange cats are male, but for some reason, I think she’s a girl. I see her every now and then on the front steps, but then she disappears. I’ve had cats, but I don’t currently have one. Bert says he wants to travel more now that we’re retired, so a cat would hold us back. I’ve put out food for Ginger, and it disappears after I do, but I never see her over here.”

      “How long has she been hanging around the new house?”

      “I’d say about a month. I believe the first time I noticed her was when my grandson came to visit for his birthday. He lives up in Charlotte with his family, but he stays with me a few times a year. He was the one who first pointed Ginger out to me.”

      A month ago. Harvey died a month ago. “What day was this?”

      “September 17. That’s Ricky’s birthday.”

      “Oh, my God!” Rose exclaimed. “That’s the day my husband died.”
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      “Gosh, I’m sorry,” Lucy said. “Would you like to stop in for a minute for coffee or something?”

      “Not today,” Grant said. “Rose has a big tour ahead of her, and she just got into town. We don’t want to exhaust her too quickly.” He smiled.

      “Of course. I understand, but please come back. You can meet my husband next time.”

      Rose didn’t want to promise to return, so she just nodded. “Thank you, Lucy. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

      As they walked away, Rose asked Grant, “Where to next?”

      He grinned. “My house is close. I’ll take you there and then to the clubhouse, and we can end the tour at the restaurant. Would you mind walking? It’s only around the corner.”

      Rose was surprised. “It’s a beautiful day. I’d love a walk, and I guess we’re neighbors.”

      “Practically. I’m on Tulip Way.” He pointed to the street sign adjacent to Rose Court.

      “Are all the blocks named for flowers?”

      “In this section, yes. There’s also a section of tree names. It’s fun.”

      Rose was beginning to feel hopeful. She thought her mind had been made up about not moving to Meadows Lake, but now she wasn’t so sure. She asked herself if it might be because of the charming Grant Davis. She also wondered if her change of heart had anything to do with the orange kitten.

      Grant’s house was on the right side of Tulip Way, in the middle of the block. It was green with white shutters and a porch with a railing. A swing hung from the rafters. Rose followed Grant up the steps that led to the front door. It featured a keypad.

      “I have an alarm system,” he explained, “but I don’t use it and hardly lock my door. This is a very safe neighborhood.” He opened the door for her and switched on the light.

      She walked inside and was greeted by a large German Shepherd. He nearly knocked her over.

      “Chester!” Grant yelled. “Down, boy.” The dog immediately responded, but he continued to sniff around Rose.

      “That’s okay,” she said. “He didn’t frighten me.” She petted him on the head, and he licked her hand.

      “Chester is very friendly,” Grant said. “He’s only a little wary of strangers. He was just checking you out.”

      “How old is he?”

      “He’s still a pup, although he doesn’t look it. I got him a few months after my wife died. She was allergic to dogs. Come have a seat on the patio. The door is open. I’ll get you coffee or tea if you’d like.”

      “Coffee would be nice with a drop of fat-free milk if you have it.”

      “That’s all I drink besides water. I’m a bit of a health nut.”

      Rose smiled. “At our age, you have to be. Sorry, I didn’t mean to imply …”

      Grant waved his hand. “No offense taken.”

      They sat on his sunny patio around a white bistro table. Potted plants stood on the tile floor. Chester lay next to Grant’s chair.

      “This is a sunroom,” he explained, glancing at the windows that were open to let in the fresh air. “I’ll show you around the backyard after we finish our coffees. I enjoy gardening. What about you?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have a green thumb, but I love beautiful flowers. My husband and I used to visit many gardens on Long Island.”

      “There are some nice gardens near Charlotte and also in Charleston. We could take a weekend trip to see them once you’re settled here. Whoops, I’m sorry. I’m aware you haven’t decided about moving here yet.”

      “That’s okay. I know you’re eager to have me.”

      Grant’s blue eyes lit up. “I am, and it’s not just for the commission. I genuinely like your company, Rose. I realize we don’t know each other well, but I get a feeling from you that we could be good friends.”

      Rose felt the same way, but she was afraid to say it. Harvey had been her best friend as well as her husband, and she missed him terribly. Instead of replying, she sipped her coffee and changed the subject.

      “That kitten, the orange one. Is he lost? Has anyone mentioned missing their cat?”

      Grant shook his head. “No, but someone must be feeding him or her. I’ve tried several times to catch that kitten, but he always disappears. It’s strange.” Grant swallowed the rest of his coffee and moved his cup aside. “Are you ready to see my garden? Then I can show you the clubhouse. It’s a drive from here, but you can see more of the community that way.”

      Rose nodded and moved her empty coffee cup aside. “Oh, yes. I’m done and ready to see your flowers.”

      Grant grinned. “Believe me, it’s not like showing you my paintings.” He walked to the sunroom door and opened it for her. “Right this way, ma’am—or should I say, Miss Rose. That’s what they call all women in South Carolina. No Ms. or Mrs.”

      Rose laughed as she followed him outside. She was impressed by the colorful variety of flowers. There was a purple crape myrtle tree shading a swing similar to the one on the porch, but this one was on the ground.

      Grant walked toward it. “Let’s have a seat here, and you can view the whole grounds.”

      Rose did as he suggested. Plopping down on one of the soft lavender and cream pillows on the swing, she gazed over the backyard. On one side was the flower garden; on the other, herbs and vegetables were planted. There was also a pond trickling over stones and a bird feeder where a few birds gathered.

      “It’s so pretty,” she said.

      Grant smiled. “I’m glad you like it. I grow my own herbs and vegetables for cooking, and the flowers relax me when I look at them through the sunroom window. I also like watching birds. I use hummingbird feed, so I get a lot of those. I could help you set up a garden if you’d like.”

      Before she could answer, he laughed. “There I go again—trying to sell you on the place.”

      “No worries. I feel like I’m halfway sold already.”

      His smile widened. “That makes me happy.” He paused. “Would you like to walk around or just sit here before we continue our tour?”

      Rose could’ve sat in the sunshine of that pretty garden forever, but she was afraid of becoming too attached. “I think I’d like to move on if that’s okay with you.”

      “Of course.” Grant stood and offered her a hand. “We shall go to the clubhouse.”
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