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The Squirrel Poem

Some kind of creature, a squirrel perhaps, passed my periphery in the dark and cold quiet.

Early morning, just caught a portion, gave me a start, my thoughts heavy in the dark and cold quiet.

Thin, cold tress standing and not saying what it was so fast, in the cold quiet.

And shadows further confusing what it was, a bird maybe, walking quickly so as not to be seen flying about at night while searching, then hopping for food somewhere, on the earth.

No, but it is cold, and the earth is frozen, and the place where it was, had to be the squirrel, for one day I caught him there hiding a piece of bread, there where I threw it, near the Pine, but under the Dogwood, the one standing there leafless, patient.

He nibbled another piece that day, bread between paws, munching so fast, that had to be the squirrel that night, rushing that way, from that spot, thin trees, cold, quiet,

Some kind of creature, a squirrel perhaps.
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Chapter One
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At the suggestion of a friend, a retired music teacher posts her basement apartment for rent. A retired, single gangster needs a place to stay and checks it out. Walking to her front door, he picks up a leftover garden tool lying in the yard and shows it to her when she answers the door.

“I don’t need a yard man,” she says to him while looking through the peephole.

“I found this in the yard and I’m here about the apartment,” he responds.

“How did you find out about it?” she almost shouts through the closed door.

“Charlie Sherman, a former co-worker of yours told me about it; we’re longtime friends.”

“Oh, sure; your name?” she asks him.

“Bobby Hill, and you’re Connie I guess?”

“Yes. Stay there, let me make a phone call.”

“Sure.” He backs up and sits on the steps.

“Oh no, please, sit in one of the porch chairs,” she commands, shifting her position of safety to get a better look at him move around, squinting her left eye.

“Okay, thanks.”

She steps from the door and moves a few feet back to pick up her cell phone from the coffee table, scrolls through her contacts, and stops at Charlie’s number.

“Hey Connie, what’s up?” he answers.

“Hey Charlie, that was fast,” she says. 

“What?”

“Your guy, Bobby is on my front porch. I thought you’d give me at least a week to get used to the idea.”

“He came by yesterday and Marlene and I were talking, and it just came up. He’s a great guy.”

“What kind of work does he do, is he retired, have money, is he okay?” she quizzes.

“I’ll let you do the interview; he’s okay.”

“Let me speak to Marlene,” she says to Charlie.

“Hey darling, Bobby’s a great guy. I know this is a big deal for you, but we would not have mentioned this to him unless we were sure about him. He and Charlie go back a long way, and I’ve known him twenty years. Always a gentleman,” she reports to her. 

“Okay, I’ll check him out. He’s on the porch now, should I let him in here or have him go to the outside basement door?”

“Your call,” Charlie steps in. “Whatever is comfortable. Take it easy.”

“Okay, thanks. See y’all at the concert Friday.”

“Okay.”
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Bobby sat easily on the swing, hands clasped in front of him, a slight smile on his face. This was a comfortable neighborhood, and he could see himself walking up the driveway on the side of the house. He had noticed her white sedan parked in the small garage just a few yards from the back entrance to the downstairs apartment. He was curious how she would view him upon sight and what if anything Charlie had told her about him.

“Mr. Hill,” she pronounced when she opened the door, looked out at him, and felt weak at the knees. He was tall, bright of skin, like hers, with a groomed mustache and he was clean-shaven. He stood straight up although with a slight lean forward. He had a stomach pouch, not large, but noticeable, from eating good, she supposed, not from beer drinking. He appeared to be about her age, seventy, and had an engaging smile. He didn’t seem too roughed up from life and greeted her warmly.

“Mrs. Jackson,” he offered. 

“No, Ms. Come in.”

He was surprised at her offer, and he thought maybe they’d sit out here in the morning cool. He also thought to suggest that but didn’t want to be rude.

He followed her movements and was taken aback by the sight of the living room, something out of a good furniture store, not high end but surely well made. He thought she was gorgeous and felt for a moment this was too good to be true, especially now seeing this entrance and guessing that the furnished apartment would be similarly apportioned. This could be good.

“Have a seat here if you like,” she gestured to a straight backed simple green, cloth chair. “I was having coffee; would you like a cup?” she asked him.

“No thank you, I never acquired the taste.”

“Water?”

“No, I’m okay. Thanks.”

They both felt at ease, and she disappeared to the kitchen and returned with her cup. She took a seat opposite him about six feet away.

“So, you are friends with Charlie and Marlene?” she softly asked.

“Yes, Charlie and I grew up together over in Edgewood.”

“I know the area.”

They both fidget a bit, then she asks, “So why are you looking for an efficiency?” 

“It’s about all I need in life right now. I’ve owned homes, bought, and sold real estate, I’ve downsized quite a bit. I’m independently wealthy so your fee will not be a problem. I can pay in advance if you like. I’m not very social these days, would not be entertaining friends or relatives, they’re all deceased, relatives I mean, except my brother Henry. I have a few weekly activities, read, study a lot, watch sports, listen to classical music mostly, but you will hear, if I’m accepted, some rock-n-roll at times. Generally I’m in good health, regular checkups, minimal medication. No alcohol or drugs. I have a car, but I do a good deal of walking and utilize public transportation.”

“Wow, that’s pretty thorough. Married, divorced, girlfriend?” 

“Never married, girlfriends in the past, solo for the past ten years or so. Not looking.”

“Well, I do have a list of rules, and a basic lease agreement, so let’s go see the downstairs.”

“Okay.”

Connie is a bit surprised how fast this is going and the ease with which she addresses Bobby. She has an inkling of fear, not of him, but of herself, she feels vulnerable.

Bobby stands and heads for the front door expecting to go out and down the hill to the back door.

“No, where are you going?” she asks, steering him to a door to her left that leads to the steps and into the basement. She pulls out a key and unlocks it, a heavy oak one secure to the frame.

“That’s a serious door,” Bobby comments and laughs as he feels the weight of it.

She gestures for him to go first, and he cautiously takes the first step of seven, then to a landing, then follows the right angle of seven more to the living quarters. It is an open floor plan of about nine hundred square feet with fresh but older appliances, a nice bath area with washer and dryer room separate. They walk about looking like a young couple inspecting their first apartment home. They chat, exchanging just enough personal information to feel safe and sit on opposite ends of a sofa facing the 40 inch TV. They smile at each other; she goes over the financial and living rules and he thinks it all seems fair.

“I like it, I’ll take it and sign up for two years, if that’s okay,” he says to her.

“Okay,” she says, two month’s rent and the deposit comes to six thousand dollars. When would you move in?” 

“Now, I have everything I need for today in the car and I can write you a check or give you cash.”

“Whoa, you walk around with that kind of money on you?”

“Not usually; I figured if this was a go I wanted to be ready. Usually a couple of hundred most days.” 

As she accepted the cash and gave him a receipt she wanted to ask him about his past life, his work, and how he came to be independent but thought maybe that would come later, Charlie had assured her he was okay, and she would do an online search to see if anything came up.

They shake hands and she asks him what was next. He said he needed to run a few errands and would return by four o’clock.

“That sounds good, here are the keys.” 

“The Rach Three,” he said, as he took them from her.

“What do you mean?” she asks.

“The Rachmaninoff Piano Concerto Number Three, upstairs, you were listening to it.”

“Oh yes, you recognized it. Are you a fan?” 

“I’ve heard it performed live twice, and otherwise at least a hundred times. 

“Do you play?”

“No, an avid listener. Do you?”

“Yes, but not that well!”

“Well I’m sure the sounds will filter down to me when you practice.”

“Yes they will, pleasantly I hope.”
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