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      My first real estate agent, whom I signed with when I bought my first house, had glossed over what life was like living in a subdivision with a Homeowners’ Association. She thought I’d love it. So did I, because the HOA takes care of insurances, maintenance, and upkeep of communal spaces, but I found that there were more disadvantages than advantages. I couldn’t paint the front door of my house indigo, I was restricted as to what size dog I could have, and if I didn’t want to participate in Halloween, I had to make sure to leave my porch lights off. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Dealing with the President of the HOA was by far the most stressful relationship of my life, and that was saying something given I’d been brought up in a home with adoptive parents who didn’t care about me. But Liz Connelly, the HOA President, was so hard to deal with I ended up killing her, and doing a public service to the city of New Orleans in the process.

      It was too bad I couldn’t tell anyone about it. It made a really great, if unbelievable story, which I still had difficulty wrapping my own mind around. My life had changed so much since I’d found that I was a ‘chosen one’, appointed by heaven knows who to take out otherworldly beasts. Or maybe it was one beast, the one I’d recently dispatched, and life could go back to normal.

      But I wasn’t going back to normal. The series of events I’d gone through had persuaded me that the move I’d made a few months back, to a subdivision in New Orleans, wasn’t the right one for me. So I decided to sell up and move again. You’d think these things should have made me a tad more wary when it came to my second major real estate purchase. For the price I was paying, you might have expected a useless tranche of alligator-infested swampland. Instead, what I was getting was a group of quaint self-contained cottages on a picturesque lake, only a couple of hours drive from New Orleans.

      I was sitting in the office of Esther, my new real estate agent, the one who was selling the lakeside cottages, to write up an agreement to purchase the place. I just had a few questions that I needed to clarify before I went through with my final offer. I couldn’t afford to make another mistake.

      “Are you sure there’s no Homeowners’ Association?” I asked Esther.

      She frowned at me. “I’m one hundred percent sure,” she replied. “This is a group of structures on one piece of land, all owned by one person, so there couldn’t be.”

      “What about city ordinances? I want to be able to paint every cottage whatever color of the rainbow I desire.” That wasn’t true, but after my door situation with the last house, I needed to be sure I was totally in control.

      Esther shook her head, and her shoulder-length, streaked blonde hair, which was perfectly blow-dried, teased and held in place with what smelled like a whole can of hairspray, moved only slightly. It occurred to me that perhaps I should go to more trouble with my silver grey hair which was a no fuss wash n’ wear style. That meant I combed it when I got out of the shower and didn’t attend to it again until the next day when I repeated the process. “I’ve told you, Attie. It would be your own place, so you can paint anything any color you want. You can do anything you want.”

      That was easy to say for this polished woman, who was attractive apart from her mouth, which marred her otherwise attractive face. Her gum line was high, which gave her teeth a prominent look. But her nice skin tone, beautiful clothes and articulate manner told me she was successful in her property career. Hopefully I’d be just as successful in my new career as a resort owner and manager.

      “Is there anything else I should know?” I asked her.

      “The long-term renter…” she flushed as if she knew she’d done something wrong, and then she rushed on. “I told you about him.”

      “No. You didn’t,” I said in a hard voice. Crap, who was the person? Some weirdo who wouldn’t pay his rent on time?

      “I’m sure I did. Anyway, he’s great. He’s been doing some maintenance around the place.”

      I took a deep breath. I didn’t see any evidence of maintenance having been done outside, but to be fair, the cottage I’d broken into and stayed in back before I bought the place, was clean and tidy. Now wasn’t the time to get into a fight with Esther as I was taking possession of the lakeside property as soon as I wrote out the final check. I didn’t want anything to derail that, as I had nowhere else to go, apart from my parents’ place, heaven forbid, or Suri’s, where Mo had spent the past few days.

      “In that case, I’m writing you out the final check to make up the full asking price,” I said. I opened my purse and pulled out my checkbook. “Do you have a pen?”

      Esther pushed a black and gold ballpoint over her desk towards me, and I wrote out the large number on the stiff paper, not even blinking as my life savings were committed. Fortunately for me, my house in suburbia had already sold and for a slight profit over what I bought it at, so my check wouldn’t bounce.

      Esther held out her hand for the check, and as I extended it to her, she snatched it as if she wondered if I might change my mind about buying the cottages. I wasn’t going to do that, but they were so cheap I wondered if something had to be wrong with them because...when something seemed too good to be true, it usually was.

      Don’t be so stupid, I told myself. I’d been burned on the last property, which made me second guess my decision, but it wasn’t going to happen again. The only scary thing was this total lifestyle change, as I’d given up my job to be able to move to the lake and run the cottages as a full-time holiday resort.

      “Let’s sign the paperwork too,” Esther said, and when we finished she handed me two sets of keys to the owner’s cottage, and master keys to all the units.

      Now all I had to do was organize for my things to come out here to the lake. The cottages all came fully furnished, so I just needed my own furniture. Once Esther left I called the removal company, who’d uplifted my furniture from my house and had it waiting in short-term storage. They told me they could deliver it late the next afternoon due to a cancellation, which I took as a sign that my move was meant to be.

      That only left me to organize Mo, my Cairn terrier, who along with me had been staying with my friend, Suri.

      A little over two hours later, I arrived at Suri’s place. I crept in, not wanting to see my parents—who lived next door to Suri—first.

      “How’s he been?” I asked as Mo charged me when I came in the front door. He jumped up at me as if he hadn’t seen me for weeks, when in fact it had only been a few hours.

      “He’s been good. He’s a little character, isn’t he? Are you excited about the new venture? No last minute reservations? No pun intended.” Suri grinned at me.

      “None at all. I think living at the lake and running the cottages is going to be the best thing that ever happened to me. And the change of profession…well, let’s say I’ve gotten sick of counting beans.”

      As we were talking, I couldn’t help but notice the difference in Suri I’d seen while I’d been staying with her. At first I wondered if she’d had a haircut. But she assured me she hadn’t.

      Had she lost weight? Or put it on? No, she said, neither of those.

      The first evening there, I tackled her about it head on. “Suri, something about you seems different. Are you okay?”

      My friend sat down on the couch. “I’m just tired, Attie. It’s nothing to be worried about.”

      I was still taking her in, and it was then I noticed something I’d probably never have been able to put into words before. “Are you sure I shouldn’t worry about you, Suri? Because I am worried. This sounds odd, but you’re not...shiny anymore.”

      Suri raised her eyebrows. “Shiny? Like…I have dry skin now?” Anyone else would have been offended, but not Suri.

      “No, I don’t mean it like that. But ever since I’ve known you, from when I was a little girl, you always had a glow from deep inside you. But not so much now. It’s like…your light has dimmed since the last time I saw you.” I felt guilty saying this to Suri, but it was true. She looked dull somehow, a shadow of her former self.

      She sighed and nodded, and I felt a stab of guilt at bringing it to her attention. “I can’t glow every day. I’m old, Attie.”

      It was hard hearing Suri say these words. Logically, of course she was old, because I was fifty. I never knew Suri’s actual age—it was something that never came up—but she had to be years older than me, given I remembered her looking the same when I was a child. She didn’t, however, ever look quite as old as my mother, but that might have been Suri’s incandescent glow. That day, however, I wondered if she wasn’t older than my mother.

      I tried to brush her words off, because it wasn’t my style to dwell on things, but I was worried. Maybe though there was something I could do to help Suri.

      “You know what you need, Suri?”

      “No. What do I need?” She grinned at me, making me feel slightly less concerned about her, but not much.

      “You need some country air. It would be like a tonic to you.”

      “Maybe it would⁠—”

      “I’m glad you agree. So here’s what we’ll do. We need to make plans for you to get away to the cottages I’ve just bought.”

      “I don’t know, Attie. How often have you known me to go away?”

      “Um…never.”

      “And there’s a reason for that. I hate going places. Do you know why?”

      “I guess you’re going to tell me?”

      “There’s too many people. I sort of like being by myself.”

      “Yes, I totally get that. Let’s face it, people suck. That’s why I’m going to live in the middle of nowhere.”

      She frowned at me, and I noticed the lines in her face, which I’d never seen before. “You’re too young to be isolated, though. You should be busy having a good social life. It’s different when you get to my age.”

      “How old are you, exactly, Suri?”

      “What sort of question is that to ask a lady?”

      “We are friends.”

      “Yes, but some secrets are meant to be kept. All you need to know is that I’m old enough.”

      “Old enough for what?”

      Suri grinned at me again, and this time her smile reached her eyes and just for an instant she glowed the same way she usually did. “Old enough to know better.”

      “Know better than what?”

      “That’s another secret. But back to you. You shouldn’t be single, Attie. You’re still young enough to meet someone and share your life with them. You should be with someone who adores you.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “I’ve never been good at relationships. I don’t like compromise and I think it’s easier to stay single.”

      “That’s a cop out. You need to open your heart to love.”

      “Says the woman who’s always been single.”

      She lifted her eyebrows and a little smile shadowed the corners of her lips. “Maybe not always, Attie. Don’t assume something from what you think you know.”

      “It sounds like there’s a story there, Suri. And I want to hear it.”

      “Okay, but not today.” With that, Suri effectively closed the conversation down, leaving me wondering about the past of a woman I thought I knew as well as I knew myself.
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      Mo and I stayed overnight at Suri’s, and the next morning I woke to the smell of frying bacon. I walked into the kitchen, where Mo sat at Suri’s feet at the stove, no doubt hoping that he’d be the beneficiary of a stray morsel that fell out of the frying pan.

      “You’re cooking breakfast for us,” I said and she turned around with a smile on her face. I was happy to see Suri had her glow back on, if not with the same intensity she usually did.

      “You have a long drive ahead of you and I thought I’d set you up well for it. How did you sleep last night?”

      “I slept incredibly well. That is, after I got over the guilt of staying here, rather than at Mom and Dad’s place. I’d better pop in and see them this morning before I leave for the cottages.”

      “That’s a good idea. Sit down. Breakfast is ready.”

      Suri already fed Mo, so we sat down to eat the bacon and eggs she’d prepared, then shortly after I walked next door to my parents’ place, leaving Mo with Suri.

      “Good morning,” I yelled as I walked in the front door.

      “Attie, you’ve come early,” my mother said, staring at me in surprise. “Your father and I are just about to go out.”

      “I stayed the night with Suri, and I’m leaving for the cottages shortly. I’m going to do some shopping in town before I go as there’s not many stores where I’m moving to.”

      “We can’t work out why you’d sell that nice new house you bought and go two hours away from the city,” my father said, the corner of his mouth turning down and his frown so deep it almost obscured his eyes. “Your new place isn’t exactly convenient for work, is it?”

      “I won’t be going to work. I’ve resigned.”

      “You’ve what?” my mother said in a cold voice. “Have you lost leave of your senses, Atropos? People like us don’t just give up work. Unless…” A sharp look came into her eyes and I could have guessed what she was going to say before she said it. “You’ve come into some money.”

      “No, Mom, I haven’t come into money. The cottages are going to be my new employment. I’ll be renting them out.”

      “Who on the earth would go all the way out there to rent a cottage?”

      “It’s peaceful on the lake. People will come to walk, fish and just relax.”

      “You wouldn’t get me out there,” my father grumbled.

      “Does that mean you won’t be coming out to visit me?” I asked. “Because you never visited me in the subdivision, and that was here in New Orleans.” I glanced around, trying not to make direct eye contact, as I thought there was a good chance I’d blow my top.

      “It’s your place to visit us,” my mother said. “You’re young and fit.”

      “For heaven’s sake, I work full time. And both of you are retired. Is there some reason you can’t make an effort to visit your daughter?” My mother flushed and I could see my father’s temper, like mine, about to spill over. And the last thing I wanted was to get into an argument today, on what should be a happy day for me. “Anyway, you said you’re going out, so I’ll leave you now. I just wanted to drop in and say hi.” Like the dutiful daughter, I kissed both my parents before leaving.

      Once back outside, I let out a sigh of relief and with every step back towards Suri’s place, my mood lightened. It was always hard visiting my folks. Usually things degenerated into stern words if not an outright argument, and I felt as if nothing I did was ever good enough for them.

      At Suri’s I said a quick goodbye and hugged her before loading Mo into the car. Then we started on the drive to the lake, with a stop on the farther side of New Orleans at a supermarket. As I drove through the city, I wondered if I’d miss The Big Easy, but my heart told me that was unlikely. I’d always been an urbanite but now I craved the peace and quiet of wide open spaces. Anyway, I knew I’d be back and forth to the city, because there were very few shops out by my new place, so I planned on a big monthly shop back in New Orleans until I got to know the amenities closer to my new home.

      After the quick supermarket stop, I headed to the highway to begin the drive to the lake, my excitement rising with each mile that passed. I wondered if Mo knew we were in for a big change as he seemed excited too, failing to settle in for the drive, which he usually did.

      “I can’t wait to show you our new home, Mo,” I told him. “We’re very lucky, you know. You’re going to have a lot of space to roam around, not the little fenced in yard you had back at the old place. And I’m going to be with you all day, every day. I’m so lucky to be able to live and work somewhere I love.”

      I wondered if I’d miss my job as an accountant because I’d worked in the field for so many years, knew the job well, and besides that, I was naturally good at it, being logical and having an affinity with numbers. “You’ll be pleading for your job back within three months,” my boss had told me when I’d resigned. “And when you do, it will be here waiting for you.” But I thought it was unlikely I’d want to go back, and I anticipated I might spend the rest of my days living on the lake.

      Having said that, I thought I would spend the rest of my days living in the subdivision and look how that worked out. Would I still be there if it wasn’t for Liz Connelly? Or had the monster that was Liz Connelly brought forward a series of events that would have happened anyway, maybe in another time or place? After all, Candide LaMontagne, of Tarot & Taboo, told me I was a chosen one, and given the events that transpired, I had no reason to doubt her words.

      I’d driven to the lake a few times now, and unlike the first time I went out there, the distance didn’t seem so great, and before I knew it I reached the gravel road. My heart lifted when I saw the ‘Sold’ sign outside the entrance. This truly was the beginning of a brand new phase of my life and as I drove down the road I took in each and every detail, making a mental note of things that needed doing to make the approach to the cottages as attractive as it could be. At the moment the road was unkempt, with weeds growing at the sides, shouting out that the place had been empty for too long. But I would see to that, as well as all the improvements I knew needed making in the cottages themselves, and in my owner’s cottages.

      I brought the car to a stop as close as I could outside my cottage and let Mo out. He ran immediately to the steps leading to the porch, cocked his leg against it and peed.

      “That’s the first thing I’ve got to train you out of, Mo. There’s plenty of trees around here.” And as if he understood me, Mo trotted off, along the path and into the trees that led to the other cottages. What a relief it was that I didn’t have to chase him, or call him back. There was freedom for both of us in living in a place where we had no constraints.

      Heaving the grocery bags into my arms, I ascended the porch steps, which, like the porch itself, were creaky and in need of repair. Balancing the bags in one arm, I jiggled my purse with the other, feeling around for the key Esther gave me the day before when I wrote out the final check for her. I found it just as one bag slipped out of my arm, crashing onto the porch and ripping open.

      “Damn,” I said and opened the front door, going in to take in the other bag of groceries, and then coming back and picking up the spilled items. I put everything into the cupboards, then made my way back outside, looking for Mo.

      “You need to come in now, boy. The moving truck will be coming soon, and I don’t want you getting run over.” Mo obeyed my command, and I got him into the house, and in a bedroom, shutting the door behind him. As I went back into the kitchen, I heard him whining behind the door, but was unusually immune to him.

      Ten minutes later, I heard the rumble of the moving truck coming down the gravel road. I directed the men where to place everything, moving Mo out of one bedroom and into another when my other bed was brought in. For the second time in a matter of months, my furniture was moved into place in a new home. The difference was that this time I knew I’d stay.

      After the movers left, I took Mo out of the bedroom and let him roam freely. I walked around too, taking in the sight of my furniture in my home, marveling that I was so happy with a house as imperfect as the previous one was immaculate, and as small as the other was large. I did, however, notice all the small things that needed doing and added them to the list I was compiling.

      The day melted away and it was time for a light supper and then bed. I got into the shower, trying to luxuriate, but the cool water temperature and poor water pressure had me in and out faster than I would have liked. Something else to add to my
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