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March

“I think I’m in love,” I whispered with quiet reverence. It was a mistake. I knew that immediately. A mistake and irresponsible to fall in love at first glance. After all, what did I know about the inside if all I could see were the beautiful luscious lines on the outside? Besides, I knew better. When you fall in love with a house on the spot, you lose perspective. Heaven forbid the seller realized you loved the home because then you’d lost your bargaining power, especially if you were willing to pay anything to get it. Unfortunately, I didn’t have the luxury of paying anything to get it.

The house was built in the style of an old Victorian, but I knew from the price sheet it was only sixteen years old and thus wouldn’t provide me with the headaches of a turn-of-the- century home. It was located in a small town called Denton, South Carolina, about an hour northwest of Charleston. The house had quaint gingerbread molding with a wrap-around front porch, a style usually seen more often in the New England area, and it was probably one of the reasons I loved it so much. It felt like a bit of home to me amidst the southern belle-flavored houses normally seen throughout South Carolina. The street appealed to me too. It was quiet and shady with rows of Bradford Pear trees lining the sides like soldiers at attention. In early spring, the trees would bloom with their fluffy white blossoms announcing the end of winter. I could easily envision strolling down the tree-lined sidewalk on my way to work.

A recent transplant to Denton, I had become the newest librarian at the Denton Regional Library. South Carolina was my new home. Or maybe a better description would be the place I had run to, away from a former life—a life I was doing my best to put distance and the memory of far away. I was looking for a place to reinvest the money I’d received from the sale of my downtown loft. The market was up when I left the steel town of Pittsburgh and the Denton housing market was slightly depressed. Money would go a long way toward buying a house down here. Although, it did seem slightly ridiculous for one person to be thinking of living in a 3,000 square foot home...alone. Dismissively, I shook my head; I wouldn’t allow thoughts like that to distract me from this gorgeous dwelling.

To me, the house represented salvation, a new beginning in small-town America. I wished to shed the memories of my old life as a snake shed its skin when it grew. Perhaps I, too, would grow a new skin in Denton. Looking over the front porch, I pictured myself sitting on a rocker watching the neighborhood kids ride their bikes up and down the street.

Perhaps I’ll get a cat to keep me company. Great, I’ll become the crazy cat lady living alone in the big house. What was I thinking? Shading my eyes with a hand, I turned to look at the upper stories and thought I caught a faint movement in the third-story window on the far right—possibly a curtain fluttering from a draft. Perhaps the owner was inside watching me.

My daydreams came to an abrupt halt as my realtor parked on the street behind my car. Jackie Barnes stepped out of her cream Cadillac with a wave and peachy southern smile aimed my way. As usual, she was dressed to the nines in a deep blue dress and drool-worthy pink stilettos. Her hair was shellacked into a blonde helmet that would take hurricane force winds to displace. The classic style suited her age, I guessed at mid-forties, and her looks. I felt a bit frumpy next to her wearing khaki shorts and a red polo. My realtor was a striking woman and compared to her I blended into the realm of average. Thick chestnut brown hair fell to my shoulders and blew gently in the breeze. I inherited the hair from my mom and loved its natural body and reddish highlights. On the other hand, my eyes were your average brown. Romantics might call them luscious chocolate, but to me they were just boring brown eyes. My figure could best be described as an hourglass.

Jackie arrived at my side, chattering away. “Isn’t it fabulous?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “It’s only sixteen-years-old, but the architect did such a wonderful job with the wrap- around porch and gingerbread accents you’d never know it wasn’t designed at the turn of the century.” She let out a rush of air. “So, what do you think?”

I liked Jackie for her perkiness and southern accent, which exuded hospitality and charm. She became my realtor when I literally walked off the street into her office with no appointment and very little idea exactly what I was looking for—much like the rest of my life lately. Jackie, with unflappable good humor and what seemed to be inexhaustible patience, showed me home after home for about three weeks. I supposed that was the difference between realtors in the big city versus my new small town. I thanked my lucky stars for it. In Pittsburgh, I have no doubt a realtor would have dropped me like a hot potato or pawned me off on her most junior recruit. Jackie seemed to feel something motherly toward me and kept plugging away trying to find just the right “thang” for me.

I smiled at Jackie. “It looks perfect.”

“Oh, I’m so glad you like it.” She had a look of relief. “It just came on the market yesterday. I believe it’s vacant. The former owner passed away a few months ago and the heirs are just now gettin’ around to sellin’. Let’s go ahead to see if it looks as good on the inside, shall we? The selling agent said she is going to meet us here and explain some sort of condition to the sale.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m not sure what that means. I hope it doesn’t mean the interior is a wreck or the foundation is falling apart.” Jackie looked back at me as she trotted up to the front door, her heels tapping against the brick walkway, gesturing madly with her hands. “If it’s the foundation, let me tell you, honey, it’s just not worth it. I have all sorts of horror stories about poorly laid foundations that crack and every time it rains the water pours into the cellah.”

All I needed to do was nod and make nondescript sounds of agreement and Jackie would carry on her chattering.

“Now it says in the MLS it has three finished levels and a cellah. Let’s see, they list three bedrooms and two and a half baths.” With a brief pause, Jackie glanced around. “Isn’t this porch just as cute as can be? What you need here are some rockers and a swing right over there and, of course, some sweet tea for sippin’ in the evenin’. I just have a good feeling about this one.

Honey, I think it might be you.” Jackie stopped speaking for a moment as she punched in the code to the keypad of the lock box hanging on the front door. She slipped the key into the lock, took a deep breath and gave a great swoop of her arm. “Here we go ...”

The clacking of Jackie’s shoes echoed through the house as we stepped into the foyer. I was surprised by the emptiness; I had assumed the former owner’s furniture would still be in place for showings. Shiny hardwood floors seemed to run throughout the first floor and up the stairs directly to my left. A bright lemony scent of cleaning products pervaded my senses as I entered the front parlor on my right. The rooms felt open and airy due to the nine-foot ceilings. Three windows spanned the front of the house showing off a good view of the porch and large cherry blossom tree in the front yard. The rounded portion of house, well known to the Victorian style, was set up as an octagonal office off the parlor, and the front porch wrapped all the way around the circular portion, ending about ten feet beyond the side of the house. I fell in love with the office-study instantly for its odd shape. More windows spanned the front and sides of the octagon, and built-in bookshelves lined the other wall.

I followed Jackie back through the parlor and into the kitchen. It was a modern marvel with quartz countertops, cherry cabinets, a hefty center island and appliances that looked large and brand new. I wandered over to the stove and read Viking along the front. There was a breakfast nook expansive enough to accommodate a table for six. The kitchen was beautiful, but what stopped me cold was the view from the French doors leading out into the backyard. Yard was an understatement. What met my eyes was a beautiful English-style garden with oriental accents thrown in. Jackie’s phone rang and she stepped into the other room to answer.

Unlocking the back door, I strolled into the Garden of Eden surrounded by a six-foot brick fence. The garden snaked its way through blooming larkspur and lilies of various sorts. A lilac bush bloomed to my left along with hollyhocks and dozens of other flowers that would open in the summer heat. Laying my handbag on a green cafe table, I stepped off the brick patio onto a gravel walkway. I’d seen gardens like this at European castles and English manors when I backpacked through Europe during a college summer. I walked under an arbor of honeysuckle vines that had spread enough to close out the light from the sun above. On my left a concrete bench sat tucked against the arbor wall, waiting for two lovers. Following the path as it branched to my left, I was instantly charmed by the fountain. A plump cupid stood atop his cement pedestal and waited for water to come flowing out of the arrow he pointed directly at me. Pulling my eyes away from the cupid, I followed the path on my right and walked deeper into the garden, shadowed by an old tree I determined must be an elm, its new leaves bright green in early development. In the far back corner stood a gazebo surrounded by nodding columbines and brightly colored azaleas in pinks, purples and whites. My fingertips dragged lightly along one of the two padded teak chairs inside the gazebo. Leaves rustled in the breeze and a feeling of serenity enveloped me as I pictured myself drinking a morning cup of coffee out here. Something clicked into place and, at that moment, I knew I’d buy this house even if I had to replace the entire foundation.

Once again Jackie pulled me from my reverie. She’d probably been calling for quite some time. I looked back. She balanced unsteadily as she teetered along the pebbly pathway in her stilettos. “Cara ... honey, are you out here?”

I reluctantly walked away from my gazebo oasis and hailed Jackie.

“Oh, there you are.” She appeared relieved. “Aren’t these gardens just so purty?”

Pretty was the understatement of the year—stunning, spectacular, extraordinary seemed to fit the bill. I nodded. “Yes, they’re quite beautiful. I’ll buy the house. Let’s write up a contract.”

“Oh, sweetie, you haven’t even seen the rest of the house yet.” Jackie laughed. “Let’s keep lookin’. The main floor seems fine to me. I took a peep in the cellah and it didn’t look like it was crumbling or cracked. We’d better just wait and see what’s what. I don’t want to put a single, young thang like you in a house with problems. I just couldn’t forgive myself. Let’s look around a bit more, and don’t say a thing to Anne, the selling agent. We wouldn’t want to give her the upper hand, would we?” Jackie gave a conspiratorial wink.

In keeping with Jackie’s recommendation, we wandered through the downstairs dining and family rooms admiring the crown molding throughout the first floor and the wainscoting in the dining room. After opening every kitchen appliance and closet door, Jackie led the way to the second floor.

The master bedroom faced the front of the house above the parlor, with tall windows that had stained glass transoms along the top. A sitting area was located above the study. The scent of lemons grew stronger as I entered an en suite bath with all the amenities, including a whirlpool tub. Next to the master bedroom sat the guest bath, and two guest rooms took up the back of the house. Both had windows overlooking the beautiful gardens. Gazing out the window, I had a bird’s-eye view of the layout; the pathways leading to the left of the house were filled with more leafy trees and an area of roses. I envied an imaginary guest this view.

We left the second guest bedroom, turned right and walked to the end of a short hallway where a heavy exterior door with a dead bolt on it was shut tight.

Jackie flipped the lock. “This must lead to the third floor, which I believe is finished. This dead bolt is kind of ... peculiar.”

She swung the door into the hall, and I looked over her shoulder at a small square landing. A generic white exterior door lay straight ahead and on our right stood the same style door. Each had a dead bolt. Jackie crossed to the door straight ahead. The lock snapped with a sharp click and the door swung into the alcove. Muted sunshine lit the small nook highlighting a brown indoor-outdoor rug that had seen better days. Jackie stuck her head out of the opening.

“Well, look at this. I didn’t even notice this from the outside.” Jackie turned back to me. “The architect cleverly hid a set of outdoor stairs above the carport. They lead down to the back of the house. Maybe it was a fire code or something.”

“Mm,” I murmured, stepping forward and tilting my head to look over her shoulder.

Sure enough, I could see the top of a set of white wooden stairs hidden by a partial wall. “The other door must lead to the finished attic.”

There was minimal space on the little landing with the door open, and I didn’t want to crowd Jackie, so I stepped back into the upper hallway. Jackie shut the door to the outside, turned back to the landing, and grasped the doorknob of the third door. It didn’t budge. The dead bolt needed a key. Jackie tried the house key to no avail.

That’s odd. I was about to say something when we were interrupted by a clattering of high heels and a melodic yoo-hooing.

“Anne, is that you?” Jackie called, “We’re up here trying to get in the attic, but it’s locked.”

“No, no. You can’t get into the attic, Jackie. Why don’t you come downstairs so I can explain?” Anne sounded a bit panicky.

Seeing the consternation on Jackie’s face at being told we couldn’t see the attic, I said, “We’ll be right down.”

We crossed the hall and headed downstairs. Indeed, something must be wrong in the attic.

Perhaps it was full of furniture from the rest of the house. I let my imagination run wild and conjured up the ghost of the former owner who roamed the attic groaning with chains clanking in the night. Could I live with that?

We met up with the selling agent in the front parlor. Jackie introduced me to Anne, a pert redhead with hazel eyes and a sprinkling of freckles over the bridge of her nose. I guessed Anne to be somewhere in her early thirties, just a few years older than me.

She smiled, showing her perfectly bleached, porcelain-white teeth as she held out her hand. “I’m pleased to meet you.” Her arm jingled with gold bangle bracelets as she shook my hand.

I responded with a similarly inane remark.

Finished with the pleasantries, Jackie got right down to business. “So, what’s going on with the attic? Why can’t we see it? Is there something wrong with it?”

“Oh no. There’s nothing wrong with it. A tenant lives in it.” “That explains the dead bolt.”

Jackie and I released a sigh of relief.

“Yes, well, if that’s all, maybe we can arrange a time to see the apartment when the tenant can make it available,” said Jackie.

“Unfortunately, it’s not that easy. You see ...” Anne looked apprehensive, “The provisions of the sale of the house state the tenant stays. You can’t go into the attic.”

Jackie pulled herself to her full height and towered over Anne. “I beg your pardon? What exactly is going on here? I’ve never heard of anything so ludicrous.”

Anne winced.

“Ladies, perhaps we should sit down. There’s a small table out back where I’m sure Anne can explain the situation and we’ll straighten everything out.” I gestured toward the French doors.

Anne nodded gratefully. “Yes, that’s a good idea. Let’s all sit down.”

As we walked out back, I wondered how it would be to own this house and have a tenant. I could certainly use the extra cash, and with the outdoor staircase—its purpose abundantly clear now—I wouldn’t have to see whoever it was much at all. I knew I wanted the house badly enough I was trying to justify this strange provision. Once we were all settled around the table, I invited Anne to tell us the story.

“Well, you see, the owner of the house was Jerome Stein, a retired lawyer. He passed away about three months ago, and his son, Max, is taking care of the sale of the house. Mr. Stein gave the tenant a ten-year lease on the apartment upstairs. The lease was written into Mr. Stein’s will and anyone purchasing the home must agree to honor the lease. Rest assured we’ve looked into the lease and the will, and it seems very straightforward. Mr. Stein was a good lawyer and knew what he was doing. It was written like a commercial lease. It’s all very technical. I suppose a buyer could go to court, or something ...” She trailed off.

Jackie looked stunned by both Anne’s speech and the bizarre arrangement. 

“How many years are left on the lease?” I turned my attention on Anne. 

“There are four years left, with an option to extend for five more.”

“Who can invoke the option?”

“It has to be mutually agreed upon by both parties.”

“What do you know about the tenant?” 

“His name is ...”

At that, Jackie came out of her speechlessness with a vengeance. “His name! The tenant is male?”

“Well, yes, but he’s harmless. As a matter of fact, he’s a recluse. You probably wouldn’t even notice him. You see, he’s some sort of computer programmer and rarely leaves the house. His groceries are delivered once a week.” Anne gave a reassuring smile.

“Great. Some creepy computer nerd that plays games all day lives on the third floor,” Jackie said derisively.

I looked at Anne. “Is he agoraphobic?” 

Jackie looked confused. “Agora-what?

“Agoraphobic. Does he have a phobia of going outside his home?”

Anne took a moment to respond. “I don’t really know. I do know that twice a week his psychiatrist comes to the house to see him.”

“Who’s his shrink?” Jackie asked.

“Dr. Nolan from downtown on Bradford Street.”

Silence descended as we chewed on this information. I looked at the small wrought iron balcony jutting out from the third floor.

“What’s his name?”

“Dr. Jeffrey Nolan,” responded Anne. 

“No, the tenant’s.”

“Oh, let me see. It’s right here in my file.” Anne searched through her files. “Yes, this is it. Daniel Johnson.”

“I can’t see the apartment at all?”

“I have photos that were taken by Mr. Stein before the tenant moved in. You can at least see what the finished space looks like. It has a small kitchen, two bedrooms, a den, a bath and a large living room. All the utilities for the attic are billed directly to the tenant, except for sewer and water.”

“How much does he pay in rent?”

Referring back to her notes, Anne named a price that temporarily stunned me. The rent he paid would completely cover my monthly mortgage.

“There’s also an automatic three percent increase in rent every three years.” 

“Is he ever late?” Jackie jumped back into the conversation.

“No. Never. From what I understand from Max, he pays punctually on the first of the month.”

I mulled over this new piece of information. “When can I meet Mr. Johnson?”

“Well, that’s the rub. He doesn’t see anyone besides his psychiatrist. I understand Mr. Stein met him when he moved in, but Max seems to think he keeps to himself and he’s not sure his father ever saw much of him.”

“Can I speak to Mr. Johnson on the phone?”

Anne brightened for a moment. “I have his e-mail address. I’m sure I could give you that.”

Jackie snorted but I pressed on, “Can I talk to his psychiatrist?”

“Cara!” exclaimed Jackie. “You can’t actually be thinking about buyin’ the house with this ridiculous condition.”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I am thinking very seriously about buying this house. Obviously, Mr. Stein, a well-known local lawyer, thought enough of Mr. Johnson to give him a ten-year lease. Clearly, the third floor is a full working apartment, quite separate from the rest of the house. Most importantly, the rent from the apartment would provide me a second income.”

Seeing a live one on the line, Anne began thrusting documents at me. “Here’s the floor plan Mr. Stein used when he had it finished. Here are some color copies of the finished product. I have the full color photos back at the office if you’d like to see them.”

“But ... but,” Jackie stammered, “he could turn out to be some sort of lunatic that will murder you in the middle of the night. Or maybe ... maybe he has that pack rat illness and the attic is full of newspapers and garbage ... and MICE! The house could turn into a foul-smelling pigsty. Or maybe he’s runnin’ a meth lab up there!” Jackie pointed one of her pink manicured fingers at Anne. Turning back to me, she continued on her rant. “That’s it! Drugs! The police will descend upon you at three in the mornin’, guns a-blazin’, and the entire house will be blown to bits durin’ the raid.”

“This isn’t a war, Jackie. I’m sure Mr. Stein wouldn’t have allowed a drug dealer to live on his third floor. Right, Anne?” I calmly eyed Anne who shrank back into her chair during Jackie’s rant.

Slowly she sat forward. “Well, I don’t think he’s violent or doing anything illegal. I’m sure Dr. Nolan could speak to you about any concerns you might have.”

I wasn’t so sure the good doctor would speak to me at all about Mr. Johnson. After all, doctors tended to guard their clients’ privacy like a mother bear guarded her cubs. However, small towns were known gossip mills, and maybe this Dr. Nolan would be willing to give me a little more information about the reclusive Daniel Johnson.

“Yes, I think you’re right, Anne. I’d like to speak with Dr. Nolan. If you could just write his address down for me, I’ll pay him a visit.”

With a sage nod, the realtor wrote down the information and handed it to me.

Jackie seemed to be holding back strong emotions that would come tumbling forth once Anne was out of the picture.

“If you two don’t mind, I’d like to take another look around the house.” I rose. 

“Yes. Take all the time you need.” Anne smiled.

“Well, I don’t wish to keep you from your other clients, Anne. I’m sure Jackie can get everything locked up right and tight when we leave.” I shook Anne’s hand with a smile, knowing perfectly well Jackie wasn’t going to stay quiet for much longer.

Anne took her dismissal well and headed through the kitchen.

Jackie waited for the front door to close before she started in. “Honey, have you lost your mind? This whole situation is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard of. Now, if you’re truly interested in the house, I’m sure we can have a lawyer look at the contract and get the tenant evicted.”

From my experiences, I was sure Jackie was right. There were always contractual loopholes. I also had a feeling Max, the son, would want to honor his father’s memory and wouldn’t sell me the property if a lawyer moved into the picture.

“Jackie, I don’t want to chuck this poor guy out on the street. This is his home. He’s been living here for six years and obviously he has some sort of neurosis that would make it difficult for him to find a new place.”

“Well, I’m sure we could arrange for a thirty-day notice which would give him plenty of time to find someplace new to rent.”

“The rent he pays would more than cover my mortgage.” Some of the money I’d save on the mortgage could go toward a car payment instead. My Honda was twelve years old and had begun nickel and diming me recently. I was getting close to holding a burial for it.

Jackie had trouble giving up. “But, honey ...”

“Look. I’m not deciding anything yet. I’ll meet with the psychiatrist and maybe talk to Max and then go from there.” Gathering my handbag, I stood, effectively ending the conversation. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Jackie’s shoulders slump as she began collecting her things.
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My karma must have been working that day because a few hours later I pulled into a parking spot right in front of Dr. Jeffrey Nolan’s office. It was about five, and I hoped to catch Dr. Nolan at the end of his last session. As I stepped onto the curb, a brown-haired gentleman of medium height opened the door to the small brick office building and began to lock up.

“Excuse me.”

“Yes?” the gentleman turned. A pair of Caribbean-Ocean blue eyes looked questioningly at me.

For a moment, I lost track of my purpose for being there as I stared at the fabulous eyes. The face smiled and his eyes crinkled kindly.

I finally snapped out of my trance. “Are you Dr. Jeffrey Nolan?” 

“Yes. Can I help you?”

“I was hoping to catch you before you closed up. My name is Cara, Cara Baker. I’m considering buying the house on Poplar Place.” My cheeks burned, and I didn’t quite know how to proceed.

Dr. Nolan had been warned. Comprehension flared across his countenance. “Yes. Anne called earlier and said you might stop by.” He smiled again, putting me at ease. “You want to ask me about Danny Johnson, I believe.”

“Yes. Well ... I wouldn’t want to compromise any doctor-patient confidentiality, but I find myself in a peculiar situation ...”

“Why don’t we step inside?” He unlocked the door and preceded me into a rather vanilla waiting room with a couch that had seen better days and four padded chairs. Dr. Nolan indicated I should sit on the couch and pulled up one of the chairs to sit across from me. A closer look at him revealed a bit of graying around his temples, and smile lines around a straight nose and mouth, leading me to believe he was older than I originally suspected, perhaps in his late thirties.

He was clean-shaven, and once you got past the incredible peepers, what I would consider fairly attractive.

“Now, you want to know about Daniel Johnson?” I nodded and was drawn back into his quiet eyes.

“Normally, I couldn’t speak to you about Danny, due to doctor-patient confidentiality. However, Danny also contacted me and is very concerned. He doesn’t want to hold up the sale of the house. So, I’ve been given permission to release limited information about him.” Dr. Nolan paused. “Basically, Danny doesn’t like person-to-person contact.”

“Is he agoraphobic?”

“No, not in the medical sense you mean. He doesn’t like to be touched, though.” 

“Why not?”

“That I cannot discuss with you,” he replied gravely. 

“Is he a threat to himself?”

“No, he is not suicidal.” 

“Would he be a threat to me?”

“No. In my professional opinion, he is not a threat to himself or anyone else.”

As I let this information roll around in my head, Jackie’s tirade on the patio came to mind. “Does he ...” I hesitated, feeling a bit foolish. “Does he keep the apartment clean? It’s not full of newspapers or trash? I mean, he doesn’t have that pack rat disease, does he?”

Dr. Nolan smiled. “No trash. He’s not a hoarder, if that’s what you mean. He keeps the apartment very clean, and all the trash gets thrown out.”

“When? When does he put his trash out if he never leaves?” I flipped my hand in the air.

Dr. Nolan laughed. “Generally, he puts the trash out once a week, late, after everyone has gone to bed. Contrary to rumors, Danny does leave the house. He rarely goes about town—instead he visits the ocean and other private spots.”

“He’s not into drugs? There’s no meth lab, is there?”

“No, he’s not a drug addict, and he is definitely not running a meth lab.”

“Have you seen the entire apartment? He could be hiding something in a back room.” “Ms. Baker, I can assure you I have seen the entire apartment, and Danny is not making drugs.”

“Doctor Nolan.” I stopped not quite sure how to put my thoughts into words. “I think I need this house. I have no problem having a tenant. After all, it’s a large house. To be honest, it sounds like Mr. Johnson is just an eccentric hermit who obviously got along with a retired lawyer for six years already.” 

This comment received a minute nod. 

“For some reason I feel no threat and only a small amount of hesitancy at buying the house along with Mr. Johnson’s rental contract. He sounds harmless.” I hesitated. My gaze met Dr. Nolan’s. “I feel this house calling to me. Do you think I’m crazy? Am I just trying to justify this strange situation?”

Dr. Nolan patted my hand. “Only you can answer those questions. I think you should follow your instincts. I agree with you. It’s a great house, and I’m sure you’ll get along just fine with Danny.”

“There’s just one more question maybe you can answer. Why doesn’t Mr. Johnson simply buy the house, or purchase his own home? With the rent he’s paying, he can afford it.”

“I cannot answer. I don’t know the reason.”

I rose to take my leave. “Thank you very much, Dr. Nolan. You’ve put my mind at ease. I suppose I’ll be seeing you around.”

Dr. Nolan held my hand with both of his. “I look forward to it and please, call me Jeff.

Good luck with the paperwork.” He tilted his head. “I think Danny was right when he called me. You’ll be perfect for the house. Perhaps we can have coffee together after you get settled.”

“I’d like that.” I had no thoughts of starting up a romance, but I did have my vanity, and it pleased me that this handsome man was interested in having coffee with me. On my way out to the car, I pulled out my cell phone and dialed Jackie’s number.

She answered after the third ring. “Did you see the doctor?”

“Yes, and he assured me the apartment was clean, there are no newspapers gathering, Mr. Johnson is not a homicidal maniac, and he is not running a meth lab.”

Jackie let out a sigh on the other end. “Well, if you’re sure this is what you want ...” 

“Yes, Jackie. I’ve never wanted anything more in my life.” It was the utter truth. 

We spoke about the contract details, and I told her I’d stop by her office in the morning to sign everything. Happiness welled in my chest, and I think my eyes must have been shining. I could feel it in my bones. An exciting new adventure was beginning. Deciding to see the house again, I drove over and sat out front. I scrutinized the third floor for a lengthy time, waiting to see if there was any movement from my soon-to-be tenant.
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April

Triumphantly, I slipped the shiny brass key into the dead bolt of my new house at 2112 Poplar Place. A month after I fell in love with the house, Max Stein came up from Atlanta to sign the paperwork; the closing was uncomplicated and trouble-free. Max was so pleased the house sold along with the rental agreement he took Jackie, Anne and me out for lunch afterward. It was a celebratory meal for all of us. Jackie and Anne each made a nice commission. Max was thrilled to be able to sell the house and lease so quickly, and I was the proud new owner of a gorgeous house with spectacular gardens ... and one small recluse. Max ordered champagne to toast the happy occasion.

Letting myself into the front door, once again, I pondered what Daniel Johnson might look like. I pictured a homely looking fellow, balding, mousy brown hair, nerdy glasses, probably on the short side. When I was a child, I read a book about Mr. Mole who lived underground. He walked sort of hunched over and had messy hair. I smiled at the memory and began thinking of my tenant as “Mr. Mole.”

The move-in went smoothly, and I was on my second week of unpacking, painting and arranging my things. I worked at the library Tuesday through Saturday, and every moment I had off I spent fixing up the house. Today was Monday. I roamed through the first floor debating whether to organize books in the study or begin painting the half bath. The morning breeze ruffled the new curtains as it blew through the open French door. Nature’s beauty called.

I meandered through all of the garden paths, admiring the fountain, smelling the flowers, looking at the trailing vines and pulling a few weeds. There were surprisingly few weeds to be seen in a garden this size and I wondered if Max had paid a professional to maintain the property, following his father’s death. I made a mental note to contact Max and ask him. Originally, I planned to take care of the garden myself, but perhaps it would be best to speak with a professional since I really had no idea what I was getting into with such extensive landscaping. My wanderings brought me to the gazebo. I sat and watched the dappled sunlight sift through the leaves on the trees and drank my morning coffee. Relaxing in the Zen-like space every morning was a ritual I could readily get used to.

After lollygagging for an hour in the garden, I returned to the house to unpack and organize the library. As I stopped to put my coffee cup in the sink, the velvety roses on the kitchen table caught my eye. Friday afternoon a beautiful bouquet of roses and assorted flowers, varying in colors from pink to red to yellow, sat on my doorstep. The blossoms were now opening up to release their luscious smells. The container the bouquet was delivered in was just as stunning as the flowers themselves. When I picked them up from the front porch, I expected inexpensive glass; however, the weight of the vase led me to believe it was crystal. Intrigued, I held it over my head to see if there were any distinctive markings identifying the maker. Sure enough, a Swarovski Swan was centered in the middle. The card said simply—Enjoy your new home. There was no signature or florist name, and I figured they were from Jackie. I jotted down a note to give her a call to thank her.

I set up my computer in the study. I had a work computer at the library with Internet and e-mail access, but it had been over a week since I’d checked my private accounts. Once everything was plugged in, I flipped the computer on and waited for it to boot up. With resignation, I watched the inundation as the messages piled up. Over 300 filled my junk mail, and when it finished downloading, I was pleasantly surprised to find only fifty-two unread in my inbox. I worked my way down the list and my eye was drawn to a new address I didn’t recognize. The message was sent five days ago. I clicked on it.

Dear Ms. Baker,

Congratulations on the purchase of your new home. I am sorry if my affliction caused any difficulty in the sale. I will try my best to remain as unobtrusive in your life as possible. Thank you for your understanding. You will receive the rent check promptly on the first of every month. 

Sincerely,

Daniel Johnson

I read the message once, twice and then a third time. A number of emotions flooded through me. First, excitement that my reclusive and, until now, unknown tenant had contacted me. Second, I felt a sense of pleasure at his words of congratulations. Then a bit of sadness that he called his phobia an “affliction.” The words reminded me of the Middle Ages when mental illness was thought of as deeds of the devil and those who had a mental illness were locked up in the vilest of places. That he felt the need to stay out of my way or pretend not to exist upset me. Perhaps, to him, the world was an unfriendly place and he a misfit. A sense of determination took over. I made it my mission to make Danny feel welcome, at least in my home, and hopefully in more of this world.

Dear Mr. Johnson,

Thank you for your congratulations. I look forward to sharing my home with you. I hope one day you will feel comfortable enough to meet with me. If you ever need to talk, feel free to use this e-mail or the phone number I have listed below.

Cara Baker

I clicked the send button when the doorbell chimed. Jackie stood on the other side of the screen holding a lovely flower and ivy springtime wreath.

“Hello, sweetie. I wanted to stop by to bring you this housewarming gift and see how you’re settling in.” She leaned in to deliver a peck on the cheek as she strolled into the foyer.

“This is gorgeous! Thank you so much. It’ll look perfect on my front door.” I took the wreath from her. “Come on into the kitchen and have a glass of tea.”

Jackie’s heels clicked down the hall as she followed me into the kitchen and sat at the table. “Wow. Look at those roses. They are fabulous?” 

“Indeed. I planned to call you this afternoon and thank you. Aren’t they blooming beautifully?” I laid the new wreath next to the flowers.

“What makes you think those are from me? I didn’t send them. I stick with my standby wreath.” Jackie pointed to the new wreath with a red lacquered fingernail. “Any time of year I think they make a front door welcoming.”

“There wasn’t a signature on the note. It just said ‘Enjoy your new home.’ Nobody from work knew I was moving. I just assumed they were from you,” I said with some consternation.

Jackie let out a low whistle. “Honey, looks to me like you’ve got an admirer. What about that Dr. Nolan? He knew you were moving. Didn’t he ask you out?”

“Yes. Perhaps you’re right. Actually, we are meeting for coffee on Thursday morning before work. I’ll ask him if he sent the flowers.”

I handed Jackie a glass of tea and lowered myself onto a chair across from her. “So, how’s life with the hermit?”

“I call him Mr. Mole.”

Jackie gave a snort and choked on her tea.

After she stopped coughing and regained control, I explained about the childhood book, which sent her into peals of laughter. Together we chatted for over an hour, talking about the house, her business, my job and whatever else came to mind. I relished our conversation and felt Jackie and I were moving past the realtor-client relationship and into a friendship. I hoped this was true because, I could use a friend in South Carolina. Small towns were friendly, but making friends turned out to be harder than I’d expected since I was considered an outsider. People always wanted to know every detail about your life before arriving in Denton, and I tended to close up like a clam and deflect questions or make excuses to end conversations. Additionally, while I felt comfortable making decisions about painting and decorating the house on my own, there were times I felt the loneliness of being alone and wished for a friend to reach out to who could help me decide between Sea-spray Blue or Cottage Blue or if I should put the love seat against the windows or along the short wall.

After we finished our tea, I asked Jackie’s advice about furniture placement in the parlor.

We spent half an hour moving around my grandmother’s pieces. I debated whether I should mention the e-mail from Danny Johnson but, in the end, I kept it to myself. Jackie was warming to the idea; however, she and I still disagreed over my tenant and I didn’t want to bring tension into our lovely afternoon. It was almost six when Jackie left with an invitation for her and her husband, Beau, to join me for dinner Friday night.
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Wednesday morning found me staring at my front lawn. The time had come to mow. I don’t know who mowed the lawn when Jerome Stein was alive. A large shed behind the carport yielded gardening tools, saws, some general household tools, two bags of dirt, a bag of mulch, a ladder and other sundry parts one found in a shed or garage. It was a pleasant surprise to find a lawn mower amongst the many items. I hadn’t realize the shed was full when I purchased the house and figured either Max had no need for these particular items and conveyed them with the house or had simply overlooked them. Since he hadn’t called to request any of the items, I assumed he left them on purpose and today I appreciated his generosity. I wheeled the lawn mower into the empty side of the carport and checked the gas tank, wincing at the strong smell. It looked full enough to me, so I wouldn’t need to stop at the gas station on the way home. Later I’d gird myself to tackle my first lawn mowing experience ... after work, of course ... and maybe after a beer.

One of the things I loved about my new home was its convenience to my job. The Denton Regional Library was a four-block walk from my house, and only three and a half if I cut through the park. In the very hot summer months or when it rained, I
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