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“HERMIONE, NEXT TUESDAY it will be a whole year I’ve been waiting.” Kelli Welch patted her dashboard. “Wouldn’t you think the bank would want to sell those townhouses and recoup some of their lost money? I certainly would if I were in charge of the bank. And if you were a human, you would, too, because you’re one smart cookie.”

Kelli saw the street sign ahead on the right and tapped her blinker, automatically checking the rear view mirror, but there was still no one behind her as she made the turn onto Camelot Court and eased the Jeep to a stop. “And there they all are, just waiting for someone to buy them and restore them to glory.” Except Kelli knew restoration wasn’t the correct word, since the townhouses had never reached the glorious stage since they’d never been completed. It was clear they needed exterior paint and all kinds of landscaping, but what needed to be done on the inside was still one of the major mysteries of her life. 

Had the contractor, Seaside Builders, actually finished the homes on schedule, there would be ten families of assorted sizes living on Camelot Court right now, and on this sunny Saturday morning, there would be cars in the driveways, children playing in the yards or riding bikes in the street, and maybe even a few dogs running around, tails wagging.

But Seaside had unfortunately gone the way of so many businesses and filed for bankruptcy, according to the brief news story Kelli had read so many months ago. She didn’t understand the whole process of the financial disaster or the bank reclaiming what it could from Seaside, she only knew she wanted the townhouses to be up for sale so she could see if she could even afford one and escape her less than luxurious apartment complex with her figurative pile of rent receipts and finally get something of her own. The feature that had really grabbed her interest was the gables on the houses because gables meant the possibility of gingerbread trim. Ever since she’d visited Martha’s Vineyard and seen the adorable gingerbread cottages in every gorgeous color of the rainbow, with their coordinating wood trim, often with cutouts such as hearts or flowers or birds, she’d fallen in love with the idea of someday having her own gingerbread-like home, and because of the design of the Camelot houses, she knew her dream might possibly be within her reach.

She had spoken to a realtor months ago to express her sincere interest in the development, and she knew Tammy Ingram was keeping her finger on the pulse, so to speak, and she would let Kelli know as soon as things started to happen. According to the complete absence of For Sale signs on what would one day be lawns but were now just weed-covered spreads of dirt, things had clearly not started to happen yet. But when the heckity heck were things going to move? It was March, a time for growth, and those houses needed someone to buy them and love them and turn this street into what it should be. 

Pulling away from the curb, she drove along past the townhouses, which were in five sets of pairs. In a perfect world, they would all be singletons for complete privacy, but she figured if she couldn’t get along with one neighbor beside her instead of the two she’d been between for years, not to mention people one floor above and one floor below, she may as well give up and go live in a cave and be grumpy all by herself.

“All right, Hermione, our work here is done, and we’ll leave to return another day. Possibly after a call from Tammy to say she can get me inside my favorite house to examine everything and see what I’ll be dealing with.” After turning around at the dead end, she drove down the other side of Camelot, then pulled out onto Plain Street, on her way home.
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SPENCER BLAKE SAW THE gray Jeep with the “What Would Hermione Do?” decal pull out of Camelot Court and he wondered what in the hell Kelli Welch would be doing nosing around what he hoped would one day be his neighborhood. Seeing her at Burroughs every day was more than he wanted, and if by some freakish chance, Kelli somehow ended up living where she had no business living, he didn’t know how he was going to deal. The woman was clearly from outer space, as evidenced by the few conversations he’d had with her when he’d wondered how she managed to find her way to work. 

It wasn’t that she was unpleasant, it was just that he didn’t understand where she was coming from or how she even managed to do her job. He’d spoken to Julian about Kelli when they’d gone out for a beer after work one night, wanting to hear he wasn’t the only one who felt about Kelli as he did, but Julian said she knew her stuff and kept the customers happy. Happier than a lot of the other customer service reps. Spencer had asked Julian if he was joking and had been assured he was not, then Julian had asked if Spencer’s eyes were working all right because the way he saw it, Kelli Welch was one very attractive woman. Spencer knew Kelli Welch was attractive. It wasn’t about Kelli Welch’s attractiveness, it was everything else about her. Giving up trying to explain when Julian laughed, Spencer had changed the subject. 

He still wondered about Julian’s attitude about Kelli Welch, and reminded himself Julian wasn’t the one who had seen Kelli’s Jeep drive out of the woods adjacent to the Burroughs’ parking lot one morning. After Spencer had watched Kelli park and stroll into the building, he’d walked over to see if there was some kind of secret entrance to the parking lot, maybe a dirt road he'd never noticed, but nope. Kelli Welch had just felt like driving through the trees that morning, apparently. Spencer had shaken his head, muttering about unsolved mysteries, then headed around to the front door and inside the building.

Shaking off thoughts of things he had no power to change, he pulled down Camelot Court and parked in front of his house. Well, he hoped it would be his house one day soon. Just as soon as Tammy Ingram called to say the Hamden Five Cents Savings Bank was releasing the development. He didn’t know why the bank seemed to be dragging its feet, and although he acknowledged he was fairly ignorant about bankruptcy proceedings, it seemed as if things should be happening. Glancing around at the other houses, he knew they would be acceptable second choices, but he really wanted one in particular because of the direction it faced. He thought about the exterior color he’d use, maybe a Cape Cod gray with black shutters.

He hoped the selling of his condo and the purchase of the townhouse would be seamless or he might find himself couch surfing and storing his things for a while. Either that or paying on two places until he closed on them both. Could turn out to be a good time for him. 

Driving back toward Plain Street, he thought about what he had at home for lunch. Then he thought again about Kelli Welch being on Camelot, and wondered if he needed to question her about it on Monday or just forget about it and hope things turned out the way he needed them to turn out.
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KELLI WAS SURE SHE would see something in the local news about Camelot Court any day, since she’d been checking online for weeks. It was already April, and how was she going to plant grass seed and grow a nice lawn and some flowers and maybe a couple of flowering bushes if she couldn’t even buy her townhouse?

It was an ordinary Tuesday morning while she was on her laptop entering an order for gears for the Derman Company when her cell phone rang. Seeing the caller ID, she tapped the screen with a hand trembling with excitement. “Hello, Tammy. I hope you have good news.”

“Good morning, Kelli. How are you?”

“Anxious to hear what you have to say. How are you?”

“I am well. Hamden Five has released the townhouses on Camelot Court.”

Kelli closed her eyes in an attempt to contain her excitement and the screams of joy that were threatening to escape. Fortunately, she was successful. Once sufficiently calm, she asked the all important questions and made an appointment to see Tammy, and the house of her dreams, at 5:30. After disconnecting, she stared at the time. How was she going to last until she could leave the building at 5:00 when it was only 9:17 now? Oh, the stress of it all... 

Except she could go tell Colleen her news. Colleen would be happy for her, and that would waste maybe five minutes. Then she had an hour for lunch, and somehow the day would pass and things would work out and she was going to get exactly what she wanted. She knew what amount the bank had approved for her loan-to-be, so all Tammy needed to do was say what the house was selling for, what exactly Kelli needed to do to the not-quite-completed house, and everything would fall into place like neatly lined up dominoes.
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AS SOON AS SPENCER disconnected from Tammy Ingram’s call, he headed for Mark’s office, hoping the VP was free. The door was open, he didn’t hear any conversation, so he stepped to the open doorway.

“Morning, Mark. You have a minute?”

Five minutes later, Spencer returned to his desk, hoping he wasn’t grinning like a fool. Two more hours and he could get out of there. Mark would have let him leave now, but Spencer needed to finish the drawing he’d started for Haverson’s because he knew they were in a hurry for it.

Once he was out, had met with Tammy, and seen every inch of his future home, he’d be able to check off a couple of boxes on his life plan. Big boxes. Going from one bed, one bath to two beds, two and a half baths was a much needed change. It wasn’t as if he needed another bedroom now, but the day would come, and he’d be ready. Having two floors instead of one would give him much more space, and even if the townhouse needed some finish work, which he knew it did, he could handle it. And the gas fireplace in the living room, something his condo was missing, made the Camelot house all the more desirable. Trying without much success to focus on his monitor, he couldn’t remember when he’d felt such anticipation.
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FOLLOWING TAMMY INGRAM into the townhouse, he inhaled but didn’t catch the hoped-for new-house smell, but he knew he’d been expecting too much since the place had been abandoned for almost a year. The living room would give him ample space for his furniture and was carpeted in a neutral shade of tan-brown reminding him of the color of wet beach sand, the kitchen was larger than what he currently had with plenty of room for a table for six, and there was a half bath off the kitchen. 

Upstairs he stepped into each of the bedrooms, the master significantly larger with a master bath, the guest room adequate, and a second full bath off the hallway. There were no unpleasant surprises, and he was ready to accept the asking price and put down his deposit, per the terms of the sale, once he clarified a couple more things.

“Tammy, will it state in the purchase and sale that the house only needs exterior paint, kitchen appliances, and light fixtures in the kitchen, bathrooms, and dining area?”

“Yes, Spencer, those will be noted,” Tammy Ingram said. “Do you have any other questions?”

“How many townhouses are still available?”

“Only five,” she said.

“It’s about to be four.” Spencer smiled and extended his hand.
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“HERMIONE, HOLD ONTO your seatbelts. I’m about to find out if I can afford that gorgeous new home we’re parked in front of.” Climbing out of her Jeep, she walked over to meet Tammy Ingram, who stood in the street by a mailbox. “Hi, Tammy. Thank you so much for meeting with me. I would like to see number 5, please. And hear the asking price, of course. That’s the one I want to buy.”

“I’m sorry, Kelli. Number 5 sold earlier today,” Tammy said.

Sold? How could it have sold already? “Really?” Kelli wasn’t prepared for this news and didn’t know what to say next.

“Number 6 is available, as are 1, 9, and 10. I can show you one of those instead.”

Kelli stared at number 5, bidding a silent farewell to her dream house before looking at the house attached to it. “Number 6, please.” She told herself 6 was almost 5. The layout would be the reverse of 5, yes, and the door was on the opposite side, but it was still a wonderful townhouse and she would be happy living here. And she hadn’t even seen the layout so it wasn’t as if she’d fallen in love with number 5 and absolutely had to have it or her life would be a misery. She followed Tammy along the driveway and walkway to the front door, picturing her new home in the color she’d already chosen for it months ago. It was going to be breathtakingly beautiful. “There’s no homeowner’s association is there, Tammy?”

“There is no HOA, no.”

“That’s wonderful news.” Complete and total freedom to do whatever she wanted was exactly what she’d hoped for. Stepping inside to look at her new home if all went well, she looked around at the living room and kitchen and instantly fell in love. And she could afford it. The work she’d need to do to complete it wouldn’t be too terrible, and was reflected in the cost of the townhouse, and she knew, she just knew, this was meant for her. “I want it. Where do I sign?”

“Let me show you the rest of the townhouse,” Tammy said, smiling.

“That’s probably a good idea.”
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KELLI DETOURED ON HER way home so she could stop in to share the news with her parents. She had been keeping them up to date on all things regarding Camelot Court and she imagined they would be as delighted as she to hear things were finally moving in the direction she’d been hoping for all these months.

“Mom and Dad, guess what?” Kelli had found them in the kitchen, about to sit down to dinner.

“We give up,” Russ Welch said.

“Can you stay for dinner?” Molly Welch asked.

“Yes to dinner, thank you, and I’m getting my townhouse at last.” Kelli dropped into a chair and shared what had so recently transpired with Tammy Ingram, hearing satisfyingly excited responses from both parents. “And as a consequence, I hope you will understand when it comes time for gift-giving and cards and things, please know that while I absolutely do care enough to send you the very best, I might not be able to afford the very best and I might need to hand-craft special gifts and cards which may remind you of my younger days when I made you those masterpieces in kindergarten.”

“If you need help with anything, your father and I are thrilled to help.”

“Thanks, Mom. I was hoping you both felt that way.” It was probably too soon to mention the gingerbread trim idea. Or the fact the entire house needed to be painted.
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KELLI HURRIED INTO Burroughs on Wednesday, ready to share her good news with anyone who might possibly be even slightly interested. She wished she had the date of the big day, but she told herself to take one day at a time. Her first stop was at Colleen’s desk, which was disappointingly empty. It was earlier than Kelli normally arrived to work, and she understood everyone else in the company would not be rushing in today for the sole reason of hearing her news.

“Can I help you, Kelli?” Julian Haffey asked, coming out of his office behind Colleen’s desk. Telling Colleen’s boss hadn’t been part of the plan, but Julian was a nice guy, not her idea of a stuffy bossy-boss in the slightest.

“I’ll come back later to see Colleen to tell her I’m buying my townhouse at last.”

“Congratulations. Is it in Hamden?”

“Yes, on Camelot Court. I’m a little bit excited about it all,” Kelli said. “But I’d better get to work now.” As she headed back to the lobby and the staircase to the second floor, she decided maybe a text to Colleen would be wiser. She didn’t want Julian to see her bopping into his area multiple times today if it wasn’t concerning Burroughs’ business.
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SPENCER HEADED FOR Julian’s office even before he went to Engineering, wanting to share his news despite the fact Julian didn’t have the same vested interest as he did. But he and Julian went back a lot of years, and he knew Julian would be pleased Spencer would be getting out of his condo and into a bigger place. Maybe Julian would even be willing to help with the finish work, if Spencer rewarded him with food and adult beverages.

Knocking on the doorjamb, Spencer waited until Julian looked up from his monitor before he stepped inside and faced his friend over the desk. “I put a down payment on the townhouse.” When he saw Julian grin, he wondered why it looked more sly than happy. “What’s that about?”

“Are you talking about the townhouse on Camelot Court?”

“You know I am. What’s going on?”

“I talked to someone else this morning who’s also buying there,” Julian said.

“Who’s that?”

“Woman by the name of Kelli Welch.”

“Hell, no.” Spencer glanced over his shoulder but there was no one else in the vicinity.

“Oh, yes. She’s pretty excited. You can see it all over that face.”

Spencer dropped onto a chair. “Thanks for the news, buddy. You made my day.”

Julian’s grin widened. “I don’t know. Seeing that smiling face every day, maybe as you go out the door to come here, could be a real high point for you. She is nothing if not a ray of sunshine.”

Standing, Spencer shook his head. “I don’t freakin’ believe it.” Although he should believe it. Why else had Kelli been looking at the townhouses that day if not with the intent to buy? But what difference did it make? There would be ten homeowners living on the street, plenty of people around, and it wasn’t as if Kelli Welch was going to be in his face all the damn time. She was probably one of those people who’d spend her time inside, doing whatever people like her did. It wouldn’t be yardwork or cookouts or playing ball, or anything normal people did on weekends.

“Have a great day, Spence.” Julian laughed at the look Spencer sent him.

“Yeah. You, too.” Walking as quickly as he could after being dealt the staggering blow, he made his way to his desk, wondering if Julian had told Kelli Spencer he was also buying at Camelot. 

No. 

No way Julian would say anything.
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KELLI DECIDED TO WAIT until lunch time to tell Colleen because texting questions and answers and suggestions and decorating ideas would take up too much time, and when she entered the caf just after noon, she found Colleen already in line.

When they were both seated and had made sure the other was having a good day, Kelli said, “My ship has come in, Colleen. By that I mean my townhouse.”

“They’re on the market finally?” Colleen Stevens asked. “That’s wonderful news.”

“Yes, and I secured mine after work yesterday. I didn’t get exactly the one I wanted, but it’s the one next to it. And I’m going to put gingerbread trim on the gables and everywhere else I can put it. My dad said he’ll help me. Which means he’ll do it himself, but I’ll tell him where I want it to go, and I can paint it before he puts it up. That’s what he said works best.”

“Congratulations, Kelli. That’s so exciting. What else needs to be done?”

“Kind of a lot. Painting the outside, growing the whole yard, all the light fixtures, and, oh yes, kitchen appliances.”

“That is kind of a lot.”

“I’m thinking about getting a job at Fuller’s so I can get a discount on everything I need.”

“The giant hardware store?” Colleen asked. “That Fuller’s?”

“Yes. I wonder if they’d let me work only four hours a week, maybe on a Saturday morning, so it doesn’t interfere with my life too much.”
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SPENCER MULLED OVER what he’d overheard as he passed Kelli Welch’s table. Getting a job at Fuller’s? Did that mean she was leaving her job at Burroughs? He shouldn’t be surprised she’d be considering such a nonsensical idea. It went along with all the other nonsensical things she did. Taking his lunch to Julian’s table, he dropped into a chair opposite, then stared at his friend, wondering if he should repeat what he’d just overheard. Julian looked as if he were waiting for a revelation and
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