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      A fifty-year-old woman doesn’t need an order taker to sell her a house. No more than a fifty-year-old woman needs help with her makeup, clothes, or any one of a number of other things a younger woman or girl might be unsure of. Even before I reached middle age, I was confident and knew my own mind, but I didn’t want to belittle Karen, the realtor showing me the house. So instead, I smiled at her, then picked up the expensive black fountain pen and tapped the end of it on the agreement, sending a little squirt of black ink shooting out the end. She didn’t know, but I did, that I didn’t need her to sell me on the place. I knew from the moment I saw the house the day before that I wanted it, and would buy it. I’d seen it two days before that in a newspaper real estate supplement and I could have rung up and bought it then, sight unseen. It was a gorgeous house, ideal for a single woman, and the kind of place I expected I was going to live out the American dream.

      I smiled ruefully to myself as the words ‘American dream’ went through my mind. Because my American dream was a little different from everyone else’s. Actually, it was a lot different. When I was younger, I always assumed I’d be sharing my life, like everyone else did, with a husband, two point five kids, a dog or two, and a ton of close and scintillating female friends.

      Too bad there was no husband. Ever. Apparently, I was a handful or so I’d been told by nearly everyone in my life. I’d been told that by my acquaintances, the one or two men I’d dated, and by my parents.

      Therefore, given there was no husband, there were no kids either. It wasn’t impossible to have a child by yourself these days, but back when I was younger, it would have been frowned upon, and I didn’t want all the grief from my folks.

      As far as the two point five dogs and close and scintillating female friends, I missed out there too. I knew I could still get a dog, but I didn’t think it would be as easy to cultivate close friendships at my age. Most people were already settled in their friendship groups and weren’t looking for any new ones, unless they’d moved cities, gotten divorced, or were, like me, a bit odd.

      However, the lack of a conventional family didn’t need to stand in my way of buying the perfect house, where I could, with a bit of imagination and tweaking, create the rest of the life I always wanted.

      “Are there any co-buyers, or co-signers on the bank loan?” Karen, the realtor, asked me.

      I shook my head. “Nope. Just me.”

      She raised a finely plucked eyebrow, surprised, I guess, at my single status and more to the point, surprised that someone single could afford to buy a house in this upscale housing development in a pretty area of New Orleans.

      “And how much is your offer?”

      I told her my number, and she raised that eyebrow again. What I was offering was lower than the asking price, of course, but not low enough to be so insulting it would be dismissed out of hand. It was a good start, and it probably sounded like a lot for a single woman, but I knew I could afford it. I was an accountant, earned good money, and had been saving for my first home for a few years. And I’d crunched the numbers a few times the previous night. The reality was, I could afford an even bigger place than this one, but that seemed silly. What was the point in having a larger home when I didn’t have a husband or children to help fill the well of silence a bigger place would emphasize?

      “Are you sure that’s what you want to offer?” Karen asked. She pursed her lips, as if she disapproved, which didn’t make sense as I imagined the higher my offer, the larger her commission would be.

      Oh, that was it. She wanted me to offer more.

      “No. But I like wasting everyone’s time.” My sarcasm shut her up. I could almost see her biting her tongue, and I guessed if she wasn’t getting such a big, fat commission from the sale, she would have put me in my place. Not that I would have taken it. I didn’t take rubbish from anyone, and woe betide anyone who tried to put me in my place.

      But Karen was a good judge of character, I presumed, because she focused on writing out the agreement.

      “Is Attie your legal name?” she asked. “Because I need that for the agreement.”

      “It’s Atropos. Atropos Nichols.” From her squint, she was having trouble with my first name, so I spelled it out for her.

      The fountain pen scratched across the paper, and then she had me read it over and initial each page. Finally, she asked me to sign the last page.

      “Okay, Attie, I’ll let you know once the offer’s presented, and hopefully accepted,” she told me with a confident smile. Then she snapped the top back on the fountain pen, closed her folder, and stood up. She was busy, and having extracted an offer from me, the meeting was at an end. But first she held out her hand and shook mine, her gold bracelets jangling enthusiastically.

      I walked to my car, ready to drive back to my parents’ house. But my first stop was to take another look at the house I hoped would be my home for the rest of my working life, a substantially long period of time.

      I tapped my foot on the accelerator in time to the music on the radio—heavy rock was my preference—as I drove back to the housing development. It was a newish subdivision, less than two years old, and everything was immaculate. The roads themselves were clean and new, without the usual potholes and oil stains that characterize busy roads, the curbsides were mown to a velvet-like length, and white fences fringed with clipped hedges that delineated the properties. As I pulled up outside the house I’d just offered on and hoped would be mine, I felt an emotional pull to it even though it wasn’t a done deal yet.

      I got out of the car and walked around the house. It was everything I’d always dreamed of in a home. It had light gray siding with pure white trim, and the house was single story but had a large attic upstairs where I could store stuff I didn’t use all the time. There were steps from the grass out front up to a porch, where I imagined sitting and having a glass of red wine on the long summer evenings…and on the winter evenings, too. Yes, and on winter and summer afternoons when I wasn’t in the office. I liked a glass of red wine nearly as much as I liked crunching numbers.

      Who was I kidding?

      I liked a glass of red wine more than I liked crunching numbers.

      I walked up onto the porch then turned around to survey the garden. It wasn’t fancy but had nice little hedges, a few rose bushes, and some ground cover so that weeds wouldn’t poke through too often. I wasn’t crazy about gardening by any means, but this small plot would allow me to potter and pretend to be a gardener, without any of the hard graft associated with it. It wasn’t that I was scared of hard work. Quite the contrary. I’d worked hard my whole life, but not the sort of work where I got my hands dirty. My type of hard work was sitting at the computer for long hours, not the healthiest, but it made me a decent living.

      Up on the front porch, you had to walk through an imposing, shiny black front door with a brass knocker, like all the other houses surrounding it. That was the first thing I’d change. Call me unconventional, but I’d always wanted a purple front door, and if my offer was accepted, soon I’d have one.

      Inside, the house wasn’t large, but I didn’t need a large house just for myself. However, the house did have a couple of other things going for it. First, it was on a corner lot, which gave the feeling of extra space and there was something nice about a dual aspect outlook. Second, the property had a double garage. Of course, being single I only had one car, but I was a practical sort of woman, and the other side of the garage would be perfect for storing all the things I’d accumulated over the years. And all the stuff I’d wanted to collect but couldn’t, as I was either renting, or living at home with my parents. Now I’d be able to hoard to my heart’s content, and not have to worry about my mother moaning at me. Mom never liked my collections, and I never understood why. What’s wrong with having fifty old decoy birds, a ton of possibly antique and decorative bird cages (which didn’t house the decoys), seven clocks, and a ton of other collectibles in multiples? I had this philosophy that if you liked something, you couldn’t have enough of whatever it was.

      “Hi, there,” I heard someone call out, and I looked over to see a neighbor letting herself into the house next door. She was a woman of about my own age, and as I lifted my hand to wave to her, she did the same. She didn’t pause to question me about whether I was buying the house, and I liked that. I wasn’t overly nosy about other people’s business, and I preferred when people were the same with me. Having a friendly next-door neighbor, though, was a bonus, as was having a woman of around my own age living next door, as she would be unlikely to have small children.

      I walked back to the car and sat in it for a little while, daydreaming about what my life would be like once I moved in. I don’t know why I thought my life would be so improved once I was living in this tidy house in suburbia, but I did. I was utterly convinced of it, and the conviction was so strong I could taste it.

      My reverie was broken by the sound of a vehicle pulling up behind me, and I realized I’d parked in a school bus stop. I pulled forward slowly, then did a U turn and cruised back down the street, past my new house. Kids were now walking past it, on their way to their own homes, where their mothers would be waiting for them with chocolate chip cookies and strawberry milk, or whatever else it was that mothers gave their kids when they came home. I’d long ago stopped thinking about stuff like that, which was good, because I didn’t feel the slightest frisson of envy that domesticity of that sort wasn’t my life. Hell, if the truth be told, I wasn’t the best at looking after myself. It wasn’t that I was unhealthy or anything else like that, but I didn’t stick to a routine, apart from going to work. Apart from the daily time at the office, I pretty much did everything when I wanted to, or not. It was rare for me to cook meals, although I could cook, and I went to bed when I was tired. I figured that being an accountant I was routine-driven enough at work, and I didn’t want a schedule to permeate the rest of my life.

      As a child yelled out on the way past my house, it occurred to me that I’d have screaming kids walking past the house every day on the way home from school. And possibly on the way to school as well.

      Except that I’d be at work, so it didn’t matter. And on the weekends, I’d be too busy to worry about a few kids playing noisily outside.

      Yes, this house, and neighborhood, was everything I ever wanted. I congratulated myself on finding the place. As I drove away, leaving my new stomping ground behind me, I hoped the realtor Karen would call with good news soon. I knew without a shadow of a doubt that my life, finally, was about to change. And I was impatient for that new life to start as quickly as possible.

      What I didn’t have any concept of, though, was how much my life would alter, and how far-reaching those changes would be. It was probably just as well I was ignorant of those changes, because if I had known, I might have backed out of buying the new house.
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      I left the house in an excited frame of mind, however the closer I got to my parent’s house the more my expansive mood evaporated. I was still upbeat about the house, but that emotion was tempered by need. And that need was to get out of home and be independent. I was independent, and had been enjoying my single life in the city, but I had to move home to help out when my aging father had a heart attack. To be fair, my parents hadn’t asked me to move home, but I felt that moving back would make their lives a whole lot easier. They were both quite frail and I was fit enough to do loads of things they either couldn’t do, or didn’t want to.

      What they made clear though, was that me paying for a nurse for Dad would be easier than me staying at home helping them.

      While it hurt me when they expressed that sentiment, with no sugar coating, I understood it, as shocking as it sounds. I didn’t really exactly want to be there to help them, because the reality was, my parents had never made me feel at home. It’s an odd and uncomfortable feeling when you don’t belong with your folks. I mean, if you don’t belong there, where do you belong?

      I’d come to the conclusion a long time ago that the answer to that question was nowhere.

      I always knew, from a young age, that I wasn’t good at connecting with people. Freud would have suggested this had something to do with my parents. And he would’ve been right. Mom and Dad were the first people I failed to connect with. They made sure I always knew I was adopted. In fact, they made sure everyone knew I was adopted. And they didn’t do it subtly. I remember when I made a joke about something as a youngster…I can’t even remember what the joke was.

      But I can remember Mom saying to a neighbor who was around at the time, “She has a strange sense of humor, doesn’t she?”

      “A little,” the neighbor replied. “Which of you does she get it from?”

      “Neither. She’s adopted, as if that isn’t obvious.”

      There was an embarrassed silence, and the neighbor looked at me with such pity in her eyes I knew what Mom had said wasn’t kind. Later that day I examined myself in a mirror, trying to see if I looked different from my parents as well. I couldn’t tell…I was just me, but from that moment on I wasn’t all that keen on looking at myself in the mirror.

      No wonder my parents and I weren’t close.

      I often asked myself the question: why had they adopted me in the first place? Was it because they couldn’t have children and had desperately wanted a child? That didn’t make sense, because they didn’t treat me as if I was precious.

      Or had it been they had wanted children, but I was a disappointment to them, and they couldn’t take me back?

      I went over and over it in my mind, but it was a question I never asked them, so I didn’t have the answer that might have helped me be more accepting of them and myself.

      My teenage years were particularly difficult, because I had a mind of my own, and rebelled against the strict rules at home. Then, as if they couldn’t stand it either, the minute I turned eighteen, my parents decided their job was done. They let me know that in so many small ways that I couldn’t ignore it. They’d constantly preface sentences with, ‘when you go out on your own’ and all I could hear was the encouragement in their voices. After a while the encouragement was replaced with desperation, and they might just as well have said, ‘please leave home as we don’t want you here.’

      And since, in turn, I was ready to be done with them, I didn’t mind going off on my own. I was ready for a big adventure, and so I moved to the city. I loved it from the first moment, the sense of being free, doing what I wanted, and not being with people who didn’t like or accept me. I could just be my own person and that felt liberating. I started to like myself, and not feel strange and peculiar about how I looked, dressed, and acted.

      Back then, I sure as hell never had any idea that twenty-two years later, I’d come back home to their house, still single, the idea of marriage and family long forgotten.

      But nothing had changed at home, and I was still a burden to Mom and Dad. The only difference was that this time, I was leaving, and would never be coming back.

      “Is that you, Atropos?” my mother called out as I opened the door and walked into the small, dim hallway.

      “Who else would it be?” I called out. I knew I shouldn’t be sarcastic with my mother, but it was my way of getting back at her for calling me by my full name. I hated the name Atropos—I mean, who wouldn’t—and my biggest complaint was that I carried this name over from the people my parents adopted me from. They were never able to explain why they hadn’t changed my name to something more ordinary, that I might have liked, but at least my nickname wasn’t too awful. A few people over the years had commented that the name Attie was pretty, and Suri, my friend and my parents’ next-door neighbor told me, it meant ‘wise’. She said with a name like that I would grow into a sharp and enlightened person.

      For my part, I wasn’t sure she was telling the truth, because in school a teacher told me that Atropos was one of the three fates in Greek mythology. Their names, she had told me, were Clotho (spinner), Lachesis (allotter), and Atropos (inflexible). Clotho spun the thread of human fate, while Lachesis dispensed it. Atropos cut the thread, determining the individual’s moment of death.

      You can imagine the stick I got about that when the teacher told her story about my name. All the kids taunted me, and ignored me even more than they had before. Who wants to hang around with a kid who had anything to do with death, even in the most abstract sense?

      “Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit,” my mother called back, quoting Oscar Wilde.

      “But the highest form of intelligence,” I countered, completing the quote. If Oscar Wilde had said it, it had to be true.

      I walked through to the kitchen, where my mother was preparing dinner: stew from the looks of it.

      “I put an offer on a house this afternoon,” I announced, and I couldn’t help but notice the relieved look that flitted between my parents. But they didn’t comment. What could they say that wouldn’t sound mean? “So, I’m sure you’ll be pleased to know that everything is in motion. I’ll be moving out soon.”

      “That’s good,” my mother said matter-of-factly. “You’re too old to be living at home.”

      I bit my tongue. I’d only come home to help them, but I didn’t want any more reminders of how they wished I hadn’t, and the only true help would be if I stuck my hand in my pocket and helped out financially.

      I mean, I was helping out financially. I was paying board, and groceries, and paying to get all manner of things fixed around the house. That included having a kitchen tap fixed, a broken lock on the back door replaced, the lawns mowed, and a couple of walls painted.

      But it wasn’t enough. Nothing I ever did was enough. I’d accepted that years ago.

      “How long is dinner going to be?” I asked my mother to change the subject, and because there was something I wanted to do.

      “About an hour,” she replied.

      “I’m going next door to see Suri.”

      A look passed between my parents but neither of them responded to me. My mother just nodded, and so I left the house, and walked down the sidewalk to my friend’s place.

      I rapped lightly on her bright blue front door when I got there. The door was a welcome beacon of individuality in the otherwise cookie-cutter neighborhood, and I wondered if my desire for a purple front door was born of a desire to emulate my friend. I liked and respected Suri, but she was more than just a friend. She was a guide and mentor to me, helping me navigate the important and difficult moments of my life. We were kindred spirits, with me being much more like her than I was like my own parents. I mean, I know Mom and Dad had adopted me, but wasn’t there an argument about nurture versus nature? Surely, even though I wasn’t their blood, I should share some characteristics and values with them? But I didn’t.

      “Come in,” Suri trilled in her light, singsong voice. Each time I heard her voice, my spirits lifted. I always came away from seeing Suri happy and optimistic.

      “It’s me,” I called back as I walked into her home.

      The same layout as my parents’, it couldn’t have been more different than if it were in another country. Whereas my folks’ place was conventional, staid even, Suri’s could have been decorated by a fairy. There was a rainbow of color in the many soft furnishings of silk, satin and velvet, and the color extended to the walls, and the furniture itself. The white sheer curtains provided a calming contrast, and were secured with gold-tasseled tiebacks. While Suri had a conventional sofa, she also had a number of scatter cushions on the floor, which I particularly loved. I always chose to sit on the cushions on the floor, as she did herself.

      “Attie, tell me your news. Did you see the house? Are you going to put an offer on it?”

      “Yes. And yes. Actually, I already put an offer on it. I’m hoping to hear back from the agent soon. I decided it would be nicer to wait for the news here with you. You make me feel calmer than my parents do.”

      I told Suri all about the house, and the price I offered.

      “That’s a lot of money, although I’m sure it’s worth every cent in that location. But can you afford it, Attie?”

      “Yes. I can. I work with numbers and I make great money. You don’t have to worry about me at all.”

      She beamed at me, and the light of her smile seemed to glow from inside her. I often wondered what her skincare routine was, as her skin was so translucent and radiant. “Your parents would be so proud of you.”

      “They know. I went home before I came over here and told them.” I thought about her comment about them being proud, and I turned on my sarcasm. “Proud…yeah, right. You might live next door, but you obviously haven’t met them.”

      We laughed together at that. “Do you want to have dinner with me, Attie?”

      “I’d love to have dinner with you, but I’d better go home for it. Mom always finds something to complain about. I’d love something to drink though.”

      “A glass of wine?” Suri suggested.

      At that moment, my phone rang. I nodded before picking it up. It was Karen, the real estate agent.

      “I’ve got news for you,” she said.

      Suri left me to talk to Karen, then came back in a moment later. “What happened? Did you get the house?”

      I nodded, my smile splitting my face. Then I threw my arms around Suri. She was tiny and delicate, and felt like a child in my arms. “Yes. I got the house. My offer was accepted.”

      “Well, I hadn’t poured the wine yet. Just as well, because I think that calls for champagne, don’t you? And I have a special bottle, just for occasions like this.” She went back into the kitchen and then a few moments later came back carrying two flutes of the bubbly drink.

      Suri toasted me and my new house when she came back in. “I want you to come and see me again when you move,” she told me. “I have a special gift for you.”

      “That sounds mysterious, Suri. I’d love to know what it is.”

      “Everything in its time, Attie. It will have to wait.” She gave me an enigmatic smile, and her eyes sparkled playfully. But as much as I cajoled and prodded, she wouldn’t reveal the nature of my secret moving gift.
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      Although I was impatient for moving day, and it was further off than I would have wanted, it came around faster than I expected. That morning I found myself at the new house crazily early, two hours before the moving truck arrived with my meager furniture, which I’d put into storage while I was at my parents’ house. At seven in the morning, I parked outside in the street to leave clear access for the truck and movers, and sat in my car taking in my new home. To me, it was the prettiest house in the world, but as a few curtains twitched on neighboring windows it hit me that people would see me, and rather than assuming I was the new owner admiring my house, they might think I was casing the joint. It was odd behavior after all to be sitting outside a house so early. I got out of the car, walked up my front path, and let myself inside: a sign that I was supposed to be there. Once inside, I walked straight to a window, to see that the curtain twitching had stopped, so my logic was correct.

      The kitchen, my favorite room, called me, and I walked in, imagining how it would look in a few hours’ time. Less sterile, and more lived in and welcoming with my coffee machine on the counter, glass storage jars on display, and after I had gone shopping, colorful fruit in the black wire fruit basket I favored, even though it ripened fruit too fast in the hot summer months. Glancing at my watch impatiently, I wished for the next two hours to slide by as fast as possible. I hated waiting around for anything, and this was tortuous.

      Next, I walked into the living room, checking that the placement of furniture I’d already decided on would work. It would, of course, because I had been thorough the first time I mocked it up, measuring the space, and drawing it up to scale on my computer. I strode back and forth across the living room, checking out the window every few minutes, impatient for my stuff to arrive. Why had I decided to come so early? It was madness but I figured if the truck arrived early at least I’d be on hand to let them in.

      I walked back into the kitchen, the first room I looked at, and picked up a thick envelope I’d failed to notice on the kitchen counter. The paper was good quality, fine to the touch, and as I pulled it open, I saw it was, as I’d expected, from the Homeowners' Association. It was a beautifully presented and informative welcome pack, outlining all the benefits of living in this beautiful subdivision I’d bought in. The first page detailed the dues owed by residents, which went towards upkeep of the common areas. I tossed that one on the breakfast bar. Next was a thick booklet entitled ‘Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions’. Randomly I flicked through a couple of pages of the dry legalese, before giving up and putting the booklet with the info on dues. I’d be living here for the rest of my life, of that I was sure, and because I wasn’t planning to die any time soon, I had plenty of time to become acquainted with the rules and regulations of my new home. Given I was a quiet living and sensible individual, I was sure that none of them would apply to me. Then I read about the history of the subdivision, and looked at floor plans of the homes here, congratulating myself that while I had one of the more modest homes size wise, mine was small but perfectly formed.

      I glanced at my watch again, happy to see that forty-five minutes had passed since last time I’d looked. I was wondering how to kill a little more time, perhaps by going to the local shops to grab a coffee, when my cell phone chirped.

      “Attie Nichols? This is the moving company. No traffic this morning, so we’ll be at your place earlier than we thought. Is that a problem for you?”

      “No. That’s fantastic news. I’m here already.”

      “Thank you. We’ll see you soon.”

      Ten minutes later a rumble outside warned me the truck had arrived. Racing outside, I waved to the driver, and a few minutes later him and another guy started unloading the truck, carrying furniture up the path and into the house. I noticed the twitching curtains again, and cheekily waved to one neighbor across the street. The curtain hurriedly dropped back into place, then I moved inside, stationing myself at the juncture where the hall met the living room, so I could show the men where everything was to go. I had very little as I’d always lived in small apartments, but that turned out to be fortuitous as the house, which I had thought was large, was actually smaller than it appeared once everything was in place. The living room took my sofa, coffee table and a few other sticks of furniture I’d collected over the years, giving the place a comfortable, cocooning feel. The dining room joined the living room and kitchen, and I felt a glow of pride as they placed the new dining table I’d bought in there. I wasn’t entirely sure if I’d ever use it, as I tended to eat on the couch while watching TV, but I could ask Suri, and my parents, over for dinner.

      “Shall we dump the boxes in here?” one of the movers asked, as he and his co-worker brought in a load of cardboard cartons on a well-worn hand truck.

      How quickly would I unpack them all? Usually I was efficient, and if they were in the living room I’d have to be.

      “No. Put them into the garage. Then I can decant them into the correct rooms, in my own time.”

      “You want them in any order?”

      “I’ve marked the rooms they belong in, so if you can put all the kitchen ones together, then all the bedroom ones.”

      Right at the back of the truck was my bed, flat against its back wall, and as they brought this into the master bedroom, excitement filled me. I’d bought new linen and a duvet cover, and unlike most women, I wouldn’t wash it before putting it on the bed, as my domesticity didn’t stretch that far. I just wanted to see the room all made up, and I rushed back to the garage, where I’d put the Pottery Barn bag that held the stone-colored waffle weave duvet cover I’d been admiring for some time. By the time I got back to the bedroom the men were affixing the legs to my bed, and within a few minutes I was able to make it. Then I stood back in the doorway, admiring my bedroom, as if I was a small child admiring a Christmas tree, and all the presents under it. My pleasure and excitement surprised me, as I was a practical woman, jaded even. I didn’t often get excited about things these days.

      “Anything else you’d like us to do?” one of the movers asked.

      “I think that’s it,” I said, and he handed me a slip of paper. “I’ll just get my purse.” I wrote him out a check, which I’d prearranged with the moving company, and then two hours after they arrived and began pulling my furniture out of the truck, the removal men left with a toot and a wave.

      I walked around the house again, marveling that the place had turned from my house into my home. Rolling up my sleeves, I went into the garage, grabbed the first of the boxes, labeled ‘kitchen’, and started moving things into their permanent places. Before another hour was through, I had cutlery, flatware, glasses, mugs, pots and pans and a load of other cooking utensils organized in cupboards and drawers. It was then I truly realized the efficiency of buying a new home, as the kitchen had been thoughtfully designed for storage in a way an older home wouldn’t have been.

      I did the same with the living room, and then to my study which was so small and such an odd shape, I could practically touch all the walls while sitting at the desk. Finally, I hauled more boxes into the bedroom, and the bathroom which was between the bedrooms. I had only one bed, so the other room remained empty, looking forlorn, but my plan was that if the study was too impractical, I’d use the second bedroom in its place.

      As I unpacked, I made three piles. First, those things that I still wanted, which were immediately placed in their new homes. There were many other things I realized I no longer wanted, and they went right back into the box, then into the garage, for a future visit to the Goodwill store. There were also other things I hadn’t remembered I had, and didn’t know where to put. For the moment those items were placed in wardrobes and cupboards, as I knew I’d get to them soon.

      Walking around the house, I sighed. Somehow, my efforts to find a home for everything had led to a large amount of clutter on every surface. For every one item that had been put away, another two had not.

      Household organization had never been a strong suit of mine. Nor, for that matter, was housework.

      Mid-afternoon, I decided it was time for a break, before going grocery shopping to stock my new kitchen. I drove to Suri’s place, as I’d promised her I’d drop by for the gift she said she had for me.

      “Come in, Attie. How’s the move going?” she asked, while making me a cup of coffee. “Have you eaten anything?”

      I shook my head, and she took bread out the cupboard, and cold cuts from the refrigerator.

      “It’s going well,” I told her. “I feel at home already, although I have tons of clutter to clear up.” I shot her a cheeky grin, and then spoke plainly because Suri and I had that type of relationship, “And speaking of clutter, I’m dying to know what you want to give me.”

      “Eat your sandwich first.” She passed it to me, and I munched on it happily. I’d always been the sort of person who ate when it occurred to me to do so, and I hadn’t realized how hungry I was.

      After I finished, Suri reached behind her, and from the back of the couch she pulled out a large round object. Framed in gold garlands of oak leaves, it was a gilt mirror, approximately eighteen inches wide, and two feet high. It was a beautiful object, and I could tell immediately it was valuable, and most likely an antique.

      “This is for you,” Suri told me, holding the object out to me.

      I took it from her, testing its weight in my hands. It was a fine gift to give anyone, but I was puzzled.

      “What’s with the mirrors?” I asked her, thinking back to the others she had given me over the years. “You know I barely use them, don’t you? And yet you’ve made sure I’ve had one for as long as I can remember. This one is lovely, Suri, but I wonder if it’s not a bit wasted on me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      I squinted at the mirror, which dazzled my eyes in the unlit room. “Isn’t it a bit girly for me? It’s very ornate and pretty.”

      Suri laughed in her high-pitched giggle, which was so delightful I smiled whenever I heard it. "I thought you were ready for an upgrade from the hand mirrors I’ve given you. Hang it somewhere close, Attie, and in time you'll find it's more useful than you can possibly imagine at the moment."

      “I guess I will if I suddenly become vain.” I held the mirror up with some difficulty, and looked at myself in the slightly crackle-glazed glass. “You might be right, Suri. There’s something about this mirror…” I propped it up on the table so that it was leaning against the wall, and I took a step back and stared at myself in the mirror again. “It’s crazily flattering, isn’t it? I don’t think I’ve ever looked this good before.”

      My reflection showed the best me: strong jawline, startling blue eyes, platinum blonde hair that shone silver. But the thing that grabbed me the most was my skin: always clear, now it looked flawless. More than that, it seemed to reflect an inner light within me, and I glowed from the inside out. Much like Suri always did. It must be the light in her house because I never saw her anywhere but here.

      “Remember what I told you, Attie. Keep it close, and one day you’ll appreciate the value of this gift.”

      Before picking up the mirror again to leave, I hugged Suri.

      “I value it already, Suri. How could I not? I’ve never been vain, as you know, but every woman wants something that makes her look fantastic. And this fits the bill perfectly.”

      It would be nice if others could see me the same way I’d seen myself in Suri’s mirror, but I couldn’t have everything. I had a good head for numbers, a fantastic job as an accountant, and finally, my own lovely little home.

      That was enough for any single middle-aged woman, wasn’t it?
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      When I signed the agreement to buy my new home, I read the contract carefully, as an accountant always does, so I knew there was a Homeowners' Association to oversee the governance of the subdivision. But although I knew about it, and had a copy of the Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions—the rules—I hadn’t read them, and I hadn’t paid much attention to any of it.

      I was busy with all sorts of things you had to do when you moved. Unpacking boxes, finding permanent places for my stuff, and getting used to the house and neighborhood. And apart from all that, why should I read the rules? The HOA and its rules were in place to ensure everything was well run, something I valued, and what that meant was that I wouldn’t have to worry about inconvenient little details like organizing tradespeople to do maintenance and reporting noisy neighbors who were having parties or playing music late at night. The apartment I’d lived at in the city, before coming home to help with my father, had an HOA. It worked well there, paying for the pool and general upkeep, and so that experience gave me the confidence to know it was a benefit to me.

      It took me only about a week to settle in, unpack all my boxes apart from the few I decided to leave in the garage, and find permanent homes for all my things. I put all the spare linen into the hot water cupboard, all my paperwork into a wardrobe in the spare bedroom, and tools and gardening implements on shelves in the garage. I even had a drawer in the kitchen for putting things I wasn’t sure where to put. Each chore that week was a joy, reminding me how much I had always wanted a home of my own, and how I’d cherish living here for years ahead. The house was so low maintenance that it was conceivable that I’d be here right through to my retirement and beyond without having to do much to it at all, something which gave me a sense of certainty and contentment. They were things I valued and I couldn’t stop congratulating myself on my good fortune in finding a house so perfectly suited to me. It had all fallen into place so well that I told myself it was fate, even though I wasn’t sure I actually believed in fate. What I believed in was setting goals and working hard to achieve those goals, something I’d successfully done.

      After I’d been in the house for a few days, I started to notice things about the routine and life of the neighborhood. I learned the times when people left their houses in the morning, and either got in their cars for the drive to the city, or walked to the bus stop down the end of the street to take public transport to their workplaces. An hour or two later, mothers would leave home with their little kids to take them to school, or, if they were older children, those kids would be heading to the bus stop themselves. Groups of the older students would walk together, the girls huddled together giggling, heads held high and eyes raking the street, the boys often by themselves walking with their heads down, their arms swinging by their sides.

      In the middle of the day, around lunchtime, there was a little activity in my street. The postman would deliver the mail, couriers would drop off packages, the odd tradesman would arrive at a house to be let in by its resident. A few older people—older than me—lived in the area, and I got to know them through the twitch of their curtains, or seeing them take their garbage out, or check their mailboxes.

      In the late afternoon and evening, it was the reverse activity, as mothers brought their kids home, then students came home on the bus, but in the afternoons the groups of boys and girls would gather together to talk on the street corners. Finally, working fathers and mothers arrived home in time for dinner. The neighborhood was more alive in these late afternoon and early evening hours with the happy sounds of children playing outside, people walking their dogs, friends and families talking to each other over fences or on front porches. It wasn’t that the place lacked privacy, or that I was nosy, but like most subdivisions the houses were densely built, and so you couldn’t help but be aware of what was going on around you. Because of the proximity of your neighbors you could smell food cooking through open windows: fish frying, the smell of roast chicken or other roasts, or BBQs coming from outside porches.

      One afternoon, as I came home after my first day back at work, I noticed the house next door appeared subtly different, different enough for me to stop and take a good look at it. I couldn’t figure it out at first so I parked my car in the garage and then walked out front to see what it was. The grass was a little longer than I would have expected given the subdivision rules. My eyes swept the house and it was then I saw that some curtains were missing, leaving the windows looking like wide-open, unfriendly eyes. Perhaps the woman who lived there had taken them down to wash them, although I thought that was unlikely given all the houses were so new. I continued looking around and it was then I noticed that the mailbox was full to overflowing. Grabbing the letters from the box, I climbed onto the front porch, identical to mine, and knocked lightly on the front door, which was also so like mine with its black paint and brass knocker. Of course, it was all like mine. It had to be, because that was what the rules dictated.

      There was no reply to my knock, and no sound of movement inside the house, so I rapped louder, then when there was no response to that either, I peered in the curtainless front window. The living room was completely devoid of furniture or any form of decor, and a walk around the perimeter of the house confirmed that there was nothing in the yard either. The house was vacant.

      It was weird that my neighbor left so quickly and quietly. She’d waved to me when I came to look at the place prior to buying it, and I hadn’t seen a ‘For Sale’ or a ‘Sold’ sign out the front. It was a great shame she’d gone…the woman was around my age, and I had been looking forward to getting to know her. Somehow, I’d sensed, from the brief wave, that she seemed like my kind of person.

      I stuffed her letters back in the box, as I had no idea where to forward her mail to. Then I went back next door and unlocked my front door. Walking inside my place, I felt the same flush of pride I did each time I walked in. I never felt like this when I rented. There was something about home ownership that made me feel like I’d arrived. I was a success, and my home was testament to that fact. This subdivision was so perfect, which made me wonder, again, why the lady next door had left.

      A few minutes later, before I could even take off my work clothes and change into the more comfortable leisurewear I favored, there was a loud knock on my door. “Just a minute,” I called, but before I could get to the door there was another more insistent knock. “Who is it?” I called out.

      No one answered, and I opened the door to find a tall, rangy woman with a slight stoop and gray hair standing on the porch. She wore a severe navy dress belted at the waist, that emphasized her portly figure. Her hand was raised, as if she was about to strike the door again.

      “Can I help you?” I asked, slightly irritated that someone had come to visit just after I’d arrived home.

      “Hello, Attie, I’m Liz Connelly, President of the Homeowners' Association.” The woman spoke in a deep, masculine voice, and she emphasized the word ‘president’, as if it carried some importance.

      I wondered why she was here. “Hello, Liz. How can I help you? I asked.

      “As President of the HOA I’ve come around to welcome you to our lovely subdivision. I hope you’re settling in well.” While her words were cordial, the lack of a smile on Liz Connelly’s face felt less than warm. And I hated the way she’d just told me, twice, that she was the president of the HOA. I wasn’t easily impressed and I hated people who showed off about anything.

      “Thank you. I’ve been here for a week now.”

      Liz would have known that as the president of the HOA but she didn't acknowledge what I said at all. Instead, she looked at me with her steely gray eyes and it occurred to me that the woman had a sense of humor chip missing. Perhaps my sarcasm had been a little too blunt for her, but I would have expected the welcome committee to roll out on the first day, not the eighth.

      “I'll come in,” Liz said, putting her hand on the front door, which I’d opened only enough to see out. Her hand was large and mannish, with prominent veins and age spots and skin so dry it was flaking. “I need to talk to you to ensure you've read and understand the Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions."

      I took exception to Liz’s visit at a time when I wanted to relax and unwind after a day at the office. Her lack of a smile, her hand on my door, and her officiousness and respect for her own authority riled me up the wrong way. So did the pressure she put on my door, opening it without being invited inside. She might be the President of the Homeowners’ Association, but that didn’t give her the right to try to invite herself into my house when I wanted to get my dinner ready.

      I stuck my foot behind the door so she couldn’t open it any further, and I shook my head. “I’m sorry, Liz, but I’m busy at the moment. I’ve only just got home from work and it's my time for relaxing.”

      “This is important,” Liz replied in a voice that told me she wasn’t used to being denied entry. “I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t.”

      “Perhaps another time," I said, but I didn't mean it. Even at this brief meeting, I knew that Liz Connelly wasn't someone I wanted to get to know better.

      Her face fell, then her features hardened. "Fine. Can you confirm to me that you have read them?"

      "Yes. I'm aware of them." I hadn't actually lied, because I did know about them, but I wasn't going to admit to this woman that I hadn't actually read the fine print. "Anyway, it was nice to meet you, Liz. Thank you for dropping around."

      She took her hand off my door and backed off. Without waiting for her reply, I shut the door, not hard enough to be rude, but fast enough to make clear I didn't wish to speak with her any longer. I stood behind my door, my heart racing, because something about this encounter disturbed me. It wasn’t often I met someone who had such a strange effect on me, but Liz Connelly left me with a sour taste in my mouth, and I wasn’t quite sure why.

      As I walked into the kitchen, I peeked out a window, and saw Liz still standing on my porch, her face as black as thunder. My sense of unease increased, and something approaching fear bloomed in my gut. Was Liz Connelly about to come back and rap on my door again, and insist on coming in now? I hoped not, but she’d made it perfectly clear that she was a woman who was used to doing things to her own timetable.
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      It was the weekend, my second in my new home, and I was itching to start putting my stamp on the place. Not that a lot needed doing in my perfect house. But there were a few touches needed here and there, and I was in the mood for painting. That indigo front door that I had been dreaming about for years was about to become a reality. I could already see it in my mind’s eye: the jewel in the otherwise conservative crown, something that would make my place stand apart from the other houses on my street.

      After a modest breakfast of muesli, yogurt and blueberries, with a strong coffee on the side, I wiped the benches in my shiny new kitchen, surprised at how much I was enjoying what I’d always considered to be mundane domestic tasks. Then I shot upstairs, grabbed my purse and got into the car for the drive to the local hardware store.

      The store was enormous, a big box store that sold everything from nails and screws, tools and gardening aids, right through to outdoor furniture, fitted kitchens and appliances. I wandered around the aisles, suddenly wishing my new home wasn’t so immaculate, as there were so many things it would be a pleasure to buy. Here and there I stopped to look at something, meandering closer and closer to my final destination, the paint aisle. There, I honed straight in on the color charts.

      Who knew there were so many shades of indigo? I stared at all the choices, and my look of confusion must have been obvious.

      “You look like you need some help.” An older gentleman came from behind the counter and peered at my color swatches through wire-rimmed glasses.

      “I think I’m okay, but thank you. I hadn’t realized there were so many color choices.” I stared back down at the swatches, then tapped one of them, my mind made up. “I’ll take a small pail of this one,” I said. “I’m going to need gloss, please.”

      “Sure. I can mix that for you. It’s a nice shade. Is it for a kid’s bedroom?” he asked. “Because you don’t want high gloss for that. You want flat matte, or semi-gloss.”

      “No. It’s not for a kid, or a bedroom. It’s for wood, not drywall.”

      “Wood?”

      “Yes. It’s for my front door.”

      He laughed, then scratched his head. “It’s a bit bright for a front door, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but that’s exactly what I want. I figure I’m at the time of life when I can have what I want.”

      “You certainly are,” he said. “I am too, and it’s good to be here. Let me just go and tint that paint for you.” He grabbed a small can of white gloss paint, then took it out the back, leaving me to choose paint brushes and a tray for the paint.

      Wandering around the aisles, I saw straight away that I’d be back here time and time again. I had a practical nature, preferring to be outdoors doing things rather than inside in the house. I wondered if that was a response to sitting inside at a desk all day, working through columns of numbers. Being an accountant was a steady profession, which paid all the bills, but there was nothing like fixing things, gardening, and being out under a blue sky to make my heart sing.

      I had chosen brushes and a paint tray, and was looking at gardening implements when I heard a cough at my elbow.

      “Here you go. I hope you like the way this paint looks on your door.” With a grin the man handed me the small bucket of indigo gloss paint.

      “Thank you. I’m sure I will.”

      
      After paying for my purchases and stopping at a nearby cafe to pick up a cappuccino, I headed home, keen to get started. I’d already rummaged in the garage for the tarps I had from when I’d painted my apartment the previous year and I set them up carefully, to ensure no paint ended up on the porch. Then I used a screwdriver and carefully took off the kick plate on the bottom of the door. I set up my brushes, stirred the paint with a wooden stick I’d bought for that purpose, and poured the paint into the paint tray. Squatting on my haunches, I admired the color I chose. This was going to look great.

      Picking up a small paint brush, I leaned forward and carefully dipped it into the tray, taking the excess off on the side of the plastic. I was just about to start when a gruff yell caught my attention. Turning my head, I saw Liz Connelly running down my path, her wiry gray hair bobbing like cotton wool around her red face.

      “What are you doing?” She screamed, waving her arm violently as she ran towards me. “Drop that brush immediately.” 

      I straightened up. “I’m painting my front door. What are you doing by yelling at me like that?”

      “I’m stopping you.”

      I bent back down, dipped the brush back in the tray, and muttered to myself, “That’s cute.” Then I straightened back up and just as Liz stepped onto the porch, I swept the brush across the front door, leaving a wide stripe of indigo paint. “Yup. It’s a great color, isn’t it?” 

      There was a sharp intake of breath behind me, and the next thing Liz yanked the brush out of my hand. I grabbed it straight back from her, splattering paint across my top. But it was an old painting shirt, so I didn’t care.

      Liz did care, however, as she’d also been sprayed with paint. “What the hell have you done?” she thundered at me, looking down at her white shirt in dismay.

      “What have you done?” I threw back at her. “You’re the one that started this. I think you should leave right now, as otherwise I’m going to call the police.”

      Liz’s eyebrows drew together, her mouth formed a large O, and then her skin went beet red. Her mouth opened, but before she could say anything, someone else arrived on my porch.

      “Hi. I’m Wendy. I live right across the street. I heard Liz shouting. The color you’re painting your front door isn’t one of our approved colors, which is why she’s angry.”

      “I can speak for myself, Wendy,” Liz said weakly, trying to regain her composure.

      I put my brush back in the tray and straightened up again. “What do you mean? Not approved?”

      “There’s a list,” the neighbor said, ignoring Liz. “I’ll just go back home and get it.”

      Liz recovered, and drew herself up to her full height. In the process her stoop disappeared. She was tall and intimidating when she wasn’t slouched over, towering above me threateningly.

      “No. Stay out of this, Wendy. I’ll get it,” Liz said. She hurried off my porch, down the path and unlocked her car. A moment later she returned with a sheaf of papers. “Here are the Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions, which you clearly haven’t read, despite the fact you assured me you had.”

      She passed me the papers, then pulled them straight back and flipped through them. “Here’s the one regarding paint colors.” She jabbed at it with a fat finger with ragged nails.

      I glanced at the list. It was a short one, and had three colors on it.

      Black. White. Grey.

      Then I turned back and looked at the strip of color I just put across my door.

      Indigo.

      Damn. I’d have to go back to the hardware store and buy a tiny can of paint to color match the front door. I looked back at the list, and yes, it specified very specific shades.

      Tricorn Black. Mountain Peak White. Sea Fog Grey.

      Damn. I’d have to go back to the hardware store, and buy a tiny can of Tricorn Black gloss paint.

      I ran my hand across my forehead, pretty sure I’d just daubed paint there. “I’ll fix it later,” I said. I was buggered if I was going to apologize to Liz, though. It was still my front door after all.

      “Make sure you do. And please remember that your house might be yours, but you can’t do what you want to it unless your plans fall within the parameters outlined in the Covenants, Conditions, and Restrictions.”

      Jeez, had the woman just read my mind? I freaking hoped not, because she wouldn’t like what I was thinking about her.

      Liz and my neighbor left, speaking together and ignoring me, Liz with a self-satisfied smile on her face.

      I went inside, and pouted for a full half an hour before sighing and leaving the house again.

      Back at the hardware store, the same old man was on the paint counter.

      “You didn’t like the indigo?” he asked. “If you had asked, I could have told you it would be too bright.”

      “I think you did tell me,” I replied. “And I liked it. But sadly, the President of the Homeowners’ Association didn’t.”

      “Yeah. Those people can be officious,” he said, endearing himself to me. “What color do you want this time?”

      “This is what I need,” I said, showing him the specs in the rules, which I’d brought with me. Then after paying for a second lot of paint that day, I left to go back home and paint my front door. 

      I knew I had to do it that day, otherwise I’d face the wrath of Liz Connelly again…a fate worse than death. But I’d lost my enthusiasm for painting, so I decided to do something I enjoyed instead. 

      
      I walked up Suri’s front path, and before I reached her front door I glanced across at my parents’ place. I sighed with relief to see they weren’t home, because I should have felt guilty about not visiting them, rather than coming to spend time with Suri.

      But I didn’t feel guilty. Suri made everything feel better…and had done since I was a child. One of my enduring memories of my childhood was Suri making ice cream sundaes whenever anything went wrong for me, or when I was sad. She’d serve it up to me in a big glass sundae dish, and would say, “Here you are, darling…because ice cream makes everything better.”

      What had worked for me when I was ten, fell off my bike and went crying to her with skinned knees would probably work just as well when I’d been bawled out for painting my front door the wrong color.

      “Attie, you don’t look happy,” Suri said, when she opened her front door. “Do you need an ice cream sundae?”

      “I was just wondering the same thing,” I replied, wrapping her in a hug. “I’m an adult who can’t paint my door the color I want.”

      “So you do want ice cream?”

      “Are you sure this doesn’t call for alcohol?”

      “It’s your choice. But you’re never too old for ice cream. Tell me everything.”

      I told her the details of what happened that morning and she shook her head and tutted at the appropriate places. In the middle of my highly exaggerated story, we went into the kitchen. I sat at the small table while Suri rooted around in the freezer for ice cream. Then she got out glass dishes, an ice cream scoop, and in a flash, she made two ice cream sundaes.

      “Wow, that was fast,” I told her, eyeing up the sweet treat which had vanilla, chocolate and strawberry ice cream in it. I’d been so busy raving on about Liz, I hadn’t seen her making the sundae. “It’s almost as if you just took it out of the freezer already assembled.”

      “This is one I made earlier,” she said with a laugh, emulating the people on cooking shows.

      I dug into the ice cream; Suri made the best that I’d ever tasted but she’d never share the recipe. Once I asked her if she actually made it, rather than buying it at the supermarket and she just tapped her nose but didn’t answer me properly.

      An hour later, I felt so much better, the worries of the day behind me. “I better go. I’ve still got to do that front door. You know, Suri, my house is two bedrooms. Why don’t you move in? I could look after you.”

      “We’d have to check with your parents.”

      “Why would you care about what they think, Suri? You’re an adult and you can do what you want. It’s not as if you have anyone else to look after you. Mom and Dad have each other.”

      “You’re right, of course. I just don’t like to undermine your parents though.”

      I shook my head. “You’re not, and anyway, I think I might be lonely living by myself.”

      “You know what? I think you should get a pet.”

      I’d always wanted a pet, but my parents had been against the idea, and pets weren’t allowed in the apartment I’d lived in. “I’d love a pet but the HOA president probably wouldn’t let me have one. I can just imagine what Liz Connelly would say. Although to be fair, I still haven’t actually read the Covenants, Conditions and Restrictions.”

      “Well, read them, and if they say you can, have a good think about it. You’ve always wanted a dog, and I think it would be great for you to have one. Good protection for a single woman on her own.”

      “Maybe. I’ll give it some thought. Anyway, I’ve got to go, Suri. I’ve got a front door to paint.” I hugged her and headed back home.

      
      Back at home, I took my new can of paint onto the porch. The old guy at the paint store had done a great job of color matching, and when I covered the indigo mark, it disappeared into the blackness of the new paint.

      Fantastic. It was so good I didn’t need to paint the whole thing. So instead, I tidied up the painting gear, then went into the kitchen to get myself a drink.

      Red wine or beer? I was partial to both, but a glass of red wine won out. I took it outside and sat on the porch and sulked about the front door for a while. But the peace and quiet won out, and I tried to put the door into context. I was living in a lovely house, the house of my dreams really, and I couldn’t let a door ruin my happiness.

      I sipped the merlot, letting the flavor explode on my tongue. The neighborhood was pretty, and far more peaceful than I would have expected on a weekend. Standing up, I glanced at the houses around me. I couldn’t see a soul, and the place was eerily quiet. There should have been people out and about, kids playing in the warm evening, and adults out walking.

      But wait, yes, there was someone out. Down the street I could see a lone person standing on their front lawn. They were tall and rangy, slightly stooped. The dying sun shone on their gray hair.

      Then the person bent down on the grass with something in their hand.

      What in the hell were they doing? And was it the person I thought it was?

      As they straightened up again, I saw that it was indeed Liz Connelly. I raced inside, and grabbed my binoculars. In Liz’s hand was a tape measure which she put into her pocket. Then she pulled a pad out of her other pocket, and started writing on it. Finally, she pulled the paper off the pad, folded it in two, and slipped it into the letterbox.

      Liz Connelly had just measured someone’s grass, and written them a citation.

      Thank God I’d painted the front door black again, because heaven help me if I hadn
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