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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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