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	Part I

	


Chapter 1

	 

	 

	Half-way up a shiny new six-foot aluminum stepladder with his left hand gripping the top, Barry Stiles leaned over the kitchen sink and stretched his right arm toward the wall above the window. This healthy, agile, 29-year-old man forced a long-handled scraper toward the ceiling. Strips of red, orange, and yellow wallpaper with miscellaneous farm animals peeled away. Some were stuck to the scraper, requiring an extra shake to loosen them. They fell into a pile in the stainless-steel sink and on the bright yellow countertop. Both were scratched and worn from years of daily use and abuse. 

	He barely heard the doorbell chime ding-donging over the 1980s pop music blaring from a portable radio atop the yellow refrigerator. The chime ding-donged again. He frowned toward the radio to grasp how a ding dong could fit into the background of this popular song from a forsaken era. Unable to resolve this riddle, he continued scraping after a few more bars of this popular song. Hearing the chime again, he realized it must be the doorbell because it was so inconsistent with the music. He pulled his phone from his left pocket and checked the time: 11:45. Working steadily since before 8 a.m., he had lost track of time. He stepped off the ladder and laid the scraper in an open space on the kitchen counter.

	The large picture window in the living area, sans curtains, enabled a glimpse of an unfamiliar blue sedan parked in his driveway. Stopping short of the door, he hurriedly pushed his light brown locks from his sweaty forehead, wiped drips from his thin brows with his T shirt, and quickly dried his sweaty hands on the belly of the same shirt. The heavy wood door with three small windows near the top required an extra tug to open, exacerbated by his quivering. Its heavy hinges squealed loudly when he pulled it wide because they were coated with black paint from the front surface of the door. 

	Barry’s heart pounded and a wave of goose bumps swept over him when he grabbed the door handle and pulled it open. His view of Kathy Briley, the thirty-ish woman he met barely two weeks ago, was blocked from her waist to her nose by a large house plant she held with both arms. The pot seemed top heavy from long-and-wide dark green leaves, two huge pearly white flowers, and a wide, bright-yellow bow around the bottom. His guest nearly stumbled off the cracked concrete doorstep when he opened the tarnished aluminum-framed glass storm door. 

	He had been thinking about her nonstop since their chance encounter at a school board meeting a week earlier. Her svelte physique, friendly smiles, and short brown hair appealed to him, likewise her business-like dark gray suit with pure white ruffled shirt. He was further impressed by her lucid, articulate, and compassionate presentation in a confident yet soothing voice about more funding for special-needs children. Now he hoped her impression of him would not be diminished by his work-shabby appearance.

	“Oh!” she yelped while stepping back to avoid being struck by the swinging door.

	He extended his arm to grab her. “Oops, sorry,” he exclaimed with an expression and tone of embarrassment. 

	She breathed and smiled with relief when nothing harmful happened.

	“Early,” he said with an inviting smile and melodious voice, not allowing for his own tardiness. “Come on in.” His voice quivered from nervousness. Even though they had spoken on the phone every night since then, her presence at his home made him feel unusually weak and insecure. 

	“No school buses on Saturdays,” she explained happily in a soothing voice while stepping over the threshold. She looked in his brown eyes and gave a friendly smile. “I’ve been ringing the bell, Barry.”

	“Music up too loud, I guess,” he replied apologetically while gazing into her large glinting eyes, which appeared more green/blue than the blue he remembered from their first encounter. 

	“A small house-warming gesture,” she cheerfully said while stretching her arms to hand him the plant. 

	“A peace lily,” he noted with a wide-eyed smile of appreciation.

	“I’m impressed that you know that,” she said with an approving smile. 

	“They have them in the lobby of my office building,” he replied happily, “because they’re so easy to care for.” 

	“And always happy,” she continued, “which is what I hope you will be in your new home.” With hands now free, she brushed her brown pixie hair from her face and leaned forward slightly like a mild Asian bow. “Peace, harmony, and long life for you and your new home.”

	Her wide smile and glinting eyes were as charming as he remembered from that evening, but she seemed more appealing in casual clothing instead of a dark business suit, high heels, and semi-formal jewelry. Her light blue polo shirt tucked neatly into blue-and-white plaid Bermuda shorts with white belt and clean white sneakers seemed to be a weekend version of her weekday professional attire. 

	His hands shook from nervousness while taking her gift from her arms. With its leaves partly blocking his view, he scanned left and right past the ladders and wallpaper scraps for a safe spot to set this welcomed gift. He clumsily carried it to the dining table. “It will be safe here for a while.”

	“Don’t you think it’s too big for there?” she asked helpfully about this round four-seat table that was now covered by the peace lily. 

	Scanning again, he eyed an empty spot near a window in the living area and set the plant there. 

	“You look so different,” she said while quickly scanning him from shoulder to shins, noting his white sneakers with white ankle socks – both dirty from this messy work. “You were in a nice suit, tie, and pressed shirt when I last saw you.”

	“Can’t dress like that for home remodeling,” he replied with an uneasy chuckle. “You were in a nice business suit, yourself.” He wanted to hug her, but he felt his dirty T shirt clinging to his sweaty body. Like a gentleman, he feared that she would resent the sticky contact.

	“Something is stuck to your shoe,” she said while looking and pointing toward his feet.

	Looking toward his feet, he saw the shred of peeled wallpaper clinging to the bottom of his right shoe. “Busy scraping wallpaper when you arrived,” he said sheepishly as he pulled it loose and tossed it aside. 

	Kathy glanced around the room as inconspicuously as possible. It was large enough for living and dining areas unseparated by walls or partitions. Living-room furniture was placed near the front door: a tan sofa and matching easy chair, a brown recliner, wood end tables, wood coffee table, and table lamps. A round colonial-style wood table with four wood chairs established a dining area near the kitchen. A full wall separated the kitchen from the living/dining room. She couldn’t help frowning at the wallpaper’s large bright red flowers with green leaves and stems against a bright yellow background. Not recognizing those flowers, she assumed they might be tropical. 

	“These walls will get painted,” he explained when he saw her glaring at the wallpaper.

	“Yeah,” she agreed gently, “this room is kind of small for such busy paper.” 

	“Nobody’s doing wallpaper anymore, anyway, just plain flat-wall paint.”

	“What colors are you thinking about?”

	“Something neutral, I suppose.”

	“Oh,” she exclaimed when stumbling over a wrinkle in the old worn carpeting. 

	“It will be replaced as soon as the ceilings, walls, and trim are completed.”

	“Burnt orange?” she asked incredulously. “That’s so 1970s.” 

	“This house was built in the mid-1980s, so they might have bought overstock at a salvage discounter.”

	“And they left it like this for all these years?”

	He laughed. “Yeah, but it’s meeting its demise. I hope you’re not allergic to dust from old wallpaper and paste,” he said in a caring manner. 

	“No worries, but it does smell like redecorating.” She pointed toward an open window and inhaled deeply with a pleasant smile. “Fresh spring air wafting from outside.” She turned and scanned him quickly from shoulder to shins. “You look so different. You were in a nice suit, tie, and pressed shirt when I last saw you.” 

	“Can’t dress like that for home remodeling,” he replied with an uneasy chuckle. “You were in a nice business suit, yourself.” He wanted to hug her, but he felt his dirty T shirt clinging to his sweaty body. Like a gentleman, he feared that she would resent the sticky contact. “You look great now, too.”

	“Something is stuck to your shoe,” she said while looking and pointing toward his feet.

	He looked at his feet and then peeled a piece of wallpaper from the bottom of his right shoe. “A remodeling hazard,” he said with an embarrassed chuckle. 

	“Nice oldies,” she said with an appealing smile while pointing toward its source. 

	“Eighties are the best,” he asserted in a friendly tone. He no longer felt his heartbeat or the blanket of goosebumps as his nervousness waned from the conversation. “From the nineties on, it’s awful.”

	“I love the Footloose soundtrack.”

	“That might be somewhere,” he sheepishly admitted while gesturing toward the moving boxes piled in the living area. 

	“I have old CDs, too,” she said in a consoling tone while tapping his shoulder in a comforting gesture. “Even though everyone listens to downloaded music nowadays.”

	“Any trouble finding the place?” he asked.

	“None at all. I’ve driven past this neighborhood many times on the way to the interstate.” She snapped her right fingers with a contented smile. “Knew it right away from your directions and description.” 

	He gazed into her inviting eyes. Observant, he thought. And alert. 

	“Besides,” she chuckled with a sly grin, “my GPS led me right too it.”

	“The neighborhood dates to the late 1940s,” he explained. “Working class for years before falling out of favor.”

	“Urban flight?” she asked.

	“Exactly. Young couples bought these houses to raise families. When their income grew, they moved out to larger houses in the suburbs.” 

	“When their families grew, too.” 

	“Leave it to a social worker to see it in that light.”

	She looked in his eyes with a polite smile. “A special-ed teacher, Barry, not a social worker.” Whereas she wanted to be sure he knew, she wanted to avoid any appearance of correcting him.

	“Didn’t you say you have a degree in social work?” he asked bashfully.

	“Sociology. Not the same.” She pointed at him and smiled. “Leave it to a businessman to see it from a financial perspective.” 

	He smiled back and held his hands outward to indicate, “so sorry.” Then he lowered his chin to look over himself. “I need to clean up.”

	“You’ve been busy,” she observed while scanning the work in progress. “No wonder you need to clean up.”

	He gestured toward the sofa. “If you don’t mind waiting, I’ll jump in the shower quickly.”

	She smiled and extended her arms with open hands as if to say, “Have at it.”

	He hurriedly walked down the hall, turned into the bathroom, and shut the door. 

	Sitting in the middle of the sofa on its edge, she took her phone out of her handbag and began tapping, reading, and scrolling. A few minutes later, she rose to look out the windows, using this opportunity to casually assess his neighborhood. She gazed at the neighbors’ houses, the hedgerows between them, Barry’s front yard, and the large, fully leafed trees shading nearly everything. These modest houses were close together with small front yards and just enough space between them for driveways. Most shrubs and hedgerows were neatly trimmed, but a few needed attention. 

	When she heard the bathroom door open, she reflexively turned and saw Barry dashing across the hall into the bedroom totally naked with a ball of clothing in his arms. A thrilling sensation flushed through her, even though he didn’t look at her, but it quickly turned to a tinge of embarrassment. 

	She resumed examining his house. The “foyer” was merely a square area inside the front door with wood parquet flooring. It had just enough depth for an open door on one side and a coat rack on the other. Toward the left was a large plate-glass window with smaller sash windows to each side. Kitchen cabinets were visible through an opening toward her right. A hallway led to three doors. At least one was the bathroom, she surmised, and another was a bedroom.  

	“That was the quickest shower I ever saw,” she remarked with a surprised smile when he returned to the living area. She glanced at his khaki shorts nearly covering his knees, a woven plaid sport shirt untucked, and his wet hair parted on one side.

	“Standard three-minutes,” he said, “like in the military.”

	“What branch were you in?”

	“None.” He shrugged and grinned. “It uses less hot water.” He smiled at her. “It also gets it over and done with when someone important is waiting.” 

	“You don’t have much hair to wash and dry,” she noted while looking at his neatly combed wet hair. Then she grinned. “And you don’t have to shave your legs.”

	He lifted one leg to show his hairy shin and then tauntingly grinned at her with raised eyebrows. Her eyes widened. She rose and smiled congenially. When he leaned forward to hug her, she rose on her toes and embraced him strongly. Her faint aroma that he had not noticed before excited him. Whether it was perfume, hair conditioner, body wash, deodorant, or laundry soap made no difference. It reminded him of his mother’s lilacs when he was young, and he felt as delighted as that little boy. “I’m so glad you came,” he said softly while looking into her alluring eyes.

	“By the way, is that your orange tabby cat in the front bushes?”

	“No,” he responded with a polite yet dismissive smile while shaking his head.

	Kathy backed away somewhat. “Not a cat person?” she asked.

	“Not at all,” he replied with an assuring smile while waving his open hands.

	“Whose cat is it then?” she asked with sincere curiosity.

	“No idea,” he responded abruptly without the polite smile. “Just been seeing them around.”

	“Them?”

	“Yup. Several.”

	Startled by his abruptly curt demeanor, she dropped the cat subject and resumed the greeting. “You were clean shaven last time, too,” she said with a taunting grin while gently rubbed her right hand along the left side of his face.

	Barry’s tense body softened. He shrugged and released a humble smile. “Time got away from me.” He grabbed his phone and looked at its clock. “Are we ready for our lunch date?”

	“Can you show me around your house first?” she asked with an eager smile and voice. “These old houses have so much character and potential.” 

	He shrugged with approval. “Yeah, sure.”

	She scanned the room and nodded affirmatively with raised brows and opened eyes, but she carefully avoided saying anything judgmental. “It’s so enthralling, exciting, seductive.”

	Seeing her observe the room, he preempted possible comments or questions. “I offered well below their asking price due to the poor condition.”

	She looked at him with a restrained smile. “And severely outdated. Did they accept your offer, or did they counteroffer?”

	“I stood firm. My real-estate agent said they were basing their asking price on the closing prices of other neighborhood houses but this house was especially neglected in her opinion. Besides, I didn’t want it badly enough to pay more, and they wanted out enough to accept my offer.”

	“Don’t people usually price high, knowing they will be counter offered?”

	“Yeah, but my agent knew this place wasn’t worth that much. I bought below the neighborhood market, so I got the right deal.”

	“Do you want to flip it?”

	He turned and smiled at her. “That depends whether I like the neighborhood more than the money. The whole place is worn out from years of use and abuse, and some of it has been Mickey Moused.”

	“I love challenges like this, don’t you?”

	He gazed at her with a restrained grin. “A bit more than I expected.”

	She looked upward at the light hanging from the ceiling in the dining area – a tarnished-brass Renaissance fixture with faux-flame bulbs. 

	“It’s functional for now,” he said, “so it’s on my not-yet list.” 

	“I hope you don’t mind my decorating ideas,” she pleaded sheepishly. “I’m not allowed to decorate my apartment, so this house is a thrilling opportunity.” 

	He smiled politely.

	She looked upward and stretched her arms toward the ceiling. “I would be in heaven decorating this house.”

	He briefly imagined her living in this house with him, even though he had known her for only a week. 

	“This neighborhood is charming,” she said while stepping toward the picture window. “Lots of lovely old houses, nice landscaping, pampered lawns. The neatly manicured hollies out front are beautiful.”

	“I pruned and weeded around them the first weekend,” he explained while stepping closer to her. “They were badly overgrown and shabby. And I mowed the lawn too.”

	She patted his chest near his left shoulder. “Such diligence.”

	“Most houses in this neighborhood are one-story bungalows like mine,” he described. “Some have front porches, and some just a few steps like this one. Only a few have garages.”

	She scrutinized the neighborhood through the window while he described it. 

	“It’s being revived. Young couples are buying here again at low prices and fixing up the houses and properties. The landscaping and manicured lawns you speak of are mostly new owners. A few houses haven’t turned over yet.”

	“I saw lots of for-sale signs,” she said while stepping toward the window.

	“Old, run-down, urban residences are being bought by enterprising people who revitalize the area by upgrading their homes.” 

	“Gentrification,” she remarked. “Very controversial.” Turning toward Barry, she noticed his bewildered frown. “Low-income people are forced out. Different from suburban flight.”

	“They get higher prices for their homes,” he countered, “so I don’t see a problem.”

	“Not if they rent.”

	Barry seemed unsympathetic. 

	“We’ve had such kids in our school, and suddenly they’re gone.”

	“Moving into affordable housing.”

	“Decades ago,” she explained, “federal, state, and municipal governments built ‘affordable’ apartments and moved poor people from squalor into modern facilities. Later they were called ‘projects,’ and eventually they fell into disrepair.” 

	He frowned and looked at her with curiosity.

	“Did a research paper on it in college,” she clarified. 

	A woman pushing a baby stroller and a man walking aside them caught his attention from the corner of his eyes. “There’s an example of the neighborhood’s revitalization,” he said while pointing at them.

	“Very young,” she observed. “Maybe one of my future students.” After the family moved out of site, Kathy looked upward at the trees. “The huge shade trees are wonderful, don’t you think?”

	“One of the things I liked about this neighborhood.”

	Kathy stepped toward the kitchen area, carefully avoiding his renovation tools lying on the floor. “Kitchens always entice me. They have all sorts of stuff to work on – cabinets, appliances, pantries, walls, floors, ceilings, windows.” Stopping abruptly in the passageway, she stared with gaping mouth at a mishmash of dirty old wood cabinets, bright yellow countertops, worn-out Spanish-patterned vinyl flooring, tattered wallpaper, and chipped brown paint on woodwork. 

	“This kitchen wallpaper was dirty and peeling,” Barry said while pointing toward that area. “It even had food stuck to it.”

	“Food fight?” she exclaimed.

	He shook his head and smirked. “Not me. So it had to go away first.” 

	She stepped close to the cabinets, scrutinized the doors, and rubbed her hand over the surfaces. “A lot of people are doing white cabinets with stainless appliances, but some are using dark wood like cherry. These could be nicely restored.” She gawked at the wallpaper with small farm animals against a yellow background. 

	“They must have been trying to look appetizing,” he surmised with a chuckle. “Like a restaurant.”

	She laughed with him. “A fast-food joint.” 

	“Yeah,” he said. “It has a stale cooking odor. Probably absorbed by all the walls, ceilings, and floors. That’s one reason the windows are wide open.”

	“When people cook lots of fried foods, the oil particles get all over everything.” She ran her hands over the yellow countertop. “Granite or faux granite is in style now, and much more attractive.” She pointed to the standard kitchen faucet. “Trendy faucets stand higher.”

	He opened the old-standard faucet and turned toward Kathy. “Water still comes out of it, so it will wait.” The arm squeaked when he tried to turn it from one basin to the other. “It seems clogged with minerals from hard water.” He pointed toward the dishwasher and refrigerator. “They work fine, so they’ll stay for a while.” 

	She looked upward at the four-foot, double-fluorescent light fixture on the ceiling. 

	“An example of the Mickey Mousing I mentioned. It belongs in a garage or workshop, but it lights the room, so it’s on my not-yet list.” He pointed at the vinyl floor in front of the sink. “This flooring is high priority because it’s worn to the plywood below.”

	“I’ve seen nice stone flooring for kitchens.” She turned toward him. “Your long or short list?”

	“Long. The outdated electrical system needs to be done first. All these outlets need ground fault protectors. Safety is top priority.” 

	She wrapped her arm around his waist and tightened for a friendly side hug. “We should go on those TV fixit shows.” 

	He reciprocated with his arm around her, gazed into her blue/green eyes, and smiled tenderly. Would we make a good team, he wondered. 

	“The only time I see them is at a dentist’s office,” he said. “They have TVs mounted on the ceilings above their chairs for patients to watch, and they all show the home-and-garden channels as though mandated by professional standards.”

	“Some of them make me laugh,” she chuckled. “They spend hundreds of thousands fixing up houses like museum exhibits and then move in with kids and pets.” She sneered and scoffed. “Wait until the dogs pee on the imported wood-laminate floors and the kids write on the walls with their markers.” 

	“And the cats scratch up the woodwork,” he added with a disapproving grimace.

	“And their party guests spill burgundy wine and blue cheese on the $5,000 sofas.”

	He laughed. “And the roofs leak.”

	Kathy burst out laughing. “And the neighbors are partying louder than they are.”

	Barry scoffed. “And the toilets back up.”

	They laughed loudly and high-fived each other.

	She turned her attention to the back windows. “What a lovely backyard. And a spiffy deck.” She tugged the door open because it stuck like the front door. Then she looked at him and smiled timidly. “I know. It’s on your short list.” 

	The deck extended only a few feet from the house – just enough for a lounge chair – and it was about twice as wide. Floorboards and railings were weather-worn raw wood. The deck’s half-story elevation enabled a good overlook of a backyard about the size of half a tennis court. 

	Late morning air on this last Saturday in March was still chilly, but it would warm comfortably by mid-afternoon according to forecasts. The sky was pure blue with no clouds due to a high pressure area that followed a spring cold front. Sunlight’s rays accentuated a thin fog that hung in the trees as the previous day’s rains evaporated from the soil and lifted gently through the limbs. 

	“This yard is so big,” she declared with arms wide open, “you could have a volleyball game out here.” 

	He frowned because he didn’t think there was enough area for such games, and the gentle slope would be impractical. 

	“Such a charming little deck,” she exclaimed with sincere exuberance. “You could have nice cook-out parties.”

	He frowned slightly. “I don’t think it’s large enough for parties, and I have no time for partying anyway.” 

	The railing wobbled when she leaned on it. “Ooo,” she exclaimed. “Short or long list?”

	“Didn’t realize it was that loose. This will be on the short list because it’s a safety issue.” He pointed to the floor. “With new floorboards and steps.”

	“A nice outdoor table and chair set would fit nicely in this corner,” she said enthusiastically while gesturing with her arms. “A cookout grill next to the door would be convenient from the kitchen.” She turned toward him, smiled broadly, and hopped slightly. “It’s all so exciting!” 

	Barry’s attention was drawn to a brown cat wandering into his yard from the hedgerow. He leaned over the shaky railing and hissed loudly toward the intruder. It dashed off through the hedgerow.

	Kathy slapped him on the shoulder. “That was mean.”

	“I don’t want those wretched creatures in my yard.”

	She grimaced in disbelief.

	“They’re predators that attack and kill other animals, especially birds.”

	She shook her head and turned toward the backyard again. “Beautiful huge trees,” she exclaimed while pointing upward toward their tops of large broadleaves at the property line. Rays of sunlight shone through their fluttering spring leaves near the tops. Thin morning vapors fanned outward toward the houses. 

	“That big one is an old oak,” Barry explained while pointing. “The one next to it is an old maple. And that one is an ash. They were probably small when these houses were built.”

	“I didn’t know you were such an arborist,” she said with a pleasant grin.

	He pulled his phone from his pocket and held it up toward her. “Looked them up online.”

	She frowned.

	“It’s easy. You snap a photo of the leaves, and it identifies the tree.” He pointed at the trees toward the east. “Soon the sun will rise above those trees and cast warmth on the house and this deck,” he said while waving his arms. “By mid-afternoon, the entire backyard will be flooded in bright sunlight.” 

	“Is that a vegetable garden over there?” she asked while pointing to a cluster of weeds and tall grasses in a far corner. 

	“Badly neglected.”

	“A guy at school grows more vegetables than his family can eat,” she said. “He gives stuff to neighbors and brings it to work for anybody to grab.”

	Barry smiled politely.

	A loud, tinny, clanging interrupted. “What’s that?” she asked while looking left then right.

	“Don’t know he replied while also looking about. 

	“Ice cream truck?” she asked with a childish smile.

	“Too cool for that, don’t you think?”

	Barry saw her first. An apparently elderly woman at the adjacent house standing on her back steps. “What is she rattling?” he asked. “Isn’t that housecoat odd for this time of day?”

	Kathy shrugged dismissively. “Some people rise late and retire late.” She tapped his shoulder. “Have you met her yet?”

	Barry shook his head “no” while focused on what the neighbor might be doing. 

	Kathy inhaled deeply through her nose. “What enchanting spring flowers! They smell like lilacs, but I don’t see any.” She turned to Barry. “They’re small purple flowers that dangle like grapes.”

	“Small trees with abundant flowers,” he said. “Some are white, some purple.” 

	She leaned over the railing again, and it wobbled again. 

	“Maybe you’re smelling those weeds at the back hedge row,” he said while pointing toward the far end of the yard.

	“Weeds to some are wildflowers to others,” she said while focusing on tall plants with thousands of small white flowers where he had pointed. “Maybe I’ll buy you a wildflower book. Maybe a garden flower book, too.” She pointed toward the very back. “That stand of evergreens makes a nice natural privacy fence between your house and the one beyond.” 

	“Cedars.”

	She looked at him. “I don’t like those stockade fences. They’re ugly.”

	He nodded agreement. 

	She looked toward the left. “That hedgerow is nicely trimmed.” She pointed toward the right. “But that one over there is shabby. Who owns them?”

	“Hedges make attractive boundaries between properties, but they require constant maintenance.” 

	“They also make good neighbors,” she added. “It’s something else I can help you with.” She focused on a small red-and-gray bird on Barry’s bird feeder hanging from a pole in the backyard . “Did that bird feeder come with the place?”

	His expression and voice lightened. “A house-warming gift from my mother.”

	“What kind of bird is that?”

	“A purple finch,” he assured. “They look red to me. The males are more colorful than the females, which is true of all the finches.”

	Kathy placed both hands on the deck rail and began to lean over it.” The shaky rail seemed to bend with her.

	“Careful,” he said while grabbing her arm.

	“She focused on birds feeding on the ground below the feeder. “What are those larger birds?”

	“Mourning doves,” he answered as he stood closer to the deck rail to look at the ground below. “They’re among the more abundant birds in North America along with robins and starlings. Ground feeders.” He playfully mimicked the dove’s characteristic head bobbing. “Walking around gathering bird seed that falls from the feeder.”

	She smiled at him with delighted surprise and tapped his arm. “I didn’t know you were such an ornithologist.”

	He locked eyes with her and smiled humbly. “Just casually. Got it from my mother, I guess.”

	“What’s that up in the tree back there?” as she pointed toward a large oak near the far property line.

	Barry leaned forward, braced on the railing, and focused intently. “Looks like a hawk from here. A cooper’s maybe. Very common.”

	“Aren’t they predators?”

	“Apex predators. But it seems large. Not likely an owl in daylight. I’d have to look him up in my bird book.”

	“You even have a bird book?” she said with surprise. “Wow. That’s not a very casual observer.”

	“Another gift from my mother.” He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb. It’s in those moving boxes somewhere.” 

	Kathy looked at him while pointing toward the hawk. “You dislike cats for killing animals, but you accept hawks that are apex predators.”

	He grinned at her devilishly. “Did you hear about the guy with a parrot named Fido?”

	“No.”

	“It was a bird-dog.”

	She scowled and slapped him gently on the upper arm. “Urgh!”

	A white cat with brown splotches walked slowly through the backyard with eyes fixed on the bird feeder.

	“Another of your cats?” Kathy taunted.

	“Absolutely not my cats,” he replied firmly as his body stiffened. He leaned over the railing and hissed strenuously. The cat dashed off. He turned to Kathy. “They’re moochers who are nice to you only when you have food to offer. They’re not sociable like dogs.”

	“A dog person?”

	“Had a shelty collie when I was a kid,” he answered while sharply focused on the cat as it moved nonchalantly across the backyard as though it had nothing to fear. “But I couldn’t have any at the apartment I rented, so I left it at home.”

	“Dog people tend to be self-disciplined and good planners,” she said. “They’re outgoing, enthusiastic, positive, and energetic.”

	Barry locked eyes with hers. Her description seemed to strike a pleasant node in his psyche. “Do you have a dog book?”

	“A sociology major, remember?”

	He nodded in agreement. 

	She put her arm though his. “They’re also sociable and affectionate.” Then she looked up at him. “Is that you?”

	He locked eyes with hers and smiled.

	“Will you get another dog now that you don’t live in an apartment anymore?”

	“Too busy for that right now.”

	“I hope that cat doesn’t bother your birds.” She turned and looked at him slyly. “I know they’re not really your birds, but you feed them.”

	Barry looked toward the clear sky overhead when he heard a hawk’s distinctively devilish call. “Maybe that hawk will get it first,” he replied with an air of satisfaction.

	“Ooo, yuck,” she grimaced and scorned while looking at the large brown and white predator soaring smoothly above.

	“They have to eat, too,” he said sarcastically. 

	She scowled at him. “How can you make light of it?”

	“Apex predator,” he explained. “That’s the way of nature.”

	“I hope it drifts away. I don’t want to watch it.”

	“Why do people let their cats roam around neighborhoods?” he complained as he looked at the meandering cat again.

	“Cats are independent,” she replied, “and they like to roam about.”

	“That imposes on other people.”

	“And puts their own cats at risk.”

	“The wildlife are at risk,” he affirmed. “Cats are major killers of birds and other wild animals.” He carefully leaned over the shaky deck rail and hissed loudly at the cat. Its body tensed up as it briefly locked eyes with Barry. He hissed again. It quickly turned and dashed away. 

	“Don’t you think that’s mean?”

	“I want them to be scared of me,” he replied with confident assurance. “I want them to stay away from here,”

	She locked eyes and grinned. “Did you hear about the old lady who couldn’t keep a secret?”

	“Do tell.”

	“She kept letting her cats out of the bag.”

	Barry’s eyes widened, eyebrows rose, and smile broadened with delight at her silly joke.

	Kathy again wove her arms through his and hugged him. “See, I can tell corny jokes, too.”

	“How about the cat that got run over by a car?” he asked.

	She locked eyes and grinned in anticipation of another pun.

	He smirked. “It was flat-tered.”

	She groaned, slapped his arm dismissively, and then turned and walked toward the house. “There’s one more room I would like to see.” She turned toward the back door and then stopped and gazed at the faded paint on the old wood siding.

	“Exterior painting is on the list, too,” he explained, “but way down.”

	She smiled at him and stepped toward the back door. He opened the door for her and smoothly ushered her in. Following her through the kitchen, dining area, and toward the bathroom and bedrooms, he wondered where she might be going.

	Stopping at the first room on the right, she pointed at cardboard boxes of various sizes, dimensions, and markings stacked hurriedly in the middle. “You haven’t finished unpacking,” she noted with disbelief.

	“I grabbed enough to live on,” he replied affirmatively while closing the wood entry door. “This stuff can wait.” 

	Moving on, she peered into the largest of the three rooms. “This must be the master bedroom,” she declared with a twinkling eye. 

	“The only one with bedroom furniture,” Barry replied while wrapping his right arm around her waist and pulling her closer.

	She did not resist, but she did change the subject. “Subtle flowers would be comfortable in here.” 

	“It will be bachelor boring for a while.”

	“A boring bedroom?” she asked playfully while glinting at him. “Who wants one of those?”

	He responded in kind. “Boring to look at, my dear Kathy, not boring to be in,” he said while placing his hand on her waist and pulling her into a sideways hug. “How it looks isn’t what makes it lively,” he said softly with a glint in his eyes. 

	“Right,” she grinned while placing her arm around his waist. “You don’t have another bad pun, do you?”

	He gently tightened his grip, placed his head next to hers, and spoke softly. “There once was a guy with a lonely bedroom . . .”

	She locked eyes, raised her brows, batted her eyelids, and grinned while tightening her grip on his waist. 

	The loud, high-pitch door chime startled them. 

	“Story of my life,” she sighed while they released each other. 

	 

	###

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	A slight elderly woman with an inviting smile stood on the front step. Wispy false-blonde hair spiraled out from beneath a black cloche hat. Gold earrings dangled like wind chimes halfway to her neck. Dusty rouge seemed to hold her face together like spackle, even though much of it was hidden by oversized round yellow sunglasses. Her heavy black eyeliner and unnaturally broad eyebrows drawn on her skin with oily pencil gave her a cartoony appearance. A faded brown velour tracksuit looked as though it had worn out years ago. 

	Barry opened the glass door and looked at the woman with a curious expression, wondering where else he had seen her. 

	“I’m Edna LaRue from next door,” she said while holding a round pastry with foamy white topping just below her bosom. “Welcome to our neighborhood.”

	“I’m Barry,” he replied with a slight smile and basic courtesy mixed with mild anticipation, having recognized her as the house-coated neighbor. “Pleased to meet you.”

	Edna stared curiously at Kathy standing behind Barry and spoke with a politely apologetic tone. “I’m sorry. I heard a single man bought this house.”

	The gossip network in this neighborhood is active, Barry thought, but he withheld any verbal or nonverbal response.

	“I’m Kathy,” she said while extending her arm for a handshake. “We’re friends.”

	Edna handed the pastry to Barry. “Chocolate cream pies were one of my late husband’s favorites.” She looked at Kathy and smiled. “If this isn’t enough for both, I can make more.”

	Barry and Kathy spoke simultaneously. “We’ll make short work of that,” he assured gracefully. “This is plenty,” she assured with a genuine smile.

	“Would you like to come in, Mrs. LaRue?” Barry asked with an ushering gesture.

	“Please call me Edna,” she requested while squeezing past Barry, who was holding the storm door open with his right arm and balancing her pastry in his left hand. 

	“I can stay just briefly,” Edna said while removing her sunglasses. “I have so many things to do. I thought I would be bored silly after my husband passed away last year, but I’m busier than ever.” 

	“Very sorry for your loss,” Barry replied by rote. He extended his arm to usher her toward the living room. 

	While following Edna, Kathy observed her worn and stained white sneakers. “Making desserts like this can keep you occupied,” she said as Barry gently set the pie on the old wood coffee table. 

	“I’d clear this stuff,” he said as he lifted the bunched up hunter green blanket from the easy chair. After Edna sat in the easy chair, Kathy sat at one end of the sofa and Barry sat at the other end – she at the edge and he fully back. Edna’s looking at the space between him and Kathy made him feel uneasy and unsure. Should he sit closer to her as though they were a couple? Would she feel uneasy if he moved closer?

	“I’m always baking something, as though I still had a family to feed,” Edna humbly allowed.

	“How many in your family?” Kathy asked.

	“Two boys, two years apart,” she replied proudly. Then her face turned somber. “They live out of state, hours away by plane.”

	“Everyone’s so mobile these days,” Kathy said. “My family is scattered around the country, too.”

	“The gardens keep me busy,” Edna continued. “Tim planted things all over the place, and caring for them has fallen on me.”

	Barry and Kathy looked at her sympathetically. 

	“And my cat,” she continued. “He’s an indoor pet. You’ll never see him because I never let him out.” 

	Barry squinted with curiosity. Who owns all those cats roaming around my yards, he wondered. 

	Kathy glanced at him and then turned to Edna. “We were just outside admiring Barry’s backyard and the birds. I didn’t expect so many in an urban neighborhood.”

	“Tim loved the wild animals. He hand-fed the squirrels. The rabbits never came near although he extended his hand with fresh carrots.” She looked at her hosts and nodded. “I feed them because I can’t stand to see them go hungry,” she explained with self-satisfaction.

	“We were watching the birds at Barry’s feeder,” Kathy continued. “He was telling me which birds were what.”

	“Then somebody’s cat came by and scared them off,” Barry added curtly. 

	“Catsby is an indoor cat,” Edna declared in a self-defensive diversion. “I never let him out.”

	“Catsby?” Kathy asked with curiosity.

	Edna chuckled. “The Great Catsby to be exact. ‘Catsby’ for short.” Then she scanned the room. 

	Kathy wondered whether Edna was scorning or approving the overbearing tropical wallpaper, but she continued the conversation without probing. “Barry is pretty good with the cat jokes,” she said while patting his knee.

	“She has a few of her own,” Barry added.

	Edna smiled politely and then continued as though nothing had been said. “There’s so much that can be done with this cute little house.”

	“Exactly what we’ve been talking about,” Kathy said.

	“It needs more work than I thought when I bought it,” he admitted. 

	“It gives so many opportunities inside and outside,” Kathy added.

	“I’m too old and tired for decorating anymore,” Edna lamented. “Just keeping up the house is exhausting.” She smiled politely. “Remodeling and planting are for young people like you.” She turned to Barry. “The previous owners said you were a dentist.”

	Barry shook his head gently. “I’m a district sales manager for a dental supply company,” he replied. “DenaTek.” The gossip mill isn’t reliable, he concluded.

	“Newly promoted,” Kathy added while gesturing favorably toward him.

	Edna probed further. “You sell toothbrushes and floss?” 

	“Dental equipment and supplies to dentists.” He looked in Edna’s eyes with a playful grin. “Drills, needles, tooth pullers, gas masks.” 

	Edna frowned at “gas masks.”

	Kathy looked at Edna and grinned while pointing toward Barry’s with her thumb. “Same thing he told me when we first met.”

	“Doesn’t sound like a good pickup line,” Edna chuckled. “But what do I know about young people these days?”

	“We sell to small private practices and to large clinics and hospitals,” he continued. “General practitioners and specialists. Any who need our products.”

	Edna nodded and smiled courteously. 

	“And they do buy toothbrushes and floss,” he added with a courteous smile. “By the boxfuls. To give their patients.”

	Kathy moved her open hand toward Barry while looking at Edna. “New job, new house, new everything.” Barry reflexively reached toward Kathy. When their hands touched, they reflexively grasped the other. Edna looked at their joined hands. Kathy let go, and both retracted their arms subconsciously. 

	“My house was brand new when my late husband, rest in peace, bought it after he was discharged from the army,” Edna continued as though nothing had happened. “We used to move all over the place living on bases. The Gulf War was all he could take. After he retired with honor, we came here with our two boys. He took a job as a consultant to veterans, helping them get their rights and benefits.”

	“I don’t think I was born yet,” Barry said.

	Kathy gestured toward herself and then Barry. “We were just kids when Iraq was invaded. I’ve heard so much about ambushes and roadside bombs.”

	Barry nodded in affirmation. 

	Edna resumed telling her stories. “This whole place was new in those days,” she explained while pointing in a circle over her head. They took over a small farm and cleared a wooded area to make this neighborhood. One house after another, mostly the same.” She pointed around Barry’s house. “Two bedrooms, one bath, a combined living, dining, and kitchen area.” She looked and pointed toward Barry’s kitchen. “I don’t remember that wall; it must have been added later.”

	“It’s good to have separate rooms,” Kathy said.

	“No garages,” Edna continued before turning to Barry. “Yours was built later.”

	“I’m glad for that,” Barry said. “It’s good to have a protected place for my yard stuff, but it must have been built for a compact car because my 4Runner barely fits inside.”

	“We were admiring the trees earlier,” Kathy said enthusiastically.

	“They were little then,” Edna continued. 

	“A great habitat for urban wildlife,” Barry added. “Squirrels and rabbits, like you say. Lots of birds – local and migratory.” 

	“We still have all sorts of animals here,” Edna explained. “Raccoons, opossums, chipmunks, even skunks.”

	“Yick,” Kathy said with a disgusted grimace. 

	“All those animals adapted to our human encroachment and learned to live with us,” Barry added.

	Edna nodded in agreement. “Some people have had bats in their attics over the years.”

	“Ooo,” Kathy said with a frown while rubbing goosebumps from her arms. Barry looked upward at the attic. 

	“I don’t mean to pry,” Edna said while looking at Kathy, “but what do you do?”

	“I’m a special-needs teacher.”

	“Is that retarded kids?” Edna asked.

	“Learning disabilities such as dyslexia, autism,” Kathy explained. “Some of my students have mental and emotional needs such as ADD and ADHD – attention difficulties – and emotional conditions from psychological trauma.” She looked straight at Edna and smiled with polite restraint. “We don’t call them ‘retarded.’”

	Barry listened uneasily while hearing his new girlfriend reproach his new neighbor, even though she was courteous.

	“Some special-needs kids have physical disabilities but are mentally normal,” Kathy continued. “Other teachers have those students.”

	“That sounds demanding,” Edna said.

	Kathy chuckled. “It can be. In some cases, we’re actually working with gifted kids who might be reassigned to advanced schools.” She gestured toward Barry and grinned with waving brows. “Gifted like Barry.”

	He scoffed at her suggestion and then pointed toward her and chuckled. “You are my gift.”

	Kathy blushed and smiled with embarrassment. 

	“I see,” Edna replied. “How do you know whether they’re gifted or not?”

	“Aptitude testing is the most common method,” Kathy explained. “Regular teachers refer kids who struggle to achieve, or pay attention, or misbehave.”

	“Teachers in my day knew how to deal with misbehaving and underperforming kids,” Edna remarked with a stern expression before sitting back and nodding her head assuredly.

	Kathy continued to explain. “Some kids who don’t pay attention are bored because the material is too advanced and the teaching method is too fast – even though it’s fine for most of the kids in the classroom. Other kids who misbehave are bored because they are way above the material, and the teaching method is too slow. Specific testing is done to identify their particular conditions and needs.”

	“How do you ‘educate’ such children?” Edna asked while gesturing the quotation marks with her fingers. 

	“Different ways for different needs,” Kathy replied. “Sometimes group lessons, other times individual attention. We can even use interactive videos. There’s no cookie cutter.”

	“Teachers working with such kids need special skills,” Barry said while gesturing toward Kathy.

	Edna looked at Kathy with expectation. 

	“Bachelor’s degree in sociology, master’s in child psychology, and further training in educational methods,” Kathy explained. “Five years as an elementary teacher and four years of special-needs experience.”

	Barry’s eyes widened. This was the first he heard of a master’s degree. “And just the right the personality for treating  special-needs kids patiently and compassionately,” he added with a supportive smile.

	Edna remained focused on Kathy and then shook her head. “There were no special-needs teachers when my boys were in school. They paddled them, and parents whipped them into line.”

	Kathy nodded disdainfully because violence toward such students has been proven ineffective and damaging.

	Their guest turned her attention to Barry. “You must have gone to dentistry school.” 

	“State college,” he replied. “Bachelors in business, minor in biology.”

	Edna smiled and nodded. 

	“I also took seminars and in-service training in dental equipment and supplies at DenaTek, specifically regarding the products we sell. Four years as a field rep.” 

	“He must have been very successful to have been promoted so soon,” Kathy noted while grinning approvingly at him.

	Barry shrugged and smiled politely. “Self-training in salesmanship.  Books, videos, audio tapes, and so forth.”

	Kathy nodded with approval.

	Edna changed the subject again. “We’ve had all sorts of neighbors in this house,” she said with a grin and chuckle. “There was an accountant who mowed the lawn after dark and a nurse who cooked out in the rain. An eccentric guy rambled about how to beat the IRS.” She paused, inhaled deeply, and sighed strongly. “And there was Jewell.”

	“I met them at the closing meeting,” Barry said, shaking his head in disbelief. “They bickered right in front of everyone.” 

	“Jewell and Oscar fought all the time,” Edna continued. “Everybody in the neighborhood could hear them.” She swept her pointed index finger in a wide swath from left to right. “All these houses had air conditioning. You can’t bear summers here without it. Theirs never worked, it seemed like.”

	“They had to fix it as part of the closing,” Barry explained. “I insisted.”

	She looked upward with exasperation. “The windows were always open, and the cussing was awful. Tim, my late husband, rest in peace, went over there to complain. We didn’t like our boys hearing such talk. Oscar cussed him out, too. Very loudly in fact.”

	Barry shook his head in disdain for Oscar and sympathy for Jewell, but he withheld any vocal reply.

	Kathy nodded with understanding. “Sometimes behavioral problems in adulthood are rooted in childhood. Beating special-needs kids makes them worse. Some parents are too ashamed to have their kids in special programs anyway.”

	Edna leaned over and spoke softly with wide eyes. “One night . . . in the middle of the night . . . Jewell ran to Cantrell’s house in a state of panic.” She pointed toward the house on that side of Barry’s. “They’re the neighbors on the other side.” Edna swallowed nervously. “Jewell pounded so heavily on the door they thought a wild animal was after her.” Edna’s eyes widened. “She told them Oscar had a gun and threatened to kill her.” Edna placed her hand on her chest and inhaled deeply then exhaled. “She was panting like a marathon runner, so said Tillie.”

	Kathy sat up straight with taut face and slid slightly toward Barry. He slid toward her in response. They grasped hands and listened attentively with wide eyes and dangling mouths. 

	“Ben came to the door in his underwear, so said Jewell, with his fat belly hanging over his tighty-whities. Tillie was yelling at him to put clothes on.” Edna leaned toward Barry and Kathy. “Well, Jewell was only wearing a nighty. At least that’s what Tillie said.” 

	“What did they do?” Kathy asked with intense curiosity.

	Edna leaned forward, locked her wide-open eyes with Kathy’s, and spoke in a hushed tone as though she didn’t want anybody else to hear. “Tillie called the police.”

	“Then what happened?” Barry asked with a concerned frown.

	“Oscar followed a few minutes later,” Edna continued. “Tillie said Ben was ready to grab his shotgun, but Oscar was full of apologies.”

	Barry and Kathy looked at each other with disbelief. “What did the police say?” he asked. 

	“Oscar told the officers it was all a misunderstanding – a love spat – and everything was all right,” Edna explained. “That’s what Tillie told me.” 

	“Then what?” Kathy asked.

	“They went home together, holding hands like lovebirds.”

	“That’s how the cycle of domestic violence spins around,” Kathy said disdainfully. “Women like that take it because they’re afraid of what will happen to them if they don’t.”

	“It’s not my concern,” Edna said while rising from the easy chair. “I just try to mind my own business.”

	Barry squinted doubtfully again. This old woman wasn’t minding her own business; she was gossiping.

	Kathy leaned forward. “Hopefully your new neighbor will be much quieter, Mrs. LaRue,” as she turned toward her boyfriend.

	Having heard enough sordid stories, Barry rose from the sofa. “I don’t own guns,” he said consolingly, “so don’t worry about me shooting anybody.”

	“Or threatening to shoot,” Kathy added with an assuring smile while rising next to Barry.

	He smiled with anticipation while heading toward the front door. “I’m looking forward to peace and harmony instead of noisy apartment complexes with constant commotion.”

	“With such friendly and generous neighbors,” Kathy added with a sincere smile toward Edna while following Barry.

	“Nothing to worry about on the other side,” Edna assured while rising from the easy chair. “Tillie makes picture puzzles while Ben watches game shows all day. They’re both retired.”

	Barry and Kathy remained politely silent while together moving toward the front door as a subtle message. 

	“She gripes about his drinking but buys all of it for him,” Edna continued while eyeballing Barry and then Kathy. 

	“Quintessential enabler,” Kathy said with a gently nod.

	“Their son visited from out of state, and Ben set him to cleaning their garage,” Edna said. Then her eyes twinkled and a slight smile broke. “He actually spent one day moving it around and another day putting it back where it was.” 

	Barry and Kathy grinned politely. He put his hand on her shoulder, and she wrapped her arm around him.

	“I waste your time with these silly stories,” Edna said while looking around at Barry’s remodeling tools and equipment. “I don’t want to be in your way while you’re working.”

	“You’ll never be in our way with treats like that,” Barry said pointing to the pie on the coffee table. He broke the display hug and stepped toward the door. 

	“Thank you for welcoming me into your home,” Edna said as she stepped outside.

	He jiggled the storm-door handle to shut the door snugly. 

	“What a horrible story about the former owners,” Kathy said. 

	“A sorry way to live,” he commented, “but take it with a grain of salt. She was wrong about my being a dentist. Her rumor mill isn’t reliable. Who knows how much that story has been embellished over the years? But she does seem like a nice old lady.”

	“Maybe you’ll grow to appreciate her neighborliness and not think of her as an old lady,” Kathy said smiling and rubbing his shoulder. 

	“You’re right,” he conceded. “She seems like a good neighbor to have.” Then he humbly shrugged. “And that door will be on my short list.”

	“Too bad she didn’t bring enough pie for you, too,” Kathy said playfully as she stepped back toward the living area.

	“You’ll have to get to it before I do,” he said while dashing ahead of her. She ran right behind him. He grabbed the pie from the coffee table, and she reached for it. As he swung around to keep the pie from her grasp, it slid out of the dish and spilled onto the floor. They stared at the mess with wide eyes and gaping mouths. 

	Kathy suddenly broke out into embarrassed laughter. “I hope this doesn’t jinx your relations with Mrs. LaRue,” she said. “Or with me,” after a controlled pause.

	“It’s just a pie,” said with a gentle smile and hug. “She’ll make another one.” He turned toward the hallway and grinned at her invitingly. “Are you ready to pick up where we left off?”

	Kathy looked at the mess on the floor and then rubbed his chest gently with both hands. “Your generous neighbor was right. You have too much work to do.”

	 

	###

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	Barry strived to look the part for his first official meeting with his boss as a newly promoted district sales manager. His light blue foulard necktie was straight, the point collars on his white shirt were properly stayed, and his navy blue pinstriped suit was properly buttoned. His hair was recently cut, freshly shampooed, and neatly combed. This nearly perfect appearance concealed his nervousness, or at least he hoped so. His sweaty hands gripped the black leather arms of the cushy office chair as though he might slip onto the floor like an oil slick. Seated in one of two such guest chairs, he propped both elbows on its arms, straining to maintain respectful business posture while constantly sinking into the plush seat cushion like it was quicksand.

	Gray wallpaper with small and subdued geometric patterns and dark-gray looped carpeting projected authority in this private executive office. Portraits of DenaTek’s president, board chairman, and other high-level executives surrounded a larger portrait of the company’s founder. A poster on the opposite wall touted DenaTek’s key values: Excellence, Potentials, and Performance. All were encased in shiny chrome frames with brass accents. Other downtown high-rise office buildings were visible from this ninth-floor corner office through slightly turned silver-gray venetian blinds. 

	Holly Hinsdale, DenaTek’s middle-aged sales and marketing director, sat stoically behind a large executive desk with newly polished top. A white coffee mug with the DenaTek green-and-blue logo facing Barry seemed to have been placed in front of her strategically. On the wall behind were plaques denoting her various awards and recognitions achieved on the way up the corporate ladder. She was stouter and bustier than average. Her medium-gray jacket with subtle pin stripes and wide lapels, her neatly pressed cream pintucked blouse, and her modest silver jewelry conveyed strictly business. Dark-brown hair, neatly parted in the middle and lacking any hint of gray, reached just below her earlobes. Large dark earrings dangling halfway to her shoulders contrasted with her bold pearly necklace. 

	“Would you like a bottle of water?” she asked by rote in an obligatory gesture. 

	“Yes,” he replied, also by rote and also obligatory. 

	“It’s in the mini-fridge.”

	He felt conflicting pleasure and self-pride at sitting in this office as a new district manager and trepidation for what awaited him in his new job. His sweaty palms nearly slipped on the leather arms while he pushed upward to rise from the chair. Upon opening the mini-fridge, he saw several bottles of ginger ale, cola, quinine water, and one bottle of distilled water. He took the water, gently shut the door, and sat down.

	 “Your primary objective is maximizing sales contributed by your team,” she explained in drill-sergeant tone. She stoically locked eyes with his. “That means exceeding the previous years’ performance levels. Always.” 

	Barry nodded acknowledgement while struggling to ignore the large face of a totally black cat with wide white whiskers and yellow eyes that seemed to be glaring at him from the flowerpot on the windowsill. He suddenly realized her black earrings were cats! Does she know I hate them? he wondered. What is she growing in that pot? Catnip?” He gripped the water bottle tightly in his left hand like a life rope and tried to concentrate on the meeting’s purpose and his boss’s stoic declarations. 

	“To accomplish that vital objective,” she continued in rote, “you will lead your team to excellence, motivate its people to achieve their potentials, and track individual performance." 

	Those words – Excellence, Potentials, and Performance – reminded him of brochures handed to new hires. 

	Having recently moved up from the sales force, he would supervise the company’s smallest staff of sales representatives (commonly called “reps”) in three states. He exchanged generous commissions as a successful outside salesman with a base salary plus performance bonuses that relied on his ability to lead his team to the excellence Holly expected. He had gained this promotion by being his district’s top-producing field salesman three years in a row. 

	Beyond the boss’s basic overview of his new job, Barry was largely on his own to figure out how to achieve those objectives. A common problem with new sales managers is that they are taken from the ranks of salespeople who normally work by themselves and lack experience leading others. Like too many companies, DenaTek’s sales-management training was focused on handling paperwork such as computerized reports from the information technology department and field reports from his team members. Training in leadership and supervision was scant, and managers who figured it out for themselves would scale the first hurdle. 

	He was accustomed to this dubious management approach. Also like too many companies, DenaTek’s sales training was only mildly better than its management training. Field reps were left to their innate personalities and imaginations to figure out how to succeed in sales. Having met this challenge in the field environment through diligent self-improvement, he had developed the creative skills to meet his new challenge. Barry also believed his teamwork experience in high school and college baseball would help him immensely. Baseball players are like salespeople because they normally stand alone in the batters’ box, or on a base, or in the field and interact with teammates only when needed. He regarded his participation on those teams as perfect preparation for his new leadership job. 

	“Your first task should be to visit every team member in the field,” she continued before silently sipping coffee from her DenaTek mug. “It’s important for you to associate faces with voices and size up their potentials,” she explained while silently setting the mug on the desk. “Thereafter the company requires district managers to visit their field reps at least once monthly.”

	Not a problem, he thought. All his reps were close enough to reach by car. Their office work was in their homes using company-issued laptop computers linked to the company’s intranet. He would have full use of a shared office reserved for the district managers, each with their own desks. His living and dining areas substituted temporarily for a home office until he could set up permanently in the other bedroom. 

	She continued her briefing. “My admin assistant will help you with travel arrangements and show you how to write your travel reports. The IT department will load appropriate software and instructions on your laptop.” She brushed specs of dust off the desktop. “Do you have any questions?” she asked without looking at him.

	“Nothing I can think of now,” he replied as he resisted staring hypnotically at the imposing cat face on her flowerpot.

	“My door is always open,” she promised while gesturing to the closed door. He assumed he would be in the corporate office rarely, so he interpreted her statement as meaning she would welcome emails and phone calls and respond promptly. “I expect to be kept informed. I don’t want to be caught off guard,” she emphasized. Then she pointed upward while locking eyes with him. “I don’t want to hear from above about problems below. Is that clear?”

	He nodded to indicate acceptance.

	“Is that clear?” she demanded. 

	The change in her tone snapped him out of his cat trance. “Yes,” he replied hastily and nodded vigorously. 

	“At the same time, I’m too busy to be peppered with little problems that managers should be able to handle. Am I clear?”

	“Yes.”

	“You’ve been promoted to management because you demonstrated the necessary skills and talents. Use them.”

	“Will do.”

	“Email is an efficient communication method, but use it prudently. You aren’t my only district manager, and I have numerous bosses in the executive suite.” She pointed upward as though they were in the ceiling. “I don’t have time for reading emails forwarded over and over again, and back copied, and carbon copied, and mass distributed, and dropped from airplanes passing overhead. Do you get my drift?”

	“No problem with that,” he said with a slight grin at her hyperbole. While in the field, he often felt that too many of management’s emails were unnecessary. Now he’s being warned about misusing emails to management. 

	She grabbed a paperback book from her credenza and passed it across the desktop. “You should read this.”

	Barry leaned forward to take the book. He looked at the curled cover first: Excellence Always by Howard Murphy. He recognized the name immediately: Howard Murphy was DenaTek’s founder and president. He flipped through the worn, dog-eared pages for a general idea of its contents. Finally he looked at the title page. It was first published in 1982 and most recently in 2006. 

	“Our clientele expect nothing less than excellence and top performance,” she declared. “That’s why our company expects the same.”

	He smiled with control and spoke with enthusiasm. “I’m right there with you on that.”

	“Then if there’s nothing else, I have another meeting to prepare for.”

	Pushing himself up from the cushy chair, he wondered if he should offer a handshake or wait for her. She didn’t offer one while he stood there, so he turned around and exited her office. 

	 

	***      

	 

	After dropping his laptop in the information-technology department for the update described by Holly Hinsdale, Barry returned to the pool office and asked where the district managers offices were. “That way,” he was told by a woman who barely acknowledge his presence. A small placard to the left of the door said: “District Managers.” Next he noticed the black plastic mail rack fixed to the wall right of the door. His name was on the slot at the bottom. Wondering if that was because he was at the bottom of the pecking order, he discovered they were alphabetic, and no names came after “Stiles.” Briefly he felt like a freshman on the first day of college – no friends among all those older experienced students and at the bottom of the ladder.

	Stepping inside, he was immediately disappointed by this “office.” It was as large as the executive conference room but spartan and windowless. Each of six old black steel desks in two rows of three had an armed metal swivel chair and an armless metal side chair for guests. All showed signs of age, wear, and tear. No desk had a land-line phone or computer. A printer that appeared well used sat on a table near the door. A box, presumably containing paper, lay on the floor beneath the table. A three-shelf steel bookcase stocked with ring and spiral-bound books stood against the middle of the back wall, aligned with the aisle between the desks. Six standard 48-inch fluorescent light fixtures recessed into a standard two-foot by four-foot acoustic ceiling provided ample light. The only décor were DenaTek’s product posters on the walls. 

	He had hoped he would have a private office or at least a cubicle. Soon enough he would learn that this office was usually empty because district managers spent most of their time in the field with their reps and clients. Computers and phones had been removed long ago as antiquated. District managers carried their working offices in their cars: briefcases, laptops, and phones. Portability and connectivity enabled them to work from home if desired. For the infrequent time working in the corporate office, they used their laptops and cellphones connected to the intranet and internet via wireless routers. Photocopies would be made in the pool office.

	A middle-aged man with bronze skin, a bushy black mustache, and shiny black hair rose from a desk in the middle. Barry instantly noted his healthy condition and vigorous voice. Slightly taller than Barry, he had broad shoulders, athletic chest, and trim waist. His black hair was thick on top, combed straight back, and trimmed closely on each side. Skin in the beard area was darker than the rest of his face although he was cleanly shaven. His solid black mustache was bushy but neatly trimmed. He smiled warmly, extended his hand, and locked eyes with Barry. “I’m Carlos, District 5,” he announced in a strong yet friendly voice. 

	“Barry Stiles, District 8,” he said while extending his hand for a shake.

	“Welcome to the office,” he said warmly with a tight handshake and bold eye-to-eye smile. “Your desk is back there.” He turned half-way and pointed to the back of the room. 

	Barry realized immediately that he would work at the farthest desk – the lowliest place – working his way toward the front. 

	“What are you doing for lunch?” Carlos asked.

	“Getting ready for a teleconference with my team.”

	“We should do lunch together.”

	“Yeah, I would like that,” he replied with enthusiasm, “but I’ve got a full day.” 

	“Just let me know,” Carlos replied. He then donned his sport jacket and left the room. 

	Barry walked toward the empty desk in the back corner. Every other was obviously in use although unoccupied at the moment. Photos of family, spouses, or significant others stood prominently in small frames on the desks or were pinned to the adjacent walls. None had papers lying on them or pen/pencil holders, or staplers, or other normal office items. On the walls next to the desks were receptacles for charging phones and computers.

	He sat in the chair of his empty desk and checked out his new workplace. Have to bring my own stuff, he realized while opening the empty desk drawers (referring to pens, paper, clips, and such). He swiveled and rocked in the chair. At least this works, he thought with a satisfied grin. He wondered what photos he might display on his desk. Portraits of himself? Too self-absorbed, he concluded. Kathy? Not that serious (yet). Looking across the aisle, he wondered who is neighbor was. The last one to be promoted before me, he surmised with a cynical chuckle. 

	He stepped to the windows, sans blinds, and peered out. High rise buildings across the street were shaded from about halfway down, as was the street below. Faces north, he realized. Sunlight and its warmth would never shine into this room. 

	A young man with untucked polo shirt and jeans, thick bushy hair, stubbly face, and small round metal-framed glasses entered the room and asked for Barry Stiles. Barry raised his hand even though no one else was in the room. “IT,” the young man mumbled laconically while walking toward Barry’s desk. “Your laptop is updated.” Barry rose, accepted the laptop, and thanked the guy for it. “It’s got wireless now,” the IT guy said while walking toward the door.

	Upon booting the laptop, Barry noted the added software icon on the home screen for the DenaTek intranet. He accessed the intranet almost instantly through the wireless connection and examined its various pages and functions for a few minutes. Although he knew he could do this from home, he wanted to experience the novel sensation of working from his new office. On the word-processing app, he began typing a preliminary to-do list. First he would conduct an informal meet-and-greet in which he would introduce himself and present his objectives as district manager. Then he would report on his meeting with Holly Hinsdale. Finally he would ask for feedback from the team, particularly their ideas about achieving Holly Hinsdale’s declared objectives. 

	Knowing little about his team members was an impediment to his planning, so he opened the biography section on the DenaTek intranet and read profiles of each member. They told about their alma maters and the degrees they held. Most had associate degrees in business or sciences, and a few had bachelors in similar topics. Reps with awards received at DenaTek listed them as well. The most common were top salesperson for a given year, best sales growth, most new customers, and best customer retention. Those without no or few awards listed seminars they had attended and relevant personal activities such as coaching sports teams. All bios were accompanied by photos. Some were obvious selfies based on their poor framing and inadequate lighting. One blurry picture looked like it had been cropped and enlarged from a group photo. Only one appeared to have been professionally shot and cropped. His had been made a few weeks earlier by the public relations department for the new position, so it was perfect. He wondered if the qualities revealed in these bios and their photos might hint at the nature of anyone’s potentials. He printed each bio on a separate sheet for reference during the conference. Within a minute or so he heard them churning out of the office printer.

	He opened the company’s video-conference program, set the meeting date and time, and sent the meeting “invitations" to each member. Participation was required; “invite” was the application’s euphemism. Looking around the office, he suspected that it might not be suitable for a video conference due to possible distractions and bad acoustics, so he decided to conduct it from his home office. 

	Throughout his drive home, Barry thought hard about the meeting with Holly Hinsdale. It was a less imposing than he anticipated. She was clear and stern while courteous and not overbearing. Working with her could be very enjoyable and satisfying. His mind focused on how to achieve the objectives she set forth. They were specific enough for targeted approaches, yet obtuse enough for creative thinking and wiggle room. The most important task would be achieving the assigned objectives as a team rather than himself as an individual. Being new to the job, he settled on simplicity, brevity, and inspiration. 

	***

	Barry nervously began preparing his home office for his first video conference an hour in advance. He opened the video-conferencing program and adjusted the screen portion so the camera would be framed neatly on him and he would be in the center of his window. Seeing a semi-silhouette of himself due to poor lighting, he moved to a different chair and faced the large window in his living area for the best direct natural light. Then he turned on the overhead light. Although it was the ugly one he had planned to replace, it provided the light he needed, and that was all that mattered today.  This arrangement was not perfect, but it was the best he could do with the available sources. Then he tested the sound by clearly speaking, “preparing for today’s meeting.” The sound bar indicated satisfactory results from the inline mic. His nervousness decreased as he completed each task. After watching his short test video to see how he would look and sound, he adjusted the light and mic and tried again. Everything was now as ready as he could make it, so he displayed DenaTek’s logo on the screen and cut off the microphone. 

	With the camera and mic off, he spread out the printed bios of his team members from left to right alphabetically. He also laid Holly’s memos and notes from their previous meeting to the left where he could easily reach them and laid his meeting agenda to his right. A glass of water stood to the right of the laptop. Then he dashed to the bedroom to put a necktie on his blue dress shirt, and he adjusted it perfectly in the bathroom mirror. He did not don a jacket and remained in his khaki slacks because no one would see them. 

	One minute before conference time, he sat at the table but left the DenaTek logo on screen and the mic off. As windows for his team members began appearing, he mentally associated their faces with their names below and their profile photos he had previously seen on the DenaTek website. At the precise meeting time, he activated his camera and commenced. Nervous as a middle schooler giving a book report, he inhaled deeply and greeted them resoundingly. “Good afternoon everyone,” he said enthusiastically while looking straight into the camera with a forced smile. Return greetings came simultaneously. “This meeting will be recorded and transcribed automatically,” he explained, “so I need everyone to sort of “sign in” when called.” He knew the video-conference software automatically logged in all the participants, but he wanted to see and hear their responses as though they were in the same room instead of on camera. Looking at the list of invited participants in the right column of the screen, he called Jeffrey first.

	The border around Jeffrey’s window changed to bright green. “Here,” Jeffrey replied with a smile and wave.

	Barry looked briefly at Jeffrey’s bio and then continued. 

	“Margo?”

	Margo’s border turned green. “Here,” Margo replied with a smile.

	He looked briefly at Margo’s bio and then continued. 

	“Xavier?”

	“Present,” Xavier replied with his green border. 

	Indira and Mustafa also responded promptly.

	Barry focused on the blank window with Jasmine’s name across the middle. He looked at her bio and asked, “Jasmine, are you with us?” No answer was received. He spoke a little louder. “Jasmine?” Still no reply. “Jasmine, please click your video button.” Still no answer. He looked at the clock in the lower right of his screen: Five minutes after the hour. Noticing Kiri in her window, he called on her, and she indicated presence. Finally Jasmine’s window opened and she appeared – pushing back her long curly hair with her hands. He remembered her as the person with the blurry cropped photo in her bio. “I need you to acknowledge your presence for the record,” he asked with controlled courtesy. She said “Here.” I hope his one will not be a problem, he thought. Her tardiness and poor preparation were seen by all and are recorded permanently. 
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