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A Trap-estry

For a second I was too shocked and astonished to react, and then I threw myself at the door. “Shit!” It isn’t a word I use often, but the circumstances seemed to demand it. I added a few more choice curses as I hammered my fists against the reinforced steel. Nothing happened; not that I had expected it to. “Hello?” I tried. “What’s going on?”

There was no answer. I had no idea whether he could hear me or whether he’d left after shutting me in. I certainly couldn’t hear him. Was he standing just outside the door, listening to me freak out, or already calmly going about his business? “Shit!” I said again. It seemed to sum up the situation nicely, even if my voice was shaking . . .
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The letter from Aunt Inga arrived, as the saying goes, a day late and a dollar short. Or not a whole dollar, exactly, but Aunt Inga must have missed a few of the recent postal increases, because the stamp was short by several cents, and that was probably why it had taken the letter almost two weeks to get from Maine to New York City.

The mailman arrived just as I was putting the finishing touches on the hand-printed and hand-sewn upholstery I had created for a reproduction Gustavian love seat I was getting ready to put in the display window of Aubert Designs on Madison Avenue in New York City. (Gustavian furniture is a sort of simplified, Scandinavian rococo, FYI.) I’m the resident textile designer for Aubert Designs. Philippe Aubert designs furniture—high-end, handcrafted, reproduction furniture. My job is to enhance Philippe’s creations with my  own custom-designed fabrics. He’s been on something of a Gustavian kick lately, and the piece I was working on had the distinctive arched and scrolled backrest and carved gilt-wood frame. My fabric, by contrast, was hip and modern, with a pattern of overlapping lipstick kisses in three shades of pink. Gustav was probably rotating in his grave, and Philippe hadn’t been too positive about the idea either, when I’d first pitched it to him. But I was happy to see that the lipstick kisses looked just as good with the curved gilt wood as I had hoped.

Just as I was putting in the last few stitches, the door opened, and the mailman walked in. He looked from me to the stack of mail in his hand. “You Avery Marie Baker?”

I jabbed the needle into the underside of the love seat, where the mark it made wouldn’t be noticed, and got to my feet. “I am. What have you got?”

He extended the other grubby hand. “Postage due. There’s only a thirty-seven-cent stamp on this letter.”

“Oh. Sure.” I dug in a pocket of my jeans and came up with a dime. “Keep the change.”

“Too kind.” He pocketed the dime and shuffled out after handing over the stack of mail. I dumped the rest on Tara’s empty chair—she’s the receptionist—and sat down on the lipstick-upholstered love seat to open my letter.

The envelope was ecru and thick; it looked like it came from the kind of old-fashioned correspondence set people used back in the days before telephones and e-mail took over the world. The letter seemed to have originated somewhere in the state of Maine, and my name and address were written in a shaky, elegant hand with what looked like real ink. The kind that comes out of a fountain pen. I slit the envelope open with a pair of upholstery shears. Philippe would  have objected had he seen my cavalier use of his tools, but he’d gone to lunch (without me), so I did it anyway. It beat getting up to look for a letter opener; especially on Tara’s desk, which looked like a whirlwind had blown past it. Whatever else Tara had going for her—as if I didn’t know—she wasn’t much of an office manager.

There was only a single sheet of writing paper inside the envelope, also thick and ecru in color. The message was short, dated two weeks ago, and written in the same shaky hand as the outside of the envelope: 



My dear niece,

 

I trust this finds you well and that you are happy in your life in New York.

You may be surprised to hear from me after all this time. That is, if you even remember visiting me when you were a child.

I am writing in the hope that you might be able to find the time to come to Waterfield to see me sometime soon? As I attempt to put my affairs in order before my life draws to a close, there are things I feel compelled to share with you. It is time for secrets to be told, for the truth to come out, and wrongs to be put right.

 

Your affectionate aunt,  
Inga Marie Morton  
43 Bayberry Lane  
Waterfield, ME


 

I was still sitting on the love seat ten minutes later, lost in thought, when the door from the street opened, letting in the  aroma and miasma typical of New York City, no matter the time or season. Along with it came Philippe Aubert, resident genius, my boss—and boyfriend.

Philippe, as you’ve probably gathered, is French. Aggressively so. He keeps his wavy brown hair long enough to pull back into an artistic ponytail when he’s working, and when he’s not, he keeps it confined by that most French of French headgear, a beret. Today, he was dressed in skintight leather pants and a black leather blazer, with a flowing white poet shirt, open halfway down his muscular chest. On anyone else, the getup would have looked ridiculous. But Philippe looked good enough to eat, like he had stepped off the cover of a romance novel, and I resisted the temptation to pinch myself to make sure I wasn’t dreaming.

“Hello, chérie.” He sauntered over and bent down to greet me. His lips tasted of wine, and he smelled of musky aftershave. I was just a touch breathless by the time he straightened up and looked around. “Where is everybody?”

It took me a second to get my voice to cooperate. “Tara went to lunch. Just after you. And Kevin is delivering the checkered fainting couch.”

“Ah.” Philippe grimaced. The checkered fainting couch was a sore subject.

A fainting couch is perhaps more commonly known as a  chaise longue, a long chair in French, or a lounging chair in good old-fashioned English. They’ve been around for millennia; Ramses the Great and Julius Caesar used to lie around on chaise longues, nibbling on grapes and being fanned by slaves. In more recent years they have been used primarily by women, since until just a hundred years ago or so, women’s stays were often too tight to allow them to bend comfortably. Instead, they’d recline, fanning themselves and trying to keep from fainting. Philippe’s couch was a reproduction of a rococo chaise longue, but as with the love seat, I had prevailed upon him to let me cover it with a less historically accurate fabric. Once he’d come back to his senses, he tried to back off of the promise, but it was too late. The couch was upholstered in eye-popping shades of bubblegum pink, lemon yellow, and orange, with black trim and tassels, and to Philippe’s shock and my decorously hidden delight, someone had purchased it the very same day we put it in the display window. Some woman walking by on the street decided she just had to have it, and now Kevin was off delivering it to its new home. Even with the money in the bank, however, Philippe wasn’t entirely convinced that letting me cover it with harlequin-patterned candy colors had been the right thing to do.

The bell above the door jingled again, this time admitting Tara. She’s a leggy blonde in her early twenties, with straight, baby-fine hair and round blue eyes, and she resents the fact that I’m romantically involved with Philippe. She also resents the fact that I’m a designer, while she’s a receptionist. I’m not sure which she resents more, but I know for a fact that she can’t stand me. Her look when she came in and saw me suggested someone sinking her teeth into an apple and finding a worm. When she looked at Philippe, however, her expression changed to one of adoring hero worship. “Hi, Philippe,” she breathed.

I rolled my eyes and turned my attention back to the love seat, but not before I had seen Philippe wink and ask her if she’d enjoyed her lunch. Tara giggled, “Oh, ye-e-es!”

 

Work got under way after that, and it wasn’t until that evening that I had a chance to tell Philippe about my summons from Aunt Inga. To my surprise, he was a lot more excited  about it than I was. “Who knows, chérie?” he said, with one of his Gallic shrugs, “maybe she is planning to make you her heir.”

We were sitting across from each other at a romantic table for two at Le Coq au Vin, a tiny hole in the wall on the Upper West Side. I snorted into my glass. “And maybe not. I don’t really remember meeting her, so why would she leave anything to me?”

“Why would she ask you to visit?” Philippe asked reasonably.

I shrugged. “I have no idea, but when I get home tonight, I intend to call my mother and ask her. Mom was a Morton before she married, and she grew up in Maine. That’s where the letter came from. Aunt Inga must be one of Mother’s relatives.”

“Does your mother’s family have money, mon amie?”

I shook my head. “None that I know of. We aren’t poor, but we’re not rich, either. My grandfather was an accountant, I think. I have no idea what Aunt Inga is or was. We don’t stay in great touch with that side, but if there were millionaires in the family, I’m sure I would have heard.” I wouldn’t still be renting an apartment, for one thing. I’d own a beautiful little condo in the West Village instead.

“Still,” Philippe said, tapping his fingernail gently against the side of his glass, “it would not hurt to go see your aunt,  non?”

“I suppose not,” I said unwillingly, “but I’m not going to go up there to try to insinuate myself into her will, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Of course not,” Philippe agreed, looking at me with soulful blue eyes, “but aren’t you the least bit curious, chérie ? What big secret could your aunt have that she wants to share with you? In person, not in a letter. What confession  could she want to make that she doesn’t want to take to the grave?”

They seemed like rhetorical questions, so I didn’t bother answering. “I thought you’d tell me you needed me here,” I said instead. I was a little hurt, frankly, that he hadn’t. “With the big commission for the Hamiltons coming up at the end of the week, and everything.”

“The Hamiltons’ dining room set is finished,” Philippe assured me, with a wave of his hand as if to shoo it away. “Any last-minute repairs or adjustments, Tara can do.”

“Tara.”

My tone must have been weighted, because Philippe smiled. “Do not be jealous, ma petite. It does not become you.” He leaned across the table to put his hand over mine.

“Of course not.” I smiled back, linking my fingers through his. I knew I had no reason to be jealous. I just didn’t like the way Tara was always making eyes at him. That wasn’t my gripe at the moment, though. “It’s just that she’s not a designer, Philippe. And I’d hate for her to do something to ruin all our hard work. The Hamiltons’ dining room set is going to be beautiful, but not if Tara attaches any loose trim with black thread and those enormous stitches of hers.”

Philippe took his hand away and leaned back in his chair again. “I will take care of Tara while you’re away,” he promised. “Are you ready to go, chérie?”

“Go?” I repeated, surprised. Philippe is never the one who wants to go. He’s always happy to socialize into the wee hours. Leaving a restaurant before dessert and coffee is unheard of.

“Calling your mother is more important than cake, chérie. ” He hustled me out of the restaurant and down the sidewalk. “Your pauvre tante, she is up there in Maine, perhaps  old and sick, and you are stuffing your face instead of arranging to go see her.”

“I wasn’t stuffing my face,” I protested. I never stuff my face. I’m short; I have to watch my weight, or I’ll end up looking like one of those Weebles, as broad as I’m tall.

Nevertheless, he did have a point, so when he walked me to the door of my building and declined my invitation to come up for a cup of coffee, I masked my pout as best I could and headed upstairs by myself. After kicking off my shoes and curling up on the couch (oyster silk blend with black piping, printed with cross sections of enormous black and green kiwifruit), I grabbed the phone and dialed California.

“Oh, yes,” Mother said when I had told her about the letter I’d gotten from Aunt Inga. “It’s just a few weeks since she wrote me to ask for your address. I gave her your work address in case she wanted to send a package. The perils of living in a building without a doorman. Why I remember—”

I interrupted her. “So you know her?” I admit it, I’d been halfway expecting my mother to tell me that we had no Inga Morton in the family, and that someone was playing a joke on me.

“Of course I know her, dear. She’s my aunt.”

“I thought she was my aunt.”

“She’s both of our aunts,” Mother said. “Her father and my grandfather were brothers, I believe. That would make her my aunt, and your great-aunt once or twice removed. Something like that.”

“How old is she?” If she was a contemporary of my mother’s grandfather, then she had to be a hundred, at least. No wonder she was worried about her life drawing to a close.

Mother thought for a second. “Ninety-eight last September, I believe.”

“And you stay in touch with her?”

“I try,” Mother said, “although she hasn’t made it easy, poor dear. She’s a bit of a recluse, you understand. Doesn’t like people, not even family. Not that one can blame her, considering what some of the family is like.”

“I beg your pardon?” I said.

Mother ignored me. “I guess she must have had some sort of life when she was young, but for as long as I’ve known her, she’s been standoffish, to say the least. Other than a card every Christmas, she never reached out to us. The last time I contacted her was last summer, when I invited her to The Wedding.”

The Wedding—capitalized—had been hers, not mine, as perhaps it should have been, given our respective ages. I’m thirty-one and have never been married, due to a series of unfortunate love affairs in my early and mid-twenties. I had to kiss a lot of frogs—or at least men who looked like them—before I found Philippe.

But I digress. My mother is fifty-six, and this was her second marriage. After my father passed away, Mother stayed single for years, putting me through high school and college. It’s only in the last few years that she’s started dating again. Three years ago, she met a wonderful man named Noel, and last year they got married in a sunset ceremony on the beach in California. I’d been there for the wedding, of course, as maid of honor, but I couldn’t remember seeing Aunt Inga. Or more accurately, I couldn’t remember seeing any little old ladies I didn’t know shuffling through the sand. I said as much.

“Oh, she couldn’t make it,” Mother explained. “At her age, I guess I can’t blame her for not wanting to drive to  Portland to get on a plane, then flying across the country. But she sent a card and a set of the prettiest antique lobster utensils I’ve ever seen. Fit for a queen!”

“That was nice of her,” I said. “I guess people eat a lot of lobster in Maine.”

“Maine lobster is famous,” Mother agreed. Even after all these years, she pronounced it with the native Mainer’s dropped r: lobstah.

“So how come I never heard of Aunt Inga before?”

“Of course you’ve heard of Aunt Inga, Avery,” Mother said. “You even met her once. We drove up to Maine and spent a few days with her the summer you turned five. Don’t you remember?”

“We did?” I thought back. The summer I turned five was twenty-six years ago, so it had been a while. “I don’t think so, no.”

I could hear Mother’s oversized earring clink against the receiver, and I could picture her, sitting on her patio, looking out over the Pacific, the ocean breeze ruffling her short hair. “There were cats,” she said, obviously trying to coax some kind of memory out of me. “Lots of cats. Five, at least. You played with them. Big cats with bushy tails.”

“Oh, Lord,” I said. As the song goes, it was all coming back to me now. Or maybe not all, but enough. We had rented a car and driven to Maine in the sweltering heat of summer, my mother and I—Daddy had been working—and it had been a long and agonizing drive, back in the days before in-car DVD players and Game Boys. Add to that the fact that I’d gotten violently nauseous whenever I tried to draw or look at a book, and it had made for a grueling experience for both of us.

Of Waterfield itself, I remembered very little. There had  been cats, yes, and they had let me stroke and pet them until they got tired of me, and then they’d disappeared around the house toward the woods or across the road toward downtown and the harbor, their tails waving in the air like medieval plumes. There were also some vague memories of dirt and rocks and some mean little boys, although that could have been my imagination. But Aunt Inga herself was pretty much a blur in my mind, and my recollection of the house wasn’t much better. It had seemed like a big, rambling place, full of dusty old things, but it was hard to say whether that was because I was smaller then, and used to life in a compact New York apartment, or whether it had actually been a large house.

“I remember the cats,” I said, “and a little about the trip, but I don’t really remember Aunt Inga or the house.”

“Oh, it’s wonderful, dear!” Mother sounded delighted that I’d asked. “A marvelous Victorian cottage with a tower and arched windows. And Waterfield is this lovely, picturesque little town on the coast. The third-oldest town in Maine, if you can believe it. And of course Aunt Inga’s a real character. She never married, you know; it was just her and her cats for as long as I can remember. She’s always been very reluctant to have anyone else in her home, and it was a fight getting her to agree to put us up when we came. Although I think by the time we left, she might have been a little sad to see us go. At least it seemed that way to me at the time.”

“So what do you think she wants with me now?” I asked.

Mother was quiet for a moment. “She was very vague in her letter. There’s only one way to find out, isn’t there?” she said.

I made a face. “I could call.”

“You could, except Aunt Inga doesn’t have a phone. That’s why she wrote instead of calling you.”

That figured. “Do you know of any reason why she might want to talk to me? I mean, if she’s only seen me once in thirty-one years ... ?

“I have no idea,” Mother said, “but if she’d told me, it wouldn’t be a secret, now would it?”

Obviously. “But I can’t just leave . . .” I said plaintively.

“You’re dating your boss,” Mother pointed out with just a hint of asperity. She doesn’t like Philippe. She thinks he’s too flamboyant, too flirtatious, and too good-looking to be trustworthy. “Surely Philippe will give you a few days off to take care of a family emergency.” As any halfway-decent person would, her tone said.

“Of course he would,” I said loyally. “In fact, he’s already told me that he thinks I should go. I’m not sure I’d call it an emergency, though. Whatever she has to say to me isn’t likely to be anything life-changing. Plus I don’t have any money to spend on travel. Airplane tickets aren’t cheap, you know, especially last minute, like this.”

Being a designer sounds a lot more impressive—and lucrative—than it is. I don’t actually make a whole lot of money. In fact, I could probably make more waitressing at Le Coq au Vin.

“So rent a car and drive up,” Mother said. “Rental cars aren’t that expensive. You’ve kept your driver’s license current, haven’t you?”

“I have.” And a big pain it had been, too. Most New Yorkers aren’t stupid enough to keep cars—the monthly garage rentals are insane; it costs as much to park the car as it does to park oneself—so my ability to practice had been severely limited. I wasn’t about to rent a car just so I could  practice my driving, and Philippe hadn’t been eager to allow me behind the wheel of his beloved Porsche. “But I can’t drive to Maine,” I added. “It’s almost in Canada. Practically the end of the world. Don’t you remember how awful the trip was back when I was five? It’ll take days.”

“Six hours,” mother said. “Waterfield is three hundred and fifty miles from New York. If you leave now, you can be there before dawn.”

“You’re kidding!” I said and then caught myself. “Well, even if I did decide to go, I’m not ready to leave now. I’d have to rent a car first. And pack. And figure out where I’m going. Are you sure it’s only six hours?” It had felt like an eternity back when I was a child.

“Positive,” Mother said. “Although it felt a lot longer when I had to stop every twenty minutes so you could throw up. It took us most of the day, I think.”

I twisted my face. “Thanks for reminding me.”

Still, I should probably do the right thing and go. My great-aunt had taken the trouble to write and ask for me. She had mentioned family secrets and confessions, and like most people, things like that make me curious. Plus, now that Mother had described it, I wanted to see the marvelous little cottage I had visited as a child and the picturesque little town it sat in. I’m a New Yorker born and bred, and I love the city, but sometimes it’s nice to breathe fresh air, too.

“Why don’t you get busy renting a car?” Mother suggested. “If you leave at seven tomorrow morning, you can be in Waterfield by lunchtime. Let me know how it goes.” She didn’t bother with a good-bye, just hung up in my ear. I made another face as I crawled off the couch and over to the computer to Google car rental agencies.
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The third-oldest town in Maine turned out to be a pretty place, if one’s tastes should happen to run to provincial towns on the outer edge of the back beyond. Mine don’t particularly, but it was undeniably attractive, with its steep, cobblestoned streets and mixture of Victorian cottages and stately Colonial and Federal-style homes, interspersed with the inevitable weathered New England saltboxes. The air was fresh, too, with a hint of salt from the ocean. It looked like a nice place to visit, maybe even hang around for a day or two, but I wouldn’t want to live there. There were no chic clothing stores, no theaters, no trendy restaurants, no Star-bucks . . . just a bunch of houses, and the occasional antique shop or tearoom, with names like the Ancient Mariner and Thea’s Teas. All in all, too quaint for words.

The tinny, automated voice that had guided me onto the  Cross Bronx Expressway and all the way to Aunt Inga’s house finished the job by almost killing me just as I was getting to my destination. I was turning the corner of Outlook Avenue and Bayberry Lane, where Aunt Inga’s house was, when suddenly a huge black pickup truck erupted out of the cul-de-sac and almost clipped the front of my zippy little convertible VW Beetle.

The driver of the pickup didn’t even glance my way, and the windows were tinted almost as black as the paint itself, so I couldn’t get a good look at him or her. There was a white magnet sign on the door advertising some kind of business, but I wasn’t able to read it. While I was still trying to catch my breath, the truck accelerated and disappeared down the hill toward the center of town. I watched the tail-lights glow red as it braked for a token tenth of a second at the four-way stop halfway down the hill. And then the sight of Aunt Inga’s house blew everything else out of my head.

Mother’s description of Aunt Inga had prepared me for the fact that the house would probably be in some need of repair. Aunt Inga was old, childless, reclusive, and not well off, so there had to be things—probably a lot of things—she wasn’t able to keep up with. Things she couldn’t do herself and things she couldn’t afford to pay anyone else to do, with no family around to help out. I expected an overgrown yard, a few loose roof shingles, overflowing gutters, and maybe some rotted boards. The reality was so much worse than anything I could have imagined that for a second, I just stared, appalled.

The house must have been beautiful once. Like Mother had said, it was a fairy-tale Victorian cottage with a tower and arched windows. Unless my mandatory architecture classes betrayed me, I was looking at a Second Empire Victorian. Basically an Italianate style, identified by a square  tower, mansard roof, and tall, narrow windows, arched or rounded on top. Named for the reign of Napoleon III (1852- 1870), Second Empire was the first true architectural style of the Victorian era in the U.S.

Unfortunately, the wonderful house that Mother remembered had deteriorated more than a little in the past twenty-six years. The windows were tall and narrow, four over four, but several of the panes were broken. The mansard roof was laid in an intricate flower pattern, but many of the old shingles were missing. The front porch looked like it was meant to be a pleasant, shady place to loaf on warm summer evenings, but at the moment the floor sagged ominously and looked none too safe. The paint had peeled and faded so far that it was impossible to guess the original color. And don’t even get me started on the yard. Cultured heritage rose-bushes were choked with weeds, and lilac trees were rubbing elbows with thistles. The small birdbath on the front lawn was almost invisible. The grass was easily a foot tall, obscuring the walkway from the sidewalk up to the front of the house. I couldn’t tell whether I’d have to walk on brick, flagstone, gravel, or just plain packed dirt to get to the front door.

A ten-year-old Cadillac in immaculate condition sat at the curb, and because I was so busy looking at the house, I almost plowed right into it. Only the good Lord and quick reflexes saved me, but even so, the front bumper of the Beetle kissed the back bumper of the Caddy before I backed up again to a decorous two-foot distance.

Swinging my legs out from the Beetle’s interior, a little stiff after six hours behind the wheel, I shuffled carefully through the tall weeds along the invisible front walk.

The entrance to the house was inside the tower in a dusky corner of the porch. The Victorian front door had a window  in the top half, and while I stood there trying to decide whether I should knock or employ the ancient twisting doorbell, I went up on my tippy-toes and peeked through the window. And saw a pair of feet in black dress shoes and matching socks sticking out of a door halfway down the hall.

I’ll be the first to admit that I have a vivid imagination, honed by years of watching bad TV shows, and for a second or two, the world stood still while I tried to process the fact that there appeared to be a dead body in Aunt Inga’s house. Immediately, I was certain that the person in the black pickup had murdered my poor aunt—probably bashed her over the head with the proverbial blunt instrument—and left her to die on the floor. Why my elderly aunt should be wearing size ten men’s dress shoes and charcoal gray trousers I didn’t really know, but I wasn’t thinking too clearly at the moment. I could feel the blood draining out of my head, leaving me light-headed and dizzy. When I put a hand on the door to steady myself, it opened with a long, drawn-out squeal of hinges; the kind of sound you hear in horror movies.

I wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or even more surprised when the corpse moved. The feet disappeared, and a few moments later, a shocked face peered out into the hallway. I stared back, wide-eyed.

Whoever it was, it wasn’t my Aunt Inga. This was a man; old, but not as ancient as my aunt. He might have been around seventy or seventy-five, a spare man with gray hair combed over the top of his head, nattily dressed in a dark suit with a white shirt and a striped tie. There was dust on his knees. I tore my eyes away from it and up to his face. “Excuse me. My name is Avery Baker. I’m looking for my aunt.”

For a second he just looked at me. I couldn’t tell whether he was dazed—from that blow on the head I’d hypothesized—or just surprised. In hindsight, I realize he probably just couldn’t see me too well in the semidarkness of the hallway, and my appearance had shocked him. “Miss Baker?” he repeated finally.

I nodded. “I’m looking for my aunt. Inga Morton. She wrote and asked me to come see her.”

The gentleman brushed off his sleeves before he came toward me. “I’m sorry, Miss Baker. I guess you haven’t heard.”

“Heard what?”

“I’m afraid Miss Morton has passed away.”

For a second the house, the porch, everything, spun crazily. “Passed away?” I repeated stupidly. “You mean she’s dead?”

The man nodded. “My condolences, Miss Baker. Were you and your aunt close?”

“Not really.” I shook my head, partly to dispel the dizziness. “I’d only met her once. But she can’t be dead. She’s expecting me. She wrote me a letter just last week.”

“I’m afraid Miss Morton died two days ago,” the gentleman said. He looked me up and down for a moment before he added, “Would you like to come in for a moment and sit down? You look upset.”

“Please.” I brushed past him into the house and, spying an old love seat in the room on the left, went over to it and collapsed onto the worn velvet. The old guy watched me from his vantage point in the middle of the hallway. After a minute or so, he stepped over to the doorway. “You did say that your name is Avery Baker?”

I nodded. “My mother was Rosemary Morton, until she  married my father. Inga Morton was her aunt a few times removed. Or something.”

“And she contacted you recently? Did you exchange letters on a regular basis?”

I shook my head. “Aunt Inga and my mother stayed in touch,” I said, even if the staying in touch had been confined to once a year, for Christmas, “but I haven’t seen her for years. Or heard from her, either.”

“What did she want when she asked you to visit?”

“No idea,” I said, leaning my head against the gray velvet back of the old sofa. I felt very shaken. Honestly, I wasn’t entirely sure why the idea of Aunt Inga’s death had affected me so strongly. I hadn’t known her, and she’d had a long life; it was probably just time for her to go. It had sounded like she was preparing for it, anyway, with her letter to me and her mention of coming clean before dying. “She just said she had something to talk to me about.”

“I see,” the old gentleman said. He was staring into the distance. I contemplated him for a moment.

“I’m sorry, sir, but who are you?”

“My apologies, Miss Baker.” He came closer and extended a hand. “My name is Graham Rodgers. I’m her attorney.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, standing up to shake hands. “I don’t suppose you have any idea what my aunt wanted to tell me?”

Mr. Rodgers hesitated. “I’m afraid not, Miss Baker.”

“Were you looking for something?”

He glanced over at me, startled, and I added, apologetically, “I saw you. On the floor, earlier.”

He gathered himself. “Oh, yes. Indeed, Miss Baker, I was. I was looking for any will your aunt may have written.”

“If you’re the family attorney, don’t you have one on file?”

“Indeed I do, Miss Baker. The office does have a will on file, which I drew up for your aunt some years ago. But it is customary for the executor of the estate to go through any paperwork to ensure that the decedent has not had a change of heart.”

“I see,” I said. “I guess you probably looked through the desk, then?” The desk stood in the middle of the room we were in, a yellow oak monstrosity from the 1970s, hideously out of place in the high-ceilinged Victorian room.

But Mr. Rodgers admitted that he had, in fact, not. “The room across the hall,” he explained, “was where your aunt spent most of her time. I thought it best to start there.”

“May I?” I walked down the hall to the door I’d seen him sticking out of earlier, and peered in.

Once upon a time, this must have been the formal dining room. It had lovely crown molding and an elaborate chair rail, not to mention a heavily carved fireplace on one wall. With proper dining room furniture—something like what Philippe had designed for the Hamiltons, with a jazzier, more upbeat fabric on the chairs—it would look fabulous. However, at this time, the room was dominated by Aunt Inga’s bed, a hideous postmodern construction of sleek yellow oak, similar to the desk in the parlor. It must have been left untouched after Aunt Inga died, because it still sported the rose-printed sheets she must have favored. The pillow even bore the imprint of a head. “Did she die in that bed?” I asked, my voice hushed.

Mr. Rodgers shook his head. “She was found over there, on the floor.” He gestured toward the front hall, where I’d come in. “The police ruled it an accident. Apparently she was on her way down the stairs and lost her balance.”

“And fell?” How horrible.

“I’m afraid so,” Mr. Rodgers said with a practiced, sympathetic look.

I forced a smile and looked around. The rest of the room was filled with what must have been Aunt Inga’s treasures or her favorite and most necessary things. A microwave, unplugged, stood on a rolling cart in one corner, along with an instant coffeemaker. A stack of colorful magazines sat on the bedside table next to a cup of dark sludge and a small plate with only some fossilized crumbs left. On top of the pile was a biography of Marie Antoinette, written by the same woman who wrote that best-selling novel about Elizabeth I a year or two back. A pair of fuzzy old-lady slippers was left halfway under the bed, toes pointing in, and an old-fashioned nightgown, yellow with white lace, was folded neatly across the footboard. A medical supply walker stood at the foot of the bed, and a manual wheelchair sat in the corner.

“Unless she had an appointment with her doctor,” Mr. Rodgers said, “or an appointment with the veterinarian, she saw no one and rarely left the house.”

“My mother told me she was reclusive.” I nodded. “Did you know her well?”

Mr. Rodgers gave the dignified lawyerly equivalent of a shrug. “As well as anyone. We had lunch together every Friday.”

“I see.” I had a last look around the dining room before I went back out into the hallway. “Would you mind if I hung around a little longer? I don’t want to get in your way, but I spent some time here as a child, and I’d like to say good-bye.” Not to mention that I was curious. What could my aunt have wanted to tell me?

Mr. Rodgers hesitated, but in the end, there wasn’t a  whole lot he could say. He may have been tempted to warn me against sticking anything in my pocket, but if so, he managed to refrain from saying it. Not that there was a whole lot of items sitting around I’d like to have, frankly.

The rooms in the rest of the house had been closed off, with covers over the furniture and a velvety layer of dust over anything that wasn’t covered. The upstairs consisted of three bedrooms and a bathroom, with a footed tub and cracked vinyl on the floor. The downstairs had the front parlor, where the desk was, the dining room, where Aunt Inga’s bed was, another living room, and the kitchen. The wood floors throughout the house were scuffed and dull, with gouges and scratches. The wallpaper was faded and peeling, the paint was chipping, and everything that could sag or crack was sagging and cracking. It was depressing beyond belief.

By the time I came back downstairs again, Mr. Rodgers had apparently finished his search of Aunt Inga’s room and had moved on to the desk in the parlor. I came in just as he pulled out the top drawer, the shallow, middle one running along the underside of the top of the desk. I saw him freeze, and then I saw him reach in and pull out an envelope, the same kind of thick ecru envelope I had received in the mail.

“What’s that?” I asked.

Maybe Mr. Rodgers was hard of hearing and hadn’t realized I was there, because he jumped, clutching the envelope convulsively.

“Is it a will?”

“It’s a letter,” Mr. Rodgers said somewhat reluctantly. I moved closer, and he added, “It has your name on it.”

“It does?” I grabbed for it.

He held on a second too long, and I ended up snatching it out of his fingers.

“Sorry.”

My name was written across the envelope in the same elegant hand as the letter I’d received in New York, and my hands were shaking as I ripped it open. Maybe Aunt Inga had written down everything she had wanted to tell me, and I’d figure out what her secret was after all.

The envelope contained another sheet of that same ecru writing paper, covered with my aunt’s loopy, elegant script. 



I, Inga Marie Morton, hereby leave all my property, my house, and everything in it, to my great-niece, Avery Marie Baker. Everything I own is to convey directly to my niece upon my death, without benefit of probate. I feel confident that my niece will be able to handle everything and will know exactly what to do about all my possessions, and furthermore, that she is the only person who will properly take care of matters as relate to Jemmy and Inky. Signed, the 18th day of May, Inga Marie Morton.



 

“Wow,” I said, torn between being shocked, upset, and just a little amused. I was an heiress after all, just as Philippe had predicted. Wouldn’t he be surprised when I told him? Of course, what I’d inherited was a run-down pseudo-shack in the middle of nowhere, full of bad furniture and framed pictures of cats, but still, I was an heiress.

Mr. Rodgers looked poleaxed, like someone had sucker-punched him in the stomach.

I added, “Are you all right, Mr. Rodgers?”

He glanced over at me, then seemed to pull himself together. “Indeed, Miss Baker, I am. A little surprised, I must say.”

“You’re not the only one.” I looked at the letter in my hand again. “It’s not witnessed. Is it legal?”

“The state of Maine does recognize a holographic will,” Mr. Rodgers said with the air of someone quoting, “whether witnessed or not, as long as the signature and material provisions are in the handwriting of the testator. Section 2-503.”

“Well, this is Aunt Inga’s handwriting. Same as in the letter I got. So it’s legal?”

The lawyer nodded. “It is indeed, Miss Baker. My congratulations.”

“Thanks,” I said, looking around, “I think.”

“Of course,” Mr. Rodgers added, “there will have to be a waiting period before you can take possession. To give anyone with claims against the estate the opportunity to come forward.”

“What sort of claims? You mean, like other relatives?”

He nodded. “Indeed, Miss Baker. Relatives. Lienholders. Or anyone who ever lent your aunt something that they want to ensure does not become part of the estate.”

“I see,” I said. “If, for instance, that book in the other room, the one about Marie Antoinette, is a library book, the Waterfield Library will want to make sure I don’t inherit it along with everything else.”

“Exactly,” Mr. Rodgers said, sounding pleased that I was catching on so quickly. “But assuming everything goes smoothly, and no one makes any claims, after the waiting period is over, the house and personal property will be yours to do with as you please.”

“Gosh,” I said, wondering what I’d do with a house in Maine and how I could most easily get rid of it.

Mr. Rodgers must have read my mind. “Perhaps you would prefer me to handle the matter? I can arrange to have Miss Morton’s possessions removed to a storage facility and the house offered for sale for you. That way, you may  return to New York immediately, and you won’t have to worry about the details of the estate.”

That sounded good. In fact, it sounded marvelous, but before I had the chance to say so, there was a knock at the door. “Are you expecting someone?” I asked instead.

Mr. Rodgers said he wasn’t. “May I?” He indicated the door.

“Please.” I stepped out of the way, and as such, my first impression of Melissa James was of her voice. It was a soft and feminine purr, with an undertone as crisp as a brand-new, crinkly dollar bill.

“Good afternoon, Graham.”

“Good afternoon, Miss James,” Mr. Rodgers answered politely.

“Such horrible news about Miss Morton. I could hardly believe it.”

While she spoke, she slid smoothly past Mr. Rodgers into the front hall, and I got my first look at her. And I admit it: it was dislike at first glance. She was everything I wasn’t, and everything I’d always wanted to be. It didn’t help, either, that she looked quite a lot like Tara, Philippe’s receptionist. Or Tara’s older sister, anyway, since Tara was all of twenty-two, and Melissa was my age, at least.

Like me (and Tara), she was a blue-eyed blonde, and like Tara—but unlike me—she was tall and shapely. Where my hair is a long tangle of bright yellow crimps, hers was a shining cap of pale moonlight, cut in a precise wedge along her elegant jaw. And where my eyes are the soft blue of chlorinated water, hers were a deep, vivid cerulean, immaculately made up. My nose is pert, with a dusting of freckles, hers was straight and elegant. And in addition to her God-given attributes, she clearly had excellent taste and enough  money to indulge it. She had on a lovely, cream-colored designer suit that must have set her back quite a few hundred dollars, and she made me feel like a dirty-faced urchin in the cropped jeans and hand-painted cotton top I’d put on for the drive.

“This is Miss Avery Baker,” Mr. Rodgers said. “Inga Morton’s niece . . . and heir.”

Melissa’s lovely eyes widened and registered shock for a moment, although she didn’t say anything.

Mr. Rodgers continued, “Miss Baker, this is Miss Melissa James with Waterfield Realty.”

I nodded politely and insincerely. Melissa did the same, looking down at me from her lofty height of five foot eight or thereabouts. I stared as hard as I could at the roots of her hair, but either she had an excellent stylist, or the shiny pale color was her own.

“Miss Baker has just driven up from New York,” Mr. Rodgers added, skipping lightly over the fact that when I left New York, I had no idea my aunt was even dead, let alone that I was her heir.

“My condolences, Miss Baker,” Melissa James said politely. “Were you and your aunt close?”

I shook my head. “Not particularly, no. She and my mother stayed in touch, though.”

“And you live in New York City?”

I nodded.

She whipped a business card out of her pocket and held it out to me. “If you decide to sell the house, Avery—you don’t mind if I call you Avery, do you?—I would love to help you. In fact, I have a client who is prepared to make you an offer of one hundred thousand dollars right now.” She smiled.

“A hundred thousand?” I repeated, dismayed. “That’s all it would bring?”

Not that a hundred thousand is pocket change, of course. But a hundred thousand dollars for a whole house, when one-bedroom apartments in New York go for six times that?

“I’m afraid so,” Melissa said sympathetically. “This house hasn’t been updated since it was built a hundred and fifty years ago. Renovating it would be a massive job, even for someone who knows what to do, and it would cost a fortune. An investor would have to get it cheap to make it worth his while. Accepting one hundred thousand dollars would allow you to sell the house quickly and be able to move on. That is what you want to do, isn’t it?”

Those blue eyes drilled into me. I felt the way I did when I was a teenager, and my math teacher caught me sketching designs in class instead of working on trigonometry:  “Graduating with good grades, is what you want to do, isn’t  it, Avery Marie?”

“Of course it is,” I said. “I live in New York. I have friends there, and an apartment, and a career. I don’t need a house in Maine.” Even if my aunt had left it to me and hinted at deep, dark family secrets and things needing to be set right.

“Wonderful.” Melissa showed me all her lovely, white teeth again. “Let me get a contract from the car, and we’ll get it filled out.”

I nodded, but before Melissa could turn on her heel and slither out, Mr. Rodgers cleared his throat. “Just a moment, Miss James. Miss Morton’s will specified no probate, but there has to be a one-week waiting period to allow any claimants time to come forward. Miss Baker will be in no position to sign anything for a week, at least.”

Melissa pouted, but there was, after all, not much she could do. She turned to me. “Where are you staying, Avery?”

“I thought I would be staying here ...” I began, but before I could explain that that was before I realized Aunt Inga had died, she interrupted.

“Oh, you can’t possibly stay here! This place isn’t fit for man or beast.”

“My aunt lived here,” I said, stung. I felt the same way myself, but it wasn’t Melissa’s place to say so.

She continued as if she hadn’t heard me. “You’ve just got to stay with Kate.”

“Kate?” I glanced over at Mr. Rodgers for an explanation.

“Caitlin McGillicutty,” Mr. Rodgers said. “She operates a bed-and-breakfast in town.”

Melissa nodded. “It’s just the most darling place, Avery. I sold it to her. It was my first big sale, five or six years ago, and she’s just done wonders with it. It’s a little pricey, but if you tell her I sent you, I’m sure she’ll give you a discount. If she has any rooms available, of course. The Waterfield Inn is the most popular B and B in town.”

I hesitated. If Melissa thought it was a little pricey, it was probably way beyond what I ought to be spending for a night’s lodging. Maybe I had better look for a Motel 6 or a Days Inn; something downtrodden and cheap. If something as plebeian as a cut-rate motel existed in this quaint, old-fashioned town.

“I feel certain Miss Gillicutty will be able to accommodate you,” Mr. Rodgers said, misunderstanding the reason for my hesitation. “The height of the tourist season hasn’t started yet, and it is the middle of the week. I doubt every room in her very nice inn is filled.”

“If you want,” Melissa chirped, “I can take you down there and talk to her for you. I’m sure she’ll do her best for another client of mine.” She smiled.

“Thanks,” I said, “but I’m sure I can figure it out on my own.”

“In that case, just let me know when you’re ready to sell. Nice to have met you, Avery. Graham, always a pleasure.” She gave Mr. Rodgers a dazzling smile and sashayed to the door, hips and hair swinging. Her car was waiting at the curb. It was a late-model Mercedes-Benz, the same creamy color as her suit, and I waited until she had tucked her long legs under the steering wheel and had pulled away before I turned to Mr. Rodgers.

“She didn’t waste any time, did she?”

Aunt Inga was probably not even in the ground yet, and Melissa James was already trying to muscle in on her house.

“Miss James is one of the most successful real estate professionals in Waterfield,” Mr. Rodgers said.

With tactics like these, I wasn’t surprised. The obituary had probably run in today’s paper, and the lovely and successful Miss James had descended like a vulture on the remains.

“Is my aunt even buried yet?” I demanded. “Or couldn’t she even wait that long?”

“Miss Morton is at the medical examiner’s office in Portland,” Mr. Rodgers said, neatly sidestepping the question. “It is a necessary complication with any unexpected death, I’m afraid.”

“They’re cutting her open?”

Mr. Rodgers hesitated. “I feel certain they will be respectful, Miss Baker.”

And how, exactly, would they manage to do that? I wondered. “When will the body be released? Will I have to arrange the funeral?”

Mr. Rodgers shook his head. “Miss Morton already made her own arrangements with the funeral home and the chapel. There is to be no memorial service, no flowers, and no graveside ceremony. Miss Morton wanted to be buried quietly, like she lived.”

“So I can’t even be there?” That didn’t seem fair. After driving all the way up here, only to be cheated out of seeing my aunt because of her untimely death, I wouldn’t even get to say a final good-bye.

“I’m afraid not, Miss Baker,” Mr. Rodgers said. “Miss Morton was adamant about not wanting a fuss.”

“Fine.” My voice, I’m sorry to say, was snippy. “It’s too late for me to drive back to New York tonight, so I guess I may as well spend the night. Where may I find this B and B that Melissa James talked about?”

“I’ll drive down there now,” Mr. Rodgers said helpfully, “and you can follow me. That way, you won’t get lost. These steep, winding roads can be challenging for someone who is not familiar with them.”

“That’d be great,” I said, feeling ashamed of my own bad attitude when he was so nice. “Thanks.”

Mr. Rodgers smiled, his cool, gray eyes crinkling at the corners. “It is my pleasure, Miss Baker. My very great pleasure. Now, shall we?” He gestured toward our two cars waiting patiently at the curb. I nodded and preceded him down the path to the sidewalk.

 

The first thing I did when I got in the car was call California. Mother picked up on the first ring, excited to find out what  was going on. “Hi, Avery. Are you in Waterfield? Did the drive go OK? How’s Aunt Inga?”

I took a deep breath, hating what I had to do. “I’m in Waterfield. The drive was fine. But Aunt Inga is dead. I’m sorry, Mom.”

“Dead?” my mother repeated, her voice shaky.

I nodded into the phone. “I’m afraid so.”

“But... how?”

“Apparently she had an accident. When I got here, her lawyer was at the house, and he told me she had fallen down the stairs.”

“Old Horace Cooper?” Mother said, diverted. “Wasn’t he even older than Aunt Inga? How can he still be practicing?”

“Not Horace Cooper. This was someone named Graham Rodgers.”

“And he told you Aunt Inga is dead?”

“He did. And he didn’t say anything about suspicious circumstances, so I guess it was just an accident.”

“Well, what else could it be?” Mother asked reasonably, rallying a little. “I guess you have no idea what she wanted to talk to you about then, do you?”

“Unfortunately not. But get this, Mom. We found a will, and she left everything to me. Her house and everything in it. I don’t even have to wait for probate. Just a one-week waiting period for anyone who needs to, to file claims against the estate, and then it’s all mine.”

“Goodness gracious,” Mother said.

“I know. Isn’t it crazy? Why would she leave it all to me? But everything’s a lot more run-down than the last time you were here—the house probably needs a ton of money’s worth of repairs—but there was a Realtor there, who said she had a client who’d pay me a hundred thousand for it, just the way it is.”

Mother hesitated for a moment. “So what are you going to do, Avery?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “A hundred thousand’s a lot of money, even after taxes. Although it seems like it ought to be worth more, doesn’t it? I’ll have to think about it.”

“You do that, dear,” Mother said. She sounded relieved. “Keep me updated, OK?”

I promised I would, just as Mr. Rodgers’s Cadillac pulled to the curb outside a white picket fence.
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