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Chapter 1


          

          
            Leaving

          

        

      

    

    
      “It’s just not fair! It’s our senior year!” wailed Lola as she fell face-first onto the bed.

      Jane, her best friend, giggled at her dramatics but sobered up, remembering this was a dire situation indeed. “Why can’t you just move in with me and my mom?” asked Jane, plopping down on the bed next to Lola.

      Lola’s turned her head to respond so Jane could hear her. “The law says I have to live with a blood relative if I have one. And if I didn’t, I’d be put into a foster home......” Lola’s voice trailed off as the severity of the situation started to sink in. It was too much to bear, so she put her pillow over her head.

      Jane grinned. Lola was such a goofball! She took the pillow off Lola’s head and tugged at her arm so she would sit up, and they could talk like ordinary people. “But it’s not like you’re a kid. You’ll be sixteen over the summer. I know people who leave home at that age!” exclaimed Jane. “My cousin Sherry moved in with her boyfriend when she was just fourteen! Of course, she was trying to get away from Aunt Myra’s lecherous new boyfriend, but still. Gavin was only sixteen. He quit school and got a job, she stayed in school, and it all worked out in the end!”

      Lola sat up and gave her friend a hopeless look. “Right, but they have jobs, money, a car......I have none of those things.”

      Jane got up and started pacing back and forth on the purple shag carpet that had seen better days. She had that concentrated look she got when she’s problem-solving or hatching a plan. She was tapping just above her lip, and after a while, she asked, “But what about your inheritance? Surely, you’ll get something?”

      “Yes, of course. The first bit when I’m eighteen, then another when I’m twenty-one, and the final one when I’m thirty-five!” Lola cried out in response.

      “Thirty-five! You’ll be ancient!” exclaimed Jane. She went over to her friend and gave her a big hug, then rested her head on her shoulder. “That sucks! I’ll miss you so much. Promise you’ll text me every day,” pleaded Jane.

      “I will, but I’m not sure what will happen to my cell phone. All our accounts are being closed......” added Lola as she shrugged, unsure as to whether or not she was indeed heading into the unknown, alone.

      “Well, you’ll get another, and you’ll send me your new number,” said Jane, trying to be chipper. “Or you’ll call, send an email, send an owl for God’s sake! Just make sure you keep in touch!” screeched Jane. The panic in Jane’s eyes made Lola realize how worried she was about her predicament.

      “You don’t have to worry; I’d die without you. Of course, I’ll find a way.” She kissed Jane’s cheek and stroked her back soothingly.

      Jane relaxed and got practical. “How long will the bus ride take, anyway?” she inquired, hoping there was a way they might still see each other regularly.

      “It’s four hours from Baltimore to Williamsburg and about fifteen minutes to the house after that,” replied Lola.

      “Bummer. It’s not like we can see each other every weekend,” Jane whined.

      “Right, but maybe we can visit when there’s a long weekend or something, and of course over the summer,” said Lola, perking up.

      Jane looked unsure. “Sure, that’ll work. But you know, I’ll be getting a job this summer to save for college. I guess I’ll let you know when I get my schedule. So, when do you leave exactly?”

      Lola got up to look at her planner. “Final exams are on Thursday, June 20th. I’ll be on the 10 a.m. bus on the following Sunday. The new owners want the house ASAP to start their renovations,” replied Lola, turning back to Jane.

      “Why doesn’t your aunt come to get you? Won’t you have a ton of stuff?” asked Jane.

      “She doesn’t drive for some reason,” replied Lola, shrugging her shoulders. Jane waited for further details, but Lola just stood there.

      “What, is she mentally disabled? In a wheelchair? Too old to drive? What’s her name, anyway?” quizzed Jane, unwilling to let it go.

      “Her name is Phyllis. I think my mom said she has epilepsy. She’s not old; she’s only forty-five. And I’m pretty sure she knows how to drive, but I think her medication makes her sleepy or something,” Lola responded.

      “Oh, that sucks. But then who’s going to pick you up you from the bus terminal? You don’t have to walk, do you? Because that would be beyond lame!”

      Lola only had a few details to share, but at least this was taken care of. “Her neighbor, Jackson,” said Lola.

      “Right. Do you need help packing?” asked Jane.

      “Nah, I’m not bringing much. The executors sold off almost everything of value to pay off our debts. Simone, my mom’s best friend, will pack up the stuff that goes to goodwill. I’m just taking my clothes, my iPad, and a few mementos. It all fits in a backpack and this Rubbermaid bin. My aunt will have a room set up for me when I get there,” explained Lola.

      Jane peered into the bin and exclaimed, “You travel light!” She grabbed Lola’s favorite book. “So, what’s she like, your aunt?”

      Lola thought for a moment. “I don’t really remember my aunt. After my dad left, we didn’t see much of his side of the family, and with the distance, we sort of lost touch,” she mused.

      “It’s too bad your dad died too; you could have gone to live with him,” said Jane.

      “I don’t think so. From what my mom said, he was always a bit of a flake and could barely take care of himself. That’s why he eventually moved back with his sister. And they both lived in their parents’ house, the house I’m about to move into,” Lola stated.

      “They are either dirt poor or super-rich. They must be rich! Only rich people live in their houses with their adult family members. Maybe that’s how they get rich! If you never have to pay for housing, heating, electricity, the savings must add up! Is it a big house?” asked Jane.

      “Yeah, I think it is,” Lola replied. “It’s a traditional Victorian House, according to the lawyer. I’ve never been there. But here, he gave me a picture. Look!”

      Jane took the picture from Lola’s hand and peered at it. Her eyes widened instantly. “Creepy!”

      Lola laughed, took the picture back, and replied, “Only because it’s a black and white picture. It’s actually pink if you can believe it! But I know what you mean. That is exactly how I felt when I first saw it.”

      She stared down at the picture again. At least four stories high, the house was huge, with a tall main section that looked just like a tower and two wings with turrets on each side. One side had a huge covered porch with ivy overhangs for privacy. Lola pointed at the porch. “They must use this area a lot—it seems to have more furniture in it than my entire house!” The other wing was similar but had floor-to-ceiling windows and resembled a sunroom. The lawyer called it a Conservatory. The front door was flanked by expansive, frosted windows and had its own imposing porch and broad steps that led to a long walkway, met by a fountain of all things.

      “Straight out of a Jane Austen novel!” exclaimed Jane.

      Three other paths seemed to lead away from the fountain. “I wonder where these other paths lead to?” mused Lola.

      Jane peered at the picture, then looked off into space, obviously trying to imagine it. “Maybe they’ll have a pool and a tennis court? Maybe one of them leads to a garage? We don’t see one on the picture, but  surely, they have one?”

      Lola nodded and said, “Well, I guess I’ll find out soon enough.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Journey

          

        

      

    

    
      The Sunday bus left at 10 a.m. as scheduled. An ungodly hour for teenagers, which meant that Lola slept most of the way.

      Besides being tired from the early hour, she was exhausted from the last couple of weeks. She’d been allowed to stay in her house until her finals were over, and she was grateful for it. She had her routine, and, despite missing her mom like crazy, it just felt better to be home. Simone, her mom’s best friend, came to live with her and help pack up the house to focus on her studies and her grief. Lola had always liked Simone. She was funny, spontaneous, and quirky. Everything her mom wasn’t. Simone claimed her mom hadn’t always been such a stick-in-the-mud that apparently, she was quite the hellion in their youth! Lola only saw her mom as the caring, responsible adult she became after her dad left. Simone said her mom was sick of shenanigans, empty dreams, and broken promises.

      Lola’s mom had worked as a dental assistant at a clinic in Waverly, Baltimore. She walked to work every day and always seemed to enjoy it because Lola never heard her complain. It was a decent enough paying job but never seemed to be sufficient to pay off their debts. Lola didn’t think there would be any money left when she turned eighteen unless her mom had been secretly putting money aside all these years. And since both her grandparents were dead, and her mom had no siblings, Lola was on her own.

      She and her mom got along. They never fought, but they were never really close, like Jane and her mom. Those two were like BFFs. Having long talks about boys, swapping clothes, even just the two of them going on road trips. Jane claimed her mom needed those moments more than she did to get away from the boys—the boys being Jane’s three younger brothers aged eleven, nine, and seven. But Lola could see they were a close-knit family. She’d always envied their easy camaraderie at mealtimes. Everybody listened to the happenings in each other’s days and still had words of encouragement when someone suffered a bad one. The boys didn’t seem to be constantly fighting like most brothers did, though they were a lively bunch. Lola would have loved a family like this one! But again, she liked her privacy, her quiet moments, the calm serenity that her mother seemed to cultivate in their home. It certainly helped make Lola more self-sufficient, which would prove essential in her new life.

      Simone told her that her aunt Phyllis was a bit of a recluse, and it would be just the two of them in that big old house. That didn’t faze Lola much. She preferred being left to her own devices than being fretted about and always watched as Simone was doing to her. Lola knew she meant well since she didn’t have any kids of her own, and she was sure Simone was trying to imagine what it would feel like to lose your only remaining parent at fifteen and a mom at that.

      But the truth was, even when her mom was alive, it never seemed real. Sure, she was a good mom. She made healthy meals, ensured Lola was cared for, well adjusted, slept enough, and had everything she truly needed, including a sympathetic ear. But she was never really there. Like she was always ticking off items from a list in her mind and alternating between lists. Good parent checklist, useful neighbor checklist, good employee checklist, good human checklist. Not a robot, but not someone with depth. At least none that she shared with Lola. Maybe she shared it with Simone......she certainly didn’t share it with a boyfriend unless she snuck off at night after Lola was in bed. Dating didn’t seem to be on her list of priorities. Lola always figured she wasn’t over the trauma of her marriage to her dad.

      Then again, Lola didn’t have much of a social life herself. Other than Jane, Lola didn’t have that many friends, and none of the boys, or girls, at school or in the neighborhood had ever sparked her romantic interest. She never felt like she fit in anywhere. She wasn’t into sports, fashion, or even technology. Lola liked to read. Anywhere, anytime. She also fancied herself a fair enough writer but had yet to take the plunge and write an actual novel or short story like her Lit teacher kept after her to do. Longer texts seemed so daunting, as if they would take forever to write. Lola always promised herself that it would happen one day...

      It wasn’t like Lola was ugly or anything. Her mom had always said she was beautiful, but moms have to say that. Simone told her she was beautiful and should be dating by now like it was a rite of passage. Maybe she was a late bloomer? Or maybe she was waiting for fate to intervene? Her looks were adequate as far as she was concerned. She had nice curly brown hair that she could straighten should she ever feel moved to use a hairbrush. Her figure was okay, though leaning a bit towards curvy and voluptuous, which got her looks from many jocks. Even with her loose shirts, she couldn’t entirely hide an impressive pair of  boots, a tiny waist, and wide, full hips. Her legs were on the short side, but she thought her height was respectable at 5’6’’. Not so short as to be called a shrimp and not so tall that she intimidated any of the guys. Call her old-fashioned, but she wanted him to be taller than her when she did get a boyfriend.

      Lola really liked her eyes. They were technically dark blue, but they often seemed violet when the light was right or if she was angry or had been crying. It made her feel unique. There was only one feature that Lola was less than content with—her teeth. They were crooked, both top and bottom. And she had that one top tooth that stuck out when she smiled, that made her tend to smile with her mouth closed. Her mom said it was endearing. To Lola, it was just an ad for the braces she couldn’t afford. Even with her mom’s employee discount, there was no way they could fit it in the budget. And now, well, she’d have to learn to live with it. Crooked teeth were the least of her worries.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Arriving

          

        

      

    

    
      She woke with a start as someone placed a hand on her shoulder. “This is your stop,” said the older lady in the seat next to her. “You’re Lola, right? The bus driver called out your name.” Lola mumbled her thanks, grabbed her backpack, and headed for the door. The driver had already removed her bin from the bus, and soon she was left alone with all her worldly belongings at the ATM Express waiting for the infamous Jackson.

      Luckily, the wait was short. She barely had time to sit on her bin when an old, beat-up, blue pickup truck arrived, spluttering fumes, and heaving to a stop as though it had just died. I bet you that Jackson is as ancient as his truck, Lola thought to herself. But to Lola’s utter amazement, a tall, lanky, not-ancient boy stepped out of the cab and scowled at her.

      “Where’s the rest of your stuff?” he said.

      Lola stared blankly up at the boy. Speech seemed to evade her as she took in the most unusual shade of green eyes she’d ever seen. They weren’t an emerald green or a brownish-green, more like the color of a Jade stone with a slight turquoise tint to it. The color was so striking because the boy was otherwise completely dressed in black. Normally that would make a person look drab and ordinary, but there was something otherworldly about him. Lola rubbed her eyes, thinking she might still be a little groggy from sleeping on the bus. Maybe it was just the contrast with their surroundings, but to Lola, he looked like he’d just walked out of one of her favorite comic books. The dark ones, with limited color. They are mostly black and white, but where only hues of blue and green are colored in, they pop off the page in their starkness. This is how the boy appeared to Lola, with crisp lines and sharp colors.

      “Phyllis didn’t say her relation was slow......” and with that, he rolled his eyes. He had a slight southern accent and spoke in the slow, leisurely way they seem to have in the south. It somehow didn’t suit his sleek, all-black appearance.

      Lola snapped out of her daze and scowled back at him. “I’m not slow. I was expecting an old geezer named Jackson!”

      “I’m Jackson. My friends call me Jack, but you can call me Jackson. Come on. I don’t have all day,” he snapped.

      Great! Lola thought. This is going to be a fun ride. Fifteen minutes of gas fumes, shaking truck, and a sour boy. Lola grabbed her backpack and let Jackson deal with the bin. She waited for him to open the door, but he just hopped in on his side and barked, “Get in!” So much for southern manners!

      He managed to start the truck up and eased onto the road without incident. Lola clutched her backpack to herself and kept her eyes on the road. There wasn’t much scenery to look at near the highway, but as they drove deeper into the country and onto small roads, trees and flowers started popping up. It was a lovely day in late June. Not too hot, not too humid. Jackson must have appreciated her restraint because he chose this exact moment to end the silence between them.

      “So, when was the last time you visited your aunt?” he asked.

      “Apparently, my family and I stayed there for a week when I was about two years old while my grandmother was still alive. I assume my aunt was there, but I obviously don’t remember,” Lola replied.

      “Miss Evers is the most gracious person I know. She’s a good baker too,” he added wistfully. Interesting description indeed.

      Lola thought about her next question carefully and then asked, “My aunt said you were her neighbor. You don’t look old enough to be a homeowner, so I guess your parents are the neighbors?”

      “No, I live on the Evers property, in an apartment over the garage,” Jackson replied easily.

      “How did that happen?” Lola said quizzically.

      “Well, my grandpa used to be Mrs. Evers’ groundskeeper, and my grandma was the housekeeper. They lived in a cottage on the property. My dad was born there, and when they passed away, he came back and took over for them with my mom,” Jackson explained.

      “So, your parents now work for my aunt?”

      “No,” Jackson corrected her. “A few years ago, there was a fire in the woods near our cottage, and the flames could not be contained. My parents never had a chance,” he said flatly like he’d told the story so many times, it didn’t faze him anymore.

      “Oh. My. God! I’m so sorry! How did you survive?” Lola’s eyes were wide with shock.

      “I was away at school......” Jackson’s voice trailed off as he stared at the road ahead.

      “I’m really sorry. I guess we have more in common than I realized. My parents are dead too,” said Lola mournfully.

      “I know,” Jackson replied. “Phyllis told me about your mom. And, well, I was here when your dad died, though I don’t remember much. I must have been six years old.”

      “Right. How old are you now?” Lola inquired.

      “I just turned nineteen. You?”

      “I’m fifteen, but my birthday is in a week.”

      “Oh, okay. You still have a year of high school to do.”

      “Yeah, what’s the school like?”

      “I wouldn’t know. I went away to school in Woodbury. Phyllis was nice enough to take over the payments when my parents died so I could finish high school and get into a good college. But my heart wasn’t in it, and I came back after I graduated. I’ve been working for Miss Evers ever since.”

      “But don’t you want to go to college and get a real job?” Lola queried.

      “This is a real job,” Jackson replied through gritted teeth.

      “I mean, you know, one where you can put your mind to work,” Lola answered quickly.

      “My mind gets plenty of work with Phyllis. She’s got me doing the books as well as taking care of the property. I do just about everything except cooking, cleaning, and laundry. She has a lady come in to do those chores a couple of times a week,” said Jackson, visibly annoyed.

      “So, no more housekeeper?” asked Lola.

      “Nah, Phyllis says she likes her privacy, and she just couldn’t get used to someone other than my mom ‘lurking about,’ as she calls it,” he said with a smile.

      “Is it true my aunt is epileptic, and that’s why she can’t drive?”

      “That’s right. She takes medication to control it,” Jackson explained. “It’s one of the reasons I came back. I didn’t particularly appreciate knowing she was all alone in that big old house. It’s good you’re here, now,” he added.

      They fell silent again for a while, and then Lola saw it. She didn’t remember a private lane bordered by tall trees. It was straight off of a movie set! And of course, there was her aunt, waiting on the steps in a long flowing dress with a light flowery print. At least, Lola figured it was her aunt. Jackson brought the car around the fountain and right to the steps, with such amazing timing that as she got to the last step, Miss Evers just had to open the door and let Lola out.

      “Let me look at you!” she cried.

      “Um, hi,” Lola said, a blush creeping up her face.

      “Don’t be shy, Lola. We’re going to be great friends,” her aunt stated emphatically.

      While they were cautiously eyeing each other, Jackson dropped off her stuff and, as discreetly as possible with such a noisy truck, drove back to the garage, and they didn’t see him for the rest of the afternoon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 4


          

          
            Meeting

          

        

      

    

    
      “Come along, dear. You must be famished!” cooed her aunt in a thick southern drawl.

      “Well, actually, I packed a lunch and ate it on the bus,” Lola said lamely.

      “Nonsense! I can see you need fattening up, and I’m just the woman to do it!” exclaimed Phyllis, waving away any further arguments.

      She ushered Lola towards the house, daintily grabbing her backpack and depositing it by the stairs in the foyer. Then she motioned for Lola to follow her into the kitchen.

      “I’ll make you a nice snack, fix you a glass of iced tea, and we’ll have ourselves a little chat on the porch. Then, I’ll show you to your room, and you can get cleaned up or have a rest, or just get settled in.”

      “Um, okay, I guess.” Lola was overwhelmed with her aunt’s familiarity.

      “Not much of a talker, are you? I guess after everything you’ve been through, I’d be a little shell-shocked too. You go on through that door and pick a seat on the porch—that’s half the fun!” said Phyllis cheerily.

      She pointed to the kitchen’s right, which led into a huge dining room with at least sixteen chairs around a massive oak table. This is gorgeous! Thought Lola. And it certainly doesn’t seem to be as stuffy as one would expect from the house’s age. Lola didn’t linger in the dining room, afraid that she was not meant to be there, and quickly proceeded to the large patio doors at the end of the room.

      As she stepped out, she was hit by the most wonderful smell. She couldn’t place it immediately, but it seemed to be coming from the numerous hanging flower pots. She’d have to ask her aunt about it. So far, she’d barely been able to string a coherent sentence together. My aunt must think I’m an absolute simpleton! Just then, Lola remembered her manners, and she stood up to stick her head in the door and ask if her aunt needed a hand. Her aunt, however, was already on her way with a tray full of goodies, and Lola could only stand aside and hold the door as she glided by with the practiced grace of a natural-born hostess.

      Phyllis is quite pretty and doesn’t look a day over 40. She looks younger than mom did, reflected Lola. Maybe it’s because she didn’t have to work for a living.

      Phyllis arranged the tray on a side table. She poured out two tall glasses of iced tea and was holding up the sugar when she asked, “Do you take sugar in your tea?”

      Lola blinked, lost in thought, and quickly replied, “Um, yes, please.” Lola was still struggling to string more than a few words together.

      “Go ahead, dig in. I didn’t know if you were one of those vegetarians or if you had food allergies, so I brought a little of everything.”

      “I’m not a vegetarian, and I don’t have food allergies,” Lola assured her. “This looks amazing, thanks. I guess I was hungrier than I thought.”

      Lola loaded a plate with crustless sandwiches, grapes, cheese, and cookies. Everything looked homemade, straight out of a Martha Stewart magazine. Her aunt snagged a grape or two and drank her tea, peering at Lola. Lola could tell she was itching to ask about a thousand questions.

      “I don’t want to pry, dear, but are you alright? I mean generally. Everybody grieves differently, and I believe we should let people get through it in the way that works best for them if there is anything I can do. If you need to talk to someone, a counselor or me, just let me know,” she stated soothingly.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. I do have a question, though,” Lola asked hesitantly.

      “Anything, ask away!” her aunt replied.

      “This might sound stupid, but what should I call you?”

      “Oh, right! That’s not stupid at all. You should call me Phyllis!”

      “Okay, thanks, Phyllis,” Lola said, happy to not have to refer to her by some strange family name.

      “Anything else?”

      “Where should I start looking for a job?” Lola ventured. “I turn sixteen next week.”

      “Oh, how exciting!” Phyllis exclaimed. “Well, you need to know that I have plenty of money to pay for your school, clothing, and any other expenses you might have. If you want a job to meet people your age, you can always ask Jackson if he has any pointers. But I think the Food Lion might be your best bet. Jackson can give you a ride into town.”

      “Is it very far? Can I walk? If I get a job, then I can’t ask him to drive me there all the time.”

      “You could bike there rather easily; it would be faster. Or you could look into getting your license, and we might get you a car when school starts. I’m pretty sure taking the bus in your Senior year is unpopular.”

      Lola quickly interjected, “Oh, that’s too much. I could buy my own car if I work all summer.”

      “I like your spunk, and we can argue about it later. Now, if you’ve finished eating, I’ll take you to your room and let you settle in. We’ll save the grand tour for later. Dinner is at 6 p.m., and no jeans on a Sunday,” Phyllis said with a smile.

      They walked back through the dining room and kitchen to the large foyer and up the stairs’ curved flight. Lola could imagine ladies with sweeping gowns swaying up and down these stairs, going to balls and receiving callers. The walls were lined with portraits of who were either past occupants or perhaps ancestors.

      “How old is this house?” asked Lola, intrigued.

      “It was one of the first houses built in town,” Phyllis answered. “It took two years to complete it, and my, or rather our, ancestors moved in in 1640. We’ve been here ever since.”

      “You mean all these people are my relatives?” Lola said, gobsmacked.

      “Yes, there has always been an Evers in residence. It’s a tradition. When I pass, this house will be yours, Lola.”

      “But surely there is someone else it should go to?” asked Lola faintly.

      “I had no children, and your father was my only sibling,” stated Phyllis.

      “What would have happened if my dad hadn’t had me?” Lola asked curiously.

      “I have no idea; it’s never happened. There has always been an Evers. Even before this house, our family tree goes very far back. I’ll show you someday if you’re interested,” replied Phyllis.

      “But I’m not ready to have kids! I don’t even know if I want any kids!” A shudder passed through her body as she said this.

      “Don’t worry about that now, silly. I’m not going anywhere anytime soon! I expect to live a long, satisfying life. You won’t be rid of me for quite a while!” said Phyllis cheerily.

      “Oh, I didn’t mean,” Lola stuttered. “Um. I don’t want you to die or anything. I just got here, and you’re the only family I’ve got......” trailed Lola with a pained expression.

      Phyllis must have heard the strain and barely held in tears in Lola’s voice and turned to face her. Lola’s body was tense, and she was giving off a vibe that said, don’t touch me. Phyllis placed a hand on her shoulder and said, “You’re the only family I’ve got. I’m so delighted you’re here.” Lola placed her hand on top of her aunt’s and nodded her head as one of the tears slipped down her cheek. Phyllis took her hand in hers, and they walked wordlessly to Lola’s room.

      When the door opened, Lola realized this was the Tower Room in the picture and was immediately filled with a feeling akin to glee, which she could not explain. There wasn’t a frivolous bone in her body, but this room was to die for! It wasn’t overly girly, but it was feminine. Upon entering, there was what must be called a sitting room: a large three-seater sofa flanked by wooden end tables, two armchairs artfully placed to face each other, and a low, matching coffee table. Everything was perfectly symmetrical, and everything was in shades of pale gray and lilac. If Lola had friends, this would be a great place to hang out!

      Behind the sofa, a few feet away, was a massive fireplace. Lola went closer to look at it and realized she could see into the bedroom. It was two-sided! On the same wall were two doors leading to the bedroom and one leading to the en-suite bathroom. The bedroom’s decor was similar to the sitting room. The king-sized, four-poster bed had been stained a pale gray to match all the other wooden pieces in the room—like the bedside tables, the two trunks at the foot of the bed, and the small table between the two Queen Anne armchairs facing this side of the fireplace. Lola was starry-eyed. She trailed her fingers along with everything as they roamed about the room. Phyllis was explaining things about the room and the decor, but Lola wasn’t really paying attention.

      Across from the fireplace was the tower, which had been fitted with a comfy window seat for reading or lounging. Circular, wrought iron stairs led to a second-floor alcove that had been outfitted with a work desk, bookshelves, and modern technologies such as a computer, printer-scanner-fax-copy machine, and an impressive five device charging station. It was a writer’s dream! At the sight of the work area, Lola couldn’t suppress herself and did a little happy dance. She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. It’s like someone read my mind and made this just for me, she thought. From below, she heard her aunt ask nervously, “Do you like it?” Lola peered over the banister at her aunt and responded with a huge grin on her face. “Do I like it? Are you serious? I love it! I may never leave this alcove!”

      Phyllis smiled approvingly and yelled back, “I’ll leave you to it then, and see you at dinner. I hope it’s not too presumptuous of me, but I’ve bought you a few items of clothing and had put them in your wardrobe. It’s just off the en-suite bathroom. I consulted your mother’s friend Simone, but if they don’t fit or don’t suit you, we’ll return them, don’t worry. It’s just that I’ve never had anyone to shop for, and I may have gone a little crazy......” And with that, she strolled out the door. Lola counted to ten and flew down the stairs and through the entrance to the bathroom. She skidded to a stop when she realized she was in a huge walk-in closet the size of her room back home. There she found her Rubbermaid bin and her backpack on a chaise. A chaise! Cue the grapes and bonbons!

      Lola looked at the racks and saw more than a few clothing items. It was a full-on wardrobe. The items were much dressier than what she normally wore, but the colors suited her complexion, and they were all the right size. As she eyed the pieces, her gaze was drawn to an outfit that looked perfect for Sunday dinner. From her aunt’s appearance, the ‘no jeans on Sunday’ was probably her aunt’s polite way of saying ‘we dress for dinner.’ She took down a pale gray skirt and a lilac sweater set. Imagine wearing clothes that matched your decor! It was like having a superhero costume, a signature look. She also found a pair of matching gray Keds. She rummaged around in the drawers and found some jewelry. Gray pearls will fit perfectly! She also found socks, underwear, gloves, hats, coats, and handbags. Maybe Phyllis was her fairy godmother! Wait, who IS my godmother? Lola thought, how did this question never occur to me? She always assumed it was Simone, but honestly, it was never discussed. She would broach the topic with Phyllis at dinner.

      Setting her selections on the chaise, Lola moved on to the next door, which led to the en-suite bathroom. This was another large room, but this time with a glass shower, twin porcelain sinks, and a huge clawfoot tub. She grabbed a big, fluffy gray towel, stripped, and headed for the shower as it was getting late. She’d try the tub when she had more time to appreciate it truly.

      Freshly scrubbed, Lola found an assortment of toiletries, all lilac scented and probably absurdly expensive. It made her feel like royalty! She put on the outfit she’d selected, did her hair, and added a little gloss to her lips. Her aunt must have known she wasn’t one for makeup because she found none in the vanity. Only perfume and a lovely antique brush and comb set helped her curly hair become silky and bouncy. She was admiring herself in the full-length mirror when she heard a knock on the door. Glancing at her new watch, she saw it was only 5:45 p.m., and she wasn’t running late. Perhaps Phyllis thought she might get lost on the way down.

      But as she opened the door, she discovered it wasn’t Phyllis looking back at her. Jackson, wearing dark gray slacks and, unbelievably, a lilac button-down shirt, open at the throat. Good lord, they were a matching set! She stared at him, open-mouthed. He looked gorgeous!

      “Did my aunt choose your clothes too?” she blurted out.

      “What? No! Why would you even ask that?” he replied, confused.

      “Well, because we seem to match each other, and she bought these clothes for me,” said Lola waving at herself.

      “Pure coincidence.” Jackson smiled at her. “You look nice, though. Are you ready to go down? Phyllis hates it when people are late to Sunday dinner,” he said briskly.

      “People?” Lola asked worriedly. “As in, there are other guests? I didn’t even know you’d be there! Are you sure I  look, okay?” asked Lola, a little insecure.

      “You look fine, and it’s only the three of us tonight. But sometimes there are friends of the family or neighbors that join us,” he said calmly.

      “Oh, okay then,” Lola said, relieved. “Yes, I’m ready. Lead on!”

      And with that, he offered her his arm, which she took with a giggle.

      “How retro of you!” she exclaimed.

      “The stairs can be a little tricky. And besides, your aunt expects it. Chivalry still has a place in the south and this house!” he said as he ushered her down the hall.

      They walked down the stairs arm in arm, and Lola felt like a movie star. When they arrived in the formal dining room, her aunt was near the rollaway bar, drink in hand.

      “Don’t you look lovely, Lola!” she said with a smile.

      “Thank you, Phyllis. The clothes and the room are amazing. Thank you so much!” Lola responded.

      “My pleasure, dear. Truly. I haven’t had this much fun in years! What can I get you to drink?” she asked, pointing at the cart.

      “Um, I’m not old enough to drink,” Lola said shyly.

      “I know, silly! But we have sodas and juice, and I make a mean virgin margarita!” Phyllis chuckled.

      “That sounds delicious!” Lola said gratefully.

      “How about you, Jackson?” inquired Phyllis.

      “I’ll have a virgin Caesar, please,” asked Jackson.

      “Coming right up!” Phyllis replied.

      They had drinks on the back terrace to watch the sunset and chatted amicably about local events. There was a dance coming up, and Phyllis thought Jackson should take Lola so she could meet some of the young people. She also mentioned Lola was looking for a job and asked if Jackson could take her to the Food Lion to introduce her to Mr. Xavier, the owner.

      With those topics out of the way, they made their way into the dining room, where they found dishes laid out on the sideboard under heating lamps, and they served themselves. Lola’s mouth began to water at the sight of the spread: roast beef, garlic, mashed potatoes with herbed butter, crispy green beans, and bacon. According to Phyllis, it was simple fare. Absolutely delicious, it was not Lola’s usual Sunday meal, which usually consisted of store-bought rotisserie chicken and a green salad with fruit for dessert. Phyllis had made pecan pie served à la mode with homemade vanilla bean ice cream. Lola thought she was going to like it here!
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