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To say the letter was a surprise was an understatement.

It arrived addressed to Miss Finlay Cox, which made the contents even more extraordinary.

Finn took it into her barely furnished share house bedroom to open in private.

Before taking off her shoes and changing her clothes.

The letter, from a Melissa Petersen on behalf of Petersen Partners, explained they acted on behalf of the Estate of the Late James Arthur Webb, who died on 25th October 2015.

Finn sat abruptly on the bed, salvaged from a kerbside collection, trying to recollect whether she knew anyone called James Webb.

Certainly no one in her current circle, though someone forgotten from her childhood was always possible.

The letter included a Will, dated 17 July 2009.

The Will stated her name in full as Finlay Margaret Cox, and did not contain any rubbish about dependants or descendants, giving her the impression she was the sole beneficiary...

SUBJECT to the payment of my just debts funeral and testamentary expenses I DEVISE and BEQUEATH the residue of my real and personal estate of whatsoever kind and wheresoever situate upon trust to sell, call in, collect and convert into money such parts thereof as shall not consist of money and to distribute the net proceeds of such calling in and conversion (after payment of my just debts funeral and testamentary expenses) to my Trustee UPON TRUST to my sole heir Finlay Margaret Cox.

The letter instructed her to send her bank account details and verification of her identity.

As far as Finn knew, she’d no family; her mother got pregnant in high school, and her family threw her out.

The sperm donor abandoned them, too.

Her mother’d worked three jobs to keep them housed and fed, and when she died, ridiculously young, Finn went into the foster system.

Shot right out again on her eighteenth birthday when the benefits stopped.

Logically, given she was eight years old at the time, the Victorian Child Protection Service must have approached someone(s) to take custody of her.

Not her father. Her birth certificate listed him as unknown, but her mother’s relatives.

It seemed futile to claim her now they were dead too.

So, after the initial shock, when rationality returned, she concluded email spammers had run out of “short cons,” and were running “long con” snailmail scams.

She tucked the letter back into the envelope, threw it on her wonky third-hand flat pack chest of drawers, where subsequent junk soon buried it. Lying forgotten until the next letter arrived about a month later.

It suggested she may not have received the first letter and enclosed a second copy of the will.

Finn thought perhaps this time she ought to do some research, not just dismiss it out of hand.

The Australian Security and Investments Commission listed Petersen Partners as a registered company under the name of Melissa Jane Petersen.

Which seemed legit and warranted further information.

An internet search revealed a website; the phone number on the site was the same as the phone book and the letter. The listed addresses were the same as the ASIC site.

Their registration with the Victorian Legal Services Board and Commissioner was probably more important.

The domiciled town was a couple of hours' drive from Melbourne, which ruled out calling past.

The next day at work, she shut herself in a small, private conversational room, despite being a temp and not technically permitted, to call the number on the letter.

“Hello, Petersen and Partners, Melissa Petersen speaking,” she sounded as though she’d run for the phone. 

“Oh, hi, it’s Finn Cox, calling about the James Webb estate.”

“Ah, Finn... Can you hold for a minute while I find the file?”

“Sure.”

The phone went silent.

She was just starting to think the woman’d hung up on her when she was back on the line.

“Ah yes, we just need the usual one hundred points of identification, so passport or birth certificate and driver’s license is fine. If you could fax or email them?”

“Ah sure. But, are you sure you’ve the right Finn Cox? I mean, I don’t know anyone who’d leave me anything in a Will.”

“Quite sure. James is... was your Great Uncle. It took us quite a while to find you.”

“I see. At least I think I see.”

“Yes, it was difficult. We had to hire a private investigator. You’ll send your identification?”

“Um, sure. But can you tell me more about the...” she checked non-specific wording of the Will, “real and personal estate we’re talking about?”

“Obviously I can’t say much without verifying your identity, but there’s a small cottage, some jewellery and some cash.”

Finn gasped, “a house?”

“Yes, once we’ve confirmed your identification, you can have the address.”

“And you’re sure it’s me.”

“I’m quite sure, but I need the identification to show due diligence.”

More or less confident it wasn’t a con, Finn agreed to send her identification.
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A few Saturdays later, Finn was on her way to inspect the cottage. Her plan was to salvage what she could and put the property on the market. So, she’d plotted a course which made a nice drive in the country.

Planning a pleasant country drive, she’d plotted a course taking in a few small towns along the way; shopping at antique stores and buying fresh farm gate produce.

Hopefully arriving at the cottage late afternoon. Staying overnight, returning in the morning.

Mainly because she couldn’t trust her roommates not to break into her padlocked bedroom and nick anything worth taking.

Driving along a winding country road, meandering up and down, around and through the hills, with the windows rolled down, enjoying the last of the summer sunshine.

Through a commemorative Avenue of Honour, planted at the end of the First World War. Predominantly oak trees, the leaves turning red, yellow and brown, falling across the road in a gentle shower.

According to the tourist guide, the community planted each tree in the memory of a local person, but the speed limit was one hundred kilometres per hour, so she was driving too fast to read the tiny name plates at the foot of the trees. 

Finn leaned into a curve in the road, noticing the cottage silhouetted against the sunset on the crest of a hill in front of her. Through another bend, it was gone, leaving her with a strange feeling of melancholy.

The road cut through a gully, and as it turned again, there was the cottage again.

Constructed from weatherboards, or maybe raw cedar planks, the walls, along with the tin roof, weathered to an indeterminate grey. The roof streaked with rust.

The type of unloved house that gets a reputation, remembered forever as the haunted house on the hill. 

From her vantage point, it looked like a four-room cottage, though the roof line was high, so possibly an attic too. Similar to the dilapidated, almost-forgotten house she’d lived in before her mother died.

The chimney looked to be in the middle of the cottage, so she extrapolated a reception room and bedroom at the front, with a combined kitchen dining room and a second bedroom at the back.

Feeling a wave of nostalgia for a simpler time. Not so much for her own childhood, as for a time when she wasn’t responsible for all the decisions she made.

As a kid, she’d hated being told what to do. But now, stuck in a rut, someone telling her what to do seemed a better option.

Stuck in her memories, she overshot the turn, driving a few kilometres further before she found a place safe enough to turn around and come back.

Finn turned into the drive and drove slowly along the gravel, careful to avoid the clay edges where she might get bogged.

The overgrown was mainly a meadow of dandelions surrounding an old oak tree. Perhaps planted after the war to commemorate someone’s bright young man.

She pulled up outside the cottage, and having driven for several hours, took a moment to stretch out her back and neck.

Taking a deep eucalyptus-scented breath tinged with the last of the overblown roses and blurring her vision, trying to imagine what the cottage looked like new.

Leaving her bags in the car, she locked it and walked across to the solid looking front door.

She’d expected the house to smell musty or mouldy. Of faded musky perfume and cat pee, but when she opened the door, there was nothing to smell.

Perhaps Melissa Petersen had spoken literally about leaving the door open. 

Finn’d been concerned, but the lawyer’d laughed. “It’s on a minor road between neighbouring towns. Too far from both for teenaged parties, and far enough from the C road to prevent blow-ins. No one’s going to wander into it.”

The cottage had been unoccupied for decades, receiving just enough maintenance to keep it standing, so it probably had become the local haunted house.

Surprising they hadn’t sold it and created a trust with the balance. But, in a small country town, perhaps the firm knew what James wanted, not what he’d said. Or maybe the local market just wasn’t that buoyant.

The door opened into a hallway running through the cottage to the back door.

The floorboards seemed straight and true, and the hall stand next to the front door was more or less level across the top, with an old man’s hat still hanging from a hook.

The door on her left led to a reception room, kitted out as a reasonably comfortable lounge room. The door on her right opened into a bedroom. Probably the Master.

The second room on the right was a small bedroom, and the door on the left opened into the kitchen.

A lean-to, with a small amount of wood inside, was through the back door on the left; she smiled at the smallish tin bath hanging from a nail on the wall.

To the right, a water tank sat on a concrete plinth. She tapped it with a knuckle, and it boomed like a drum. Still collecting, probably not leaking. 
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