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A Matter of Wills
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Sylvia Westmoreland lay on her stomach on the bed, chin cupped in her hands, as she watched the rain falling outside the window. At least the weather seemed to match her mood, even if no one else cared what she thought about anything. Sylvia blinked savagely, shoving her glasses back up her nose. Great-Aunt Elfrida, the only person who did seem to care about Sylvia, had just died, and now there was no one left. Well—Sylvia heard the shrill tones of Aunt Scarlett’s voice drifting through the slightly-opened bedroom door. Perhaps she had better rephrase that from no one to no one good. She had plenty of unpleasant relatives.

“When we see that will, it better have my name in it,” Aunt Scarlett whined.

“Your name!” snapped Aunt Gertrude’s voice. “You aren’t even a blood relative.”

“George’s name, of course,” sulked Aunt Scarlett’s voice. “But she better have left George a tidy sum after all we’ve put up with, with her eccentric behavior.”

“You put up with!” sneered Aunt Gertrude. “With what I have to put up with from all of you, you should be cut from the will entirely!”

“You minx!” Aunt Scarlett shrieked.

Sylvia rolled off the bed and pushed the door shut, blocking out the rest of the argument, though she could still hear the rising voices through the door. None of them even care, Sylvia thought. They just want her money. 

She tried hard to remember the good things about her great-aunt, who had also been her godmother. Her bright blue eyes and soft white hair. Her kind words and delicious dinners. Her stories, tinkling laughter, and her singing. Sylvia wished she had seen her great-aunt more often so she could remember even more. Great-Aunt Elfrida had made her feel loved, something no other relative in her memory had ever done. Yet Sylvia had only been given occasional visits to see her. 

Why, Sylvia could only guess. Most likely because her relatives thought Great-Aunt Elfrida had been odd. If she was, Sylvia thought rebelliously, then I like odd. At least Aunt Gladys, with whom Sylvia lived, didn’t go on about Great-Aunt Elfrida’s oddness like some of her other relatives. Aunt Gladys didn’t seem greedy about Great-Aunt Elfrida’s money, either, though Sylvia knew that Great-Aunt Elfrida had been rich. Great-Aunt Elfrida’s husband, Thomas, had been a successful businessman, and they had long lived in a grand house on the old Barlowe family estate, where Sylvia and all her relatives were currently staying while affairs were settled. Overall, Sylvia decided, she was lucky to be with Aunt Gladys—even if Aunt Gladys did seem to forget her existence half the time. But she wasn’t mean, like Aunt Scarlett had been when Sylvia had first lived with her and Uncle George after her parents’ deaths, nor was she bitter, like Aunt Gertrude. Benign, Sylvia decided, was the best she could get.

The sounds of battle seemed to be dying down outside her door, and Sylvia decided she wanted some air, even if it was raining. Sylvia slipped on her red raincoat and picked up her boots, carefully easing the bedroom door open. A quick glance down the hall showed that the coast was clear. With a sigh of relief, Sylvia kicked off her shoes and slipped out of the bedroom, shutting the door behind her and tiptoeing sock-footed down the hall. She didn’t want to risk being seen by Aunt Scarlett’s horrid 13-year-old son, Gregory. Gregory liked nothing better than tormenting her. The hall, however, remained empty, and Sylvia made it to the front door, sliding on her boots as she cracked the door open and slid out, carefully closing it behind her. Sylvia took a deep breath of fresh, rain-scented air. Free at last. With a tiny smile, Sylvia headed out into the green, wet world before her.

As she walked through the misting rain, heading towards the woodline at the edge of the grass, Sylvia thought more about Great-Aunt Elfrida, about how at home her great-aunt had always been in the woods. She’d taught Sylvia to feel that way, too, even if Sylvia hadn’t gotten to see her very often. Great-Aunt Elfrida was why Sylvia had asked her Aunt Gladys to let her attend a boarding school that emphasized nature studies, a request Aunt Gladys had complied with. Sylvia loved her school—one of the few things in her life she did love. She just wished Aunt Gladys was as good at making her feel wanted as she was at fulfilling requests. With a little sigh, Sylvia shoved away regrets and funeral memories and focused on the world around her.

Ferns, delicately edged with water droplets, stood under the trees as Sylvia stepped further into the woods, their fronds lacey and delicate. Sylvia ran her finger over a frond, water quickly coating her hand, but Sylvia only grinned. Walking on, she stared at the smooth trunks of beeches and holly and the straight stems of pine, also seeing oaks, maples, and sycamores. Sylvia tilted her head, wondering which tree she would choose to live in. Oaks were so strong—but beeches so graceful. And a maple was such a friendly thing—Sylvia decided she didn’t know which to choose. Walking on, amidst bird calls, Sylvia caught the sound of running water over the patter of raindrops, and she suddenly remembered there was a stream around somewhere. Hurrying her steps, Sylvia headed towards the sound, wondering how she could have forgotten it. She’d spent hours there the last time she’d gotten to visit Great-Aunt Elfrida, making boats out of leaves and sticks and looking for crayfish under rocks. 

Squelching over wet leaves and mud, Sylvia found herself at the edge of the stream, the shallow, clear water tumbling over little rocks and sticks, a quieter pool here, more swirling water there. Sylvia grinned as she crouched down amidst a cluster of jack-in-the-pulpit, sticking her finger into the cool water. She felt glad the rain hadn’t made the water muddy.

“Are you sure she should spend so much time alone in the woods? Isn’t it dangerous?” Sylvia remembered her Aunt Gladys asking once.

“It would be more dangerous for her not to,” Great-Aunt Elfrida had said. Sylvia wasn’t sure what that meant, exactly, but she was glad she had been allowed to play in the woods.

Sylvia heard a stick crack suddenly, and she looked up, wiping rain off her glasses as she tried to locate where the sound had come from. Sliding her glasses back on, Sylvia decided the most likely spot was a patch of poison ivy over by a blackberry bush. Something was making the ivy wave slightly. Sylvia’s neck suddenly felt warm, and she rubbed it, hoping she hadn’t touched the poison ivy by mistake. Just then there was a muffled cry, and the ivy wiggled, then ceased to move. Sylvia blinked. But whatever it was must have left—and then Sylvia caught her breath. For she was looking into a pair of eyes. And not animal eyes, like the squirrel or groundhog she’d been thinking of. Blue-purple eyes. Eyes that seemed to be floating in mid-air. Sylvia gave a little shriek, and the eyes disappeared. Sylvia was alone again in the rain, nothing around but the greenness of the woods and the calls of birds.

*****
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All the way back to the house, Sylvia tried to convince herself that she was seeing things. There simply couldn’t have been blue-purple eyes floating in the air. It was the stress and sadness from the funeral, Sylvia decided. She had seen a squirrel or something and mixed up the eye color due to the rain and her emotions. She almost convinced herself of it. Yet she still walked rather quickly back towards the house. She slowed as she reached it; the last thing she needed was for Gregory to discover she was walking fast because she thought she’d seen floating eyes in the woods. She’d never hear the end of it. 

Yet as she re-entered the house, Sylvia discovered everyone had much bigger things on their minds than asking where a12-year-old girl had been walking to.

“I’ve found it!” Uncle George was shouting, waving a piece of paper in the air as Sylvia glided past the sitting room doorway. Sylvia paused, seeing the rush of relatives and Mr. Benning, a lawyer, into the room. Sylvia knew that her relatives had been trying to find Great-Aunt Elfrida’s will, for they knew she had one; she had drawn it up with a lawyer only a year ago, Sylvia had heard. Yet no one had been quite sure where the will was. And the lawyer Great-Aunt Elfrida had drawn it up with had died since then and had not retained a copy at his office. Sylvia thought about ignoring the finding of the will out of loyalty to her great-aunt, but then...her great-aunt might have wanted her to hear it.

Sylvia made her decision. Pulling off her wet coat and boots, she rapidly shoved them into the closet by the front door, then slipped into the sitting room.

Uncle George was evidently enjoying his big moment, explaining, “I found it in the desk in her bedroom, farther back in a drawer than the rest of you had looked. And—”

“Cut out the applause,” Aunt Gertrude barked. “Let the lawyer have it and get on with it. What does the thing say?”

“Now, Mother,” Harry, Sylvia’s 20-year-old cousin, inserted. “Let him do the honors properly. We’ve waited this long, we can wait a moment more. What do you bet she left me nothing?”

“No more betting,” And Gertude snapped. “You know how I feel about the betting.”

“Aww, Mother, it’s just a little fun,” Harry whined.

Sylvia liked her cousin Harry much better than his mother, but in this case she did have to agree with Aunt Gertrude that Harry had major betting and gambling problems.

“Everyone calm down,” Aunt Gladys said sleepily as she came in, her dark hair ruffled as if she had just woken up. “Let the lawyer have the will.”

Just then cousin Gregory came dashing in, and Sylvia melted behind a couch. Right now, however, Gregory was far too excited to notice her.

“Dad, did you find it?” Gregory exclaimed.

“I did, my boy, I did,” Uncle George gloated. “It’s all ours now.”

“Explain that comment,” Aunt Gertrude huffed.

“Let the lawyer read it,” Aunt Gladys interposed.

“Yes,” Aunt Gertrude snapped. “Let the lawyer have it. None of your embellishments.”

“George doesn’t embellish,” Aunt Scarlett sniffed. “Though you might.”

Aunt Gertrude was opening her mouth for a withering reply when Harry slid his hand over it, saying, “Leave my mother alone and get on with it, all right? I have a horse race tonight.”

“You what?” Aunt Gertrude managed through Harry’s fingers, giving him a dark glance. Harry ignored her, however, and Uncle George finally handed the paper to the harassed-looking lawyer Aunt Gladys had hired.

“Please calm down, everyone,” Mr. Benning pleaded. “Now let’s look at this carefully.”

He studied the paper, showing everyone that it said ‘Last Will and Testament’ on the outside in Great-Aunt Elfrida’s spidery handwriting. There was also a red wax seal, Sylvia noticed; Great-Aunt Elfrida always had been old-fashioned.

“Here we go,” Mr. Benning said, carefully unfolding the paper. “’Last will and testament of Elfrida A. Barlowe.’ It has the usual preliminaries...then here it says she has appointed Roger Westmoreland as executor of the estate.”

“Roger Westmoreland!” Uncle George shouted.

“He’s not even a blood relative!” Aunt Gertrude bellowed.

“Who is he? Is he here?” a bewildered Mr. Benning pleaded.

“He is the brother of the late Norman Westmoreland, who married Skye West, our cousin,” Aunt Gladys explained. “Skye and Norman were the parents of Sylvia here.”

Everyone turned suddenly and looked at Sylvia, noticing she was there. Sylvia shrank further behind the couch as Aunt Scarlett glared at her.

“What does he have to do with anything?” Aunt Scarlett demanded of no one in particular.

“Can’t we just skip him?” Aunt Gertrude demanded.

“Of course not,” Mr. Benning said in a shocked tone. “This is a legally witnessed document, and as he has been appointed executor, he will have to be contacted—”

“But what does the will say?” Aunt Scarlett interrupted. “Since George found it, I feel we ought to get to know.”

Mr. Benning frowned, looking back at the paper. “I feel we should wait for the executor before preceding further. Besides, it's not in English."

"Not in English?" Aunt Scarlett shrieked.

"It’s like—some sort of code,” Mr. Benning stammered. “It says to contact Alfred Aelfdene, one of the witnesses of the document, for further information. Presumably he knows how to read it.”

“Well, I like that!” Aunt Scarlett shrieked. “Just like Elfrida.”

Aunt Gertrude and Uncle George began to join in with their feelings upon Great-Aunt Elfrida, while Harry seemed to find the whole situation somewhat comic.

“Lighten up, Mother,” Harry told her. “We can’t get cut from the will if we can’t read it, right?”

“It’s not funny, young man,” Aunt Gertrude snapped. “If your father were here—”

“Well, he’s not, is he?” Harry interrupted. “Leave me alone, Mother.”

And he stalked out of the room. 

Sylvia had seen her relatives fight before, and now seemed a good time to exit, except that she was curious about what the writing in the will looked like. And what had Aunt Gladys meant about her father having a brother? Sylvia had never heard a Roger Westmoreland mentioned. Sylvia scooted closer to Aunt Gladys, who was being shown the will by Mr. Benning. Peeking over her aunt’s shoulder, Sylvia recognized her great-aunt’s spiky writing in the English heading. But the letters further on down the page—assuming they were letters—looked like no language Sylvia had ever seen. They were full of loops, flourishes, and dots.

“What language is this?” Aunt Gladys wondered aloud.

“I don’t know, and I don’t care!” Aunt Scarlett shrieked. “We should just tear the thing up and—”

“So you and George can get everything?” Aunt Gertrude snapped. “Not on my life.”

“Well, you can’t have everything, either,” Uncle George snapped.

“We’re going to do this legally,” Mr. Benning put in, folding up the will. “Nothing more is being done until we’ve contacted the executor.”

“What are you looking at?” Aunt Scarlett snapped suddenly at Sylvia.

Sylvia jumped, stammering, “N-nothing.”

Hurriedly, she left the room, vanishing down the hall; vanishing was something she was good at. Yet she wanted to know more about the writing in the will—so perhaps she shouldn’t completely vanish.
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A Meeting in the Meadow
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A few days later, soon after breakfast, Sylvia heard a knock on the front door of the house, and she looked up from the book she was reading. She was hiding from Gregory in a convenient nook in the library, a nook that gave her a good view of the front door. Sylvia carefully peered through the diamond-paned window, seeing Mr. Benning and three strangers standing on the front step. Curious, Sylvia slipped out of the library into the hall, making her way to the edge of the staircase and ducking behind the umbrella stand as she saw Uncle George opening the front door.

“Good morning,” Sylvia heard Mr. Benning saying. “This is Roger Westmoreland and his family. I brought them along to come stay with you while we work out the details of the will and estate.”

“To stay!” Uncle George cried, looking highly displeased.

“You have plenty of room,” Mr. Benning pointed out apologetically. “And it would be much easier for everyone if you’re all in the same place...”

“All right,” Uncle George said ungraciously, opening the door wider.

“We don’t mean to intrude,” began the man who was evidently Roger Westmoreland. Sylvia studied him, noticing he had brown hair and blue eyes. Did he look like her father? Sylvia wasn’t sure; her parents had died when she was four, and she’d only seen a few pictures.

“We are so very sorry for your loss,” put in the blond woman standing next to him. “Elfrida was the sweetest woman. She was so kind to us when we stayed here with her last year.”

“To me especially,” put in the blond boy beside her, who looked around Gregory’s age.

Sylvia stared at the boy; she wasn’t sure she needed yet another cousin.

“Good,” Uncle George muttered. “Come in. There’s a bedroom upstairs you can stay in.”

Upstairs, Sylvia thought. So that was how Uncle George was getting his revenge. Sylvia knew that the upstairs bedrooms had no electricity—another curious eccentricity of Great-Aunt Elfrida.

The boy and the woman stepped inside, the boy suddenly noticing Sylvia. Sylvia froze behind the umbrellas, but the boy smiled at her, his blue eyes welcoming.

“Hello,” he told her. “I’m Gareth.”

Sylvia didn’t know what to say—so she slithered away and vanished instead, dodging back into the library to her hiding spot. A new cousin was simply a new menace, Sylvia decided. Yet she couldn’t entirely get those blue eyes out of her head.

*****
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Later that day, Sylvia slipped up the staircase to the second floor to go look through her great-aunt’s bedroom. She had a feeling that she might discover something about that strange code or language in the will if she looked through her great-aunt’s things. There was something about that code that fascinated her. 

As Sylvia arrived at the top of the stairs, she heard faint voices drifting down the hall, and she froze. It was the new relatives, Sylvia realized, settling into their room. While Sylvia had officially met them at lunch, discovering that the blond woman was named Lauren, she had spent most of her time hiding behind Aunt Gladys and her laptop; Aunt Gladys had been trying to finish a business contract. 

While the new relatives had seemed to be trying to be nice, Sylvia was still suspicious. All her relatives had an angle. But at least these new ones seemed quiet.

Hearing no halt in the distant conversation, Sylvia continued silently down the hall, soon arriving at her great-aunt’s door. Listening for a minute to make sure that all was quiet, Sylvia opened the door and stepped inside.

It was dim inside the bedroom, the window overgrown with vines, and it was also very quiet. The room still felt friendly to Sylvia, though. It was like a bit of her great-aunt’s character was still there. Or maybe it’s just the lack of electricity, Sylvia thought, squinting at some book titles on the bookstand by the bed. Sylvia wasn’t quite sure why her great-aunt hadn’t liked electricity, only installing it downstairs for guests, but it was a part of her old-fashioned nature. She’d also always worn dresses, grown much of her own food, and had flowers everywhere. There was still a dried flower bouquet in a vase on top of the bookstand.

The books were a little tumbled, probably from Uncle George’s searching, and Sylvia began to straighten them out, noticing that most of them were about plants, though a few fairytale ones were mixed in. That, Sylvia thought, was probably why her relatives didn’t understand Great-Aunt Elfrida. They disliked fairytales and weren’t interested in plants.

Sylvia suddenly noticed a piece of paper sticking out of one book, and she pulled the paper out, noticing that it said, ‘Sylvia’ on it in her godmother’s handwriting. Sylvia smiled, seeing it had been inside a prettily illustrated wildflower field guide. Great-Aunt Elfrida must have been planning to give it to her. Sylvia carefully tucked the scrap of paper in her pocket and set the book aside to take back downstairs with her. 

Sifting through the rest of the books, Sylvia saw nothing about languages, other than the language of flowers. Sylvia carefully slid the last book back into place, then turned to the closet. Rows of dresses and cloaks hung neatly, some boxes stacked on the floor. Sylvia felt a bit odd looking through her great-aunt’s closet, for she’d never seen it open, but she didn’t think her great-aunt would mind.

She opened the boxes, finding nothing but hats and shoes, and with a little sigh she stacked them back where they belonged. She was about to close the closet door when she thought she saw a sparkle of blue. Sylvia paused, confused; was something gleaming in the light? But it was extremely dim in the closet, like nighttime. Sylvia pushed aside a cloak, and she gave a little gasp as she clearly saw the back wall of the closet. There seemed to be a blue, glowing rose on the wall, a rose that seemed to be waiting for Sylvia to do something.

Very, very slowly Sylvia stretched out her hand to the sparkling image, almost touching it—

“Got you!” yelled a voice in Sylvia’s ear suddenly as she was yanked back and shoved to the floor.

“Gregory!” Sylvia gasped, recovering from shock and recognizing her cousin.

Gregory looked very pleased with himself. “I’ve caught my creeping cousin at last. So, cuz, what are you snooping?”

“Don’t call me that,” Sylvia whimpered. “And I wasn’t snooping. I was—”

“Snooping,” Gregory grinned. “But at what?”

He peered into the closet, looking directly at the glowing rose, and Sylvia froze, but Gregory didn’t seem to notice the light at all.

“Old clothes?” he asked in disappointment. “You better find something more interesting than that, kid.”

“I’m only a year younger than you,” Sylvia muttered, but she wasn’t really focused on her words. Why hadn’t Gregory noticed the rose? Sylvia could still see it as bright as ever, but Gregory seemed oblivious.

“Watch your mouth, cuz, or you’ll regret it,” Gregory told her. He shut the closet door, adding, “You should get out of here before I tell my mother.”

Sylvia wanted to contradict him, but she was terrified of Aunt Scarlett, and Gregory knew it.

Gregory smiled wickedly, adding, “Don’t get any funny ideas about inheriting anything, either. My parents will get that will read, and when they do, I bet there’s nothing for a poor orphan kid.”

“Don’t call me that!” Sylvia squeaked.

She reached for her wildflower book to escape with it, but Gregory intercepted her.

“What’s this?” he asked, snatching the book from her.

“That’s mine,” Sylvia told him, but Gregory ignored her, holding off her hand.

“A wildflower book?” he asked incredulously.

“Yes,” Sylvia said.

Gregory was about to put it down in disgust when he noticed the desire in her expression.

He grinned wickedly and said, “I’m keeping this as evidence.”

“No!” Sylvia cried, reaching out for the book once more, but Gregory easily eluded her and dashed downstairs. Sylvia knew it was no use chasing him; he’d hide behind his parents, and they would take his part. Sylvia almost started crying with frustration; would there never be anyone to take her part? If she told Aunt Gladys about it, Aunt Gladys would say in a vague sort of way, “That’s unkind of Gregory,”—but that would be it.

Sylvia turned and ran downstairs herself, but not after Gregory. Instead, she ran straight outside.

The sunlight was lancing golden over the meadow and woods, soft rustlings of leaves in the breeze adding a soothing background. Sylvia ran up the hill to the south of the house, not stopping till she arrived breathless at the top and threw herself onto the grass amidst the wildflowers. She stared at the chicory in bloom in front of her, at its narrow, ragged petals and untidy stems. It was so beautiful, Sylvia realized, despite its raggedness.

“I wish someone felt that way about me,” Sylvia muttered, closing her eyes.

“Felt what way?” asked a voice, and Sylvia said without thinking, “Beautiful.”  She then jumped suddenly; who was talking?

“You are beautiful,” the voice said as Sylvia opened her eyes and sat up hastily, looking around. She saw nothing, however, except grass and flowers waving in the wind. Her neck felt warm again, and she rubbed it.

“You are beautiful, Sylvia Faye Westmoreland,” the voice came again. “More than you know.”

Sylvia looked around wildly but still saw nothing.

“Who’s there?” Sylvia demanded in a trembling voice.
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