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“Look for the helpers.” - Fred Rogers

I can’t begin to count the helpers I’ve known in my

life, and it is to them this book is dedicated, with

admiration and gratitude.
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Chapter 1
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Trilby died.

I’m Maggie North. That has been my name for most of my adult life, with a few years out for being an idiot, but the day of Trilby Winterroad’s death became the center pole on my lifeline. Not when I graduated, married, was widowed or, later, divorced after a disastrous second marriage that comprised the idiot years. I measured my life from the cold day in early February when Trilby died and what came after. 

We pieced together his last day after bidding him farewell in a quiet, private service and following the hearse to the little family cemetery on a hillside in central Michigan where he was buried beside the woman he’d been married to for fifty years. Beautiful, excruciatingly shy Claire had died a few years earlier, her body unable to beat a recurrence of cancer. Trilby had never known a day of contentment, much less happiness, since.

He spent the morning with Sam, his lawyer, got several notes in his leggy handwriting notarized, and left a hundred-dollar tip with his favorite barista at the coffee shop. He left a blue binder full of notes for his next book on my desk, laid printed funeral instructions on his own, then took a cocktail of drugs he’d researched when he wrote Mayhem in the Cascades. While he was still conscious, he called the pastor of the Episcopal Church, his sons, and me. By the time he called the EMTs to prevent any of us from being the ones to find him, he sounded sleepy and urged them not to hurry.

Then, dressed in the jeans and sweatshirt he wore almost every day, he lay on the couch in his office with his longhaired dachshund Chloe curled up beside him and died. 

He chose a day I wasn’t at work. I’d taken it off to celebrate a clear mammogram with my best friend and nurse practitioner, Ellie Wentz. I know it’s unreasonable, but I’ve found it difficult to forgive myself for that. How could I not have known?

Back in Muskegon in my apartment after the funeral, I made coffee for Trilby’s two sons and their wives, the lawyer, agent, and housekeeper who were with him nearly as long as I was. 

“He called us that morning,” said his eldest son Tom’s wife, Miriam. “That should have been a clue. There hasn’t been a Winterroad born yet who talks on the phone before coffee.”

“He told me I was the best birthday present he ever had.” Josie was married to Dan, his second son. Her voice failed, and she swallowed hard enough for me to see the movement in her throat and went on. “He always told me that, but then he’d say ‘But who likes birthday presents?’ and we’d both laugh like it was a new joke.”

“He paid me in cash,” said Ruby, the housekeeper. “He never did that before, and his note said he was giving me my birthday and Christmas bonuses early.” Her eyes were red from weeping. “How could I not have known?”

“I’m certain he didn’t mean for anyone to know.” Sam Eldridge, whom Trilby had subsidized through law school, spoke quietly. “He got every duck in a row. If there are things with the placement of said ducks that any of you don’t agree with, feel free to take it up with me.” His smile was faint. “Since, as far as I know, you’re all my clients, I’m afraid the only one who would benefit from that would be me.” 

“Is this the official reading of the will then?” asked Tom. “Where one of us stands up and bellows that we’ll contest it?”

“It is.” Sam handed out copies of the document. “As you know, the grandchildren all have trust funds—enough for college but not if they drink too much beer while they’re there. He also had bequests for them that have already been taken care of. They can’t be touched for quite some time. Trilby had a touch of the control freak in him.”

The comment drew laughter, the relieving kind that often comes in the middle of profound grief. “Just a touch,” agreed Dan. “I was actually born first, but since Pop liked Tom better, he let him be the oldest.”

“I didn’t realize you knew,” Tom said in a scandalized stage whisper. “Who told you?”

The brothers, both perfect combinations of their parents, laughed again, and we laughed with them. We were all Trilby’s family. We grieved, but laughter had been a mainstay all of his life—he wouldn’t be happy if we stopped now.

We skimmed the copies of the will, the reading glasses that decorated our faces attesting to our age group. Its contents were written in sparse language, leaving no room for argument or ambiguity.

“I am disappointed.” Laughter still lingered in Tom’s voice, lightening the heaviness that threatened the atmosphere in the apartment. “Not a word about the legendary sapphires that came to America with our Australian great-grandparents sewed into...something. I don’t remember what, do you, Danny?” 

Dan shook his head. “No. The story changed every time he told it.”

I kept looking for mention of Greg Mathis, Trilby’s adopted brother and my ex-husband, but there was none. Not even the proverbial dollar. He was still in prison as far as I knew. I had no idea if he’d even been informed of Trilby’s death. I certainly wasn’t going to be the one to tell him. Other than a gasp from Ruby, no one said anything until Miriam said, “It’s wonderfully generous and more than fair.”

Everyone murmured agreement except me—I was surprised into silence. I knew, of course, that there would be special instructions concerning me, but figured they’d all have to do with business. 

Nothing had prepared me to inherit a house I didn’t know existed on a lake I’ve never heard of. As with the other bequests, a note was included. I’m not going to insist you go to Harper Loch to live—insisting never works with you anyway. But it’s time to live your own life, find your own voice. Remember there's always a treasure out there. Look to the sun, Margaret Mary. That's where you'll find it. For better or worse. – TW

~*~*~
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I SPENT THE NEXT TWO weeks clearing out Trilby’s office and helping his family prepare his condo for sale. Although a part of me was angry with him for ending his own life, I was grateful for how he’d left things. Other than the sapphires Tom and Dan thought were probably figments of their father’s fertile imagination, very few t’s had been left uncrossed or i’s undotted.  

I have no doubt he understood the sense of disconnection his death would leave me with. I worked for him for thirty-six years, starting when I was sixteen. Other than Ellie, my best friend since second grade, I no longer had a sense of anchorage in Muskegon. There was no one left to miss. Even Sam, who’d been my what happens now? person often enough that I occasionally think I should keep him on retainer, was a professional acquaintance.

No, that’s wrong. If I’m honest about it, he’s probably my best friend after Ellie. There has been more than one flicker of ... something ... between us in the years of that friendship, but first he was married and then I was. Then he wasn’t and I was again. Nothing made us think pursuing a flicker would be a good idea. While we saw each other socially sometimes, it was usually in the company of others.

I was even able to disregard the fact that Sam’s looks had a whole lot in common with those of a fifty-some Mark Harmon. Usually.

The condo where Trilby and I had worked was completely cleared of any evidence we’d ever been there. Painters had come in and painted the walls ubiquitous white. The floors had been cleaned. It would sell, the realtor assured Tom and Dan, within days.

I sat across from Ellie at the Black Dog, the coffee house that had crossed to the wild side and served beer and wine. It had only been days since my life had changed entirely, I reminded myself, staring into the glass of merlot. “Do you think Scott just puts red food coloring in this and passes it off for wine?”

Ellie shrugged. “Hey, three bucks a glass. Who’s gonna complain?”

“Good point.” I scooted the glass aside and looked down at the notes I’d taken on Harper Loch. “All I can find out is that the lake covers forty-some acres. It has a population of somewhere between 85 and 212 depending on the time of year, and you can buy milk, bread, and beer at the combination store and bait shop. The store’s name is Harper Mercantile. Placer, the closest town with any real amenities, is five miles away. It has two stoplights plus a caution light at the junction where the main street meets the highway. There’s a library, a doctor, a quilt shop, a vet, and an ice cream shop. Oh, and a boutique and at least one café. I’m sure there’s more, but that was sufficient unto my needs, so I stopped reading.” 

“So, what are you going to do?” Ellie looked at me, concern on her face. “I know you can stay busy doing the promotion for Trilby’s books and giving talks at bookstores and libraries about what it was like being his assistant, but I don’t see that being enough for you.”

“I’ll finish the one I’m working on and I have his notes for another. After that, I’m not sure.”

“More Lunchroom Mysteries?”

“No. We stopped those when the kids aged out.” I tilted up the glass, drained it, and refilled it from the bottle we shared. I was glad I brought an Uber to Black Dog. Food coloring or not, I was a little ... foggy.

“What if you go to this lake in the middle of nowhere and decide you like it there?”

I snorted. I’d never lived outside city limits in my life. “Like that’s going to happen. But Tom and Dan asked if I’d like to have Chloe, Trilby’s dog, since she knew me better than anyone else because I saw her every day. I talked to her about it and she’s all for going to the lake for a few days—maybe even a few weeks. I need a break from Muskegon and she needs to stop looking for Trilby.”

“Makes sense to me.” Ellie looked a little sad, probably more a product of the wine than the conversation. At least, I hoped it was. 

“He never mentioned this lake to you?”

I’d already answered that more than once to more than one person, and I tried to remember every time. “No, but I’ve said it so often I’m not sure anymore. It’s only about two hours from where he and Claire lived—but farther north and east.”

“How did he end up in Muskegon? He grew up out east, didn’t he?”

I shook my head. “He grew up on the farm where he and Claire lived. He went to the University of Michigan. They lived in Muskegon when they were first married because he taught at the community college, but when his wife moved to the farm with the kids to care for her mother, she stayed there. It reminded her of where she grew up in France. They sold their house and boat in Muskegon and bought the condo where he worked and stayed Monday through Thursday. He went home every weekend.”

“I knew he did.” Ellie shrugged. “It just seems weird.”

“Not so much.” At least, I didn’t think it did. “His whole life was his family and writing books and Muskegon—he loved it here and even when he changed to adjunct status, he continued teaching at the college. He had no social life that I know of outside of those. Trilby and Claire were intensely private, and it was what worked for them.” I straightened in my chair. “I’ve just talked about his life more than I did all the years I worked for him. This food coloring is making me share a little too much.”

“It’s safe with me. I liked Trilby and Claire.” Ellie made a salami, cracker, and cheese sandwich from the charcuterie board between us. “Want me to go with you to the lake?”

“Not this time. Let this just be the fact-finding tour. I may want to do no more than look at it and list it. My life is here.”

As soon as the words left my mouth, I wished they hadn’t. The weight of grief they unloaded was crushing. 

What life?

“Is it?” said Ellie, handing me a sandwich like the one she’d made herself. “Are you content with it?”

“To use the words Trilby hated more than any other, it is what it is.” And it’s nothing. Other women draw life and identity from being mothers, wives, successful in their life’s work. Not me. My whole life and identity are wrapped up in being Trilby Winterroad’s assistant and ghost writer.

That life was over, ended by Trilby’s final act. Or would be soon. I had one book to finish and another to write.

How could you?

It wasn’t the first time I’d thought that, or the question’s partner—Why did you?

I left soon, congratulating the Uber driver on his new baby and leaving a bigger tip than I normally would have because seeing his little girl’s picture was a great reminder of the presence of joy. I took the elevator to my apartment in a building that had a harbor view if I stood on one side of the balcony and leaned almost far enough to the right to fall over the rail. I was tired and more depressed than I cared to admit. Chloe met me at the door, asking politely for a walk. 

I kept my coat on and fastened the dog’s leash to her collar. “I’m not used to you, am I, girl?” I’d never had a pet before and while I was charmed by Chloe, I was occasionally irritated by the responsibility. 

I packed for the drive to Harper Loch the following morning, not certain what to take or how long I’d be there. It was only about two hours away ... or maybe three; it was a crooked route. When Sam called to assure me the lock code was up-to-date, he told me the house was live-in ready, with utilities already on. “Don’t come back right away,” he urged. “Give yourself some time. Trilby left things well taken care of.”

Driving out of Muskegon with Chloe in the passenger seat and an audiobook playing, I laughed at myself for being a little excited, but I’d never traveled for my own purposes—although I wasn’t sure a three-hour drive within my own state qualified. When Tim, my first husband and the love of my life, was ill, we made the drive to Ann Arbor for doctor’s appointments and treatment several times a week. We used to say our worst days were also our best ones. We’d talked all the way there and back, and when Tim was too ill to do his part, I talked for both of us, sometimes arriving home hoarse. 

Twenty-five years after his death, I still missed him. “He was the nicest guy ever born,” I told Chloe. “We laughed so much. When he was gone, I thought I’d never laugh again.”

I’m not sure I have yet, either. Well, I’ve laughed. I was even happy for a while when Trilby introduced me to Greg and I married him too quickly. It was the single most impetuous thing I’ve ever done. And the most foolish. 

“How about you, Chloe? Were you married before Trilby rescued you? Was it a mistake?” I didn’t remember laughing aloud in a car by myself before, but the idea that I was carrying on a conversation with a dog tickled me. 

Other than the trip to the cemetery for Trilby’s burial, it had been a few years since I’d been very far into Michigan’s interior. I’d had no reason after Claire’s death. I’d forgotten how pretty it was, even in February. The roads were clear after I left the highway, but the fields and woods were snow-covered. What had looked like a maybe-three-hour drive on the map had extended into nearly four after two stops to walk Choe. 

The town of Placer was bigger than I had expected. When I took a wrong turn because I was gaping at all the trees in the town, I found myself in front of a brick Victorian house that declared itself to be Josetta’s Quilt Shop. The sign on its oversized front door invited me to Come In, so I did. In the second room of the shop, I saw a quilt draped gracefully over a balustrade somewhere above my head and stopped to stare at it.

It took my breath away. Aunt Lin, who’d made quilts for as long as I could remember, would have been in ecstasy, and I wasn’t far behind that. I pointed at it. “For sale?”

The colors were mesmerizing, especially the blues, in what the Amish woman making the sale told me was the Be My Neighbor pattern. The quilt would in no way go with the muted grays and soft whites of my apartment, but I didn’t care. I didn’t think I’d ever bought anything simply because it was beautiful. Maybe it was time.

“You may like it from afar,” I told Chloe when I got back in the car, “but it’s a people quilt.”

Although the lake was within five miles of Placer, the drive took me deeper into the country than I’d ever been—at least that I could remember. While the temperature didn’t drop, the wind did increase, blowing snow from the roadsides across in front of me in gusty swirls of white. I was surprised that Gladys, the elegant voice of my GPS, didn’t sound either confused or disdainful even when it took me three tries to see the little green sign that indicated Harper Loch Road.

Canopied by naked February trees and lined with animal-tracked snowbanks, the road was one and a half lanes wide. I hoped it would be wider when there was no snow, but I wouldn’t bet on it. It was hilly, with serpentine curves that reminded me of a Chutes and Ladders game board minus the ladders. Gladys didn’t enlighten me as to how far it was to the lake itself, and two miles in, I was starting to wonder if it was all a bad joke. 

Trilby had been the master of bad jokes, the way he died being the worst one of all.

A barnwood sign at the side of the road encouraged me to Keep Right! I inched over, flinching when the snowbank brushed the side of my car, my pride and joy. Chloe looked my way, wide-eyed.

Apparently, it was a popular meeting spot on the road, because a pickup popped over the slight hill immediately, going at least twice as fast as I was. The driver waved cheerfully and missed me by what I was certain was the hair’s breadth Trilby used to insist was purple prose if used in a book. I would have waved back, but my hands, white knuckled, didn’t want to let go of the steering wheel.

“Trilby,” I said, “what in the hell were you thinking?”
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Chapter 2
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I was still breathing hard when I crested the hill, Chloe accompanying me with little gasps. I should have been on foot, carrying a walking stick and a backpack and singing about the hills being alive. Chloe should have been standing triumphantly in the breeze with her ears blowing back from her wise little face. But we were still in the car, coasting gently down the hill toward the cluster of houses in the woods that surrounded a flat expanse of the lake. “We’re fine,” I assured her, not sure at all that I was being truthful. Could one go to hell for lying to a dog?

There it was. If I hadn’t known it already, the sign that bid me Welcome to Harper Loch. Speed limit 20. Population: Varies.

I’d arrived at Harper Loch without any perception of how big forty acres was. Not even a little bit. I’ve seen Lake Michigan most every day of my life, for God’s sake—how could I be impressed by a body of water too small to support speed boats? Maybe impressed wasn’t the right word. 

I just liked it. 

According to the directions in Sam’s shockingly neat handwriting, I was supposed to follow the road—the name of which had at some point changed to Enoch Trace—until I saw a large rural mailbox with a sign on its post proclaiming the property to be The Burl. In the trees, up a slight rise—this part of Michigan seemed to be full of “slight rises”—would be the house. It was called the Burl, I was told in the directions, because it had been built and added onto in fits and starts so that its layout was as twisted and whimsical as the burl of an old tree.

The paved driveway had been cleared of snow. It curved gracefully around to the back of the house. A three-car garage sat at an odd angle from the two-story residence. At least, it was two stories in the middle and off in at least one direction. Some of its embellishments were only one level, but there was a tower that looked as if it might be three. The house reminded me of the actress who’d played Mammy in Gone with the Wind. Big and curvy (even if the house’s curves angled instead of flowed) and strong. Built to protect and give love where it was needed. I knew the thought was whimsical. It was also accurate. 

Dark brown wood siding covered both the house and the garage, relieved by the buttercup yellow of the doors. The yellow looked like sunshine.

I’d never had a house. Trilby had suggested it a few times when I’d complained about my rent going up. “It would be an investment like your condo was.”

But it wouldn’t be like the condo was. A house would end up being important, a safe place, a reflection of who I am. Selling the condo had been easy—I bought the foreclosed unit near Trilby’s because a healthy tax refund burned a hole in the pocket of the sweater I wore at work. I’d never made it a part of me and it had ended up being the most unsafe place I’d ever known. It had meant no more to me than the apartment where I lived now; a house would be different.

I remember thinking I’d never be able to make Trilby understand that I needed things to be easy. Many people bounce back readily from things that knock them down. I’m not one of those people.

But he had apparently understood very well.

Outside the car, Chloe took a reluctant trot through the snow to lay claim to the trunk of a white cedar tree that stood sentry over a large shed while I pressed the digits on the back door lock. I left my luggage in the conveniently hooked and shelved mudroom, poked my head into a laundry room that was as big as my apartment’s living room, and went into the kitchen. 

I liked to cook, but it was only fun if there were people to cook for. I was here with eighty-five people I didn’t know and Chloe had a delicate constitution—cooking much for these few days here to check out the place was silly. 

But ... oh, this kitchen ...

I walked around looking at waxed floorboards scattered with old-fashioned rag rugs, beamed beadboard ceilings, and a bank of glistening windows over the counter where a double sink was. The appliances were black. Not new, I didn’t think, but not that old, either. The cabinets were a mixture of colors and textures. Sage green butted up against a kind of wood I couldn’t identify. Blue accents were everywhere, including a few cupboards and in the transoms over the bank of windows. 

The windows. 

There are no words to explain how much I love all the shades that gather under blue’s color umbrella. They made me think of the mythical Winterroad family sapphires. I’m just loaded with whimsey today.

At the end of the long room, a coffee bar and a table and four chairs sat in a large alcove with French doors opening onto a deck. 

“Wow,” I said. I just kept looking. Why had this lake, this house, this kitchen been such a secret? 

A whimper from the back door drew my attention, and I let Chloe into the house. “Let’s go look.”

The Burl was fully furnished, albeit sparsely and not always how I would choose, other than the gorgeous studio piano that sat in a roomy bay at one end of the living room. The house boasted several such spaces, where intimacy could be found. The piano was warmly, deliciously in tune, and I didn’t want to leave its sturdy bench when I sat down to wander through a medley of Cole Porter songs. I played until my fingers hurt so much they’d barely move. In the corner of the alcove, a guitar leaned into a stand. I looked at the natural-wood Guild as I played. Thinking it looked familiar. Wondering who played these instruments—or who had.

The floors were all wood except for the bathrooms, windows all open to light but with privacy slats at the top of each one, ready to draw down. The house was warm and I had no idea yet where the heat came from, but there was a fireplace in the living room and wood stacked neatly in a wrought-iron rack near it. A fire was laid. That charmed me somehow. It was so ... movieish. 

The five rooms upstairs had beds with headboards all different from each other and what looked like new mattresses. I’d never seen so many closets in one place, and reflected I could get everything I owned into one of them and still have room left over. The big downstairs bedroom had been added on facing the lake. Its bathroom had a round window of leaded glass. I stood transfixed by it. It had more blue in it than most of the others. Its panes reminded me of a pie, including the curly wood trim around the outside. 

I ached with love, unexpected and rich. I hadn’t yet seen the house in its entirety and I already dreaded leaving it.

The office opened off the same short hall as the bedroom. The room was fully equipped, furnished with an old teacher’s desk I recognized as having belonged to Trilby. A typewriter table that matched it held a printer and a fax machine. Not everyone uses them anymore, but I still love their immediacy. He had gotten the office furniture from the college when his desk was replaced with a modern unit, I assumed he’d taken them to the farm, but apparently he hadn’t. 

He’d obviously had this wonderful secret place for a while.

Another transomed window looked onto the front yard with its assortment of trees and what looked like a rose arbor. The lake lay beyond, calm and beautiful. The room was one I could work in. I tried dismissing the notion, but it stayed in the cluttered place that held most of my thoughts these days.

I wondered what color the roses would be.

Blue showed up in unexpected places. A couple of bottles on the mantel, a quilt on the back of the couch, and jeweled pulls on the shades. Accent walls, particularly in the rooms that weren’t strictly rectangular or square varied from cool turquoise to deep navy.

The odd spaces captivated me. A room that reminded me of a roundabout was a library, complete with rolling ladder and lovely curved shelves between the doorways that led to different areas in the house. 

Transoms appeared over some of the doorways and at the top of several large windows, a few with clear leaded glass and others with the shimmering colors that made me think of cocktail rings on gnarled fingers—a leftover of some of Trilby’s earliest mysteries. 

I put my things away in the downstairs bedroom, reflecting to Chloe that stopping at a grocery store on the way to the lake might have been a good consideration. “I didn’t know if we’d be staying, but I think we will. At least for a day or two. That okay with you?”

Two dog dishes were under the sink. Of course they were. Didn’t everyone keep dog bowls just in case a perfect stranger showed up with an adopted dog in tow? When I used the bathroom, I found the kind of toilet paper I buy, the scent of soap I use. Towels in soft coral, jade, and a shade of blue that was quieter than royal or cobalt. Warmer.

I felt the slightest bit creeped out. I mean, who knew about my fondness for that branch of brightness on the blue tree? Who knew I loved creamy liquid soap scented with lavender and sage? I was an alone person who didn’t share all that much about myself. My Facebook photo was a sprig of lavender, but that wouldn’t be very informative to the most curious of trolls, I wouldn’t think. Ellie might have known those things, but she wouldn’t have entered into a conversation about them. If Tim had lived, he’d have known. 

Wondering if the mercantile had more than just the items I’d read about on the internet when I looked up Harper Loch, I got back into my coat and boots. Chloe offered a baleful look in response to my invitation for her to join me, so I folded a shopping bag into my pocket and put on gloves and the knitted hat my aunt had sent me. “I’ll be back. If I’m not here by dark, call someone.”

It wasn’t yet four o’clock, but darkness hung heavy in the sky. The breeze off the water was cold, smacking damply against my cheeks. Gloominess was a study in black and white and gray, accentuated by the bare trees and unrelieved snow. Lights shone through windows of most of the thirty-some houses around the lake, although some of them were stark in their darkness. They looked lonely. The occasional old-fashioned street lamp shone purplish blue on the snow. 

The group of houses was like a microcosm of the small towns in every cozy mystery ever written. The lots appeared to be different sizes, and snow precluded being able to tell how well kept the yards were. I liked nice yards. I liked gardens. I liked flowers. 

At least I liked them in magazines. I guess I’d never had them in real life. The duplexes in my aunt and uncle’s neighborhood had been so close to the ones next door that their front and back yards had been taken up by sidewalks and carports. The apartment I shared with Tim had been small and sweet. We’d saved faithfully to buy a house, but after he died, I had no heart left for it. I let the dream go and spent our savings on the funeral. That’s how you get through things. You let them go—or so I’ve heard.

Harper Loch didn’t boast sidewalks. When you walked there, you either took the path on the shore of the lake or stayed on the narrow road that circled the water. 

Some of the houses were shabby, although they looked sturdy. Several mobile homes were on lots in a second row, as if they were just barely respectable. On the other side of the lake, a large white house backed into the woods just as Burl did on my side. 

My side? Get a grip, Maggie. 

The mercantile was at the end of the lake where the public access was, and it offered a lot more than bait, milk, and bread. Compared to a supersize market, I guess it wasn’t much, but as a neighborhood grocery, it was well-stocked, well-lit, and very, very clean. I was charmed yet again.

“You the lady that owns the Burl now?” asked the young man in the deli section who bagged the turkey wrap and macaroni salad that were going to be my dinner.

I nodded. “For now, anyway.”

“It’s a nice house. Mrs. Newland was a nice lady, too.”

The back of my neck prickled. Trilby had released twenty children’s books, the Lunchroom Mysteries, under the name Paris Newland. “Mrs. Newland?”

“Yeah, the lady who lived there before. She died back in the fall.”

“Do you know her first name?”

“No, but she was French-Canadian. Us kids used to ask her to speak French for us, because it was so pretty.”

“I’ll bet it was.” Trilby had loved the language. He’d met Claire in France, and they went back at least once a year until her mother came to live with them. The name Paris had been a nod to Claire. I wondered now if the previous owner of the big house on the little lake had something to do with Newland.

The young clerk gestured at the groceries I’d placed in one of the five little carts from the front of the store. “Are you walking, ma’am? If you are, I can drop those off for you. It’ll only take a minute to run them over and leave them on the back porch. I used to put them in the mudroom for Mrs. Newland.”

I estimated the size of my grocery order, decided that carrying it the remaining distance around the lake wasn’t viable, and said, “That would be very kind. The back door is locked, though.” And I wasn’t going to share its code with a young man I didn’t know, no matter how blue his eyes were behind the glasses he wore. 

“That’s okay. I’ll leave it on the table on the deck in one of the foam coolers we have for bait.” He grinned. “I’ll use a new one, I promise—it won’t smell a bit like bait.”

“Then thank you very much.” I sound awkward to myself. I’m not used to people doing things for me, regardless of having just inherited a house and all its contents. “I’m Maggie North. May I ask your name?”

“Eamon Squires.” He waved an arm in a vague direction. “We live in the yellow house down that way. The Bee.”

“Well, thank you.” 

Coffee and tall to-go cups were offered up front, and I bought one to take with me on my walk around the lake. I left a tip for young Eamon with the cashier. “Be safe,” she said, smiling. “The ice under that snow will get you in a heartbeat.”

I knew that, although I’d been able to avoid the elements in Muskegon. On days the weather turned nasty, I worked from home. I’d liked doing that, although it was disturbing sometimes when I had to clear my throat before speaking because I hadn’t used my voice since sometime the previous day. 

The sky had darkened more still while I was in the store. It was February in Michigan, after all—what did I expect? I hadn’t checked the weather. Had that been foolish? 

Most of the houses were pretty, even the ones that needed paint or repair. Names of many of them were burned into barnwood signs that hung on gates or porch railings or occasionally under the front porch light. The Burl was one of the nicer homes here, and easily one of the biggest. That gave me a weird feeling, like the writer friends with imposter syndrome that Trilby used to talk about. How did I end up with a house several times as big as anywhere I’d ever lived? What was I going to do with a house that big?

A woman was getting mail from the rural box at the end of her driveway when I trudged past. She waved and I waved back, suddenly missing Ellie and the little gaggle of classmates from my Muskegon High School class who were still my best friends. Except for Ellie, I didn’t see them often, but they were my touchstone, I think—my grasp on reality. They would love the Burl.

Not that I’m removed from reality, but I do address it on my own terms.

I slowed, squinting to read yet another barnwood sign in front of a periwinkle cottage trimmed in sage green whose attached garage was bigger than it was. There must have been an awfully big barn somewhere that had come down to create all these signs. This one proclaimed the pretty house to be Lavender Park, with salon underneath in smaller curling letters. I thought of my shoulder-length wavy hair and thought I should do something with it. Tim used to call it whiskey-colored, but I thought it looked more like soybeans gone dry in the fields. The silver strands that were the consistency of the first string on a guitar did little to alleviate that impression.

By the time I got back to the Burl, the cooler was on the back porch. Chloe was waiting when I stepped sock-footed into the kitchen. Her eyes were bright and curious. “If you’d gone with me,” I told her, putting items into the refrigerator and slipping her a piece of deli ham in the process, “you’d know what was going on. You’ll like Eamon, I’ll bet, if we stay.”
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