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Prologue


Laurie took her fingers out of her ears only after she was out of the house, and only to pick up her bike and ride the mile and a half to Aunt Dot’s. Her mom had said she could go, after Laurie wrapped her neck in a red scarf and slipped on a pair of gloves with little snowflakes on them, and after Dot said on the phone that it was okay. The boys were being loud, the four of them—­fighting and wrestling and slamming doors—­and Laurie had gotten tired of hiding in her room. Since she turned twelve, her mother had been letting her make her way over to Dot’s by herself, even after dinner when it was dark.


When she arrived at Dot’s, Laurie dropped her bike in the grass and went up to the big red door. Dot, who was actually Laurie’s mother’s aunt, had grown up in this house and always said her parents brought her here straight from the hospital, and she just kept coming back. Laurie rang the bell.


When Dot came to the door, she was in jeans and a purple chenille sweater, with her long gray hair pulled back in a ponytail. “Hello, honeybun,” she said, and she stood aside.


Laurie loved how it smelled in Dot’s house: like wood because of the fireplace, like lavender because of Dot’s soap, and like the ocean because everything in Maine that’s near the water smells a little bit like the ocean. There was a fire going, and Laurie pulled off her gloves and took off her scarf and carefully laid them over the back of one of the dining room chairs. “It’s freezing out there,” she said.


“I know. I’m so glad you’re here and out of all that. You must be practically a Popsicle.” Dot already had a little pot of milk on the stove, and she spooned instant hot cocoa mix into two mugs and mixed it up, then she took a can of whipped cream out of the fridge and said, “shoooop,” like she always did as she built two little towers of it. Laurie wrapped her hands around her cup as they went into the living room together. “So,” Dot said, “your mom said it was pretty noisy at home.”


Laurie blew delicately on her hot chocolate and rolled her eyes. “Patrick and Scott are arguing about something. I don’t even know what.” They were teenagers, seventeen and fourteen, and a lot of the time, Laurie didn’t know what they were talking about, whether they were fighting or not. She just tried to stay out of the way. “And Ryan says he’s trying to figure out what the loudest thing in the house is.” Ryan was the baby.


“Oh, no.” Dot laughed. “Never good when an eight-­year-­old does research.”


“And Joey is being Joey.” She looked meaningfully at Dot. “And you know how that is.” Dot nodded. Joey was ten, the drum-­on-­everything, break-­everything, jump-­on-­everything, run-­through-­everything, eat-­everything, get-­stains-­on-­everything brother.


“Well, I talked to your mother, and we were thinking maybe you’d like to stay overnight. It’s not a school night.”


Laurie almost spilled her cocoa wiggling in her chair. “Yes yes yes! Should I go home and get my pajamas and stuff?”


“Oh, you can borrow something of mine.”


Laurie looked down at herself. “I’m bigger than you,” she said.


Dot bark-­laughed. “You are absolutely not bigger than me,” she said. “And even if you were, there are plenty of things you can sleep in. For all I care, you can wrap yourself up in my bathrobe. And I have some extra toothbrushes, and that’s pretty much all you really need, right?”


When they finished their cocoa, Laurie followed Dot upstairs, and Dot dug around in the dresser in her bedroom and eventually came out with a long-­sleeved pink shirt that said NIAGARA FALLS. When Laurie held it up to herself, it hung to the middle of her thighs. “Thank you for letting me come over,” she said, and she put her arms around Dot, who squeezed her tight and kissed the top of her head.


“You know you always have a place here when you need one,” she said.


Laurie laid the shirt on the bed and sat down next to it, listening to the furnace flip on. “It’s amazing here—­it’s so quiet,” she said finally. “I can’t read over there, I can’t even think.”


“Well, you have a big, beautiful family that loves you very much,” Dot said, “and I know that you love them.” She came and sat down next to Laurie. “But they’re loud, I agree.”


Laurie smiled. “Really loud.”


Dot raised her eyebrows. “Well, there’s nobody here but you and me. You can sleep in as long as you want,” she said, “and nobody will make a peep unless it’s me making coffee. You might sleep until noon. You might sleep until dinner!”


“I’m so jealous,” Laurie moaned. “You get to be by yourself all the time.”


“I’m not by myself all the time.” Dot laughed.


“Mom says you have a boyfriend,” Laurie said.


“Oh, your mother is a gossip.” Dot grinned. “I have lots of friends, and that’s all you’re getting, Nosy-­Nose.” She got up, went to stand in the doorway, and ran her finger over the painted wall, which was peeling a little. “I have to paint this room,” she said. “Absolutely have to.”


“What color are you going to paint it?” Laurie asked.


Dot was quiet, then she turned back to Laurie. “What’s your favorite color?”


“Right now it’s goldfish.”


“Goldfish? Like orange?”


Laurie nodded. “I really love it. My mother says it makes her think of macaroni and cheese.”


Dot nodded. “Well, let’s paint it goldfish, then.”


Laurie’s eyes opened wider. “Really?”


“Sure. Why not?”


“Just like that?”


“Why are you scandalized, love? It’s just paint.”


“I don’t know. You just . . . paint your walls however, whenever you want? You don’t . . . talk to anybody?”


“I’m talking to you,” she said. “Who else would I talk to? It’s my house. They’re my walls. I can cover the entire place in zebra-­stripe wallpaper if I want to. I can fill it up with sand and make a beach. Compared to that, a few goldfish walls are pretty tame.”


Laurie looked all around. Her parents owned their house too, but somehow she felt certain they didn’t think of it this way. She imagined zebra-­stripe wallpaper. She imagined herself lying on this bed, in a zebra-­stripe room, with sand on the floor, with no one around, no one yelling, no one deciding when breakfast was or when was too late for hot cocoa.


A week later, Laurie went over to Dot’s and they repainted the bedroom she had slept in. They did the whole thing in a bright orange with a few red swirls Dot painted with a fat brush to make it more “goldfishy.” At the end of the day, Laurie had orange specks in her hair and on her jeans, and she told Dot it was the greatest room she’d ever seen. And while Dot lived almost thirty more years, and she repainted rooms and refinished floors and put in new countertops and renovated the bathroom two more times, that room stayed the goldfish room, always.




Chapter One


She could have missed the duck entirely. It was at the very bottom of the cedar chest, and in the manner of the princess and the pea and the stack of mattresses, Laurie might have ignored it if she hadn’t pulled all the blankets out to see whether any of them seemed special.


The duck was about a foot long, made of wood, and lighter than she expected when she picked it up. She couldn’t even guess how old it was, since it looked pristine, like it had barely been touched. It was without a single visible scratch, and it was worked to a finish so smooth she could make out the thinnest brushstrokes in the paint with the tips of her fingers. The colors were bright: a green head and a reddish-­brown chest, a gold flush along the sides with blues and greens along the wings. Laurie stepped into the hall. “Now, why,” she said, standing with one hand on her hip and the duck in the other, “would a ninety-­three-­year-­old woman have had a wooden duck in a chest under three afghans and a quilt?”


“To get to the other side?” June called back from the living room.


“It’s not that kind of riddle.”


Laurie walked with it out into the living room, where June was working through the books. Or some of the books. Aunt Dot had them in practically every corner, stuffed into floor-­to-­ceiling built-­in shelves or sitting in stacks on the floor, in danger of tipping over. “I guess she had it for the same reason she has four feather boas and a signed picture of Steve McQueen.”


“Which is what?”


“She was ninety-­three. Why wouldn’t there be a duck?”


Laurie took out her phone and snapped a couple of pictures of the duck from different angles to show her mother. “It’s pretty, actually. I don’t know why it wouldn’t be out somewhere you could look at it. Everything else is.”


Dot’s whole house was an extravagant display case for the fruits of her adventures. There were postcards in patterned fabric boxes, home-­movie reels in bins with labels marked in ballpoint pen, and travel souvenirs that suggested impulsive shifts in Dot’s collecting philosophy. There were egg cups, spoons, and little dessert plates with scenes painted on them. She’d been to Rome, to Bangkok, to Buenos Aires and Mexico City. She’d camped in a trailer with two girlfriends in Yellowstone in the summer of 1952, and she’d wandered around China on her own in 1994, when she was in her sixties. In a photo from that trip that she must have convinced a stranger to take for her, she was next to the Great Wall, her gray hair gathered in a loose ponytail at the back of her neck. She wore a light denim jacket with a patch of Elton John’s face on the arm.


Dot had tried just about everything they taught at the community college—­and kept every course catalog—­and her work and supplies were stacked and stored in one of the bedrooms. Ceramics, cross-­stitch, knitting, scrapbooks with stenciled titles like “Christmas 2003: Cold as Hell.” Painting, sketching, calligraphy, beaded bracelets strung on fishing line. There was a big blue plastic bin at the bottom, under all the boxes of crafts, that said IN ­PROGRESS/UNFINISHED. Those were destined to remain so now.


There was a small stash of love letters from some of Dot’s known boyfriends: Paul, the teacher; John, the chemist; Andrew, the journalist. There was also one without an envelope that was signed “M,” which Laurie suspected might have been from a woman, based on the handwriting. (Again: She was ninety-­three. Why wouldn’t there be a woman?) Laurie set aside but did not read these, for the simple reason that she wouldn’t want anyone to read her letters after she was dead. It seemed wrong, though, to throw them away, so she’d just left them in their shoebox labeled CORRESPONDENCE, SPECIAL and set it on the bed.


Laurie dropped onto the couch. “Take a break with me,” she said. “I finished with the jewelry box, and I cannot start a box labeled CAMERAS AND 8-­TRACK TAPES without sustenance.”


“Just keep petting that duck,” June said, getting off her knees and passing Laurie on her way to the kitchen. “You want an iced tea?”


“You are the best friend in the history of best friends.”


“Laur, it’s only iced tea.”


“You know what I’m talking about,” Laurie said. “I’ve been doing this for a week and a half, and I already have scratches all over my hands from tearing boxes open and a sore shoulder for no reason I can particularly pinpoint. And I have to be here. You’re just here because you’re a good person.”


“I’ve got news for you,” June said, over the sound of ice clinking into glasses. “When you’re the one relative who shows up instead of just letting Goodwill take everything in the house, you are also a good person.”


Laurie puffed out a breath. “It made the most sense. I didn’t want everything she owned to vanish just because she didn’t get married or have kids. Nobody else had the time.”


June appeared with the drinks in two of Dot’s tall glasses, crisscrossed with a chunky diamond pattern. “I don’t know. Four brothers, and you wind up holding the bag?” she said as she sat down. “Regardless, I’m very happy to be talking to you somewhere other than FaceTime. I like seeing your beautiful face in person.”


“You’re very sweet, given how sweaty and disgusting I am, and I feel the same way. I thought I was going to see you in person at the wedding I didn’t end up having, so I’m glad I had an excuse. Honestly, it’s a particularly good time to see old friends, since everyone I know in Seattle also knows Chris, and I have no idea whether any of them likes me anymore. And even if they do, I definitely don’t want them to throw me a fortieth birthday pity party based on the assumption that I have given up my last chance at happiness and will now shrivel up like a prune.”


“Nobody thinks that,” June said, rolling her eyes.


“Tell it to When Harry Met Sally.”


“What does that mean?”


“Well, do you remember the part of that movie where Harry goes over to see Sally, and she’s crying in her bathrobe because her ex-­boyfriend, that guy who’s Gerald Ford’s son, is getting married?”


“That guy is Gerald Ford’s son?”


“Yes. And she starts crying, and she’s very depressed, and she says through these really pitiful tears, ‘And I’m gonna be forty.’ And he says, ‘When?,’ and she says, ‘Someday.’ That’s the first punchline. The second punchline is that he says she’s going to be forty in eight years.”


At Laurie’s expectant look, June shook her head. “I don’t get it yet. Keep going.”


“Well, the joke is that it’s hilarious that she thinks she’s washed up when she won’t be forty for eight entire years. Believe me, when you watch that movie and you’re going to be forty in a month, it’s really different. Why can’t he just say, ‘Who cares? You’ll be forty either way, and if you’re single that’s fine, and if you’re married that’s fine, and by the way, Gerald Ford’s son and his fiancée are also going to be forty someday’? I’ve always wondered why he can’t just say it that way.”


June raised one eyebrow. “You always wondered that, or you maybe just recently wondered that?”


“Nobody likes a smart-­ass,” Laurie said, narrowing her eyes. “I’m just saying it seems like they didn’t have to make such a big deal out of whether she did or did not have a grand romantic destiny.”


“I mean, it’s a romantic comedy.”


“I know. I know. I just had this moment where I envisioned myself telling Billy Crystal that I called off my wedding, and saying, ‘And I’m gonna be forty.’ And then I see him say, ‘When?,’ and I say, ‘In a month,’ and he just says, ‘Yikes.’ ” June’s chuckle was so good, so small and melodic. It really had been too long. “Don’t laugh when I’m railing against ageism.”


“I’m sorry. I just think . . . it has nothing to do with you. You wouldn’t be crying in a bathrobe. You would be pouring drinks and watching a movie, you know? Meg Ryan was single and despondent. You’re just single.”


“Well, that’s true. I mean, I feel bummed that we lost some of our deposits, and I feel regretful about the hours of my life I spent sending back gifts, but I cannot claim to be despondent.”


“Well, then, be at peace. Nobody asked Billy Crystal for his opinion anyway.”


Laurie said, around an ice cube in her mouth, “Did you worry about getting married before you did it?”


June looked up at the ceiling, then back at Laurie. “Not really, I don’t think. I worried about the wedding DJ, and I worried about logistics, like whose family we were going to spend Christmas with and whether any of our relatives were going to flip out if I didn’t change my name. But I’d been living with Charlie for a couple of years by then, so I didn’t think it would be that different.”


“Was it different?”


“Not really. A lot of the time, I sort of forgot that we had gone from not married to married.”


“You two are amazing. It’s like after you met in college, you just floated from there to here.”


“Oh, hardly. I got completely freaked out when we were having Bethie. That was a whole other person puking and pooping and yelling at us all the time. That was different. Even though she was a good baby. And Tommy was also a good baby, very mellow and quiet, although for some reason he smelled worse more of the time. I don’t know. I guess I’m saying everything’s an adjustment.”


“I haven’t seen your kids in so long, when I walked in the other day, I was sure for a second you had traded them for other, much older kids.”


“I think that sometimes, too,” June said.


“Do you miss when they were babies? They were so cute.”


“I liked it when they were babies,” June said. “But now they’re old enough that they have backpacks and frenemies and real opinions about things besides hating everything when they’re tired. And that’s fun, too. I’m glad they got to see you. I think after all this time, they thought you lived in Skype.”


Laurie had learned to knit so she could make a blanket for Bethie, and then she never did it again. “I’m sorry I wasn’t around more. I feel like I wanted to be Aunt Laurie, and I ended up being somebody they barely remember.”


“That’s not true. Even if it was, what are you going to do? It’s a long flight here from Seattle. And you travel so much for work already.”


“Yeah.” Laurie picked up the duck, which had been sitting next to her on the couch. “I am so in love with this thing.” She ran her thumb along its back, looked at the painted feather patterns, felt the bright green head with her fingertips. “I think it’s a wood duck.”


June put down her drink on a crocheted coaster on the side table. “It looks like wood.”


“No, not a wooden duck, a wood duck. A kind of duck that can nest in the woods.” Laurie looked at the bottom, which was a plain light wood with a faint mark that looked like a circle with the initials CKM inside. “CKM,” she said quietly. “It says ‘CKM’ on the bottom.”


“Calvin Klein . . . Mallards?” June offered.


“Outstanding guess, but probably not. I honestly have no idea where this would have come from or why Dot would have it.”


“It’s a decoy, right?”


“Yeah. And even though I’m embarrassed by how little I knew about big parts of her life, I’m pretty sure she didn’t have anything to do with hunting.” She kept running her finger over the mark on the bottom. “Baby wood ducks can jump fifty feet out of trees.”


Laurie had been a wildlife journalist, writing about critters and bugs and birds and fish—­just about everything that swam, walked, wriggled, or flew—­long enough that June expected a certain amount of animal trivia. “Are wood ducks endangered? Did you spend six months chasing them across Michigan or something and then write a heartbreaking article about how they’re getting slammed by climate change?”


“Some ducks are endangered,” Laurie said, “but not these ducks, at least not right now. They were before, partly because of hunting, but then the Migratory Bird Treaty Act”—­she looked over and saw that June’s eyes had gone wide—­“they were protected long enough to recover.” Laurie smiled and ran her fingers down the wings. “But I did write a story for The Outdoors about a kind of botulism that knocked out a lot of waterfowl up in Oregon and Washington, and some of them were ordinary ducks, like this guy. So I’m not totally without relevant waterfowl experience.”


“That reminds me, you said you had an assignment in a few weeks, but you haven’t told me what it is.”


Laurie put the duck down next to her. “Turtle trafficking.”


“People traffic turtles?”


“Absolutely. They catch them in traps, gather them up, ship them off to places where they’re in demand as exotic pets. Box turtles especially. So I’m going to South Carolina to meet a reformed turtle trafficker named Puppy Tavishaw who’s helping the fish and wildlife guys bust them.”


June stopped what she was doing. “Puppy? His name is Puppy?”


“Just one of the many things I’m looking forward to investigating while I’m embedded with Law & Order: Turtle Unit.”


“Spe-­shell Victims Unit,” June offered.


“Turtles are chased by two separate yet equally pokey groups. These are their slow-­ries,” Laurie said. “Please, let’s stop before I start googling turtle species that rhyme with ‘criminal minds.’ ”


June went back to her work. “Hopefully, Puppy isn’t dangerous.”


“I think the most dangerous part is probably the threat of getting about six million mosquito bites. That, and the fact that I have to take pictures myself, at least for online. I’m still not completely used to it. Which reminds me, wait here, I’m ready to move on to the next box.”


By the time Laurie returned to the living room with the CAMERAS AND 8-­TRACK TAPES box, June had put her feet up on the ottoman. “Okay, it’s time to see what’s in here. I found one camera on the kitchen table, so I don’t know what this is.” The ancient masking tape gave way easily, and the dusty flaps of the box puffed motes into the sunlight.


At the very bottom of the box, there were two short rows of 8-­track tapes lined up. “So for music, our selections include Dolly Parton, Kenny Rogers, The Beach Boys, Fleetwood Mac, Smokey Robinson, Santana, David Bowie, and Van Halen.”


“Dot listened to Van Halen?”


“Well, let’s see. This is Van Halen II. From this label it looks like it came out in 1979. Dot would have been, what, about fifty? That tracks. I hope to still be listening to cool new music in ten years.” She picked up the tape, and found something stuffed into the cardboard sleeve. When Laurie slid it out and unfolded it, she grinned and looked at June. “It’s a ticket stub. Dot saw Van Halen in Boston, at the Paradise Theater, on March 27, 1978. Opening for Journey.” She handed it to June.


“Wow. My mind is completely blown. The idea of my grandmother or even my mother rocking out is so baffling to me.”


“I’m clearly going to have to pick through all her music, in case she has anything else stashed in here. The rest of this bin is supposed to be cameras, but everything’s in these fabric boxes.” She took the lid off one, and inside were two Polaroid cameras. One looked older than any of the Polaroid cameras Laurie had ever seen, and one was the same kind of OneStep her parents had when she was a toddler. She unloaded all the fabric boxes, and she kept finding instant cameras. A total of five Polaroids, two Kodaks, and a Fujifilm. Some looked like they were of an 8-­track vintage; others looked like they were probably made right before digital cameras upended instant photography. One or two looked practically current.


The last box she opened was labeled on top 2007. Laurie pulled the lid off, and inside were Polaroid photos. Long rows of Polaroids, or Fujifilms or whatever, filed with unlabeled dividers that separated them into bunches. She pulled one stack out. This was a trip to New York. The Empire State Building, the Statue of Liberty, the marquee at Radio City Music Hall. There was a picture of Dot, then almost eighty years old and silver-­haired, her beaming face pressed next to that of a man who looked about the same age, under the marquee for Avenue Q. There was a single word written in Sharpie in the white border under the photo: “Leo.” She turned the picture around and showed it to June. “I knew she liked Broadway.”


June leaned forward. “Who’s Leo?”


Laurie shook her head. “I don’t have any idea. She was well into her retirement by then, and I know she traveled all over with all kinds of people. I have no idea who Leo might have been, but clearly, they were having a lot of fun together seeing the dirty puppet musical.”


The rest of the box held a combination of travel pictures, pictures from birthday parties and a couple of weddings and what seemed to be a football game at the high school, and pictures of people Laurie only occasionally recognized. There was one of her mother and father, and a few that had been taken at her brother Patrick’s wedding. She only vaguely remembered Dot walking around with an instant camera, stopping at every table to grab a couple of shots.


“Why do you think she packed her cameras with a box of pictures from 2007?” June asked as she went back to sorting books into boxes by type and condition.


“Maybe these are the most recent ones she had,” Laurie said as she put them back into the box and picked up one of the older cameras. “I know they stopped making instant film for a while, so maybe she stopped when she got a digital camera.”


“Maybe all the newer ones were naughty.”


“I wouldn’t be surprised if they were, but I would be surprised if she left those around for people to find. I do think there are probably more pictures somewhere.” She turned the camera over in her hands. “Like, a lot more pictures.”




Chapter Two


Not long after they found the cameras, there was a knock. “That will be the Grim Reaper,” Laurie said, heading for the door. She opened it to find a guy in a Decemberists concert shirt and jeans looking down at an iPad. He looked up and smiled. “Hi, I’m Matt, I’m from Save the Best, I think we talked on the phone?”


Save the Best was a service that would come and inspect the house of a person who was either dead or downsizing to determine whether any of their stuff was worth selling and haul away the rest. They called this particular service “bereavement decluttering.” Which, Laurie supposed, was better than calling it Almost Literally a Flock of Vultures Circling Your Dead Relatives.


He didn’t look like a vulture, though. He looked like a philosophy professor as you might encounter him buying granola at a Whole Foods. She suspected he actually went to that concert to buy that shirt. He’d bought the ticket, he’d put on the orange wristband, he’d had the overpriced beer, he’d stood near the back out of consideration for shorter people. (Probably.) His eyes were gray but also blue, and he had a little bit of a tattoo poking out from under his sleeve. Maybe something vaguely Celtic. Maybe something pretentious like a platitude in Latin.


She gathered herself. “Hi, I’m Laurie Sassalyn, thanks for coming.” He followed her in and sat on the couch while June and Laurie settled in the wing chairs. “So where do we start?” Laurie said.


“Tell me about you, and tell me about your aunt.” He left his iPad sitting at his hip for now.


“Well, I’m Laurie—­I said that—­and this is my friend June Devon. Dot was actually my great-­aunt. My mother’s father’s sister. She was ninety-­three.”


“Wow, ninety-­three, what a run.” He looked like maybe he used to be an athlete. Soccer or rugby, but now his knee was blown out and his doctor didn’t want him to play, but he still showed up for beer league because all his friends were there, and he wasn’t the player he had been, but he was always the one who paid for the first round after—­


“Laurie.” June was looking at her with her eyebrows raised. “Are you with us?”


“Yes, sorry. It’s just a lot.” Laurie resettled herself. “Anyway. This whole house was hers.”


“Was she widowed? Any kids?”


“No, she was a one-­woman show. She worked for the school system, in the business office, until she retired. Then she was . . . well, I guess you can see how she was. The place is packed to the gills with her things. We’ve been going through as much as we can, saving some personal stuff, but I don’t have any other family up here anymore, and most of this, we just . . . we don’t have a place for it. I mean, she has college textbooks and a vinyl record collection and enough books to open a library. If I use my rental car to move everything out, I’ll still be working on it a year from now.”


“So you’re not from around here?”


“I grew up here, we both did. Junie lives here, but I live in Seattle. I haven’t been back in ages, that’s why I didn’t know how full the house was.”


“And this wound up being your job, ironing it all out.” He had a good voice, kind of velvety. Reassuring. Understanding. Parts of me are extremely neglected, she thought before sitting up straighter and nodding.


“Like I said, Dot didn’t have kids. My parents live in Florida, my mom just had her hip replaced, and my dad just had back surgery.”


“You don’t have siblings?”


“My brothers?” She and June looked at each other and eye-­rolled almost simultaneously. “I have four, but if they came up here, they’d just rent a backhoe and push it all into a hole in the backyard. Officially, they’re all busy.”


“The good daughter.” He smiled. “You won’t be surprised that I see this a lot. Probably three daughters for every son. And the further out you get in the family, the truer it is.”


“The patriarchy will get you every time,” Laurie said. “But it’s fine. I’m not a hero, I’m just the person who opens every single box hoping not to find any spiders or sex toys. For different reasons, obviously, but with about the same amount of anxiety.”


She was talking too much. As always. But he laughed. Next, he flicked through screens on his tablet, explaining the contract she’d be signing. “Like we talked about on the phone, feel free to pack up everything that you want to keep. Take as much or as little as you want, and take all the time you need. Today, I can give you my best guess about what might sell—­can’t make guarantees, just a good-­faith guess that will be based on my experience and the experience of my business, which I’ve been running for about fifteen years. I carry this guy”—­he held up the iPad—­“so I can do research on the fly, consult with colleagues, things like that. I’ll bring you an estimate of what I expect the saleable items will bring. You can take those things with you, you can get an independent appraisal, or you can give them to me. If I take them, I’ll ask you to make one more choice. You can consign those, so you’ll get paid a full share if they sell, or I’ll pay you a flat amount that’s usually around fifty percent of the consignment amount and you’ll be done with those items right away whether they ever sell or not. We would make that a credit against your bill. Making sense so far?”


It was hard not to think about her own belongings. Her concert shirts, her fountain pens, her own not-­instant camera, her pressure cooker. Whose job would those things be if she walked out the door and was eaten by a bear? Should she be making lists? Someone should have her mother’s bracelet, and it should not be any of the boys. “Sure, yes.”


He went on. “Then we arrange to pick up any donations. That’s often your furniture in good condition, kitchen items, some linens, books we can give to the library, things like that. The vinyl will be TBD, we’ll see what she’s got. So we take all that and donate it, you don’t need to do a thing. Then we come back one last time and we take the things you don’t want that are probably at the end of their useful lives. That’s the clothes that are worn or they’re not likely to get more use, plus all your trash, plus the things we refer to as the grind. The grind is your bent paper clips, your half-­empty shampoo bottles, used cosmetics, some kinds of costume jewelry and knickknacks—­just things we’re not likely to find good homes for. And those things will get a dignified send-­off.”


“I’m glad to know Dot’s eye shadows will get a proper burial.”


“Right.” He smiled. “So it should be pretty painless.”


June, who had already helped go through three boxes of hand lotions, let her eyes go wide at the word “painless,” and Laurie swallowed a laugh before she answered him. “I’m not sure she owns very much that’s worth money. She owns a lot of things with sentimental value, I guess you’d say. I know they were special to her, but I don’t know if, you know, a lot of people are going to buy the egg cup she got in Rio. I don’t think she bought this stuff as collectibles, per se, do you know what I mean? She just collected it.” Laurie leaned back in the chair and put her hands over her face. “This is just a gruesome job. I feel so bad, like a grave robber.”


Matt nodded. “You are far from a grave robber. Remember, she had these things for as long as she needed them, and they probably brought her a lot of happiness. But they most likely won’t bring you any, so there’s not a lot to gain from your coming down hard on yourself because you want to let stuff go. Keep a few things you really like, things that remind you of her, and let me take care of the rest, okay? I’m here to make everything easier.”


“Yeah. Yeah, that would be great, actually.” Laurie was pretty convinced she only ever smiled awkwardly, but she tried to smile not-­awkwardly in this case, because she really was grateful. It didn’t escape her that because someone had recommended this service to her parents, who were paying for it, she wasn’t going to have to carry out twenty garbage bags of souvenirs herself. She didn’t want to ask June to come over too often, so there was nothing to do but just get through it. Matt stood up with his iPad.


“I’m going to start in the bedroom if that’s okay. You guys stay out here, keep setting aside anything that you want, and I’ll have a list for you of the saleables in a little while.” Laurie directed him down the hall to where the big bedroom was. Just as he went in there, he said, “By the way, I don’t wear a jacket and I sew my pockets shut”—­he tugged on the pockets of his jeans to demonstrate—­“so people know I’m not giving myself any five-­finger discounts.”


“That’s a good idea. But I trust you,” Laurie said as he set off down the hall.


When he was gone, June looked up from the boxes of books she’d just been stacking. “That’s the Grim Reaper?” she said quietly.


“I’ll admit I envisioned him with a sharper scythe.” Laurie leaned back against the couch. “Honestly, if he had one, I’d probably have let him in anyway, because all I want is to get this done. My back is going to hurt, because I’m going to be forty in a month, so I think tomorrow, I’m just going to head over to the library and see if I can grab a couple of fresh paperbacks that I can read on the couch when I can’t do this anymore.”


“Sounds divine. Just so you’re warned, you know Nick runs it now?”


“I do.”


“His parents retired.”


“I heard.”


“Also, he’s divorced. For a couple years.”


“Yes, I know. June, I promise, I really just want my books.”


June held up both hands. “Just wanted you to know. You still read cozy mysteries?”


“Right now, it’s anything with a person in a dark doorway casting a very long shadow and holding a knife. They’re called . . . I don’t know. Brutal Silences, Captive Secrets, How to Strangle Your Gardener, whatever keeps my mind occupied.”


June put her icy glass against her cheek. “You should ask out the Grim Reaper. Maybe he wants to talk about heirloom jewelry and what happens to old encyclopedias.”


“He seems nice,” Laurie said. “Do you think he seems nice?”


“I do think he seems nice. It’s not a joke. I am actually, unironically suggesting you should ask him out. Take a break from trying to figure out your future. Have some dinner, maybe have some very low-­stakes sex—­besides, you’ll be way ahead of the game with a guy who’s seen your great-­aunt’s underwear drawer before you even spend time together socially.”


Laurie surveyed the room, the boxes and bins, the things she was setting aside, and the big trash bags they were filling. “I honestly thought returning a room full of wedding gifts would be the most overwhelming thing I would take on before my fortieth birthday.” It had been almost a year since she and Chris had called it off—­well, since she did—­and a little less since she finished sending back the presents. “Junie, I think I’m falling way behind you, friend-­wise.”


June rolled her eyes and started ticking items off on her fingers: “Apartment hunting in Philadelphia when I was working at the bookstore, editing my college applications, going with me when they froze off my back mole, wearing an uncomfortable dress at my wedding. You are fine. And believe me, selfishly, I would rather be making good this way than by holding your hand through a divorce. Yikes.” She punctuated this last word with a shudder.


“I don’t know if I would have even gotten a divorce,” Laurie said. “I might have just stayed married to him, making soup and slowly turning into dust.”


June frowned. “Soup?”


“I started making a lot of soup in those last couple months. Soup when I was depressed, soup when I was trying to think, soup when he was around, soup when he was away. It was like I was planning for a post-­apocalyptic future. The wedding was the apocalypse.”


“Maybe the breakup was the apocalypse.”


“I didn’t know that was coming, though.”


June raised one eyebrow, a talent Laurie had always envied. “Maybe you did.”


“Ah, you’re very clever.”


They kept putting books into boxes, just books and books and books, and Laurie kept filling a small shoebox with little mementos. She kept a refrigerator magnet that said KISS MY GRITS, and a set of coasters with art deco patterns on them, and a ceramic owl the size of her thumb that sat on the kitchen windowsill.


After a while, Matt emerged from the bedroom. “Okay. So, are we ready for a first pass on the valuables from the bedroom?” They all sat down together. He explained that while Dot didn’t have a big collection of expensive jewelry, her opal ring might sell, plus a watch with a couple of small diamonds on it. He also thought he could get some money for her quilt, which was of good quality and in good condition. But that was about it. He gave them a quote, and Laurie told him to put it all on consignment, hoping that in the end, the money she made might cover her plane ticket. Then she held up her great treasure. “Did you see my duck?” she asked.


“The decoy?” His grin sloped to the side a little and made an asterisk wrinkle appear by the corner of his eye. “I did. Do you know where she got it? Any hunters in the family?”


Laurie shook her head. “Not even a little. I thought maybe you’d know. I also don’t know why it was in the blanket chest instead of out on the shelves with the rest of her stuff.”


“Do you mind if I take a closer look?” he said, and Laurie handed it to him. “It’s in really solid condition. How about I give you $50 and see what I can get for it? I make more than that, we’ll split it.”


Laurie smiled. “I’m pretty attached to it. I think I’m going to keep it.”


“Laurie knows a lot about ducks,” June offered. “She writes magazine articles about frogs and swamps and things.” She didn’t add that Laurie also wrote for alumni magazines and trade magazines and other not-­glamorous outlets that paid her dependably and hired her regularly.


“Really? That’s amazing. I’m kind of a nature dork; what have you written recently?”


“Well,” Laurie said, “I wrote a thing for The Atlantic about the Texas blue lizard, a species that probably doesn’t exist but is legendary anyway.”


“That was you? I read that. I loved it,” he said with a smile. “I can’t blame you for hanging on to the duck. I would, too. Do you mind if I take a couple of pictures of it? I have a buddy who knows all about these things, and I’m sure he’d love to see it. Maybe he’ll even know something about it.”


“Of course,” Laurie said. “The more eyes on it the better.”


“That’s very nice of you,” June said pointedly. “Laurie will have to figure out how to thank you.”


“No need,” he said. “I’m happy to help.” He took a few pictures with his phone while Laurie tried to look at June so hard that her forehead would catch fire. “Make sure you take good care of it,” he added.


“Oh, I will.”


It took him a couple of hours to work his way through the rest of the house while Laurie and June unpacked dresses and purses and took care of almost all the clothes in the closet. When they all gathered in the living room again, he didn’t offer to buy much. There was a hand-­carved tray he thought might bring about a hundred dollars, and Dot’s mother had left her a silver teapot; that was good for a little more. A few other things, small things. But nobody was going to buy her Polaroids or her old cameras. As he finished the paperwork for the contract, Laurie sat on the couch and fidgeted. “So,” she began, “do you live here in Calcasset?”


“Camden,” he answered. Pretty close. “You said you grew up here?”


“Yeah, until I left for college. My parents moved to Florida around then for my dad’s job. And now that they’re older, it’s nice to be there since it’s a lot warmer, obviously.” She paused. “Do you have kids?” For some reason, when she wanted to know whether a guy was single, she always heard herself ask if he had kids, which was not the right question, since it was both overbroad and not broad enough, but it was easier to pass off as idle curiosity. Just regular questions: Where are you from? What do you do? Do you have durable domestic attachments?


“I don’t,” he said. “I have a dog. But he’s very demanding.”


Behind him, June made a face, a little “aw” face, like she’d just seen a kitten pick a flower.


“By the way, I sent the pictures of the duck to my buddy. He recognized it, says he thinks it’s mass-­produced, so it doesn’t really have resale value. My guess is that your aunt forgot all about it. You’d be surprised how often people pick things up, they keep them, and before they know it, it’s twenty years later, or fifty, and the thing is still in the basement or the cedar chest or it’s inside an old suitcase. I wish I had a more exciting answer for you.” He folded his arms. “People are mysterious, is what I guess I’m saying.” Was that a twinkle? It might have been a twinkle. It was at least twinkle-­adjacent. Twinkle-­ish. “I think if I put it in my store, it’ll sell as a nice piece of decor, so I’m still willing to offer you those fifty bucks if you want to take a flyer on it.” He paused. “So to speak.”


She shook her head. “I think I’m attached to it now, but that’s very nice of you.” Just as Laurie was starting to consider taking the breath that might have been exhaled in the form of the words “do you” and “want to have lunch sometime,” Matt the Grim Reaper got up and shook her hand.


“Okay,” he said. “I think we’re about all set for now. You just let me know when you’re done here, and I’ll take the rest of your sale pieces and schedule the donation and disposal pickups. Will that work?”


She said that it would, of course it would; what else was she going to say? “I’m not ready for you to leave yet because I enjoy the crinkles around your eyes, so please reschedule the truck that’s retrieving my great-­aunt’s furniture”? So yes, the answer was yes, that would work. “Sure.” They shook hands again, and she signed some more paperwork, and he set off in his truck. When he was gone, Laurie turned to June. “I may be out of practice.”


“Not at all,” June said. “It was wildly hot, that polite handshake. I felt like I shouldn’t be watching.”


[image: Image]


They puttered around for a bit, and then Laurie and June went out to dinner. They had fried fish and shrimp and they tore pieces of bread off a big loaf, and there was a responsible amount of white wine and more talk about the Grim Reaper. It wasn’t like Laurie didn’t have his number; she had his business card. She could still call. Laurie dropped June off on the way back to Dot’s, and they hugged goodbye.


Upstairs in Dot’s second bedroom, the one with the painting of the tall ships, Laurie sat with the box that said CORRESPONDENCE, SPECIAL. She wasn’t going to read the love letters. She wasn’t going to pry. But the work of the last few days had put a rock in the middle of her chest, made of obligations and frustrations, and it was reluctant to budge. She would skim one letter, just one, one from John—­how scandalous could a letter from a chemist be, anyway?


She took the top off the box and flicked through envelopes until she saw one with a return address that said “J. Harlan.” The sender was in Bangor. When she slid the letter out of the envelope, the first thing she saw was the date: 7.14.73, with dots between the numbers. She immediately felt wrong even scanning it—­she saw “miss you” and “can’t imagine” and “hard times” and “your smile.” She wasn’t just in Dot’s house; she was in a room from Dot’s life, she felt, where she shouldn’t be. Looking under the bed and behind the curtains and in the closets. It seemed wrong. She could tell, though, that this letter was written to a woman who was not happy. That year, 1973, would have been right around when Dot’s school had been consolidated with the one in the next town and she’d had to get another job. That part of the history Laurie did know, because that was when Dot moved from the business office at the elementary school over to the high school.


Laurie got to the last page, the second side of the third sheet of ivory paper, and looked for his signature. She wondered how it was signed. “Fondly”? “Yours”? “With burning desire”? “Chemically”?


As it turned out, it was simply “With love.” It said, “With love, John.”


But what stopped Laurie was just above that. One sentence. A closing, offered with evident tenderness. It said, “And anyway, if you’re ever desperate, there are always ducks, darling.”


“Ducks,” Laurie muttered.




Chapter Three


In Dot’s jewelry box, there was a crowded charm bracelet with eighteen hearts dangling from it. Each one had a name on one side and a birth date on the other. Four were for her two nephews and two nieces, including Laurie’s mother, Barbara. Fourteen more, in a slightly newer style, were for their kids, including Laurie and her brothers.
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