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February 1987

Even the brutal cold of a distinctly belligerent mid-February had not kept them away. The antique dealers and the curiosity seekers eagerly sought to rummage through the bits and pieces of the lives of the locally celebrated deceased who had until so recently lived amidst the splendor of the palatial town house.

They came with their checkbooks and their credit cards and their cash, to carry away the Oriental rugs—the Kirman with the medallioned portraits of one hundred and one kings of Persia, and the Qum silk carpet, red and blue intertwined on a field of ivory—and the fine furnishings. It was rumored that the pair of Biedermeier mahogany tables that had stood on either side of the bed in the master chamber were expected to possibly set a new record, and the Hepplewhite secretary from the front hall would bring its value and half as much again before the gavel would pound the podium to mark the end of the sale.

And then there were the collections: the art, impressionists and modernists alike; the imported pottery, rare Oriental pieces like the pottery model of a house with a hinged door from the Han dynasty and an early Sancai warrior from the Tang dynasty.

For those having less exotic tastes and more modest bank accounts, there would be the household appliances and the record collections (classical and jazz only) and the books (not surprisingly, some first editions).

Then, of course, there would be silver and imported china and porcelain—a Sevres dinner service, circa 1823, a pair of Meissen candelabra, and, naturally, the Ming and Imari vases, the Satsuma and Cantonese bowls, the Royal Worcester and the Derby and the Minton—all carefully lined up shoulder to shoulder on display tables around which selected employees of the auctioneer stood guard to ensure that the pieces were not handled.

Only those seeking a glimpse of the jewelry that had once adorned the lady of the house were to be disappointed. Because of their reported value, the rings and necklaces and bracelets with which Harold McKenna had so lavishly gifted his beloved Charlotte had already been sent to Sotheby’s, where they were expected to fetch a fortune. Not enough of a fortune, of course, to satisfy all the debts left behind when the small plane owned by the extravagant couple had crashed in the Canadian Rockies some months earlier, but enough, it was said, to satisfy the IRS, which had acted swiftly to ensure that the contents of the brownstone would remain undisturbed behind padlocked doors until such time as their worth could be assessed and the government’s pound of flesh exacted.

The slender young woman slid into the back of the room unnoticed by the others, who, having viewed the contents of the house the day before, were again checking their catalogs for the items upon which they would bid once the auction began. The young woman leaned back against the wall and fixed her eyes straight ahead. The rustle of anticipation that stirred through the crowd as the auctioneer mounted the podium swept through her on a wave of nausea.

She shook her head to decline the seat offered by one of the auctioneer’s helpers. She had wanted to be in a position from which she could quickly and easily leave once her business was concluded. Jenkins, the lawyer, had promised that through an arrangement with the auction house, those items she sought would be among the first lots offered. She would not have to witness the frenzy as the fragments of her life were picked apart and swallowed up by the scavengers, who gathered like hungry jackals, biding their time until their desire to consume could be sated.

The auctioneer, a tall, balding man in a green cardigan sweater and dark-rimmed glasses, cleared his throat and checked the microphone before he reminded the hopeful seated before him of the rules. Bid by holding up your numbered card. Many pieces have reserves, that is, a minimum acceptable bid. To save time, certain items will be sold in lots. The crowd shifted restlessly. They knew all this. They wanted to get on with it. The woman leaning against the wall thought of the spectators of ancient Rome, anxious to have the games begin, and was sickened by the sport.

Lot one: photographic equipment. Sold to a young man in a brown suede jacket.

Lot two: table linens. Sold to a woman with a sleek hairstyle in the middle of the fourth row.

Lot three: photographs.

The young woman raised her hand, holding up her bright yellow numbered card for the auctioneer to see clearly. Her bid was acknowledged, and she relaxed. Then, to her shock, another bid was made. A man in a brown overcoat two rows in front of her had raised his card to enter his bid. The auctioneer looked to her, giving her an opportunity to respond. She nodded her head, yes, to which the other bidder again nodded. Why, she thought numbly, would anyone else want these few boxes of old photographs?

Her hands began to sweat as the bid continued to mount. Soon it became apparent that the price had gone beyond her reach. She stood in shock as the man in the overcoat accepted the boxes from the hands of the auction assistant, then turned to flash a look of good-natured triumph in her direction. The horror reflected in her eyes drew him to the back of the room. At his approach, she fled wordlessly through the open doorway into the foyer, now painfully stripped of its once celebrated works of art.

“Miss … hold up there.” He grabbed her by the arm and pulled her to one side of the front door. “Look, I don’t know why these old photos mean so much to you, but obviously you want them more than I do. I only wanted the album … all that fancy silver work on the cover must be worth a fortune. Never saw anything like it, have you?”

Yes, she could have told him. There is one other.

“Was it the photos you were after?” His voice had softened. He had clearly been touched by the pain so apparent in her eyes.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Look, for ten dollars, you can have all of the pictures.” She nodded, took a single bill from her wallet, and handed it over with shaking fingers. She watched patiently as he carefully removed the old photographs from the pages of the album, then accepted the boxes reverently as if they held her firstborn child.

“Thank you,” she said simply, then turned to walk through the door, the hot tears burning her skin as they slid down her cheeks.

Never again, she silently vowed, tightly clutching the boxes that held her baby pictures, her parents’ wedding pictures, to her chest. I will never go through this again …



[image: images] 1 [image: images]


1995

At nine thirty-five on the morning of her twenty-seventh birthday, on the very day she’d planned to present a killer report on the Adkins account—thereby ensuring yet another quick hop up the corporate ladder—Abigail McKenna received a most unwelcome surprise.

“… and, of course, we’ll make outplacement available to you.” Nancy Joachim’s thin lips appeared to move almost continually as she precisely recited her prosaic dissertation on all that White-Edwards would do to make Abby’s entry into the world of the unemployed a smooth one.

As the director of human resources for a company that had, over the past six months, taken a financial beating, Nancy was well versed in sympathetic pauses and encouraging smiles. She’d had a lot of practice, particularly in the past three months, as one department after another had been forced to cut its staff. Nancy knew the drill by heart. The termination of Abby McKenna had been as swift as a knee jerk, and just about as impassive.

Abby had barely moved or changed expression since she’d taken her seat fifteen minutes earlier. In fact, the second she realized what was happening, her mind had clamped shut as firmly as a stubborn clam, making any response improbable.

There was no way this could be happening to her. It simply wasn’t possible.

“I strongly suggest you take advantage of the outplacement, Abby.” Dylan Forester leaned across the narrow space that separated their chairs and touched Abby lightly on the arm. As vice president in charge of her department, Dylan had shared in breaking the bad news. “They’ll give you a nice office to go to every day while you polish your résumé and a secretary to type it for you.”

Abby turned an ashen, uncomprehending face in his direction but did not speak, her heart pounding disconcertingly—loud enough, she was certain, to be heard in the lobby, some twelve floors below.

Nancy nudged some papers across the desktop, and Dylan handed her a pen. Abby uncharacteristically signed her name without question. She could not think, could not read, could not react. All her inner circuits had shut down with the shock of finding herself exactly where she swore she’d never be.

Numb feet carried her equally numb body to the elevator, where routine forced her fingers to the button for the eleventh floor. She’d gotten all the way back to her office and was about to close the door when she realized Dylan had followed her.

“Listen, Abby, I know this comes as a big shock. I didn’t even know myself until last night.” Dylan leaned toward her, a tall, thin body topped by a long, narrow face. “Believe me when I tell you, this was the very last thing I wanted …”

Of course, Dylan would have fought to keep her. It had been Abby who had produced the stellar reports that had helped Dylan’s own star to rise and shine so rapidly. Of course, he would be reluctant to let her go. She had made the department—and Dylan—look oh so good for oh so long.

“Who else?” She managed to loosen her vocal cords.

“Wilson, Trina, Nick …”

“Barsky?” she asked.

“Well, no.” He cleared his throat. “The decision was made to keep him on.”

If you’re going to keep at least one live body, it might as well be Barsky, she thought. He was the only person Abby’d ever met who was flattered—flattered!—when his ideas were stolen and passed off as someone else’s, most often Dylan’s.

“Listen, Dylan, I need some time to myself.” She gestured impatiently for him to leave.

“Oh, sure. Hey, I understand.” He backed toward the door as she advanced. “And listen, I’d be more than happy to provide you with glowing references. You can count on me. And Abby …”

She closed the door in his face and leaned back on it, taking in a few deep, highly controlled breaths before walking slowly to her desk. She dropped into her chair, permitting her shoulders to slump, not knowing what to do first. Pushing the whirlpool of panic to the back of her mind, she opened the bottom drawer of her desk and pulled out a box of business cards. Wooden fingers pried the lid off and pulled out one of the pale gray cards.

L. Abigail McKenna, Assistant Vice President.

Not anymore.

Without ceremony, she emptied the box into the waste-basket and watched as the avalanche of cards tumbled in slow motion toward the bottom. Biting her lip to force back bitter tears, she swung her chair around and looked out the window.

Abby had declined a larger office following her last promotion simply because she had loved this view. The Parkway spread out before her, a wide boulevard patterned, it was said, after the Champs Élysees. So many of Philadelphia’s landmarks lay just beyond the window—the Franklin Institute, the Academy of Natural History, the Art Museum. A few blocks down, a fountain danced in Logan Circle. Frequently, on summer days such as this, she had bought lunch from one of the vendors and walked the few blocks to sit on a bench near the fountain, finding the delicate trickle of the water soothing after an intense morning. More often than not, during the school year, the Parkway would be lined with yellow buses from every adjacent state which would fill the air with exhaust fumes as each waited its turn to deposit its passengers in front of whichever landmark was first on their particular agenda. Each successive crop of class-trippers would spill onto the sidewalk, where they would crowd noisily into untidy lines while the teachers and chaperons attempted to count the ever-moving heads of their charges. The summer visitors to the city arrived with fewer fumes and less fanfare than the schoolchildren, and on many a day such as this one, Abby had enjoyed a few peaceful moments to herself in the shadow of some of the city’s most popular tourist attractions.

She stood at the window, her face pressed against the glass. Steam rose from the sidewalks as the July sun turned morning dew into haze. One hand rested on the glass, as if to reach beyond and touch the trees lining the Parkway. The other hand had been drawn into a tightly clenched fist, her fingernails digging unconsciously into her palm.

Damn! How could this happen to me? I have worked so hard, planned every move so carefully … even chose White-Edwards from a wide field of contenders because of their stability. How could this have happened? A perplexed Abby slapped the open palm of her hand onto the flat window glass.

It’s my own fault. She began to pace the length of the room. I should have seen it coming a year ago, as soon as they started talking merger … should have started looking then. It’s always easier to find a job when you have one.

She pulled a tissue from the box on her credenza and wiped her face, careful not to disturb her makeup. Appearance was everything, she reminded herself.

Let it never be said that Abigail McKenna couldn’t take it like a man.

It took a surprisingly short time to empty her desk of her personal belongings. One by one, the few bits of herself she had brought with her five years earlier dropped into her briefcase—a small crystal clock, a brass picture frame holding a photograph of her parents, a Cross pen-and-pencil set, her personal appointment book, a small phone book of navy blue leather with her initials in gold. Abby was all business. There had been little evidence in the room to give a hint of her personality or her preferences. The desk drawers held no cards from birthdays past, no personal correspondence, no magazines or books. The prints on the wall had been selected by the decorator hired when the company moved in, and Abby had not replaced them, as others had done.

Placing her leather briefcase on the desktop, she snapped the brass closures with trembling fingers. She glanced around the room, as if unconvinced that she’d packed all her belongings. It occurred to her that the office looked almost exactly the same as it had on the day she moved in. The desktop was cleared of all except the leather blotter, a Rolodex, the same In and Out bins she had inherited from her predecessor. Only the thickly bound sheaf of paper on the left side of the desk—the proposal on the Adkins account she’d completed the evening before—bore proof that she had been there. She studied it for a moment, that fat ream she’d worked herself into a near frenzy to perfect, and was tempted to stuff it into her briefcase, enjoying the mental image of Dylan’s scrambling to come up with something between now and two this afternoon, when he would need to present it to the board. Ever the professional, Abby dropped the report into her Out basket, squared her shoulders, and inched her chin up a notch or two before opening the door.

Not allowing herself a backward glance, she strode down the hall to the elevator, forcing a perfunctory smile when she passed a familiar face. Grateful to find the elevator empty, she hit the button for the lobby. A woman got on at nine, Gail Something-or-other, Abby recalled, from the accounting department.

“Gonna be hot again today.” Gail hit the button for four.

“It would appear so,” Abby replied stiffly.

“I sure do hate these Philadelphia summers.” Gail shook her head as the doors slid open and she stepped out.

Three men—all vaguely familiar and all wearing lightweight summer suits—got on at three and nodded in unison to Abby, who smiled wanly and dropped her eyes to the toes of her tan leather shoes, hoping to avoid even a cursory conversation.

She walked across the lobby and through the front doors, then out onto the sidewalk, where she paused for a moment before turning to cross the street, leaving White-Edwards—and her brilliant future—behind.
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Two weeks, max, she assured herself as she fumbled with the key to her second-floor apartment. Probably less. With my résumé, I should be able to walk into a great job by the end of the week.

She dropped her purse and briefcase on the nearest chair and removed her dark green unlined silk jacket, walking into the neat bedroom to place it immediately on its hanger. She went into the kitchen and poured herself a glass of iced raspberry herbal tea with hands that suddenly felt weak. After taking a few long sips, she leaned back against the counter, her left foot tapping out the passing seconds in agitation before she began unconsciously to pace back and forth in a narrow path between the stove and the sink.

Eventually, she paced herself into the living room and slumped on the sofa, holding a throw pillow against her middle to force back the panic that had filled her and turned her legs to water. She heard herself sobbing as the fear and anger and confusion spilled out and splashed about her in heated waves. Knowing she could not stop it, now that it had begun, she gave in and cried mindlessly until her throat burned raw and her eyes were all but swollen closed. When the torrent had stopped, she sat motionless in a state of suspension, mentally protesting the improbable twist of fate that had taken all that she had prized most in her life.

Abby’s job—her career—had been all she had, all she had wanted or needed. It had been her passport to independence, to security, to a future where she would never have to worry that what she had worked for could ever be taken from her.

Working hard in college to shine as a bright light to corporate recruiters had gotten her through four tough years at the University of Pennsylvania. The entry-level job at White-Edwards, a small investment consulting firm, had been the best of the many offers she received. All the information she had gathered from her research indicated that the company was an up-and-comer, a company that rewarded hard work with promotions and good salary increases. Abby had been happy there, happy to work long hours for the satisfaction of knowing that her efforts were, in fact, noticed and applauded. Her goals had been so carefully defined. What, she wondered numbly, had gone wrong?

Abby poured a cold drink and told herself she should eat something. She had four spoonfuls of yogurt before admitting she had no appetite. A shower would feel good, though, she thought, maybe wash away some of the despair along with the stickiness of the city she’d brought inside with her. She ran the water and stripped off her clothes, pausing to inspect herself in the mirror above the narrow sink.

To say that she was small was an understatement. Having never grown past five feet, two inches, Abby always held herself as straight as possible, hoping to maximize what little height she had. She had read once that dressing monochromatically would make one look taller and thinner. Thin had never been an issue. Tall had, and so her business suits had always been of one solid line of color.

A mass of light auburn curls tumbled around a tiny face. The palest smattering of freckles danced like the footprints of fairies across the bridge of her nose. Vanity had led her to cover them with makeup. How many top executives have freckles? she had thought with disgust. Her naturally arched brows rose above her pale amber eyes like parentheses. She might have just stepped out of the Irish mist. Someone had said that to her once, she recalled as she stepped into the steaming water. Who …?

Oh, Alex. Alex Kane. He had said that, that last summer. Must be ten years now, she mused. At least ten.

Her hair had been more red when she was younger, and that’s what he had called her when they were children: Red. And she had retaliated by calling him Candy. Candy Kane.

She stepped from the shower and wrapped a towel around her head before reaching for her terry-cloth robe. The hot water had helped to clear her head. She had allowed herself enough time to mourn for what could have been at White-Edwards. She would focus on what had to be done, update her résumé, pull out the Sunday paper, and make a list of headhunters. She was down but not out. There was no more time for self-pity. White-Edwards could keep its outplacement service. Abigail McKenna wouldn’t need it, thank you very much. She’d have a new job in no time. She was certain of it.

With the return of the first fragments of her former confidence, her innate sense of determination urged her on. Abby snapped off the bathroom light and headed for the PC in the corner of the living room.

It had not taken long for Abby to recognize that there was a major difference between job hunting in the nineties and job hunting in the eighties. Good jobs with great futures had been plentiful when she left college. Today’s market was overflowing with candidates just like her—top skills, great experience, superb references—and all of them competing with her for the same few positions. Middle management, the land of opportunity of the eighties, was a wasteland in the nineties.

Oh, she had heard about it, read about it. But all those articles pertained to someone else. Some other companies had phased out certain positions. Some other fields had dried up. It had never been germane to her. Until the headhunter she interviewed with on her first day out showed her a stack of résumés the size of a phone book.

“All just like you, Ms. McKenna. All highly qualified, highly desirable prospects. I have exactly three positions at your level—none of them in investment counseling, I might add—and seventy-three résumés.” The employment counselor sat back in her chair and sighed. “Look, I’d love to be able to help you. I’d kill to be able to place every one of these people.” She nodded toward the résumés she had plunked down on her desk. “But the positions simply aren’t there. There are entry-level jobs—not many, but a few— paying a fraction of what you’re making now. Are you interested in any of them?”

Abby leaned forward and scanned the short list of positions, noted the salaries, and shook her head. She’d not even make her rent.

“No,” she whispered.

“Look, I’ll keep your resume on file. If anything comes up, I’ll be sure to call …”

Abby walked back to her apartment in a fog of disbelief and disappointment. She’d call another employment agency in the morning. Surely there’d be something.

But there was not, not the next day, or the next week, or the one after that.

She started buying out-of-town newspapers, calling employment services in Baltimore, Trenton, Lancaster, D.C., even Pittsburgh. Nothing was promising enough to spend the money for travel.

By the end of September, she was beginning to panic. Faced with a stack of bills, her rent due, and no prospects, she pulled out her savings account, her checking account, the list of her meager investments. She had received eight weeks of severance pay, which she had just about depleted, and there would be unemployment, she knew, but that wouldn’t even cover the rent on her apartment. At this rate, she could last three months, four maybe, if she stopped eating, used no electricity, and had her phone removed. She had thought there would be plenty of time to save for her future. Unfortunately, the future had arrived much sooner than she’d anticipated, and she was totally unprepared for it.

Abby sighed and looked around at her apartment. Why had she moved into such an expensive building? It had been so perfect, she had thought at the time, close to her office, known for its security, and, besides, it had lots of space, high ceilings, and lots of windows. It had been an indulgence, and she had known it even as she signed the lease. Well, the lease would be up at the end of next month, and she wouldn’t be renewing. She was too depressed at that moment to think about where she’d be moving to.

Slumped in the middle of the living-room floor, she stared glumly at the piles of bills on one side, her bank statements on the other. On the table beside her were two notices of attempts to deliver a certified letter. Had one of her debts gone into collection? She wasn’t sure and had no desire to find out. Maybe next week she could deal with it, but not now. She’d just have to keep ducking the mailman.

Her stomach reminded her that it was almost noon, and she had yet to eat. On bare feet, she padded into the kitchen. No milk. No eggs. She checked her wallet and, after finding a few bills, pulled on her old running shoes and headed for the corner grocery.

The excursion was brief, Abby grabbing the two items she’d come for and making only the most perfunctory conversation with the old man behind the counter who greeted her so cheerfully. One of the few things that can make you feel even worse when you feel this bad, she grumbled to herself as she headed back up the street, is to be confronted by a truly perky person.

She was fumbling in her pocket for her key when she bumped into him on the top step. Smiling—“Gotcha!”—the mailman handed her the letter and a pen, pointing to the line on the little green card where she was to sign.

Could this day get much worse?

Tossing the unopened letter onto the small kitchen table, she boiled water to make egg salad and poured a glass of milk. A short row of neglected African violets, their velvet leaves dangling over the sides of their pots as if gasping, lined the end of the table nearest the window and seemed to beg for her attention.

“I don’t know why I bother,” she sighed, “since not one of you has ever shown me so much as one blossom.”

She poured a half-glass of water into the dry dirt, oblivious to the fact that she’d created a near tidal wave inside the small plastic pots. The excess poured over the tops of the saucers and slid across the table. She grabbed a paper towel and chased the stream, but not before the letter had been saturated. She spread the envelope out flat on the counter and blotted at the runny ink. For the first time, she noticed the return address:

Horace D. Tillman, Esquire

1263 Harper Avenue

Primrose, N.C.

It was the name of the town, not that of the sender, that caught her eye. Primrose, North Carolina, was the home of her Great-aunt Leila.

“Oh, no.” The very softest protest slipped from her lips.

Had the envelope borne a thick border of black, it would have been no more apparent what news lay wrapped within the soggy folds of paper. She shook the remaining drops of water from the envelope and went into the living room. Deeply saddened, Abby sank into a chair.

With trembling hands, she carefully opened it. Aunt Leila would be, what, ninety or so? And it’s been so long since I visited, Abby thought, guiltily recalling how many times over the past several years she had opted to forgo vacation time to complete a project at work.

I always meant to go back. Abby shook her head, already comprehending that it was too late. I always intended to take a few weeks off and spend the time with her. Why didn’t I go last summer? Or the summer before?


Dear Ms. McKenna:

It is my sad duty to notify you of the passing of your great-aunt, Leila Abigail Dunham Cassidy, on September 1 of this year. Please accept my deepest condolences on your loss.

I have enclosed a copy of the late Mrs. Cassidy’s will, which, as you can see, is self-explanatory. For the sake of brevity, I will summarize by advising that your great-aunt has elected to make you the sole beneficiary of her estate …



The sole beneficiary of her estate.

Abby’s heart began to thump wildly. Tears of sorrow mixed with tears of gratitude as she read and read yet again the one-page letter, trying to absorb the news and its implications.

Aunt Leila was gone.

And she had left everything to Abby.

The memory of her great-aunt and the days they’d spent together suddenly filled her mind. A sister of Abby’s maternal grandmother, Aunt Leila had opened her home to Abby every summer from the time she’d been five until she was in high school. Abby’s parents would drop her off in June, then sweep off to some romantic place together, coming back for their only child in August. Aunt Leila had shared more than just her home with the lonely girl. She had given Abby roots and a sense of family history, as well as a glimpse into another world, a world where ladies dressed in white linen gathered on broad porches in summer and perched on white wicker chairs for Sunday tea.

Abby leaned deeper into the cushion, lost in those memories. Summers in Primrose had been everything to her as a child. Aunt Leila’s house had been like a treasure-filled castle to Abby, every piece of furniture a glimpse into her family’s past, every portrait on the wall an ancestor whose story she had heard over and over until they had seemed more real to Abby than her friends back in Chicago.

Every summer had been a magical venture into a time of forgotten gentility and graciousness. Aunt Leila was a true Victorian lady all her life, a woman who treated all with the same courteousness and amity, a woman who never passed a day without observing afternoon tea, a woman who spoke softly and thoughtfully, a woman of intelligence and charm and wit. Coming to Primrose from Chicago every year had been like entering a time warp, going from the bustle of modern life into a gentler era simply by passing through the front door of the big, rambling house on Cove Road.

Abby’s visits had been joyful and filled with wonder, as childhood summers should be. There were dirt roads to travel and dunes to explore, adventures of pirate legends to reenact, and, on rainy days, the lure of the attic with all its treasures packed in trunks or the old carriage house, where the smell of the horses still faintly lingered. There was Sunday tea on the wide front porch, with other ladies of Aunt Leila’s circle.

And always—always—there had been Alex Kane.

The grandson of Leila’s dearest friend, Alex, too, had been sent east from California every summer to stay in the big house that faced Leila’s from directly across the street. His sister, Krista, two years older than Alex, three years older than Abby, would lounge in the hammock in the backyard of their grandmother’s house reading teenybopper magazines and drinking diet soda, all the while sniffing disdainfully at the childish pursuits of Abby and Alex, who were inseparable from the last week of June until the second week of August, every year for twelve years.

No. Abby corrected herself. Eleven years. That last summer, Alex had not come.

He had had to take a job that summer, his grandmother had told her, a construction job that would help pay his college tuition the following September, money being tight now that his parents were divorcing. Abby knew instinctively that summers would never be the same again and that a chapter of her life had closed forever.

Abby idly fanned herself with the letter, wondering what had become of Alex and Krista and—what was his grandmother’s name? Oh, of course. Belle. Annabelle Lee Matthews. She had been a tiny, spry elf of a woman, whose very eyes spoke of mischief. How peculiar that she and Aunt Leila, who was the epitome of quiet grace, should have been the very closest of friends.

No more peculiar, she mused, than for Aunt Leila to have chosen as her beloved the adventuresome Thomas Cassidy, a man who had scoured the continents seeking lost treasures long before Steven Spielberg had dreamed up Indiana Jones.

Abby reached to a nearby table and retrieved a box of tissues as she shed fat, hot tears—tears for her lost summers, tears for Aunt Leila, tears for the long-ago days of her childhood, and yet still more tears for her long-lost love.

When she’d wept herself dry, she pulled the will from the envelope and read through the pages of legalese until she found her name.

To my grand-niece and namesake, Leila Abigail McKenna, I bequeath all of my personal and real property, to include the estate of my late husband, Thomas Andrew Cassidy …

All of my personal and real property.

That would mean the house and its contents. Abby tapped the nails of two fingers on the arm of the chair, contemplating the unexpected news. The house—the castle of her childhood—was now hers. Why, the furniture alone must be worth a …

A fortune.

“Oh, thank you, Aunt Leila,” she half shouted, half sobbed. “Thankyouthankyouthankyou … you’ve saved my life!”

Horace D. Tillman had been the perfect Southern gentleman when Abby called to acknowledge receipt of the letter. Suitably sympathetic and kindly recalling Aunt Leila before getting down to the business at hand, he had assured her that she was, indeed, Leila’s sole beneficiary. He apologized for the delay in notifying her, but there had been some difficulty in determining her whereabouts. He had finally traced her through her Montana relatives.

She would, of course, she assured Mr. Tillman, come to Primrose as soon as humanly possible. Early November would be just fine. Abby was all but dancing when she hung up the phone. Considering her circumstances, she would walk to Primrose if necessary.

Abby scanned the living room, taking stock of her surroundings with a critical eye. The furniture she bought two years ago had been expensive. How much would it be worth now? she wondered, an idea forming rapidly.

Suppose I sell it—give my landlord his thirty-day notice. My lease is up at the end of October anyway. I could go to North Carolina, sell the house, and, from there, I could go anywhere.

Abby brusquely pushed aside the sharp pang that accompanied the thought of selling the house. She would deal with the emotional aspects of that when the time came. Right now, she had to accept the bequest as the gift Aunt Leila had meant it to be. Surely, Aunt Leila would have known that a corporate type like Abby would not have moved to a sleepy little town like Primrose. Surely, she would have known that the estate would be sold …

I’ll think about that later.

Abruptly, Abby rose and began to pace.

I would need a car. How can I buy a car? From the sale of my furniture. I can buy a used car—something small and inexpensive.

She grabbed the newspaper lying, still folded from that morning, on the table. She scanned the ads. There were lots of small, inexpensive cars to be had.

She walked to her desk, pulled the small red phone book from the top drawer, and looked up the number of her landlord to tell him the check he’d receive on Thursday would be her last.

She folded the will and tried to return it to its envelope, but something inside seemed to bar its way. Sticking her hand inside, her fingers found yet another envelope, a small square of thin yellow paper on which her name had been scripted in precise and flowing letters. Aunt Leila’s own hand. She carefully removed the small wax seal and read the message that had been left only for her.


My dearest Abigail,

I am hopeful that at some time between my writing this note and your reading it, we might have one last Sunday afternoon to spend over tea. Though your childhood may seem a lifetime away to you, it was, for me, but yesterday that the little girl with the big round eyes and the wayward curls descended upon Primrose to share the days of summer. Ah, child, you’ve no idea how I looked forward to June, and your arrival at my door … the anticipation of having this house filled with your youthful laughter once again. The glow of those remembered joys would carry me, year after year, through the chill of winter.

Knowing how you loved this house, it is fitting that it should pass from my hands into yours. I know I can rest in the peaceful assurance that you will care for it—and for any dear and gentle spirit you may encounter here—as best you can, as I have done.

I remain, as always, your loving

Aunt Leila   



Abby’s eyes stung as she understood for the first time how much her visits to Cove Road had meant to Aunt Leila. They had not shared tea on a Sunday afternoon since the year Abby graduated from college. For five years, the old woman had waited for her to return, and in each of those five years, Abby had disappointed her.

“I’m sorry, Aunt Leila, I’m so very sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t think I realized how much you loved me.”
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“How much do you want for everything?” the young woman repeated.

Abby hesitated. It had cost twenty-five hundred dollars, this stylish piece of nubby white upholstery. And the round glass tables had cost half that. Extravagances she had, once upon a time, been able to afford. The prints on the wall—some of them originals purchased from students at the Philadelphia College of Art—had been indulgences. Should she include them as well?

“Four thousand dollars,” Abby looked at the woman who would sublet her apartment and tried not to blink. You had to start someplace.

“Does that include the artwork?”

“Yes.” Abby wouldn’t have included it if the woman hadn’t asked.

“And the bedroom furniture as well?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know.” The woman strolled around the apartment as if taking inventory. “Four thousand dollars …”

“Nothing is more than two years old,” Abby pointed out, “and, as you can see, everything is in pristine condition.”

“Okay. I’ll bring you a check the morning I move in,” the woman said as she headed toward the door.

“Which will be …?” Abby was pleased. She had expected to negotiate.

“The fifteenth of November.”

“Not good.” Abby shook her head. “I have to be out on the first.”

“Can I drop off a check that morning, then? On my way to my office?”

Abby winced. The woman spoke with the same air of confidence she herself, until recently, had once had.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to ask for cash.” Abby realized she would have closed out her bank accounts by the first of November.

“Fine.” The woman took one last look around at the apartment and its furnishings.

As soon as the door closed between them, Abby danced a silent arabesque across the living room before grabbing the morning paper and dialing the phone number she had earlier circled in red.

“Hello … I’m calling about the ad you had in this morning’s Inquirer? For the Subaru station wagon? How many miles does it have?” She sat on the floor and made notes on the back of an envelope. “And how much were you asking? Yes, I am interested. Where is the car? Oh. No, I’m sorry, I have no way to get there … you would? Great. Yes. This afternoon would be fine.”

She doodled on the envelope for a few minutes, contemplating the steps she had taken. With the contents of her apartment sold, she would be free to take a job anywhere, once she had tended to her affairs in Primrose. With the money from her furniture, she could buy a small car to take her where she had to go. A station wagon would permit her to take her clothes and the few personal belongings she would keep. After she sold Aunt Leila’s house and its contents, she’d have more than enough money to take her time finding the right position, and then some. She stood and stretched, buoyed by her prospects. Feeling more content than she had in a long time, she decided to follow an impulse and venture out for a rare afternoon walk.

Abby stopped to purchase an ice cream cone from a sidewalk vendor before idly wandering with no particular destination in mind. It had been days since she had left her apartment, and she savored the fresh air, filled with the crisp promise of deepening autumn. The leaves that peppered the sidewalks leading through Rittenhouse Square rustled in the light October breeze and crunched beneath her feet. She sat on a bench in the sun to lick at the strawberry streams that slid down the sides of the cone.

She had never, she suddenly realized, really known this city she had called home for the past nine years. In four years of college and five years of working and living on her own, she had never made the time to explore its haunts or its historical treasures, had never found its heart. Abby’s sole focus had been her career. Period. She had never developed friendships, had never made a social life to speak of. There was no one even to say good-bye to, no one to care that she was leaving. She had had few women friends in college, fewer still at the office. Those she had known at White-Edwards always seemed to view her as an oddity. She was the one who always worked late and took unfinished items home to work on even later. She would work on weekends, rarely sparing time for a night out except for those few occasions when one man or another had managed to get close enough to ask her out. No one had interested her enough for her to see more than a few times. Certainly, none of them had lit so much as a spark in her.

Memories of her sixteenth summer tugged playfully to be recalled. As if she had forgotten the summer she and Alex Kane had discovered each other as more than childhood playmates. They had spent hours biking along the back roads, winding slowly through the fields and woodlands, taking their time, talking about school, their dreams, their futures. Alex would be a lawyer, a criminal defense lawyer, a true Perry Mason. Abby would be an artist, painting the Carolina countryside and finding fame and fortune in the pricey galleries in New York City. And always they would return to Primrose—and each other. They had taken long walks along the river, holding hands and learning how to kiss. They had acknowledged their everlasting love for each other that summer and had experimented with more than kissing before the second week in August arrived and, with it, Abby’s parents.

Abby dragged the toe of one shoe through the hard dust in front of the park bench. That was the last truly happy time of my life, she thought.

She tried to recall which of them had been the first to stop writing, but she could not be certain. She had auditioned for and won the lead in the junior play that fall, and Alex, as starting quarterback for his high school football team, had had a busy season. Before too long, it was June, and she had anxiously counted the days until they would meet in Primrose. It had never occurred to her that a time would come when he would not be there for her in summer.

How bizarre, she thought with a wry smile. Alex set the standard by which I’ve judged kissing since I was sixteen, and he’s never been bested.

Not that I’ve had much time for such things, she reminded herself as she stood and started across the square. I imagine that romance can take one’s focus from one’s goal. Working hard, getting ahead, is the only way to attain security. If my father had worked more and played less, things would have been different.

But, ever the gambler, Harold McKenna had played fast and loose with the market for eighteen months. Confident that his latest little deal would turn a huge and speedy profit, he had invested every dime he had, as well as far too many he’d borrowed, and had lost everything. On the heels of Harold’s sudden financial decline—the news of which Harold had not yet shared with his wife and daughter—death had cheated him of the opportunity to try to recoup his former wealth. And so, in the blink of an eye, Abby had gone from being the beloved daughter of a wealthy investor to being a penniless orphan.

She had sometimes wondered how her father, who so doted on her, who provided her with every luxury, would have felt had he known what his gamble had cost her. Each time, she had all but felt his pain.

Harold may have made some foolish decisions where his finances were concerned, but he never, never would have knowingly placed Abby in such a predicament. He simply had not expected to die.

She poked along solemnly, all too well aware that her own hard work, single-minded as it had been, had not insulated her from financial disaster.

That’s different, she argued with herself. I didn’t fritter away what I had. Okay, I could have saved more, but if you want to move in executive circles, you need to dress like an executive. And besides, I didn’t expect to lose my job.

And my father hadn’t expected to die.

Still pondering the quirks of fate, she failed to notice the woman who stood in front of her building until she had all but walked over her.

“Oh … I’m sorry,” Abby mumbled, walking around the woman and heading for the steps.

“Excuse me.” The woman held out her arm. “Do you live here?”

“Yes,” Abby replied.

“I’m looking for …” She fumbled with a piece of paper. “Abby McKenna.”

“I’m Abby McKenna.” Abby eyed her suspiciously.

“I’m Debbie. You called earlier about my car.”

“Oh, yes. I’m so sorry.” Abby apologized for her tardiness. She had lost all track of time.

“Well, that’s it, across the street.” Debbie pointed somewhere down the block.

“Which one … the red one?”

“Yes.” The woman nodded, and they dodged cars as they crossed the street to take a look.

Cherry red, five years old, gray cloth interior. It looked fine.

Debbie handed her the keys. “Take it for a ride.”

“You do drive stick, don’t you?” Debbie asked as Abby started the engine.

“Stick?”

“Manual transmission … the kind with a …”

Abby hit the gas pedal, sending the car into a sort of forward lurch. The engine promptly died.

“… clutch.”

“Oh. Right. Of course. Stick shift,” Abby said dumbly. “Sorry. I used to know how to do this …”

She restarted the engine and tried again, this time making it to the corner before the car stalled again.

“Sorry. I, ah, haven’t driven in a few years.”

“You do have a license?” Debbie asked nervously.

“Yes. I kept renewing it, thinking someday I’d have a car again. I just haven’t needed one, living in the city. I walk to work.” Abby was more nervous than she’d expected. “At least, I used to walk to work … damn, I keep forgetting about the clutch …”

Abby pulled into a parking spot in front of her building after an excruciatingly long five-minute drive around the block.

“I’ll take it,” she said.

“Are you sure?” Debbie’s eyebrows rose halfway up her forehead.

“Yes. It’s just what I need.” Abby returned the keys with a grin.

“Aren’t you going to ask about the mechanics?”

“Well, it seems to be in good shape. I mean, anyone could tell it’s been cared for,” Abby said quickly. And the price is right. All this sucker has to do is get me to North Carolina. One way. I can sell it down there and fly to wherever I decide to go from there.

It would take most of the remains of her savings, but she’d make that up when Jane, the new tenant, paid her for her furniture. She and Debbie came to an agreement quickly. The car would be brought back to her on Friday, when they would transfer the title. Abby skipped up the steps.

Her course now set, Abby spent the evening going through her closet to pack up clothes that no longer fit. She’d lost weight since last winter, she realize, holding up a blue pin-striped suit she’d purchased in January. She caught her reflection in the mirror. Her face was gaunt and her color more pale than usual. Too much stress, she told herself.

Abby finished cleaning out her closet, carefully hanging in quilted garment bags those few suits and dresses and good slacks and blouses that still fit. Her few casual outfits—sweat clothes and two pairs of jeans—would travel south in her suitcase. She had boxes for other items, and she fervently hoped all—her Calphalon cookware, her collections of old perfume bottles and cookbooks, and two small boxes of well-played Motown tapes—would fit in the back of the small car along with her PC, her 20-inch television, VCR, and small CD player. She bagged her discards for the homeless shelter six blocks away. Highly pleased with her efforts, she stood back and surveyed the stack of boxes.

“Thank you, Aunt Leila, for loving me.” She spoke aloud with all the reverence some might reserve for prayer. “Thank you for remembering me in so generous a fashion. Thank you for giving me options. Thank you for forgiving me for having stayed away so long.”
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The first of November could not have been more gray. The sun struggled to break through sullen clouds—themselves gunmetal gray in a bleak sky—barely dispelling the fog which wrapped around the city in an insistent tangle of wispy arms. Abby finished loading boxes into the car, having dropped the backseat to double her cargo space, carefully fitting her clothes and the boxes between the electronics before tucking the envelope filled with cash from the sale of her furniture into the glove compartment. She leaned over the front seat to root through a box, looking for some tapes of old favorites to keep her company as she drove.

After popping the Four Tops into the tape player on the dash, Abby started the engine and, without a backward glance, pulled into the morning traffic and headed for the interstate. Once she was on 1-95, the city’s skyline rose, shaded in mist, on her right. To her left, the Delaware River flowed choppy and muddy green. She drove past the exits to Veterans Stadium and the Spectrum, neither of which she had ever visited. Just beyond, the flat-roofed warehouses of the food distribution center opened their wide doors to the truckers who would transport produce all across the metropolitan area. A few of those trucks were already competing for her lane of traffic. She pulled to her right as the first of the tractor-trailers sped past on the approach to the huge double-decked bridge that spanned the Schuylkill River. Planes almost close enough to touch seemed to float past on their way to the airport just to her left.

Beyond the city limits now, Abby accelerated and moved into the passing lane to go around a small red pickup with Delaware plates. The City of Brotherly Love, along with all her dreams of corporate bliss, was lost in her rearview mirror, shrouded in the haze of a misty early-autumn morning.

She stopped in Delaware for breakfast and, later, had a leisurely lunch in Virginia. She’d expected to be in Primrose by dinner but zigged into North Carolina where she should have zagged, somewhere in the vicinity of the Great Dismal Swamp, and wasted an hour trying to get back onto the right road. A friendly restaurant across the street from the county courthouse in Elizabeth City served up wonderful crab cakes, a fresh salad, and a warming cup of coffee. Fortified, she set off on the last leg of her journey.

It was shortly after nine when she exited the highway, following, with a certain caution, the signs to the darkened road that led to Primrose. Though in her youth she’d known every bump on every road for ten miles in any direction, years had passed, and she was no longer definite. Overhead lighting was virtually nonexistent on this approach to the small town, and memory told her that there were at least two sharp curves somewhere ahead. The acres of dense woodland on either side of the narrow road seemed to close in on her, and she momentarily wished she had waited until the following day to make this last leg of her trip.

The first curve was upon her before she had time to brake for it, sending the Subaru into the opposing lane, which, fortunately, was unoccupied. She returned to her side of the road and slowed to a crawl, recalling that the next curve would be almost ninety degrees to the right. She all but crept into it, then sped up, knowing it would be a straightaway into the center of town from that point on.

Driving into a small town after it has closed for the night gives you the oddest feeling, she thought as she passed through Primrose proper. The sidewalks were long deserted, the stores long darkened, their proprietors having gone to their homes hours earlier. The old-fashioned street lights which hung from poles every thirty feet or so on either side cast an eerie glow on the shop fronts.

“Rolled back the sidewalks at dusk” was coined to describe Primrose, Abby mused as she passed the silent storefronts. Slowing slightly, she peered through the darkness at Mr. Foster’s General Store, which appeared just as she remembered it. On past the Primrose Cafe, where the townfolk traditionally gathered for their early-morning coffee, and the hardware store, where one could purchase everything from string and thumbtacks to lawn mowers. And that was Primrose proper.

Or was, when I was a girl. Looks like maybe a few more shops than what I recall.

The new gas station at the corner of Harper and Cove Road took her by surprise, and she almost missed the turn. Ever more slowly, she crept down Cove Road, past the house where Aunt Leila’s friend, Mrs. Lawrence, once lived, past the old Matthews place, where Aunt Leila’s best friend, Belle, had lived.

Guess she’s gone now, too, judging by the tricycles there by the front porch.

Abby pulled to the side of the road and parked in front of a structure that, in the darkened hush, appeared less than hospitable. She turned off the motor and the headlights, took a deep breath, and opened the car door. Standing in the middle of the road, Abby focused on the magnificent building that loomed before her.

Aunt Leila’s house, built by Thomas Cassidy’s grandparents in the 1830s and subjected to expansion and renovation by successive generations, rose imposingly from behind overgrown rhododendron which obscured the entire front porch and vast portions of the second floor as well. Only the wide front steps, which seemed to stick out from the porch like the tongue of a sassy child, emerged from the darkened facade. The entire house huddled in a dreary silence, the windows of the top two floors shuttered tightly against the world without. It was—had always been—an imposing sight. Now, wrapped in the opalescent glow of mist from the river that flowed behind and beyond, the house was downright spooky.

Abby approached the long path that led to the porch with a certain amount of circumspection. As quietly as the night had settled around her, she followed the path to its end, then tentatively planted one foot on the first step, which sagged with a faint whoosh, no louder than an exhale, beneath her weight. The handrail was wobbly when she reached out for it, and the floorboards creaked as if in pain as she tiptoed toward the front door, where she stood almost expectantly before reaching for the knob.

“Oh, good grief,” she exclaimed, realizing she had no key with which to open the door. Exasperated with herself for having overlooked this one little item, she paced back to the top of the steps, then sat down.

“Damn. I can’t believe this,” she growled. “I can’t believe I drove all this way to reach a house I cannot get into.”

The last motel she’d passed was about sixteen miles back. She figured she had roughly enough gas to make it to Mr. Foster’s General Store.

She rose with great annoyance, shaking her head in disbelief at her stupidity. As she turned her head to the left, she saw the outline of the planter on which Aunt Leila had kept her African violets in the warm months. Small clay pots lined its white wrought-iron shelves. Abby paused, a memory begging for attention. When she was a child, Aunt Leila had often left a key for her under the third pot on the third shelf. She lifted the pot and ran her fingers across the spot where it had stood. Grinning broadly, she held up the key.

Thank you, Aunt Leila.

Abby fitted the key into the lock, hoping Aunt Leila had not had cause to change it. As the key and the knob turned simultaneously, the door opened with the greatest reluctance. She gave it a tentative push, and it swung an arc into the big, dark entrance hall. Taking a deep breath, she entered—slowly and on tiptoe—into the hushed halls of her childhood.

Through the inky darkness, Abby could see the stairwell rising some twenty feet back from the doorway, along the right wall. The interior of the house was as familiar to her as her name. Even in the dark, she knew that to her immediate left was the music room, which opened into Thomas’s library. A wide hallway led past the stairwell and on to the dining room, beyond which was a butler’s pantry and the kitchen. To her right was a formal parlor, which opened to a sitting room, from which one entered a small conservatory, which Aunt Leila had called her morning room.

Standing in the middle of the entrance hall, Abby peered into the two front rooms without taking a step toward either. The furniture was covered with sheets, giving a ghostly form to every chair and settee. There was an eeriness about the house that she had not anticipated. Over all, the scent of lavender—Aunt Leila’s signature fragrance —seemed to preside.

What had Aunt Leila’s letter said about dear and gentle spirits?

Goosebumps sped up her arms, across her shoulders, and straight down her back into her legs and didn’t stop until they reached her toes.

Don’t be an idiot. There’s no such thing as …

The floorboards overhead creaked menacingly.

Old houses have noises. It’s just the pipes,

she told herself. She forced the air out of her lungs slowly, then set her purse down on a nearby chair while she turned on the overhead light. One last bulb of the large, ornate crystal chandelier flickered uncertainly, the sudden dim light causing shadows to lengthen across the spacious hall. She took four steps forward when she heard it again.

Abby froze.

This time, the creaking was accompanied by a light shuffling sound. Inching toward the wall parallel to the stairwell, Abby tried to disappear into it, straining her ears to try to identify the sound.

A soft footfall on the top step was followed by another equally as faint. Someone was making a slow, deliberate descent. It was not Abby’s imagination, nor was it a ghost. Someone very real—a burglar? a vagrant?—was making his way downstairs. Abby flattened herself against the wall, her fingers fanning out on either side as if searching for something to hold on to. Without a sound, she slid sideways toward the back hallway. She hoped, the intruder, whoever he was, didn’t know the lay of the house as well as she did.

Unless, of course, he’s been camped here since Aunt Leila died.

Maybe he somehow found out the house was vacant and decided to move in.

Maybe he used it as his base of operations, lying low during the day and sneaking out to commit murder and mayhem in the dark of night.

The shadow cast by the figure paused momentarily, long enough for Abby to move toward the dining room. She took two quick steps and hit the table that stood, obscured in darkness, against the wall. Something crashed to the floor.

“If you’re looking for money, you’ve come to the wrong place. I don’t have any,” a woman’s voice—forced firmness barely concealing fright—announced from somewhere halfway up the stairs.

Abby slowly stepped out of the shadows and peered up the steps. An old woman, wrapped in a bright yellow chenille robe, her hand tightly clasping the handrail, stared down at her.

“Go on, do whatever it is you’re going to do,” the old woman bravely demanded, her voice holding a hint of the soft eastern Carolina accent Abby had heard so often in her childhood. “Just don’t hurt me. Rob me, take what you want. But don’t hurt me.”

“Who are you?” Relief washed over Abby like a warm ocean wave.

“Now, what the devil of a difference would that make?” The woman’s shoulders were tiny under the robe, frail, like the rest of her. Only her voice—the voice of one accustomed to being obeyed—appeared strong. “The silver’s in the dining room. That’s about all there is that you could carry away. Help yourself. Then get out of here so I can go back to sleep.”

Abby approached the bottom of the steps.

“You don’t look much like a burglar.” The old woman eyed her suspiciously.

“I’m not a burglar,” Abby told her.

“If you’re not here to rob me, then what the Sam Hill are you doing, breaking in here in the middle of the night and scaring an old lady half out of her mind?” snapped the woman. “Unless you’re one of them serial killers you hear about on the news these days …”

“I’m Abby McKenna,” Abby told her gently. “I own this house.”

“Abby McKenna,” the woman repeated. “Abigail McKenna? Leila’s grand-niece?”

“Yes.” Abby nodded. Clearly, this was no vagrant. “Who are you?”

“Belle. Belle Matthews.” The woman came down the remaining steps to study Abby’s face. “Well, mercy me. You’re Abigail, all right. Well, then, ’bout time you got here.”

The two women eyed each other for a long moment. In spite of the old woman’s bravado, Belle was flushed, her hands trembling as her white-knuckled grip on the baluster eased.

Taking great pains to present as dignified and controlled a front as possible under the circumstances, Belle asked, “Want some tea?” Without waiting for an answer, she pulled herself up to her full height of almost five feet and swept past Abby toward the kitchen.

In the poorly lit kitchen, Belle placed a pot of water on the stove and opened a cabinet to bring down two cups and matching saucers.

They sat at a small table overlooking the darkened backyard. Abby stirred her tea and wondered how she could go about asking Belle why she was living in Leila’s house.

“Guess you’re wondering what I’m doing in Leila’s house.” Belle looked at her from over the top of her cup.

“Well … yes.” Abby’s eyebrows rose in mild surprise that Belle’s words so closely echoed Abby’s own thoughts.

“If you’d made the time to visit once in a while, you’d have known that Leila invited me to move in with her about two years ago. Right before I sold my house.” She nodded her head, presumably to indicate the house across the street. “Not that I wanted to. Sell it, that is. Couldn’t pay the taxes. Sell it or watch it be sold for back taxes, that was my choice. Leila kindly offered me shelter. I kindly loaned Leila money to have the roof replaced, once I had cash from the sale.”

“And she paid you back?”

“Nope. I figured it would come out of Leila’s estate, once you got around to coming down here.”

Abby’s face took on the appearance of plaster of paris as she tried not to choke on the thought.

Belle finished her tea and rinsed the cup out in the sink.

“I’m glad you finally got here, Abigail McKenna. I was wondering how I’d keep that dinosaur of an oil tank filled this winter. Leila and I used to pool our social security checks, you know, just to eat and pay our utilities. Never would have been able to keep the furnace running by myself. Guess now that you’re here, I can quit worrying about that. Leila promised me I’d always have a home here. Nice to know it’ll be a warm one. See you in the morning. Oh.” She turned around to face Abby, who sat silent and wide-eyed as she tried to digest the news of her indebtedness. “Which room you figure on using?”

“I … I hadn’t thought about it. My old one, I guess.”

“Linens in the closet where they’ve always been.” Belle tottered off down the hall, her voice trailing behind her. “Take a quilt from the chest at the foot of the bed. It’ll be chilly by morning.”

Abby sat motionless at the table, Aunt Leila’s letter to her suddenly very clear.

“… care for … any dear and gentle spirit you may encounter here—as best you can, as I have done

Leila had passed not only her home but her best friend as well into Abby’s hands.
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Lost in a dreamless sleep after her marathon drive of the previous day, Abby had no sense of time or place when she finally awakened. The windows permitted no clue of dark or dawn beyond their heavy drapes and tightly clasped shutters. She reached for her watch on the table next to the bed. Seven A.M.

Grabbing her robe from the bedpost, she tied it loosely at her waist and opened the door. The house lay as silent as it had the night before when she had first crossed the threshold. She wondered if Belle was an early riser.

Wandering down the stairs, she checked for coffee. Even instant coffee will do, she thought, suddenly craving the gourmet beans she used to splurge on back in her more affluent days. The cupboards held nothing but a box containing a half-dozen tea bags.

She pushed aside the narrow blue-and-white-striped curtain that hung across the glass in the back door. Looking around, she found a wall hook upon which a key dangled on a thin piece of string. She fitted the key into the lock and turned it, the hinges protesting with a low-pitched shriek as she pulled it open. Abby took a few steps out into the morning air and peered at the old thermometer on the outside wall. Fifty-eight degrees. The sun was trying its best to will away a veil of clouds and make its appearance. Abby sat on the top step and stretched the long robe to wrap around her bare ankles.

That the grounds had fallen into a sad state of neglect pulled painfully at Abby’s heart. Aunt Leila had been celebrated for her gardens. The local garden club had for many years included Leila’s property on its annual summer tour. More often than not, the event would culminate in a garden party, for which a young Abby would be pressed into service. From her perch on the back porch, she could almost see herself, dressed in a starched white summer dress that had once been worn by Aunt Leila herself, offering delicate tea sandwhiches to the ladies who clustered around Aunt Leila’s lilies or her arbors of roses. Here, Leila had hosted family weddings and grand parties. Abby’s own parents had exchanged their vows right there, under that very arbor, when the white roses that once wound overhead had been at their very peak.

What a shame. She lamented the sight.

Vines and shrubs neglected for years had overtaken all. The cobbled paths that had once led from one pampered bed to another were obscured now, as were the beds themselves. Vestiges of Leila’s herb garden remained around the ornate birdbath which had once stood proudly in the center of the garden. The birdbath was cracked now, one section hanging off its base at an awkward angle.

What a shame.

“Broke Leila’s heart to let it go,” Belle said softly from the doorway, “but, of course, these last few years, neither of us could tend to it. And there’s been no money to hire out the work. ’Course, now that you’re here, you can tidy things up a bit.”

“I wouldn’t know where to start.” Abby turned to look over her shoulder at the slight figure behind the screen.

“You start with the obvious, Abigail,” Belle sighed with exaggerated patience. “First, you pull out what doesn’t belong there, then you tend to those things which do.”

“I doubt I’d know the difference,” Abby muttered.

“Read Leila’s journals. Wrote down everything she did out here for almost seventy years. Sketched every plant she put in and dated every one of the sketches,” Belle told her with a mild drawl. “You can read, can’t you? Tea’s ready, if you’d like some.” Belle disappeared into the kitchen, and the whistle of the kettle ceased abruptly.

Abby tapped one foot quietly on the step, measuring out her patience.

“Gentle spirit,” my ass.

“How about if I make breakfast for us?” Abby suggested as she followed Belle into the house. “We could maybe eat in the morning room and get reacquainted.”

And maybe I can find out where your family is, and what their plans are for you now that … well, now that Leila’s gone, and soon the house will be passing into other hands, so to speak.

“That would be nice.” Belle nodded agreeably. “I’ll set the little table in there.”

“What would you like for breakfast?” Abby asked.

“I’d like soft-boiled eggs, sausage, and biscuits with blackberry jam,” Belle told her as she passed into the pantry for some dishes.

“Sounds easy enough.” Abby smiled and opened the refrigerator door. The relatively new appliance was virtually empty, except for half a stick of butter in a pink Depression glass dish, a jar of grape jelly with only the faintest remnants of purple streaks up one side, and five slices of bread in their plastic wrapping.

“Belle,” she called into the next room, “there are no eggs.”

“And no sausage and no biscuits.” Belle appeared momentarily in the doorway. “You asked me what I wanted. That’s what I want. But we’ll both have tea and toast, because that’s all we have.”

Abby put two pieces of toast in the ancient toaster, removed the butter from the refrigerator, and took it into the room Aunt Leila had called her morning room. She stood in the doorway and watched as Belle placed the teapot and cups on the small round table that stood between two straight-backed white wicker chairs. How many times had she watched Aunt Leila do these exact tasks in preparation for their morning meal?

The sun was beginning to beam through the back windows, casting aside some of the gloom that seemed to encase the entire house. As the light spread across the worn carpet, the shabbiness of the room became more apparent. In Abby’s memory, the chintz on the settee was always fresh and new, the window ledges lined with lushly flowering plants, the lace curtains sparkling white. Now, all seemed faded and dusty, the paint on the window ledges peeling and the curtains almost gray. A few of the windows sat at slightly odd angles, the panes no longer solidly affixed to their frames.

As if reading her mind, Belle told her, “We just couldn’t keep up with it, Abby. It was all too much. Before Leila died, we did manage to keep most of the downstairs open, but since she … it’s all I can do to keep the dishes washed and the floors clean and the bed linens changed.”

“You’ve had no help at all?” Abby whispered.

“Naomi, across the street—she and her husband bought my house—has been my salvation. She does my laundry, picks up some groceries for me when my social security check comes every month, brings me soup and homemade bread once a week or so.” Belle’s voice wavered slightly, and she gazed out the window to avert her eyes. It was a hard admission from a woman who had once presided over a handsome home of her own, who had been admired and sought after for her lofty social position as much as for her wit and charm.

“Belle, where’s your family?” Abby set the plate of butter on the table.

“Abigail, the toaster …” Belle pointed toward the kitchen, from which the aroma of charcoal drifted.

“Good grief.” Abby flew back into the kitchen and unplugged the toaster. She dumped the charred remains of bread into the sink.

“Well, there goes breakfast,” Belle announced with a wry smile.

“I’ll make two more.” Abby shook out the last of the burnt crumbs.

“Not if you want lunch,” Belle told her matter-of-factly.

“Belle, you can’t live on tea and toast.”

“Abigail, you can live on much less than that.”

“This is ridiculous.” Abby shook her head. “I’m going upstairs to change, and then I’m going down to the store for some groceries.”

“What a lovely idea.” Belle nodded slowly. “Abigail, while you are there, could you possibly see if Mr. Foster has any blackberry jam? Not the regular store-bought kind, the kind Annie Thurman makes and jars, if it isn’t too much? Young Foster will know.”

No wonder the woman’s so frail, Abby thought angrily as she pulled a sweatshirt and jeans from her suitcase and slid into them. Living on the barest of necessities for who knows how long. Where in hell is her family?

“What might you like for dinner?” Abby paused in the doorway.

“Dinner?” Belle spoke the word as if considering a foreign concept.

“Is there anything in particular you’d like?”

“Why, whatever you think, Abigail.” Belle cleared her throat. “Though a roast chicken might be nice. I haven’t had roast chicken since Leila passed on. She did all the cooking, you know.”

“Fine. Chicken it is.”

Abby grabbed her jacket and purse from the chair in the front hallway, where she’d deposited them the previous night. She checked her wallet and found she was low on cash. Opening the glove compartment, she withdrew some bills from the envelope and relocked the compartment. It was as safe there, she surmised, as it would be anyplace else.

She stopped at the new gas station on the corner. A tall, thin man in his early thirties dressed in jeans and a green and white flannel shirt came out to greet her.

“’Morning.” He smiled, wiping his hands on a light blue towel tucked into his waist. “What can I getcha?”
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