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Chapter One


The room reeked of turpentine and regret. Vivian Hale sat cross-legged on the paint-smeared hardwood floor of her studio apartment, surrounded by a semi-circle of canvases—half-finished, abandoned, or just plain failures. A wine glass tilted on its side beside her, its contents forming a dark crescent stain on the drop cloth she never bothered to clean. Above her, the single exposed bulb flickered faintly, throwing jittery shadows across the walls like restless ghosts. 
Ethan’s voice lingered in the silence, as though the apartment itself had soaked in his last words. You’ll never be happy…no matter what you achieve. He had slammed the door shut hard enough to rattle the picture frames and her already fragile sense of self.
Her eyes flicked to the cracked mirror propped against the wall—a yard sale find meant to inspire a self-portrait series she never started. It reflected a gaunt woman with paint smudges on her cheek, her hair a tangle of chestnut waves that hadn't seen a brush in days. A stranger’s face, or maybe someone she used to know.
She picked up her brush, dipped it in dried, crusty paint, and scrawled a single stroke on the nearest canvas. It felt useless. Pointless. But what else was there? The dream she had chased for so long now felt like a weight, dragging her down, suffocating her. Her phone buzzed on the counter. Maggie, probably. Or Joel. Checking in. She ignored it. They didn’t understand.
Across the room, a breeze crept through the cracked window, rustling her hair. It carried the faintest sound—a whisper? She turned toward the mirror again. Her reflection smiled. She hadn’t.
The phone vibrated on the counter, rattling against the empty mug beside it. Vivian glanced at the name: Maggie Harper. She sighed, brushing her hand over her unkempt hair before picking up.
“You’re alive,” Maggie said, her voice sharp but warm. “I was starting to think you’d been swallowed by your apartment.”
“Funny,” Vivian muttered, wedging the phone between her shoulder and ear as she pushed paintbrushes aside to make room for her coffee.
“Don’t ‘funny’ me, Viv. You’ve been ignoring my calls. Again. You’re not writing your manifesto in there, are you?”
Vivian exhaled, exasperated. “I’m just… busy.”
“Busy doing what? Staring at unfinished canvases and sulking?” Maggie didn’t wait for a response. “Listen, there’s a gallery opening tonight. Come with me. You need to get out of that cave and talk to people who breathe air that isn’t full of turpentine fumes.”
“No, thanks.” Vivian forced a laugh, but it sounded hollow. “Not really in the mood to be surrounded by people who actually know what they’re doing.”
Maggie sighed, the kind that felt like it traveled across state lines. “Viv, failure isn’t who you are. It’s just a thing that happens. You need to remember that, or you’re going to drown in it.”
Before Vivian could respond, there was a knock at the door. She muttered something vague to Maggie and hung up.
Joel stood there, holding two coffees and grinning like a sitcom sidekick. A stack of her mail was tucked under his arm. “I brought caffeine, judgment, and your mail,” he said. “All free of charge.”
Vivian managed a smile. Joel always had that effect, though his carefree vibe made her stomach knot. She envied how easily he floated through life, while she felt like she was clawing her way through wet cement.
“You know,” he said, setting her mail on the table and dropping into her chair uninvited, “if the whole tortured artist thing doesn’t pan out, pet portraits are still an option. Big Joelet for those.”
For a second, she wanted to laugh. But the bitterness welled up instead, and she just sipped her coffee, silent, while Joel chatted on, oblivious. She flicked through the pile of mail. 
“Christ, how long has it been since I went to the mailbox,” she thought.
Past due notices on her credit cards. A disconnect notice from the city. She’d need to take care of that today. Halfway through was a handsomely typed letter from a law firm. Her heart sank. Ethan had really done it this time – he’d filed for divorce. She tossed it aside with the others and kept perusing the junk mail. 
At the bottom of the pile lay an entirely different sort of correspondence. Heavy cream paper edged in gold. Vivian stared at the envelope. 
“Another legal notice?” she thought., running the heavy paper between her thumb and index finger. “No. It looks like the kind of thing you’d get from a wedding invitation, not a law firm.”
Her name was typed neatly on the front, but her stomach twisted as she flipped it over and saw the embossed seal: Hale & Connors, Estate Law.
She tore it open, the edge of the paper slicing her thumb. “Great,” she muttered, sucking on the small bead of blood. The paper inside was thick, expensive, and full of words that didn’t seem real.
“Viv?” Joel asked. “What is it?”
“I…uh…”
“Christ, girl. You’re as white as a sheet. What the hell did that bastard do now?”
“It’s not Ethan.”
“Then what?”
“My Aunt Clara passed away.”
Clara Hale. A name she hadn’t thought about since childhood. Vivian’s memories were faint—Clara’s brittle laugh, her bony hands handing Vivian a doll in a Victorian gown that creeped her out so much she stuffed it in the back of her closet. Aunt Clara had always felt like a relic from another time, something better admired from a distance.
“So what’s the letter say?”
Vivian read the letter again, this time aloud, hoping the words would make more sense. They didn’t.
Dear Ms. Hale,
It is with deep regret that we inform you of the passing of Ms. Clara Hale, your late aunt, on June 1st of this year. As the duly appointed executors of her estate, we are reaching out to you in accordance with her Last Will and Testament, which designates you as the sole and rightful heir to her property and remaining assets.
Pursuant to Massachusetts probate law and estate settlement procedures, your presence is required at our offices for the formal reading of the will and the necessary legal processing of the inheritance. You are requested to appear at Hale & Connors, Attorneys at Law, located at 1540 Lexington Avenue, Suite 700, Boston at your earliest convenience.
During this meeting, you will receive details regarding the full scope of the estate, including any real property, financial assets, and personal effects bequeathed to you. Identification and proof of residency will be required for verification purposes. Should you be unable to attend in person, please contact our office immediately to make alternative arrangements.
Failure to respond in a timely manner may result in legal complications regarding the transfer of the estate.
Should you have any questions or require clarification prior to the scheduled appointment, please do not hesitate to contact our office at the number or email listed below.
Again, we extend our condolences on your loss and look forward to assisting you in settling your aunt’s affairs.
Sincerely,
Edward Connors, Esq.Hale & Connors, Attorneys at Law
Joel raised an eyebrow over the rim of his Starbucks cup. “Well, damn. You inherit a whole estate, and you’re acting like they just told you your car needs new tires.” He took a slow sip, savoring the drama. “This is big, Viv. You’re the sole heir. That means a house, money—who knows what else. I had no idea your family had that kind of money.”
“We don’t.”
“Honey, you’re basically the mysterious protagonist in one of those gothic novels where the lady in black tells you you must come at once. Wait.” He reached into his pants pocket.
“What are you doing?”
“Looking her up, of course,” Joel said as he entered ‘Clara Hale’ into a Google search. “Oh, my God. That Clara Hale? You’re kin to her!”
He shoved his hand – still holding onto his phone – in Vivian’s face. A black-and-white photograph of a young Clara Hale stared back at her.
“Yeah,” she said sheepishly. “That’s her.”
“Why didn’t you ever tell us?” Joel was busy scrolling through images and articles now. “She used to be a big deal in the art world. What ever happened to her? I thought she died decades ago.”
“Gee, thanks!”
“Sorry. But she just disappeared! Has she been alive this whole time?”
Vivian sighed loudly and plopped into a chair. “Well, she’s not anymore, Joel. So sorry.”
“And she left you her entire estate…”
Vivian groaned, tossing the letter onto the table. “Or, more likely, it’s a crumbling money pit filled with moth-eaten furniture and unpaid property taxes.” She rubbed her temple, exhaustion creeping in. “Besides, it’s Aunt Clara. I barely knew her. Why would she leave me anything?”
Joel smirked. “Maybe she sensed your flair for the dramatic and thought you’d appreciate a haunted mansion.” He leaned forward, eyes glinting with mischief. “Look, I get it. You’re fresh out of a nightmare divorce, and change is scary. But maybe—just maybe—this is the universe giving you a do-over. A new adventure.”
Vivian shook her head. “No. No way. I don’t need an adventure, Joel. I need stability, normalcy.”
Joel sat back, crossing his arms. “Yeah? How’s ‘normal’ working out for you?”
Silence.
Vivian exhaled slowly, staring at the letter. The words didn’t look any less surreal.
“Just go,” Joel urged. “Worst case? You get a free trip to Boston. Best case? You find out you’re secretly a New England with a spooky estate. Either way, you win.”
“I’m calling Maggie,” Vivian said, reaching for her phone. “See what she says.”
When she read the letter to Maggie, her friend’s voice was sharp with doubt. “You’re not seriously considering this,” Maggie said. “This sounds like one of those escapist things you do when life gets too hard.”
Joel’s reaction was lighter. “Maybe it’s a haunted castle. Think of the branding opportunities for an artist.”
“Funny.” Vivian didn’t laugh.
But something about the letter gnawed at her, something that smelled faintly of opportunity and dread, intertwined like old ivy clinging to a stone wall.
Vivian paced the kitchen, phone pressed to her ear, while Joel watched her over the rim of his coffee cup. “Maggie, tell me this isn’t insane. Why would I drive all the way to Boston for an inheritance from a woman I barely knew?”
Maggie sighed. “Because it’s yours, Viv. That’s the pro. You could sell the place, make some real money. Or maybe—just maybe—it’s something worth keeping. A fresh start.”
Joel grinned, tapping his fingers on the table. “Or, you know, it could be haunted.”
Vivian shot him a glare. “That is not helping.”
Maggie chuckled. “Okay, cons? The place could be a disaster. Lawyers might spring some surprise debt on you. And let’s be honest, you’re not exactly thriving on change these days.”
Vivian slumped against the counter. “Exactly. I just got out of a marriage that drained me dry. What if this is just another mess I have to clean up?”
Joel leaned forward. “Or what if it’s a chance to finally do something for you?”
Vivian let out a long breath, staring at the letter on the table like it might reword itself into something more convenient. “I just don’t know if I have it in me, Joel. I’m tired. I spent years trying to fix something that was already broken. What if this is just more of the same?”
Joel set his coffee down with a decisive clink. “Or, what if this is the first thing that’s actually yours? No ex-husband, no baggage, no strings attached—just you, standing on your own.”
Maggie hummed in agreement over the phone. “And let’s be real, Viv. You don’t have to keep the place. You go, check it out, sign some papers, and if it’s a nightmare, you walk away. No harm, no foul.”
Vivian drummed her fingers against the countertop, chewing her lip. “And if it is a nightmare?”
Joel grinned. “Then you’ll have one hell of a story to tell over drinks.”
Maggie snorted. “See? It’s a win-win. Worst case, it’s a horror movie plot. Best case, it’s a fresh start. Either way, you’re not stuck in neutral anymore.”
Vivian exhaled, rolling her eyes. “You two are the worst influences.”
Joel smirked. “And yet, you’re already thinking about packing.”
Silence.
Then, finally—
“Fine,” Vivian muttered. “I’ll go.”
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