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To my lost pupper Zena, the inspiration for Ziwi. I only had you for a short time, but you left your mark on me and everyone who had the pleasure of meeting you.

I would also like to thank anyone who picked this book to read. I hope you enjoyed it as much as I enjoyed writing it. Please leave a review on whichever platform you purchased or borrowed it from. 

Did you know that very few readers leave a rating but for every new review (good or bad) an author squeals their delight? Reviews help your favorite authors gain visibility. Please do your part to help make them successful. 

If you are interested in learning about upcoming books feel free to reach out to me at katiescarletedwards@gmail.com
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Chapter One
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T

he clatter of the phone hitting the faux marble countertop snapped Millie out of her stupor. The attorney’s phone call was quite a surprise. She scrubbed her shaking hands down her face, wiping away the disbelief and confusion the call evoked. She then reached for the phone she had dropped, pulling up the top number in her favorites list. 

“Jess,” her voice trembled when her best friend answered the phone. “I need you to come over right now.”

“What’s wrong?” Jess’s tinny voice came through the speaker. Millie could hear Jess already moving through the lab she worked in. The sound of technician’s chattering in the background brought a moment of normalcy to Millie’s odd night.

“Nothing.” Millie slumped onto her couch beside Ziwi, her mostly white Pitbull. Ziwi opened her eyes, then laid her head in Millie’s lap, hoping for a scratch. Millie brought her hand to her pup’s head, resting it there as her mind tried to work out what little information the attorney had told her.

“Uh huh, right.” Jess scolded, “I’m on my way.” As Jess hung up the phone, Millie heard her yelling instructions at the techs who worked for her. 

Millicent Montgomery, Millie to her friends, Professor M to her students, patted Ziwi while gathering her thoughts. She was still piecing together what the caller had told her when Jess burst through her front door. Ziwi bounded over to greet her second favorite person.

Jess plopped down in the chair beside Millie while scratching Ziwi under the chin. “All right, I’m here.” Jessica got straight to the point.

“I inherited a house from my grandmother.” Millie replied, her voice tilting up sounding more like a question than a statement. 

“But she’s been dead like forever, so why are you just suddenly hearing about this now?” Jessica asked the same question Millie had asked the attorney.

“The attorney said that it was held in trust until I turned thirty.” Millie replied with a shrug of her shoulders. “Geez, Jess, I’m just as confused as you.”

No one thought their friendship would survive as long as it did except the two of them. Millie knew the minute she met Jess in kindergarten that they would be best friends for life. The shy pale blonde girl with an erect posture and tailored clothes should not have meshed so well with the brash red-haired freckle-faced girl with an attitude and hand me downs. 

Millicent Montgomery and Jessica Morgan found themselves side by side in morning line up, their surnames placing them together alphabetically. On that first day of school, Millie looked timidly around the classroom and met the gap-toothed smiling face of Jessica Morgan in the line next to her. Their friendship bloomed from a simple smile.

Millie’s parents had tried to keep the two girls from being friends. Her father was a well-respected judge. Her mother was a typical wife to a well-respected judge. Millie was expected to grow up to also be a wife to a well-respected man. Her parents did not care what man as long as he was well respected and from a good family. 

Jessica came from the wrong side of the tracks. A clichéd saying for someone not from a good part of town, however in her case she did really live across town on the other side of the railroad tracks. Jessica’s parents were blue collar workers, father at the local lumber mill and mother a nurse at the local hospital.

“So, where is this house you inherited anyways?” Jess interrupted Millie’s musing. Her feet thumped onto the hardwood floor as she leaned forward in her chair.

“Maine.” Millie answered, watching Ziwi’s hind leg do its happy dance as Jess rubbed her belly. “I swear that dog loves you more than me.”

“Nuh huh.” Jess laughed as Ziwi, a large white pit bull, licked her face. Ziwi had two light brown spots on her otherwise pure white fur, one circle smack dab on the top of her head and another spot on her right hindquarter that had the shape of a heart. “Where in Maine?” Jess asked resuming Ziwi’s belly rub.

“Just outside of Hallowell.” Millie giggled when Ziwi turned toward her, one ear cocked while the other just flopped over her eye. Jess called her Yoda ears when she did this, and Millie had to agree, she did look a lot like Yoda from Star Wars when she made that look.

Ziwi had been another bone of contention with her parents. Millie can still hear her mother’s shrill voice raised with indignation. ‘Why a Pit Bull? Of all the dogs out there, this is to punish me, isn’t it?’ In a small way, Millie can admit that her breed choice had been a little bit about upsetting her mother. But she mostly chose the dog because she was adorable and well trained. 

“Alright, Yoda ears, get down.” Jess mock-scolded the dog. Ziwi jumped down, coming to stand in front of Millie’s seat. 

“Let’s take her for a walk, and I’ll fill you in on what I know.” Millie suggested, getting to her feet. At the word ‘walk’, Ziwi bounded over to the front door snatching the leash off the floor in her teeth then sat waiting for her owner to come attach it.

Millie took the leash from her dog’s mouth, then clipped it onto her harness and opened the front door. Jess followed them, closing the door behind them.

“So, my gran’s lawyer called me, a man named Ferdinand Bailey, Esquire.” Millie grinned at Jess’s look. “Yes, that is exactly how he introduced himself.”

“Is he friends with your parents?” Jess bumped shoulders with Millie to soften the reproach in her voice. Jess was not overly fond of her best friend’s parents. They had done their best over the years to keep the girls apart. Millie’s grandmother had helped keep them together.

“I don’t believe so.” Millie answered, then fell silent, lost in thought.

Although Millie had lived in a beautiful neighborhood, in a large house with a pool, the two spent most of their childhood at Jessica’s home. Millie’s parents were seldom around whereas Jessica’s parents always carved out time for her. Jessica also had four siblings, an older brother and sister and two younger brothers. Their house was always loud, cluttered, and chaotic. Millie loved everything about it. Her house, while beautiful and grand, was more like a museum than a home.

Her mother had planned her life out to a T, unfortunately for her mother’s plans Millie refused to follow them all. Her grandmother also thwarted her parent’s efforts by inviting Jess to spend summers with them in Maine every year until she died. Six months before Millie turned sixteen, her grandmother died. That was fifteen years ago. 
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Chapter Two
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A

rms linked, the two women with one high-spirited dog walked along the sidewalk, heading toward the dog park at the end of the street. Millie had a frown of concentration bunching into a small crease across her forehead. Jess bounced along beside her, playing with Ziwi. She knew when Millie got that far away look that she was thinking hard about something. She would be no use for conversation until she finished whatever thoughts had her brain wandering.

They arrived at the dog park, Ziwi jumping in excitement. One of her favorite playmates was here today, a young, marble Great Dane waiting on the other side of the gate. The Dane crowded the entrance, ignoring its owner’s call to move back. Once through the gate, Millie released Ziwi from her leash and the two dogs zipped around the grassy area, playing.

Jess and Millie took a seat on one of the concrete benches. “Okay, enough daydreaming.” Jess turned to stare at Millie. “Is it the house we went to as kids?”

“Yes.” Millie nodded, a small smile on her lips as she watched her dog play joyfully with the other dogs. “It’s been in the family for centuries.”

“What did the lawyer tell you?” Jess asked, her finger tapping on her scrub pants. Hearing the urgency in Millie’s voice on the phone, she had rushed out of work, only throwing on her Ohio State sweatshirt to ward off the spring evening chill. 

“Only that I inherited the house and some money.” Millie kicked at the ground in front of her, dislodging a small stone. “He said there was a few contingencies to inheriting but wouldn’t answer anything further. He just said he’d give me all the details when I met him. I wanted to reach through the phone and strangle him.”

“When will you meet him?” Jess picked up the ball Ziwi had dropped at her feet, tossing it for the dog to chase.

“Next week.” Millie looked at her friend, hope shining in her eyes.

“Let me move some things around and I’ll go with you.” Jess nudged Millie. 

“Thank God.” Millie smiled, “I was hoping you could come with me.”

“You’re just lucky it’s a good time at work.” Jess answered. “I have a few samples to finish up this week, then they need to grow for at least a month.”

Millie didn’t understand what Jess did for a living, she only knew it was something to do with saving the environment. They had both attended Ohio State University. Jess studied microbiology and worked for a research group that was trying to grow a new fuel source to replace gasoline. Millie understood the idea of Jess’s job but as a college history professor, most of what Jess did went right over Millie’s head. 

“I hope the house isn’t falling down.” Millie mused. “It’s been empty for so long.”

“Your gran had money,” Jess reassured her, “Last time we went there she had like three or four groundskeepers, I’m sure at least one of them was kept on by the estate.”

“You’re probably right.” Millie bent over to scratch Ziwi’s back, causing the dog to writhe with pleasure. 

“Look at that wiggle butt.” Jess laughed along with Millie while Ziwi wiggled with pleasure at her owner’s attention. “Do your parents know?”

Millie’s hands went still on Ziwi’s back. “I don’t know.” No longer getting her back scratched, Ziwi ran off to play with the other dogs again.

“You have to talk to them someday.” Jess’s firm voice brought Millie’s eyes to her face.

“Did my mother call you again?” Anger inched into her voice, and her hands clenched at her side.

“Not since the last time I told you about.” Jess reassured her. “But you know I’m right. They’re your parents.” 

Millie gave her friend a sad smile. Jess had wonderful, loving parents. She didn’t understand what it was like to have Archibald and Gwendolyn Montgomery as her parents. Cold, calculating and vindictive.

Their relationship had always been difficult. Every time Millie veered further from the plan her mother had for her, she was punished in some way. Often in some petty way, sometimes in more serious ways. 

Once they withheld her tuition payment when Millie refused to meet yet another suitor her mother had arranged for her. Knowing how her parents operated, Millie had taken to squirreling away money to cover tuition and any other expenses that might arise if her parents cut her off.

The final straw was what she called the Theodore Debacle. Theodore clerked for her father when he was a law student, then joined his staff after he graduated and passed the bar exam. He came from the right family, had all the proper connections, and her mother decided they should marry. 

Unfortunately, her mother didn’t consult her before discussing it with Theodore’s powerful father, a U.S. Senator. That dinner ended with a screaming match, an embarrassed Millie, an angry Senator, and a furious mother. Her father and Theodore looked on with confusion since neither of them had known what her mother had been planning.

Sadly, Millie had liked Theodore and if not for her mother’s interference, the two of them may have ended up together. That night put an end to their blossoming friendship. Millie shook her head, banishing the memory of that horrible night from her mind. 

“Jess,” Millie touched her friend’s hand. “Please let it go.” 

Jess turned her hand over, gripping Millie’s hand in hers. “Sorry. Let’s talk about something else.”

The two fell into a comfortable conversation about Millie’s students and Jess’s work. Neither of them had much of a social life, besides each other. Jess often joked that they would end up living in the same nursing home together someday, with no family or other friends. Millie saw no issue with that idea. 
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T

he drive to Maine took two days, and they decided to drive a little over halfway on the first day. Leaving early on the second day, they arrived at the attorney’s office in Hallowell for Millie’s three o’clock appointment. Whether Ferdinand; Esquire liked it or not, Ziwi would also be going to the appointment.

Millie, with Jess at her side and Ziwi wearing her hated muzzle, entered the office at precisely two fifty-five in the afternoon. They were met by a young black-haired woman who smiled at them then turned her attention to the dog. 

“Hello.” The receptionist said to Millie and Jess. “You must be Millicent Montgomery?” 

Without missing a beat, the young lady reached over and began scratching Ziwi behind the ears. Ziwi, who was in heaven at this treatment, lay down on the floor, hoping for a belly rub. The receptionist obliged while keeping a close eye on the dog’s owner and her friend. 

“Er, yes, um.” Millie was so surprised by how the receptionist was acting that she lost her words for a moment. Gathering her thoughts, she began again. “Yes, please call me Millie, this is my friend Jess, I have a three o’clock with Attorney Bailey.”

“I’m Rose, I’ll let him know you’re here.” The receptionist replied, relenting on her belly rubs, she sat up in her chair. She stood to walk to the door, then spoke over her shoulder. “You can remove the muzzle if she’s well-behaved. We don’t have issues with beasts here.”

With that odd final parting shot, Rose opened the door behind her and stepped into the office. The door slipped shut. Millie and Jess gave each other a look, then Millie leaned down and released the clasp on Ziwi’s muzzle.

“Beasts?” Eyes wide, Jess mouthed at Millie, which was answered with a shrug from Millie.

“I don’t know.” Millie perused the outer office while they waited for Rose to return. “Maybe it’s a Maine thing.”

The desk Rose had vacated held a sleek fresh out of the box computer, if the empty box beside the desk was any indication. The remainder of the desk was occupied by pens, unused notepads, and a bottle of dark blue nail polish that perfectly matched Rose’s nails.

Several old paintings of different sailing ships covered the walls. One wall held paintings of a couple of schooners, a sleek clipper and even a brig. The ship paintings on the opposite wall were a little more modern, but not by much. Millie noticed all five were steam powered ships with dates from the early 1900’s. 

Her perusal was interrupted by the opening of the office door. The heavy oak door slipped from Rose’s hand, swinging into the wall with a thump. “Sorry.” She mumbled before ushering the trio into the office. 

Behind the large mahogany desk, sat a diminutive man who was currently shuffling through a stack of folders at a speed Millie found hard to believe he could be reading the words on their covers. His left hand blurred as he wrote numbers in a ledger off to the side. The shuffling and writing came to an abrupt halt when he noticed her look of bafflement. 

A low rumbling resonating from deep in his throat sent a fissure of anxiety down Millie’s spine. He swept the folders and ledger into a desk drawer, then spun his chair to rise from the desk. When he stood from his seat to come around the desk, Millie thought that he was exactly like she had pictured him based upon their short phone conversation.

Short, perhaps five-five or five-six, thinning brown hair, glasses perched on the end of a large, hooked nose and a thin mustache below said nose. Beady, blue eyes peered over his old-fashioned looking spectacles. He was even wearing a tweed suit that looked like it had seen better days.

“Millicent Montgomery.” He reached his hand out to grasp hers. “I am Ferdinand Bailey, Esquire. It is a pleasure to meet you.”

His nasal voice was a bit off-putting. Millie gave him a thin smile and squared her shoulders before stepping closer to shorten her reach. “It’s nice to meet you too.” 

She did her best to keep her face bland. Something about this man bothered her. More than likely just his condescending attitude, but Millie’s skin crawled at his touch. 

An image of a book she read as a child came to mind, 'The Troll Under the Bridge.' She could swear he looked just like the troll in the book, or was it the goblin under the bridge? Either way, his persona and appearance reminded her of that book, whatever its title had been. 

She glanced at Jess to gauge her reaction. Jess was staring at Rose, perplexion clear on her bunched eyebrows. Meeting Millie’s questioning gaze, Jess mouthed ‘later’ then shook her head as if dislodging a thought. Rose was busily adjusting her hair, rearranging it to cover her ears. Millie hadn’t noticed anything amiss about the receptionist; however, Jess was usually the more observant of the two of them. 

“Please have a seat.” He gestured towards two chairs near his desk, and with only the tiniest hint of irritation, glanced at Rose before stepping to the side of his desk. “Rose, please bring drinks for our guests.”

Rose nodded and headed off to what Millie assumed was a kitchenette of some sort. Millie and Jess followed the attorney to his desk. More oil paintings of ships adorned the walls, a large mahogany desk sat in the center, bracketed by two windows. He pointed at the two over-stuffed chairs in front of his desk, and the two women took a seat. 

Once seated behind the desk, Ferdinand pulled out a thick file folder, placing it on the desk in front of him, unopened. “You may call me Ferdinand, if you would like.” His tone had Millie believing he would prefer that they not do that.

“Alright,” She replied primly, “please call me Millie. This is Jessica Morgan.”

He smiled, although the action did not reach his eyes. A small shiver ran down Millie’s spine causing her to sit up straighter. What was it about this man that was unnerving her so much? She shook her head, clearing her rambling thoughts.

Rose clambered through the door with an actual tea-cart laden with an actual silver teapot and three porcelain cups with gold roses stenciled on each. Jess and Millie shared yet another wide-eyed look. What in the world, Millie thought, it’s like we’re in a different time. If not for the computer sitting on the receptionist’s desk, she would think this man was straight out of the beginning of the last century.

After Rose poured out the tea for each of them, she left the room, closing the door tightly behind her. Silence descended as they all took sips of the provided tea. Millie and Jess mostly to be polite, as neither of them were big tea drinkers. Ferdinand seemed to savor the tea, as he let out a small sigh before setting his cup onto its saucer. 

“Now,” he reached for the closed file folder on his desk. “Shall we begin?” Millie gave a nod but did not say anything. “Evelyn Calderwood, your grandmother, if you were not aware, was rather wealthy. She owned the house and had investments in many different industries. On her death, everything she owned was left to you.”

“Okay?” Millie stretched the word into a question. “Why did she skip my mother?”

“As you know, your mother and grandmother had a falling out before your birth. When you came into the world, your grandmother forced your mother to allow a relationship with you.”

“I’ve met Millie’s mom,” Jess interjected with a snide chuckle, “Nobody forces that woman to do anything she doesn’t want.”

“They do when they hold the purse strings.” The attorney replied, his nasal tones giving the words an even more patronizing sound.

That explains so much, Millie thought. She had always wondered why her mother permitted her to visit her grandmother, considering the animosity she did not bother to hide from her. She had spent two months every summer, a long weekend over Halloween, and New Year’s Eve with her until she died. Jess tapped her shoulder, bringing her out of her thoughts.

“So, I turned thirty almost three months ago,” Millie intoned with the same imperiousness the attorney was directing at her and Jess, “why am I just now being told?

“That would be your mother’s doing.” The attorney rose from behind his desk to walk over to the window. He peered through the clean pane at the cloudy sky. “She blocked every attempt I made to contact you.”

“You know she works for a public university.” Jess grumbled, tapping her foot on the floor. “Her work email is easily found on their website.”

Ferdinand turned his attention back to the two women, and well-behaved dog sitting in his office. “If you haven’t noticed, I do not have a computer here. I am a little old-fashioned. Until a month ago, I worked alone. When I hired Rose, she recommended updating the office and was able to find you rather quickly after that.”

“Alright.” Millie still didn’t understand how this man operated a law office without a computer. It was 2025, not 1925. “Why would my mother block your attempts to reach me?”

For the first time, an emotion other than superiority entered the attorney’s eyes. Was that sympathy? “Because, once you are informed of your inheritance, your mother loses access to your grandmother’s fortune.”
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M

illie slumped deeper into the chair at the attorney’s announcement. She was rich. And her mother had been dipping into her money for years. Her parents lived in a large house near Columbus, Ohio. She always assumed they could afford it due to her father’s position as a federal judge. Maybe she hadn’t been entirely correct in her assumptions.

Millie on the other hand, lived in a small apartment near campus. She barely scraped by since her mother had cut her off two years ago. She had an older car she could hardly manage to keep in repair and now she finds out her mother was taking her money all this time.

“That bitch!” Jess shouted. Ziwi jumped and let out a loud yip, startled out of her slumber on the floor by Millie’s feet. 

“I should have been more diligent.” The attorney ran his hands along the edge of the folder on his desk. Millie eyed the folder, which remained unopened. “I believed that the money your mother withdrew over the years was being used by you. She always provided receipts and signatures.”

Millie clenched her hands in tight fists on her lap. She was doing everything she could not to yell like her friend had. Smoothing her hands on her lap, her voice cool as ice, she asked, “Are you telling me that my mother has been stealing from me for fifteen years?”

“I apologize, but yes.” Ferdinand replied in a quiet voice. His fingers drummed a nervous beat on the file folder in front of him. “Your mother was very good at proving the money was being withdrawn for you. When I brought Rose on, she, I am embarrassed to say, figured out rather quickly what your mother was doing.”

“You said her grandmother was wealthy, right.” Jess interrupted. “How wealthy? And how much did her mother get of it all?”

At this question, Ferdinand’s finger stilled and he opened the folder in front of him. Pulling several sheets from the top of the thick file, he placed them in front of the two women. 

One sheet was a picture of a well-kept mansion. The picture was taken from the road, and Millie could see a long winding driveway that had to be at least half a mile long. 

The other two pages were covered with data, amounts and what looked like bank account numbers. Millie was reading it upside down, so she couldn’t be positive about what she was seeing. 

Ferdinand pushed the papers with data on them toward her. With shaky hands, she picked up the first sheet. Her eyes boggled at the numbers she was reading in the ‘final total’ section. 

“This can’t be right.” She handed the report to Jess, who also looked astonished at the final number.

“It is.” Ferdinand assured the two women. “Your great times four grandfather made his fortune in ship building.” He swept his hand in the air, indicating the paintings on his office wall. “All of these ships were built by your ancestor. Up until the second half of the twentieth century, sometime around 1975 most of your family’s money remained in shipbuilding. Your grandmother chose to diversify at that time, investing in several computer start-up companies, as well as a several other companies.”

“But you said my mother was taking money from the accounts supposedly to pay for things for me.” Millie fluttered the second piece of paper in the air. “How could that much be left over?”

Ferdinand leaned back in his chair, his anxiety about the loss of money over the years leeching out of him. Millie did not seem to blame him for her mother’s deception. “First, your grandmother was a shrewd businesswoman and managed to triple her fortune before she died. Second, your mother was intelligent enough to only request money she could reasonably say was for you. The rest of this folder is every receipt I received from your mother since Evelyn passed.”

Ferdinand handed the large folder to Millie. She set it on the edge of the desk in front of her. “I’ll go through that later.” Millie twined her finger in her hair, a nervous tick she tried constantly to stop. “For now, I want to know exactly how much my mother managed to get.”

The attorney reached for the second sheet of paper Millie still held in her hand. After taking it from her, he read the number at the bottom of the page, “Seven million, four hundred sixty-four thousand and change.” 

Millie sat back, stunned, mouth agape. Jess, on the other hand, surged to her feet, her red hair swirling. “I take back what I said.” She spun to face Millie. “Never forgive that woman.”
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Chapter Five
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O

nce Ferdinand finished reviewing the details of her inheritance, he passed a set of keys and a locked box to her. Taped to the top of the box was an envelope with her name in her grandmother’s handwriting. 

“Keys to the house.” Ferdinand explained. He gave her a slip of paper with numbers written on it. “The gate code. Tomorrow, I'll bring everything you need to sign to make it official, but as it is, the house has essentially been yours since your grandmother passed.”

“Thank you.” Millie replied, her eyes fixed on the envelope with her name on it. “Who has the codes now?”

“Just Mrs. Mayweather, the housekeeper and a few staff that have helped maintain the grounds.” The attorney answered, an evasive look on his face. “She lives in the house.”

“Is she expecting me today?” Millie asked. She was eager to see her grandmother’s house again. As a child, the place had seemed magical, she hoped that as an adult it would still hold some of that charm. 

The attorney stood up and moved around his large desk. “She is.” He answered. “If you would like, I can escort you to the property.”

Millie glanced at the clock on the wall, four o’clock. “I don’t want you to have to close your office early. What if another client comes in while you’re out?”

“That will not be a problem.” Ferdinand reassured her while buttoning his suit jacket. “I do not have many clients as I only handle large estates such as your grandmother’s. My family has managed your family’s affairs since before they arrived in this country.”

“Oh.” Millie sighed before pushing herself to her feet. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to keep the attorney on. She had warmed up to him a little bit, but he still seemed wrong to her. She just couldn’t figure out why. Ziwi, sensing her owner’s movement, jumped up to stand beside her. 

Jess stood up, grabbing Ziwi’s muzzle from Millie’s bag. She bent over to place it on the dog. “Sorry, Ziwi girl, but you know the laws.” 

Ziwi, accepted the muzzle with grace. Neither Millie nor Jess liked putting the muzzle on the dog, but she was a breed people believed was dangerous and therefore they followed the laws. For the first time since they had arrived at the office, the attorney paid attention to the dog.

With a quick scratch behind her ears, he spoke to Ziwi, “You’ll have acres of land to run freely on at your new home.” Her tail thumped on the thick carpeted floor happily.

Millie’s smile was non-committal. She had a career back in Ohio. The money made it possible to never work again but was that what she wanted to do? She enjoyed teaching college history classes, but she had always dreamed of traveling the world to see the places she taught about. She had traveled as a child with her parents but always to places they wanted to go.

She had the summer semester off to decide. When she learned of her inheritance, she had cancelled the two classes she would teach over the summer. There had only been about twenty students signed up between the two classes, so she didn’t feel too guilty about it. 

With a wave to Rose, Jess took the car keys from Millie picking up on her friend’s distraction. They followed the attorney out of the office. After loading Ziwi into the back seat, Jess got in the driver’s seat while Millie climbed into passenger seat of her old Subaru. 

Jess put the car in gear, moving in behind the attorney’s Mercedes. While Jess drove, Millie stared out the window, lost in thought, not registering the passing scenery. The clanging of the cast iron gate coming to a stop jarred Millie out of her musings. 

“Holy shit.” Jess exclaimed. Her mouth hung open as she stared at the large house at the end of the long gravel driveway.

Millie glanced at her friend, “You’ve been here before.” 

“I know,” Jess conceded, “but honestly, it’s been so long I thought I had mis-remembered how big it was.”

Millie stared at the house. Jess was right, it did seem bigger than it had when she was a kid. The Queen Anne style house was about half a mile from the road. Bright lights shone from the windows of a large center turret. Two smaller turrets buffeted at either end of the house. The wood and brick house had a fresh coat of dark slate paint.

Several out-buildings and a large barn that had once housed horses when Millie was younger were all dark. Trees of all varieties; spruce, elm, pine, oak and beech; surrounded the property on three sides. As they pulled up to the front of the house, Millie was happy to see that, even after fifteen years, her grandmother’s flower beds were still well-maintained.

The scent of lupines, foxgloves, bloodroots and asters filled the air when Millie opened her car door. Breathing in deeply, she scanned the yard and house. Everything looked the same as it had when she was last here. She couldn’t find fault with whoever the attorney had hired to care for the property. They had done a superb job. 

The heavy front door swung open, and a tall grey-haired woman stepped onto the veranda. She wore a long dress that reminded Millie of an Amish woman’s style; simple, black, plain buttons cinched at her neck. All she needed was a wimple to complete the look. 

Jess and Ziwi rounded the car, coming to stand beside Millie as she stared at the housekeeper. How could this woman still be working here? Millie looked at Jess who was also gazing at the older woman with confusion. 

“Wasn’t she like eighty when we were here as kids?” Jess whispered out of the side of her mouth. 

“I know, right.” Millie whistled back. 

The woman hadn’t changed at all in the fifteen years since Millie and Jess had come to stay. Perhaps a few more wrinkles but Millie couldn’t even be sure of that.

“Ah, Mrs. Mayweather.” The attorney greeted the housekeeper as he stepped from the driver’s side of his car. “I see you got my message that we were coming this evening.”

“As I expected.” She replied, her nose wrinkling as if she smelled something unpleasant. “Mr. Bailey, I’ll take it from here. Your presence is no longer required.” 

Yep, same old Mrs. Mayweather, Millie brought her hand to her mouth to hide her grin. She remembered the stern woman from her childhood. Millie never feared the woman would harm her or Jess. It was more that things were done in a specific way – hers – and be damned to anyone who didn’t follow her requirements. Gran had even been obedient of Mrs. Mayweather’s rules. 

Millie linked her arm through Jess’s, dragging her toward the front steps. Ziwi ran circles around the two women, occasionally running off to inspect a new scent then returning to their sides. Once Millie’s foot stepped onto the bottom stair, Ziwi rushed to her, brushing her body against Millie’s leg. 

“What is the dog’s name?” Mrs. Mayweather’s smile when she watched Ziwi playing did little to erase the sternness from her face.

“This is Ziwi.” Millie petted the top of her dog’s head. Bracing herself for a fight, she stiffened her back. “She goes everywhere I go.”

“As it should be.” Mrs. Mayweather continued to smile at Millie and Jess. “I have prepared your old bedrooms. There is also a dog bed in yours if Ziwi uses one.” 

“Thank you.” Millie’s back deflated, thankful the fight she expected about Ziwi didn’t come. 

Millie climbed the six steps with Jess at her side. At the top, she turned to look toward the left side of the house. An image of her and Jess playing with dolls came to her. They used to commandeer the end of the porch where it rounded out into what looked like a gazebo on the end of the house. In good weather they often slept on that same porch.

“Do you think they still call it the north wing?” Jess’s gaze was also focused on the open porch.

“Probably.” Millie shook herself before pulling Jess into the house with her. 

The house had been built facing west with two wings, one pointing directly north and the other south. The north wing had been where the two of them stayed each visit. As kids, they were never allowed in the south wing, Gran’s wing. Millie felt a small frisson of excitement at the thought of finally seeing the secrets of the south wing. 

Mrs. Mayweather waited inside the door, showing a patience toward them, she had never shown when they were children. Then again, Millie mused, she was not the owner of the house the last time she visited. Standing beside her was a blonde-haired boy of around sixteen or seventeen.

“Jimmy will get your bags.” Mrs. Mayweather gestured toward the teen. “He’ll leave them in the hall outside your rooms.”

“That’s not necessary,” Millie started to protest, only to be cut off by the housekeeper.

“It is necessary.” Her huff of indignation fell between them like a lead weight. “After you finish that, would you walk the dog while I speak with the new mistress.”

Although it was said as a request, Jimmy must have known it was a command with a touch of politeness. He smiled at Ziwi then asked, “where is her leash?”

“On the floor of the front seat.” Jess told him. Ziwi followed the boy outside and watched him while he removed their bags from the trunk. When he grabbed the leash from the front seat, she wagged her tail, dutifully following him into the house and back out.

The three women left the boy to his task and entered the north sitting room. Millie stared around, eyes lighting on the multitude of odd statues and other knickknacks scattered around the room. As children, she and Jess used to giggle anytime they came into this room. Later, Millie learned that the statues were all different fertility gods, goddesses and idols. It was the statues of satyrs that really made them laugh.

Mrs. Mayweather pointed at the mauve brocade settee, then took a seat in the matching armchair. Millie sat on the edge of the settee, her foot tapping, fingers digging into the top of her thighs. Jess, clearly not nervous, flopped beside her, resting her head on the back of the couch.

An arched brow was the only indication Jess’s casual posture was bothering the uptight housekeeper. “Miss Montgomery, it is wonderful to at long last have you back with us.”

Millie glanced at the dour expression on Mrs. Mayweather’s face. Clearly it hadn’t gotten the memo that she was happy to have them back. Millie remembered that when they were younger, they never could tell what mood the woman was in as her face and tone of voice never seemed to change. Happy – dour look, sad – same dour look, angry – yep still the same look. Maybe that’s why she still looked the same age as the last time they saw her. 

“I didn’t know the house was still here.” Millie bit her lip, then carried on. “Well, I mean, obviously the house wouldn’t have moved. I meant I didn’t know the house belonged to me.”

“Your Grandmother wanted you to live a little before being saddled with the house and all that it entails.” The tiniest uplifting of her lips must be the closest she came to a smile. “She loved you so dearly, so she accorded you some time of freedom.”

Millie pondered that statement for a minute. Freedom? From what? From living debt free? She would have enjoyed being burdened with the money from the estate. What else could go along with inheriting a house and a boat load of money? If the numbers the attorney gave her were accurate, she would never have to work again, let alone worry about her student loan debt.

“I’m sure she had her reasons for why she wanted me to wait to inherit.” Millie conceded. “The house seems to be in good shape.” She looked around the room, noticing the lack of dust on any of the surfaces.

“Two girls from Hallowell come in twice a week to clean. We have a caretaker that mans the outside as well as any maintenance issues inside. Plus, Jimmy and two other local boys help when necessary.” Mrs. Mayweather puffed her chest out, pride in her managing skills evident. “Now that you are in residence, additional staff can be hired. I have arranged for a few prospects to come by tomorrow afternoon.”

“What staff do you think I require?” Millie asked timidly with a sidelong glance at Jess. 

Jess only shrugged her shoulders. This was uncharted territory for her. Millie at least had grown up with money. Millie’s parents had always had staff of all sorts working in their home. Jess had grown up, while not exactly poor, less advantaged. Her parents worked hard, making decent money. She and her siblings
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