
        
            
                
            
        

    



Under the Hill
 
 
Ellen Leonard is feeling both free and empty. Just out of a two-year relationship, she decides a trip to Ireland could be the perfect opportunity to shake off her lethargy and also reassert her independence.
 
But as she settles in at a remote cottage in the Irish countryside and her days take on a comfortable routine, Ellen begins to discover that sometimes things that go bump don’t always do it just in the night.
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Under the Hill
 
 
I’d picked the rental from a listing on the Internet: cottage in Ireland, two bedrooms, scenic views, privacy. I’d skipped over the lists of things to do nearby—the beaches, the golf courses, the whale watching and the like. I wasn’t going to sightsee, I was going to regroup, to find myself or center myself or whatever trendy phrase was popular this week.
I had just ended it with a guy I’d been seeing for two years. Once—it was hard now to remember when—I had thought he was The One. I couldn’t remember when I’d stopped feeling that way, but it had been a while. We’d been living together for a year, and talking less and less—and we weren’t doing anything more interesting either. We’d just kind of drifted, and we were both too polite to say anything. When John had finally said, “I think this just isn’t working out,” my first reaction was relief. I could stop pretending.
And after that it was easier. Once he was gone, I felt both free and empty. If John wasn’t the road to the future, who was? I had no right to whine: I had a job I liked; I lived in a house in a comfortable and safe neighborhood; I had friends; I was healthy. And I had no idea what I wanted to do next. Of course, I could keep doing exactly what I was doing, where I was, for the next forty years, and then I could die quietly of boredom. Would anyone notice?
So I decided to jolt myself out of my comfort zone: I booked a vacation to Ireland, a place I’d never been, all by myself. John and I had done our share of traveling when we’d been together, but after a while, I realized that he had always chosen the destinations. Sure, we saw some great places—Greece, Egypt, Australia—but they were the ones he wanted to see. But how could I complain, when he made all the plans and arrangements? I would nod and agree to just about anything he suggested. It was easier that way, and I’ll admit he was a superb organizer. But, said a niggling little voice, why didn’t he ever ask me where I wanted to go?
Now I could make my own choices, and it didn’t take me long to choose Ireland. It was a place that John had refused to consider: too dull, too provincial, and the food was lousy. As I looked at it from my new independent perspective, I thought it sounded perfect—calm and relaxing, without a list of Must-Sees, and I didn’t care all that much about gourmet cuisine anyway.
I had plenty of vacation time coming to me, since John had cut back on our excursions for the last year or so, claiming the demands of work. Maybe he’d gotten bored dragging me along to the Hot Spot of the Moment, where I would smile and take pictures and forget what I’d seen in a few days. I decided to take two weeks for myself, and if I got bored with my own company, at least I’d know it was me and not him. Plus, I figured that would be long enough to clear my head and figure out what it was that I wanted to do next, without John. And instead of running around and looking at Famous This and Important That, I was going to find one place and stay there, really get to know an area, and pay attention to the details for a change.
The most practical solution seemed to be to book a cottage, with a kitchen, so I wouldn’t have to eat out every night. When I went online I found there were plenty to choose from. I more or less picked one at random—I could have thrown a dart at the page of listings—after I weeded out the ones in the middle of towns and the ones with eight bedrooms. Remote cottage, two bedrooms max, and pretty views of rolling hills. Peaceful.
John and I had ended things in August, and I decided I was going to declare my independence by going to Ireland at the end of October, when rates were low and tourists were few and far between. I flew to Dublin, rented a car, drove from the airport to the small town nearest the rental cottage without any problem (John had never believed I was capable of driving on the left), and met my landlady in the parking lot of the church there.
“You’d be Ellen?” she called out as she climbed out of her car.
“I am. And you’re Catherine McCarthy?” She was older than I was, but dressed much the same, in jeans and a shirt with a sweater over it. Her haircut was short and low-maintenance, and she looked like she’d never worn makeup. Her hands showed signs of years of hard work.
“Right so. Do yeh know the way?” When I shook my head, she said, “Follow me, then.”
I did, along twisting lanes bordered by towering hedgerows, up a couple of hills, through gates, until we came to a stop in front of a white-painted cottage with a red door flanked by two windows, with three above, and chimneys at both ends, the whole nestled in a cluster of tall pines. Catherine climbed out of her car and waited for me to pull up beside her, and then fished a key ring out of her pocket. “Two rooms down, two up, with a bath between. Heat’s on, hot water too. If yer wanting to use the fireplace you’ll have to buy wood or coal in the village. Here’s my number, should anything go wrong.” She handed me a business card.
“You said the rate was three hundred euros for the two weeks?” I asked.
“It is. I’ll stop by toward the end—you can pay me then. Cash if you can manage it.”
She took herself off, leaving me blissfully alone in my temporary home. I scouted it out and decided which bedroom I wanted to use—the one with the better view, I decided—and inventoried the supplies. Clearly I’d have to find a grocery store or make do with sugar and flour. I tested the television connection—it worked, but the selection was sparse; I hadn’t come all this way to watch reruns of American sitcoms anyway. There were few books in the house, mostly battered paperbacks some earlier tenant had left behind, but I’d come prepared with an e-reader and books of my own. I didn’t bring my laptop, though—I didn’t want the distraction. It would be all too easy to get sucked into the Internet and Facebook, and I’d come here to get away from all that.
I hadn’t told my FB friends that John and I had split. Or my living, breathing ones either. I didn’t want their pity, or worse, their “it’s about time!” reaction. If I was honest, I had to admit I had known it was over long before it ended, but I hadn’t had the energy to move on. It was too easy to fall into the habits of everyday life: who’s cooking dinner, did you pay the electric bill, time to do laundry. We’d lost sight of the bigger questions: What do you want out of your life? Where are we going? Do you love me? For the last one the answer was easy: no, on both sides. It was over, and I was pretty sure John had already moved on, if his absences from the office at odd times and his increasingly late returns home in the evening were any indication. I hadn’t cared enough to confront him about it.
 
• • •
 
After a day or two, I could feel Ireland beginning to work its magic on me. Once the jet lag wore off, I slept better than I had for quite a while, alone in my bed, in the silent darkness. My fingers had stopped itching for a keyboard. I could have a glass of wine with dinner, or even two, and I could eat more than one dessert, all without John looking over his reading glasses with disapproval. I discovered I liked being on my own. More important, I liked who I was when I was alone.
I ventured into the nearest town a time or two, to pick up food and to look around, but I scuttled back to my little cottage fairly quickly: it was beginning to feel like home. Still, I was getting kind of restless, so I started walking. The nearest neighbor’s house was more than half a mile away, so I could ramble when and where I wanted without disturbing anyone. I was surrounded by fields used mainly for grazing cattle, if the large cowpats were any indication, but since I saw no cows, I assumed they were all safely stowed in their winter quarters.
It felt good to get out, to breathe clean air, to feel the autumn sun on my face, to use muscles I hadn’t felt in a while. I felt free. It wasn’t like walking in a city, where you had to be alert all the time for weirdos on the street, crazy drivers, or craters in the sidewalk. It was just me and the land, and a few birds and the occasional rabbit.
For the first few days I didn’t see another soul. Then I saw someone a good distance away: a woman, maybe a few years older than me, dressed much as I was in jeans, a nondescript jacket, and sturdy shoes. She was leaning against a wooden fence, and she didn’t appear to notice me, and I felt oddly relieved. Since I’d been heading on a course that bypassed her anyway, I kept going.
The next day I saw her again, coming upon her suddenly as I rounded the corner of a stone wall, and the sight of her startled me. “Oh, hi,” I said awkwardly. “Do you live around here?”
“I do. You’d be staying at the McCarthys’ cottage?” Her accent was local, her voice low and musical.
“I am. Do you know Catherine McCarthy?”
“We go back a ways. Will you be stayin’ long?”
“No, I’m just here for a couple of weeks. On vacation.” I realized I hadn’t had a conversation with another human for several days, beyond How much do I owe you? to the salesclerk at the Costcutter store in town. I had to resist the urge to start babbling. “It’s peaceful here.”
“That it is. I’ll leave you to it, then. Safe home.” With no further comment she turned and left. I stared after her retreating back, equal parts relieved and miffed. I hadn’t wanted to start up a friendship with a local stranger, but on the other hand, I’d always heard that the Irish were friendly people, and this woman had been anything but. Odd.
I trekked back to the cottage, but before I could insert my key in the lock, I noticed a small painted wooden sign over the door, half obscured with ivy. It appeared to be in Irish. I thought it said Faoi an Cnoc, which I couldn’t begin to pronounce. Did the house have a name?
It was getting dark and I was thinking about starting dinner when someone rapped on the front door. It turned out to be Catherine McCarthy. “How’re things?” she asked. “No problems?”
“Come in, please. Everything’s been fine. I really like the house.”
“Glad to hear it. I just wanted to be sure you were settling in.”
“I am, thanks. Oh, I just noticed—that sign over the front door? What is it?”
“Faoi an Cnoc?” It sounded to me like “fwee an kanock.” “It means ‘under the hill.’ Comes from an old Irish song, ‘The Little House Under the Hill.’ You’ve seen as how the house sits just below the top of the hill? Cuts the wind a bit, else it would go howlin’ round the house like a banshee.”
“That makes sense. Do you live nearby?”
“The next town over. My husband used this land fer pasture, and the house came with it. Then he says, why not fix it up and rent it out, bring in a bit of cash? So he modernized it, did all the work himself. Spent a lot of time on it, when he wasn’t looking after the cows.”
“He did a good job.”
“He did that.”
“Well,” I said briskly, “I don’t want to keep you from your supper. Thanks for stopping by. I’ll let you know if I need anything else.”
Catherine gave me a long look, then turned to go. “I’ll stop by again, before you go.”
“Great. Thanks.” I shut the door behind her with relief. And then I felt guilty. After all, she’d been trying to be a good landlady, making sure I had whatever I needed. And it was her house, wasn’t it? She was just looking after her property. Funny about the work her husband had done—I’d wondered about some of the decorative touches I’d seen here and there. Men were usually clueless about the small details of housekeeping, like putting a light over the sink so you could see to wash the dishes, or providing enough towel bars in the bathrooms. In this cottage, all the little things like that had been seen to.
The next day I took a different route for what had become my daily walk, and the woman—I realized suddenly she’d never given her name—was there again, this time coming toward me on the lane I’d chosen. “Good morning. Grand day, isn’t it?” she said with a smile.
“It is. Hey, you want to come back to the house, maybe have a cup of coffee?” I thought I might be able to make up for my abruptness with Catherine yesterday. And maybe there was such a thing as too much solitude.
“Oh, don’t trouble yourself. But I’d love to see what Catherine did with the place—her husband was after fixing it up, wasn’t he?”
“That’s what she told me. Didn’t Catherine ever show it to you?”
“We had a . . . I’d guess you’d call it a falling out before it was finished. Are you sure it’s no trouble?”
“Of course not,” I said firmly. “I’d be glad of the company.” She fell into step alongside me, and we were back at the cottage in under five minutes. “Do you know, I don’t think I got your name yesterday.”
“Nor I yours. I’m Honora.”
“And I’m Ellen.” I extricated the house key from my jacket pocket and opened the door, leading the way inside.
Honora walked a couple of paces in and turned slowly. “Nice. He did good work, didn’t he then?”
“Catherine told me that she and her husband had been renting it out for a while. So they never lived here?”
“Ah, no. Patrick’s family had lived on this piece of land for generations. But he’s gone now.”
So Catherine’s husband was dead? She hadn’t said, but then, why would she tell me? “She told me that she’s living in town now. Can I get you some coffee? Or tea?”
“No, I haven’t the time. I was just wanting to see what was changed, but I’ll be on my way.”
“Well, thanks for saying hello—I haven’t seen many people to talk to. I’ve almost forgotten how.”
“Don’t I know the feeling! Thanks for letting me in, Ellen.” And then she was gone.
I pottered around the kitchen, throwing together a meal and thinking about how I was—or wasn’t—talking to people around here. Maybe I’d finished the first part of the post-John healing process, and it was time to go back to the world of people. But it was dark now, and I wasn’t sure of my way along the lanes—they all looked the same, particularly after dark. And I’d never been one to hang out in bars at night back home. Maybe tomorrow, during the day. I could visit one of the local pubs and talk to some people.
I took my walk in the morning without running into Honora, then I drove into the nearest town after my lunch. There were a couple of pubs and a couple of cafés, and I chose a pub based on the roomy parking space in front of it. Besides, I could visit a café anywhere, but how often could I visit a real Irish pub? Inside there were no more than five people—this was definitely not tourist season.
“What can I get yeh?” the bartender asked. He was thirtyish and needed a haircut, but he had a kind of scruffy good looks that were appealing. And a nice smile.
“A pint of Guinness, please.” I’d allow myself one but no more, since I was driving. As he filled a glass, I studied the photos that were layered on the walls over and around the bar. “What’s the story on all these?” I asked, pointing at them.
“People come in, they like to leave something. Kinda like a reverse memory, you know? Or maybe they’ve got the same picture tacked up back home because they like to feel the connection. I haven’t seen you in here before,” he said.
“You remember everybody who comes in?” I countered, reluctant to reveal too much.
“Pretty near. There are fewer than you’d think. Not so many Americans as there were a few years ago. What brings you to this end of the world?”
“The peace and quiet,” I said, more sharply than I intended. He gave me a long look, then retreated to the other end of the bar, leaving me alone with my drink. Had I been rude? Did I care? When I finished my pint, I left the pub and walked to the nearby market to stock up on supplies, then drove back to my cottage in time to admire the sunset.
The next day it was raining, which made me even more restless. I recalled that there was a cheerful fire at the pub—and a bartender I’d brushed off more sharply than I intended. I really had to stop doing that to people who were only trying to be nice to me, a stranger. I found my rain jacket and set off at midday.
The same bartender was there, and there were no more people than before. Maybe the same ones, maybe not—I couldn’t tell. The bartender came over when I sat on a stool at the bar. “A pint?”
I smiled. “You remembered.”
He smiled. “It’s not so hard—that’s what most people ask for here.” He set about pouring one for me.
“I apologize if I kind of snapped at you yesterday,” I said. “I’ve been staying in a rental cottage for the last few days, and I guess I’m out of practice talking to people.”
“Not to worry. If you’re here for the peace and quiet, you’ve come to the right place.”
“Thanks. Good to know.”
“Where is it yer stayin’?” he asked. When he saw my look of dismay, he said, “I’m not about to rob the place, you know—just making conversation.” He slid my full pint across the bar. “But I’d guess it’s Catherine McCarthy’s place—I’ve heard she lets it out now and again.”
“It is. Nice house, and not too big. Not too many other people nearby, either, which is kind of what I wanted.” I was already saying too much, and I didn’t want him to think I was inviting him to ask questions, so I hurried to change the subject. “I’ve only talked to one of them, a woman named Honora who must live close by. I’ve seen her a couple of times.”
When I looked at the man behind the bar, he was mindlessly wiping off the top of it, pushing the rag in aimless circles, his eyes blank. When he finally looked up at me, he said carefully, “About your size, dark hair?”
“Yes, that sounds like her. You know her?”
He nodded. He looked like he was going to say something else, but then a couple of men came into the pub and he turned to them. After he’d served them, he started talking with one of them, so I finished my pint and left.
The next morning the rain had stopped, at least for the moment. In a way I was sad, because I’d had a lovely time the night before, curled up in front of the fireplace, where there burned a fire I’d made myself, reading a mystery by an Irish writer I’d never heard of. I hadn’t missed watching television—or having a companion. But a fair day in Ireland was not to be wasted, I told myself—I could read after dark. I pulled on a sweater and my windbreaker and set out over the fields.
I came upon Honora leaning on the fence where I’d first seen her, watching a few birds hunting for anything left to eat in the field. “Hello,” I called out as I came up behind her. “I was in town yesterday, and I met someone who knows you—the bartender at a pub in town.”
She turned to look at me then. “That’d be Declan. He’s my brother. What did he say?”
“Not much. I just said I’d run into someone named Honora on one of my walks, and he described you.” I waited for some comment or explanation from her, but she went back to watching the near-empty field. “Is your house near here?”
“No. I just come here for the walk. I like the view of the land. If you see Declan again, tell him I said hello. And tell him to look under the storage shed.” She turned away; apparently our conversation was over, even if I didn’t understand what she meant.
Bewildered, I said, “See you later,” to her back and resumed my own walk. I wouldn’t have called her warm and welcoming. Maybe I’d ask Declan about her later—and then I realized I’d already decided to go back to the pub. Funny how after only a week I’d settled into my own routine: wake, walk, go into town, come back, cook, read, bed. And then again the next day, and the next. Well, that was what I had been looking for, wasn’t it? Time to think, to get to know myself again.
That afternoon the sunshine still held, so I drove down the lanes into the town. I strolled around for a while, admiring window displays and puzzling over some that I didn’t understand. One window was filled with grave decorations like nothing I’d ever seen. Bookstore, clothing shop, realtor, café—I made the rounds and ended up in front of the pub. Declan was inside again—what kind of hours did he keep?—and there were no other customers.
He greeted me with a smile. “How are yeh?” he said. “Will it be a pint today?”
“Why not?” I said. When he returned with my brimming glass, I said, “I saw Honora this morning. She said to tell you hello. And she said something I didn’t understand.”
Declan’s face had gone still again, like before, and his eyes were fixed on mine. “And what would that be?” he asked in a tight voice.
“She said to look under the storage shed. Does that make sense to you?”
He thought for a moment, then nodded once. “That it does.” He turned away, much as Honora had, and became very busy polishing glassware. When I finished my pint I left some euro coins on the bar and went on my way.
Since the following day was fair again—close to a miracle, so many nice days, the newscasters on the television informed me—I decided I was going to try going a bit farther afield and exploring some local monuments I’d been reading about in my one and only guidebook. I left shortly after breakfast, driving along the coast, stopping at a few small towns, and enjoyed myself thoroughly. It was after three by the time I drew near my little cottage—only to find a couple of police cars parked in the driveway. I pulled off the road as far as I could and approached the nearest officer. “What’s going on?”
“Who would you be, miss?”
“I’m Ellen Leonard, from the States. I’m renting this cottage from Mrs. McCarthy. Is there a problem? Has somebody broken in?” I’d heard that there was little crime in Ireland, and I had nothing worth stealing anyway.
He didn’t answer immediately, as if turning over a variety of answers before picking one for me. “Nothing to concern yourself with. There’s been a crime committed here, but long before you came.”
It was then that I noticed that several officers were poking around in a small shed to the side of the property, one I’d had no reason to explore. And then I recognized Declan. “What’s he doing here?” I nodded toward him.
“Declan? How do you know him?”
“Only from the pub where he works. We’ve chatted a little, that’s all.”
The young officer shook his head. “It’s a sad thing. We’ve had a tip that there might be someone buried beneath the shed.”
I felt a knot of nausea gather in my stomach. As I watched, a guard backed out of the shed and looked over to the officer near me and nodded. Declan shoved his way into the shed, and came out a shrunken man. My policeman shook his head sadly. “It’ll be his sister, then.”
“What was her name?” I whispered.
“Honora. She disappeared a couple of years ago. Story was, she’d run off with Patrick McCarthy, for he hasn’t been seen since. If Honora’s here, so might he be.”
I swallowed, hard. Should I tell him I’d talked to Honora just yesterday morning—and she’d told me to tell Declan where to look? No, they’d think I was crazy, now that they’d found a body. A woman’s body. Could it be someone else? Had Honora played some awful trick before she vanished? She’d seemed so, well, real, when we’d talked.
But after all, this was a place where people believed in leprechauns and banshees. I’d been talking to a ghost.
I looked up to see the woman who had called herself Honora watching from the crest of the hill. No one else seemed to notice her. I could swear she was smiling. Then she waved at me, turned, and was gone.
I couldn’t just stand there watching the guards do their gruesome work, so I took a walk—not toward where I’d last seen Honora, but the other way—and I waited until they let me back into the house. They had no reason to keep me out: after all, if anything had happened inside the house, it was years ago, so the evidence was long gone.
I expected to spend an anxious night, knowing what I knew now, but to my surprise I slept straight through. I decided to believe that Honora had delivered her message and she was done with me. The next day I waited until I thought the pubs would be open and drove straight to town and the pub. Declan was back behind the bar, although there were no customers, and he wasn’t surprised to see me.
“Why didn’t you tell me that Honora was dead?” I demanded as soon as I walked in.
He looked at me a moment before answering. “We didn’t know fer sure, because there was no body. But I knew. We’d been close, the two of us, and she’d let slip about her and Patrick. I’d never heard from her, after she disappeared.”
“But why’d she talk to me? Not you?”
“I couldn’t say,” Declan said, with some regret. “Yer a woman, yer not from here. And then there’s the date.”
“What do you mean?”
“It’s Samhain, isn’t it? Today’s the first of November—the Day of the Dead. The doors to the other world are open and the souls of the dead come out. You were stayin’ where she died—mebbe she’s tied to the place.” He gave me a half smile. “If you believe that kind of thing.” As I struggled to take that in, he added, “They’ve arrested Catherine for the murders.”
“Murders, plural? More than one?”
“Honora and Catherine’s cheatin’ husband. The gardaí are guessing Catherine came to the house to see how the work was goin’. Her husband was laying the patio and he was messing about with the concrete—and she came upon him and Honora together there, takin’ a break from the work. Looks like she took a shovel to their heads, the both of ’em, and shoved them in the same hole. Handy that he’d a batch of concrete ready to go, so she just went ahead and covered ’em up. She’s a strong woman, that one, and she’d have had no trouble at all. The shed was put in a couple of days later—one of those ready-made ones, went together fast.”
And then she started renting the place out? That was cold. I remembered Catherine’s hands, thick-skinned and scarred, and I didn’t doubt she could have done it. I stifled a hysterical giggle. “Does that mean I don’t have to pay for the cottage?”
“I’d say yer safe enough turnin’ yer back on it. Just leave the key behind a stone by the door when you go—it’ll be sorted out later. Will you be leavin’ us now?”
I considered, but not for long. I’d come to this place to get to know myself post-John. Now I’d learned that I could chat with someone who wasn’t there and accept that the dead could walk the land, at least now and then, and it didn’t scare me. And I knew that I didn’t need John and all his grand plans, and that felt good. “No, I don’t think so. I kind of like it around here.”
“Would yeh rather have another place to stay, fer the rest of your time here, then? I know some places . . .”
I smiled at him. “No, I’m good. Honora trusted me with her message and believed I’d tell you, but I don’t think I’ll be seeing her again. I’ll stay where I am.”
“Good woman. Can I get you a pint? On the house.”
“Declan, I think I need one. I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Honora’s been gone to me for a while. Maybe now she can rest. I thank you fer that.”



 
Keep reading for an excerpt from
the first book in the new
Relatively Dead series
by Sheila Connolly!
 
 

 
 
Abby Kimball has just moved to New England with her boyfriend and is trying to settle in, but the experience is proving to be quite unsettling, to say the least. While on a tour of local historic homes, Abby witnesses a family scene that leaves her gasping for breath—because the family has been dead for nearly a century. Another haunting episode follows, and another, until it seems to Abby that everything she touches is drawing her in, calling to her from the past.
 
Abby would doubt her sanity if it weren’t for Ned Newhall, the kind and knowledgeable guide on that disturbing house tour.
Rather than telling her she’s hallucinating, Ned takes an interest in Abby’s strange encounters and encourages her to figure out what’s going on, starting with investigating the story of the family she saw . . . and exploring her own past.
 
But as Abby begins to piece together a history that’s as moving as it is shocking and unravels a long-ago mystery that nearly tore her family apart, she also begins to suspect that Ned’s got secrets of his own, and that his interest may be driven as much by a taste for romance as a love for history.
1
 
She didn’t want to be here. But Brad had told her she ought to get out more, find some interests of her own, so here she was standing in front of the last house on the walking tour of Waltham’s most noteworthy mansions, relics of the town’s nineteenth-century industrial heyday. Could she summon up the energy to go through one more? She’d already seen four, and her feet hurt. How could this one be any better than the others?
But she wanted to be able to tell Brad that she’d taken the house tour today. Not part of the house tour, not some of the house tour: the whole tour. That meant she had to grit her teeth and go through this one. Then she could go home, make a nice cup of tea, and take her shoes off.
The house looked nice, she had to admit. It was not too big or too posh-looking. Friendly, almost. The house sat on a rise, and when she reached the broad terrace Abby turned to contemplate the low roofs of Waltham below. Not much of a view, but at least the house nestled proudly on its land, lawns spread out like skirts around it. She turned back to the house to study the details. High Victorian, the house sprouted chimneys, dormers, porches, a porte-cochere, and a wealth of gingerbread trim. It was a full three stories, with a turret on one end. She made her way to the front door.
When she stepped into the paneled hall, a man about her own age greeted her and handed her an information sheet. A name badge in a plastic sleeve, clipped to the pocket of his blue-gray Oxford shirt, identified him as Ned. Abby noted that the shirt was exactly the same color as his eyes, or what she could see behind his gold-rimmed glasses. She smiled timidly.
“Is it too late to take the tour?”
“No problem,” Ned replied cheerfully. “Take your time. It’s self-guided, and you can wander anywhere on this floor, but not upstairs. Let me know if you have any questions.”
Abby drifted into what must have been the main parlor. With her newfound architectural expertise, she observed that the dropped ceiling was not original, but the wavy glass in the many windows was. The room had been furnished in a cheerful chintz in light colors, and the woodwork was painted white. It had probably been much more somber a century ago. She crossed back through the spacious entry hall to a small sitting room opposite. This was more charming, intimate. There was a small fireplace surrounded by pretty decorative tiles, with a mirror inset over it. This would have been where the family spent most of its time, she decided. On the far side of the fireplace was a door; passing through it, Abby found herself in the kitchen. Nothing of great interest here. At the back of the house, it was dark, and it had clearly been remodeled, in the 1930s, she guessed. The house was surprisingly small, Abby mused; it had appeared much larger from the outside. Maybe that was the point of all that gingerbread.
If the house was as square as it had appeared, there should be one more room on this floor: the dining room. She chose another door out of the kitchen and crossed through a small, richly paneled hall, from which she could see the front hall. She stepped into the dining room. Plainly this room hadn’t been modernized. Her eyes followed the soaring lines of the elegant woodwork to the original coffered ceiling, then to the elaborate carved mantel at the far end. She laid one hand on the doorjamb—and then something changed.
So much anger, so much pain.
She knew she was standing in the same place in the same room, its tall windows draped in opulent swags of peach-colored damask, its fireplace surrounded by colorful tiles, flanked by columns. She could make out the gleam of polished silver on the sideboard, the colorful arabesques on the fireplace tiles.
But now there were people in the room, and Abby strained to hear any words. An older woman—in her fifties, maybe?—sat at the broad mahogany table in the center of the room, her hands flat as if to stop them from trembling. Without wavering, the woman watched a man pacing nervously on the opposite side of the table. He was slight, with a receding hairline, balanced by a luxuriant mustache. His suit collar was stiff and high, a stickpin anchoring his broad tie. He looked both sheepish and belligerent. She—who was she?—looked down to see a blanket-wrapped baby in her arms.
“Miss? Are you all right?”
Abby nearly jumped out of her skin at the touch of a hand on her elbow. The man from the hallway had come up behind her.
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Maybe you should sit down.”
Abby was fighting between embarrassment and the lingering remnants of the irrational fear that had swept over her. “I, uh . . . I’m fine. It’s just that you startled me. I’ll go now.” Abby wanted nothing more than to escape from this stranger’s kind attention.
He still held her elbow, watching her face. “Please, no. There’s no rush. Why don’t you sit for a minute, just to be sure you’re all right? Come on.” When she didn’t resist he led her not to the parlor but to the smaller sitting room. Apparently he agreed with her that it was a friendlier room, she thought. He settled her into a wicker chair plump with cushions. “Now, just stay there for a moment. I’m going to make a cup of tea. All right?”
Bewildered, Abby nodded. She sank back into the chair. Ned disappeared toward the kitchen, and she could hear the sound of water filling a kettle, the clink of china, a refrigerator opening and closing. She closed her eyes and made a conscious effort to relax. What on earth had happened? And then the memory came back. She shut her eyes: to remember it better or to blot it out? She wasn’t sure.
She opened them again when Ned reappeared with a silver-plated tray bearing a teapot in a tattered cozy, two cups, a sugar bowl, a milk pitcher, spoons, and a delicate flowered china plate with some store-bought sugar cookies. He set it down on a low table next to Abby’s chair, then took the chair on the other side of the table. Leaning forward, he studied her face.
“All right, now. I wish I could say you were looking better, but you’re white as a sheet.”
Abby stared at him for a moment, and then to her horror she burst into tears. Even as she attempted to control her sobs, she felt a moment of pity for poor Ned, stuck with this dripping female that she didn’t even recognize as herself. He was trying so hard to be helpful, and she just kept making things worse. Wordlessly he handed her a small napkin from the tea tray, then sat back to wait out the storm. Finally, Abby swallowed a few times, blotted her eyes, and ventured a watery smile.
“I’m sorry. This is so not like me. But . . .” She hesitated, afraid that if she went on, he would think she was loony. Oh, well, what the heck—she didn’t have anything to lose. “When I walked into the dining room, something weird happened. It was like I was watching a film of people in that room, except . . . they weren’t real. They weren’t there, were they?”
She looked at Ned to see how he was taking her odd statement. He didn’t look contemptuous. In fact, he looked curious.
“Interesting. Was there something that triggered it, or did it just start up out of nowhere?”
She gave an inward sigh of relief. He wasn’t going to laugh at her. “All I know is, one moment I was about to walk into the dining room, and the next minute I was watching some kind of melodrama. There were three people there, and one of them—the one I was seeing through or something—was holding a baby, and they were all upset. Well, not the baby, but the others were.”
“Did you recognize anyone?” Ned asked, concentrating on pouring two cups of tea. “Sugar?”
“And milk, please. No. They were dressed like people were a hundred or more years ago. Is that part of the house tour? Some hidden projector shows you what life used to be like in the house?” That would be such an easy solution—but it hadn’t felt like that. She accepted the cup of tea that he held out to her, and when she took it, she realized her hands were trembling. She tightened her grip on the cup and sipped cautiously. It was hot and delicious. “Is this Darjeeling?”
He nodded.
“It’s good.” Now that Abby was feeling almost normal, she was beginning to wonder about this man. “Don’t you have to watch the door or something? And how come you know where all the tea things are? Do you live here?”
Ned laughed. “It’s okay. It’s nearly time to close up, and I doubt that anyone else is going to show up today. Saturday’s usually the big day. Anyway, I’ve done this for a couple of years, so I know the house. Actually, no one lives in it these days—it belongs to the private school next door, and they use it for functions, entertaining, and such, so they keep it stocked with basic supplies. Not that I’ve ever had to deal with a problem like yours until now, but I’m glad that I was prepared. Tea and sugar make most problems better, don’t you think?”
He has a nice smile, Abby thought.
“You sure you’re all right?” he asked again.
“I’m fine. I probably tried to do too much today, and it caught up with me. I’m just embarrassed about causing you so much trouble.” She sipped again at her tea, at a loss for words.
“Well, don’t hurry. We can sit here until you’re sure you’re all right. Do you live around here?”
“I just moved to Waltham last month, and I read about the house tours, and I thought it would be nice to see some of the big old places like this. They’re beautiful.”
“They are grand, aren’t they? This city’s had its ups and downs—there was a lot of industry here in the nineteenth century. Watchmaking, mostly. You’ve heard of the Waltham Watch Company? This was the place. You saw the Paine house? A lot of that was built by H. H. Richardson, and Frederick Law Olmsted designed the grounds. You know—Richardson’s the one who designed Trinity Church in Boston, and Olmsted laid out Central Park in New York.” He looked at her expectantly, and Abby wondered if she was supposed to know what he was talking about.
“Yes, I started with the Paine house today. It’s gorgeous. But I guess I didn’t do all my homework. You certainly seem to know a lot about the houses. Are you from around here?”
“More or less. I work in Lexington, and I’ve lived in the area for most of my life.”
“What do you do?” Not an original question, but it was the best Abby could do.
“I work for a company that does DNA analyses—that’s my day job. But my avocation is historic architecture, and New England history. That’s why I help with the house tours, things like that. It means I get to see more of the behind-the-scenes stuff than I would if I was just a visitor. You know—attics, basements. The bones of the old houses.”
Abby was silent for a few beats. Then she said slowly, “What’s the history of this place?”
Ned lifted the teapot, and when she nodded, he refilled her cup, and his, then sat back. “Well, it’s kind of interesting. For most of the nineteenth century, it belonged to a family named Hawley. They had a nice big farmhouse here. Then in the 1890s, a successful businessman named Flagg bought it and started making some major changes, at least to the way it looked. The structural core is still the farmhouse, but everything that you see, inside and out, is late Victorian.”
“He certainly threw himself into the decorating part—I’ve never seen so much gingerbread in one place!” Abby said, smiling.
“Yes, he was determined to put his stamp on it. I can show you some of the newspaper articles about it. William Flagg brought in woods from all over the country, and if you look around, you’ll see that every doorknob is different. There’s some really beautiful work here.” He took another sip of his tea. “And then something happened—after about ten years, he ups and sells the place to the school next door. After all the fixing up he’d done.”
Abby’s curiosity was piqued. “Did he lose all his money or something?”
Ned shook his head. “He may have—I haven’t done any detailed research. But I do know that he stayed in Waltham—in fact, he ended up living in a smaller house about a mile south of here, for the rest of his life, and he’s buried here.”
“Did he have a family?”
“Yes—a wife and two daughters. The younger one went to the school here. His wife outlived him, but she’s buried next to him. Don’t know what happened to the girls.”
Abby shut her eyes for a moment, trying to remember. “Was one of the girls a lot younger than the other?”
Ned looked at her quizzically. “Yes, I think so. Why do you ask?”
“Because that’s what I saw. There was a man and a woman, and I think they were fighting, or at least they were very angry. And there was a younger woman with a baby. I didn’t think the baby was hers, from the way she held it. Like she wasn’t used to babies.” Was that baby the one they raised as a daughter? And why was the wife so angry?
Ned gave her a long look. Finally he said, “I see. That’s intriguing.”
“You don’t think I’m crazy? Or at least hallucinating?”
He shook his head. “No. I’ve seen—or felt—too many odd things in old houses to brush off experiences like yours. Have you ever had an experience like this before?”
Abby shook her head vehemently. “No, never. In fact, people have accused me of having no imagination. I’m usually the practical one in any group—you know, the designated driver, the one with the maps and all. That’s why this is so weird.”
Ned was silent. Abby watched him anxiously and wondered what was going through his mind—like calling in professional help to take her away. She was relieved when he finally spoke.
“Miss, uh—you know, I don’t even know your name?”
“Oh, right. Abigail Kimball—mostly Abby.”
“I’m Edward Newhall, mostly Ned. Well, Abby, you’ve certainly come up with a pretty puzzle.”
“Why? What do you think that . . . experience was?”
“At a guess, I’d say you stumbled on a past scene that somehow got stuck here. No, that doesn’t make sense. You had a vision of something from the past? Or you have an extremely overactive imagination that filled the room with people, like it was a play. Are you sure you’ve never been here before?”
“Never. I’ve never even been in this state before, or at least not since I was a kid, and then it was just passing through on the way to somewhere else. I’ve only been here a few weeks, and I’ve been so busy getting settled that I haven’t seen much of the neighborhood, much less Boston.”
“What brought you here, if you don’t mind telling me?”
“I came with my boyfriend. He got a job offer, and in a couple of weeks, here we were.” Was it her imagination, or did Ned look a little disappointed when she mentioned the “boyfriend”?
If he had, he recovered quickly. “Well, Abby, do you want to explore this phenomenon a bit further, maybe find out who you were seeing, or would you rather just go home and try to forget the whole thing?”
Abby thought for a moment, teetering in indecision. And then it seemed as though she heard her own voice: No, I’m not just going to forget about this. I want to know what happened, and why. “If I wanted to learn more, what would I do?”
He smiled. “Well, first of all, you could go to the library in town here, find out as much as you could about this place, and about the family. You should talk to Jane Bennett. She runs the local history section, and she’s very good. And there are a lot of local records—microfilms, city directories, that kind of thing. Unfortunately only a portion of it is online, but the library’s a nice place to spend time. There might even be pictures of the people who lived here—maybe you’d recognize someone.”
Abby shivered. “And if I found pictures and they really were the people from my dream? What then?”
“Well, at least you’d know something, that what you saw was real. Look, why not stop in at the library and see what you can find—if you have the time, that is. Do you have a job yet?”
Interesting that Ned assumed she’d be looking for a job. Well, she did plan to, once she and Brad were settled. Their current apartment was merely a stopgap until they could find a house—or one they could afford. “No, I’ve got the time right now.”
Ned looked pleased. “Then maybe we could get together over the weekend and compare notes? If you’re not busy.”
Abby thought about her own total lack of plans. No, she was not busy. Brad had already declared he would be gone, playing golf with his buddies. “Sure. Where?”
“How about we meet at the library, on Saturday at ten?”
“All right. Oh, I should get your number, in case something comes up.” Like Brad’s foursome was canceled.
He pulled out a wallet and extricated two cards. “Write your name and number on the one—you can keep the other one. I’ll put my home number on the back.” He scribbled on the back of one, then handed the two to her. She wrote her number on the back and handed it to him, and he carefully stowed it in his wallet.
Abby stood up and looked around. No strange figures lurking in the sunny corners, at least in this room, which caught the light of the setting sun through the big front windows. She didn’t want to go back to the dining room and see if there was anyone there. Brad would be wanting his dinner. What was she going to tell him about this little misadventure?
“I really should be going now. But I will go to the library, I promise.”
Ned stood as well. “So I’ll see you Saturday. And you can tell me then if you’ve seen anybody else during the week.”
“Like a ghost, you mean? I hope not. Saturday, then.”
He saw her to the door. I didn’t ask him if there was somebody waiting for him at home. She didn’t remember a wedding ring. But it didn’t matter: this wasn’t a date, this was a history consultation. And she had something to do now—a trip to the library to do research, and then the meeting with Ned on Saturday. Things were looking up.
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“This whole town has gone crazy,” Seth Chapin said as he dropped heavily into a chair across the kitchen table from Meg Corey.
Meg looked at her fiancé in confusion. “Fiancé”: such an odd, somehow old-fashioned word. She kept forgetting that they were now officially “engaged” in the eyes of the world. Well, the small world of Granford, Massachusetts, at least—it wasn’t like she was announcing it in the Boston Globe. She didn’t feel like a fiancée, which she’d always thought was an equally silly word. They hadn’t gotten any closer to setting a date. They hadn’t discussed where or when or how. They hadn’t even worked out where they’d live, though currently Seth was spending most of his time at her house, which made sense, since his office and storage space were in her barn. On the other hand, Meg also had her housemate to consider—Briona Stewart, who was also Meg’s orchard manager, and indispensable to keeping the apple orchard running. Given how little Meg could afford to pay, the position came with a free room, and she couldn’t just toss Bree out into the local student-driven housing scene. There were many things Meg and Seth needed to talk about, maybe when they were less busy and exhausted—she with the apple harvest, Seth with his fast-growing renovation business. Not the best time to make happy plans.
“What are you talking about?” Meg asked now. “Did I miss something? What’s going crazy?”
“Everyone in town wants to tear things down and put things up, all at once,” Seth sighed. “You have anything cold to drink?”
“Of course. Water, iced tea, even some sports drink, if you want electrolytes.” After a recent brush with heat exhaustion, Meg had been scrupulous about keeping plenty of liquids on hand. Since it was harvest season, she was also always reminding her pickers up in the orchard to stay hydrated, too.
Seth hauled himself up and got a bottle of water from the refrigerator. He sat and downed half the bottle. “That’s better. So, basically, I think everybody in town looked up, noticed it was September, and said, ‘Hey, we’d better get something done before winter.’ Of course, we could argue about whether there’ll even be a winter this year, what with the weird weather we’ve had. Or maybe there’ll be a six-month winter.”
Meg sipped her own drink. “Back up—who’s ‘everybody’?”
“Well, first there’s the library. Did you hear about the new one?”
Meg racked her brain and came up blank. She hadn’t had time to read the local paper since . . . June? And it was only a weekly. She’d been so busy for months, first with fighting the drought, which had meant a lot of hand-watering of her eighteen acres of apple trees; now with managing the harvest, which had begun in August and would run through November, depending on when the apples decided to ripen, which was kind of unpredictable. But a new library was a major step for Granford, Massachusetts, and she felt like she should have known. Besides, Seth, a town selectman, usually kept her up-to-date. “Uh, no?”
“And you a concerned citizen!” Seth joked. “Okay, last year one of the old families in town donated a part of their property to the town to use to build a new library. It’s out near the high school, on Route 202. Plenty of space for parking, and it’s big enough to build what they want, assuming they can figure out how to pay for it. They’ve already got some state grants, and the fund-raising is going well.” He stopped to drink some more water. “The building site is set back pretty far from the road, so you might not have noticed it if you drove past it. But there was a formal ground-breaking a few months ago.”
“Sorry I missed it. Should I make a contribution? But building a new library doesn’t sound at all crazy to me.”
“I’m not finished,” Seth said. “Then there’s the Historical Society.”
“What are they doing?” Meg asked. Now, the Historical Society was someplace she was involved with. They owned a nice but too-small one-story building that faced the village green, just down the hill from the church. When she’d first visited almost two years ago now, as a newcomer to Granford, it had been an unheated space filled with a hodgepodge of unrelated collections. She wasn’t surprised that the director, Gail Selden, had bigger plans. Gail had also become a friend, and had helped Meg more than once to find information about her own eighteenth-century home. “Don’t tell me they’re moving!”
“No, not that,” Seth replied. “They own that building outright, but as you’ve probably noticed, it needs work. And it’s not really big enough to serve the public the way they’d like.”
That was true. Gail had worked wonders cleaning it up and creating exhibits that made sense, but it was still small and unheated.
Seth went on, “The Society has collections stashed all over town, wherever they could find storage space, and Gail really wants to get them all under one roof. But still the same old roof.”
“So what are they planning?”
“Basically, they had two choices: build up or build down. The Historical Society board didn’t want to change the profile of the building by adding another story, even a partial one, so they’ve decided to dig out under the building.”
“Wow—that sounds ambitious. Is it even possible?” Meg got up to help herself to another bottle of water, laying an affectionate hand on Seth’s shoulder as she passed. She was still getting used to having him around more or less full-time, but with their busy schedules, it was nice when they saw each other at all. “Want another?”
“Sure.” He laid his hand over hers, briefly. “They have an architect who says it’s possible, if it’s done carefully, of course. At least it’s not too big a building. They’d have to put supports under the existing building, then excavate, then pour a foundation and finish the space so it can be used for document and collections storage, which means special considerations for moisture and ventilation. Oh, and Gail really wants a bathroom in the building for staff and volunteers.”
Meg laughed. “I can certainly understand that!” While her own colonial house had four bedrooms, it had only one bath, which really wasn’t enough with three people living in the house—especially when they all needed showers at the same time after a working day. She had to keep reminding herself that when the house had been built by one of her Warren family ancestors, there had been no indoor plumbing beyond the well in the basement, which had provided water for the kitchen above by way of an old hand pump. But standards for personal hygiene had been different then. “So what’s the time frame there?”
“Yesterday,” Seth said. “Seriously, they want to get it roughed out before the ground freezes, so it’s a pretty ambitious schedule. But they more or less have the money in hand, so they don’t want to wait.”
“They do?” Having money in hand was an unusual situation for most historical societies.
“Yeah. The Society also owns the house across the street, which they rent out for income, and Gail told me that when they talked to a financial advisor he told them that they could take out a mortgage on the rental house, and voilà! They’d have the cash for the renovations. The rent gives them enough income to cover the mortgage payments. Once they figured out how much money they had to work with, then they started thinking about building plans.”
“I’m impressed. So, that’s the library and the Historical Society—are you finished yet?”
“Not quite. There’s also a school building that needs some serious work, and nobody can decide whether to try to fix it—with state money—or to tear it down and start over. So we put together a committee to study it, but there’s a deadline coming up shortly.”
I really am out of the loop, Meg thought. Of course, not having any children, she hadn’t paid much attention to school-related issues, but still. “Is that all?”
“Almost. This is off the record, but the town is also thinking about selling the town hall building.”
“What? I like that building!” Meg protested.
“It’s a lovely structure, but a lousy municipal building. It was built as a private summer home at the height of the Victorian era. The wiring isn’t up to code, so it’s hard to use computers and printers and the like.”
“Where would the town administration go? Is there some other building that would work? Or do they want to build, too?”
Seth shook his head. “Not clear. They might be able to move into the old library when the new one opens.”
“This really is a game of musical chairs, isn’t it?” Meg said. “Where do you stand on all of these? I mean, you’re a selectman, so in a sense, you are the town, or part of it.” Meg knew there were only three members on the select board, plus a town manager. Who voted to approve projects like these?
Seth leaned back in his chair and stretched. “Caught right in the middle. The library and the Historical Society have their own funding, so they don’t need our approval, apart from permitting and inspections and such. The school project does, and obviously selling town hall would. Theoretically, I’m in favor of all and any of these, as long as the financial numbers make sense and they meet all construction requirements—which could be challenging, at least for the Historical Society.”
“Are you going to be personally involved?” Meg asked. When she’d first met Seth, he’d been managing his family’s plumbing business, but his real love was building restoration and renovation. Although plumbing was a good fallback when no one could afford historically accurate renovations to their older homes.
“If I had my choice, I’d help out with the Historical Society project. It’s an interesting challenge, and I’d like to be sure they retain the historic character of the building. As you know as well as I do, when you start jerking around an old building, you always end up finding other things you need to fix, like rotting sills or termite damage. And if they’re putting in an HVAC system—which, by the way, would be a first in that building—there are issues of windows and insulation and making the building more airtight while still keeping it authentic, at least in appearance.”
“And you don’t have to vote on that project, so there’s no conflict,” Meg mused, almost to herself.
“Exactly. The library doesn’t need me, and the school project probably wouldn’t either. The town hall question is anybody’s guess. So that leaves the Historical Society. By the way, I pointed Gail toward an architect who specializes in this kind of project, so they’ve already got plans in hand.”
“Can it be done before winter?”
“It’s a tight schedule, but it could work, if everything goes well.”
“And if it doesn’t?”
“We seal it up as best we can and hope for a mild winter. At least the collections will be stored off-site.”
“Speaking of the collections, I know she’s got more documents about this house that I’d love to see, but I haven’t had the time. Maybe when the harvest is over.” Winter, Meg knew from last year—her first as an apple grower—was the slowest time for the orchard. She’d have some long days to fill.
“How’s the harvest going?”
Meg shrugged. “I don’t have a lot to compare it to other than last year, but Bree says we’re doing okay. We were lucky that the drought broke when it did. Another couple of weeks and we’d have lost a lot of apples.” Along with most of my very thin profit margin.
“Everything working out with the pickers?”
“So far. Most of the regulars are back, bless them, although we lost one to a competitor over in Belchertown who could offer a little more money, and there are fewer and fewer people who want to do this kind of manual labor.”
Meg was lucky that although she was new to running an orchard, the orchard itself was well established, and in recent years had been overseen by the local state university. Which was also how she’d come to employee Bree, a recent graduate of the university who’d studied orchard management. The fact that Bree was Jamaican-born also helped her in managing the mainly Jamaican pickers who had been working the orchards in the Connecticut River Valley for generations—at least it helped once they got used to the idea of working for a woman, and a young one at that, and one who’d spent most of her life actually living in Massachusetts rather than Jamaica. But Bree had earned their respect and things were going smoothly; the loss of that one picker was in no way her fault. “That’s why Bree and I are both up there most days, just to fill in. It’s hard to know in advance from week to week what’s going to be ripe, and sometimes we get swamped. Plus, it’s demanding work. Thank goodness the new trees we planted in the spring won’t be bearing for a couple more years. Maybe by then I’ll have figured out how this all works.”
“Can you take a short break tomorrow? I’m going to talk to Gail about the excavation process in the morning, if you want to tag along.”
“I’d love to see Gail, and this project sounds really interesting. I don’t think we’ve got a lot on the schedule for tomorrow, so I can probably sneak away. But I’ll have to check with Bree.”
“You talking about me?” Bree came in through the back door.
“May I take an hour or two off tomorrow morning, please, ma’am?” Meg said, smiling. “The Historical Society is planning to add a basement under their building, and I’m curious to see how they’re going to do it.”
Bree rummaged in the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of water. “I guess. We’re just about caught up with the Cortlands and the Empires, but the Galas aren’t ready yet and we’re waiting on the Baldwins. Did you order the new crates?”
“Oh, shoot, I forgot.” The old wooden crates that Meg had inherited when she moved into the house were wearing out fast, and they’d been replacing them as needed with more modern plastic ones. Not nearly as pretty, but much more practical. “I’ll do that in the morning.”
“Then you have my blessing for the morning—after you place that order,” Bree said in a mock-serious tone. “What’s happening with dinner?”
“Not a clue,” Meg replied. “Seth, you have any ideas?”
“There’s a new pizza place in the shopping center on 202. Want to try that?”
“How did I ever miss seeing that? Let’s go!”
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The pizza last night had been good, and Meg sent up a silent cheer that Granford had one more place that served food. The only “real” restaurant in town, Gran’s, was more upscale, though far from fancy. Meg loved eating there, especially since she’d had a hand in creating the place, and even more so because she now counted the owners, Nicky and Brian Czarnecki, as friends, but she wasn’t always in the mood for a sit-down meal. A pizza place, and one only a mile or two from her house, was a great quick-and-dirty alternative.
When she awoke the next morning, Meg checked the clock, then rolled over and nudged Seth. “Hey, what time are you meeting Gail?”
He answered without opening his eyes. “As soon as she gets the kids off to school. What time is it?”
“Seven.”
Seth opened his eyes, then sat up quickly. “I’ve got to get some paperwork together before we head over there. You are still coming with me, right?”
“Sure. Nobody’s started anything at the Historical Society, right?”
“Not yet, but they’re hoping to begin this week. Right now we’re still at the talking stage, and looking at plans.”
“You going to do the plumbing?” Meg asked.
“Maybe. First step is to find someone to do the digging. I can recommend builders to pour the foundation, but shoring up the building and removing the soil is trickier and it takes more skill.” He was pulling on jeans and a T-shirt as he spoke. “I’ll go start coffee, and then walk Max. See you downstairs?”
“I won’t be long.”
Meg could hear stirring noises from Bree’s end of the hall, so she darted into the bathroom quickly, emerging ten minutes later after a quick shower. She threw on her clothes and joined Seth in the kitchen, where he handed her a cup of coffee. Max, his Golden Retriever, greeted Meg enthusiastically.
“Drink it before it gets cold,” he said. They toasted and buttered a couple of bagels, and Meg scanned the first page of the daily paper. Why did she keep subscribing, when she rarely had time to read it? Oh, right, to put under her cat Lolly’s litter pan. As if on cue, Lolly appeared from somewhere, butting her head against Meg’s leg, looking for her own breakfast.
After she’d fed Lolly, Meg ventured, “Okay, so remind me—how old is the Historical Society building?”
“The building dates back to the mid-1700s,” Seth said. “Actually, it was the first meetinghouse in Granford. There was some infighting going on within the church in South Hadley about where to put the new church they needed, and in the end they decided to split the parish. It took them thirteen years and fifty local meetings to arrive at that decision—makes our current process look lightning fast, doesn’t it? Anyway, the short answer is that the new parish was created in 1762, before Granford was even an official town, and before they had an official place to meet. So the building is about the same age as your house. By the way, South Hadley had another fight about churches starting in 1820, and that time it took them sixteen years to work things out. And then in the 1820s Granby had its own tiff and actually built two churches, but only the one survives, the big one that’s there now. The other one was closer to the cemetery where all those Warrens are buried, but the cemetery is older than the church.”
“But the meetinghouse had no heating and no plumbing.”
“Nope. Those old New Englanders were tough birds,” Seth replied cheerfully. “And sermons were long in those days. Of course, if most people in town showed up, they would have generated some considerable body heat. And, I’ve read, they used to have ‘singing.’”
“Which means what?” Meg asked.
“Got me, but the town paid the princely sum of thirteen dollars for it in 1792, and by 1798 they even had a bass viol.”
“You’re making this up. Aren’t you?”
“Nope. Read Judd sometime.”
Meg recognized the name as the author of a monumental history about the town of Hadley, published in the nineteenth century. “Seth, when do you find time to learn all this stuff?” Meg said plaintively. She could never catch up. She couldn’t remember reading to the end of a book in months—either she had no time or she fell into bed exhausted, so there was no way to study the history of Granford. Maybe come winter she’d try again.
“I like old buildings, and I’ve been passing by most of these all my life. You’ll learn.”
“Yeah, as soon as I have a spare year or two. Are you ready to head out?”
“Sure. I think I’ll leave Max here—there’s too much interesting stuff to smell at the Historical Society.”
It took only a few minutes to drive from Meg’s house to the center of Granford, which still boasted its original town green ringed with maple trees. The church—which Meg now knew was the “new” one, not the original one—anchored one end of the green, with a parish house and then the Historical Society on the slope below. A pharmacy-slash–general store occupied space across the street, and up toward one end, on the highway, loomed the ornate Victorian town hall. The relatively new restaurant, Gran’s, had moved into what had been a nineteenth-century home at the top of the hill, with a nice view of the green, as Meg knew well. There was little traffic.
Gail Selden was sitting on the Historical Society building’s steps waiting, and stood up when they pulled into the church parking lot. Knowing that there might be changes coming, Meg studied the building quickly: single story, low-pitched roof, two massive granite steps leading up to the entrance. And the majority of the town’s population had squeezed inside? Not a very large town back then.
When she saw them, Gail called out, “Hey, Seth. Hi, Meg—did you get dragged along?”
Meg smiled at her. “No, he described what you wanted to do and I had to see for myself. He said you plan to dig under the building? There’s no basement?”
“Looks like it,” Gail replied cheerfully, “and no, they never included a basement. As for the project, our board is on board, so to speak, so all we need is the go-ahead on the structural issues, which is where Seth comes in.”
“You talk to those excavation contractors I told you about?” Seth asked.
“We’ve talked to a couple, and they offered two options for the excavation process. I wanted to ask you which one makes more sense.”
“Let’s go inside,” Seth said. Gail opened the door with an old key, and they followed her through it.
“Wow,” Meg said when they’d entered the main room. “You’ve cleared out a lot of stuff since the last time I was here. The first time I saw the place, there were stuffed birds and animals all over the place. What happened to them?”
Gail grinned. “Uh, let us say they retired. The local taxidermist left something to be desired, and they were molting or shedding all over the place.”
“I can imagine,” Meg smiled back. “You’re really serious about going through with this plan?”
“We sure are! Let’s sit at the table in the kitchen exhibit—it’s open now that we’ve stowed away some of the tools and antique appliances.” Gail led the way to the table, where she had already laid out what looked like architectural drawings. She waited until they were seated before beginning.
“Seth, you can probably follow this stuff a lot better than I can, but as I understand it, the idea is to shore up the building from beneath with leveling jacks and steel beams—”
“Assuming your substrate can support them,” Seth interrupted.
“Of course,” Gail said quickly, “and we’ll check that out first—or our contractor will, I guess. And then we dig out the soil to a depth of ten feet, which gives us space to pour a slab down there and still have adequate headroom.”
“Go on,” Seth prompted. “You know where your HVAC system will go? And what provisions have you made for moisture control?”
Gail held up both hands. “Seth, I know only the big picture. You’ll have to talk to the architect and the contractor about that stuff. But they’ve both done jobs like this before. I’ve talked to several of their clients, and I haven’t heard any complaints.”
“What’s the plan for removing the soil?” Seth asked.
“We’re still debating about that. There’s good old-fashioned manual labor—a bunch of folk with shovels, which would be historically correct but a lot of work. Or we see if we can fit a baby Bobcat excavator in there, once we get it started. Or somebody mentioned using what they called a vacuum extractor—like you stick a big hose down into it, and the dirt is sucked right out and then deposited in a dump truck or even left on-site. I don’t know what you think about that, but it sounds like fun to watch.”
“Let me ask around. I have heard that it’s effective in a small, contained area, and getting rid of the dirt immediately would be a big plus. Both make sense in your case. When do you want to start?”
“This week.”
“Wow,” Seth said. “But you’re lucky it’s a small building. Most excavators could be in and out in a day, once the shoring is in place, and could fit it in between their other projects.”
“Yeah, I know it’s fast, but please, please don’t tell me to ask the board to slow down. Do you know how long it’s taken to advance the project this far? And we’d really love to be able to be open this winter. We’ve never been open in winter before.”
“Do you expect a lot of visitors?” Meg asked.
“Not swarms, but I’m hopeful we could attract a few. There are often parents visiting their kids at the colleges around here, and we’re seeing more of them in Granford since Gran’s opened. And genealogists will trek through anything to get their research done. We’ve calculated that the entry fees or memberships paid by the new researchers should offset the additional cost of heating the place in winter—which should be done anyway, to preserve the collections. Working quickly now won’t impact the cost of the project, will it, Seth? The excavators didn’t seem to think so, and as you said, for them it’s not a big job.”
“Probably not, as long as you don’t run into anything unexpected, like a rock ridge running under the building, or a spring.” Seth looked at his watch. “I’ve got a job in Easthampton, so I’d better go. Meg, you want a ride back?”
“I can take you home, Meg, if you want to hang around a little longer,” Gail volunteered eagerly.
“That sounds good,” Meg said. “You go ahead, Seth.”
“I’ll take the plans and proposals with me to look over, Gail, and I’ll try to get back to you by tomorrow. Fast enough for you?”
“That’s terrific, Seth. My board is really excited about this, and I’d hate to lose the momentum. I appreciate your help. Which reminds me: if we ask nicely, will you do the heating and plumbing stuff?”
“Sure, although I might have to bring in a couple of extra people. I’ll try to keep the costs down, though.”
“I know you’re fair, Seth. Thank you so much for making this work!”
Seth gathered up the papers from the table and as he headed for the door, Meg could hear him whistling. He was a man who truly loved his work.
Gail turned to Meg. “Hey, I haven’t had a chance to say congratulations to you guys.”
“Oh, about our engagement? Thank you. Apparently everyone in town knew we were getting married before we did.”
“You make a great couple. Seth’s a terrific guy.”
“I know—everyone keeps telling me than.” Meg smiled. “Before you ask, no, we haven’t set a date. I’ve got to get through this harvest, and he’s crazy busy with all the projects going on in town.”
“I know! It’s like a contagious disease—everybody suddenly wants something new, or at least renovated. But I think it’s time for all of us. The plans for the library look wonderful. Since they’re going to have a dedicated genealogy room, I’m going to get together with their staff and sort through the documents we each have and see what’s the best distribution of materials.”
“Great idea! What’re you planning to do with the records during construction?”
“More of the same thing we’ve always done—parcel them out around town. I thought maybe you’d like to take some of them, the ones about the Warren family and the settlement of the south end of town.”
“I’d love to, at least for a while, although I don’t know when I’ll have time to look at them. Not until December, I’d guess.”
“Don’t worry, I know where to find you. So, you want to see what else we’re planning?”
“That’s why I’m here. Seth tells me your building is about the same age as my house. Maybe I’ll learn something useful about colonial construction. I’ll keep my fingers crossed that you don’t run into anything unexpected!”
“Amen to that!” Gail replied fervently.
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