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            Blue had always been Edith Hathaway’s favorite color. But I don’t think she would
               have chosen it as a skin color.
            

            				
            Edith lay on her back in a drift of snow, some old, some newly fallen, looking as
               though she was taking a nap—except her eyes were half-open, and so was her mouth.
               There were snowflakes on her lashes. The snow created blue shadows; I could see my
               breath. Edith was blue, and I couldn’t see any sign of breath from her.
            

            				
            I’d been taking a brisk walk along a two-mile circuit outside of town, something I
               do whenever I can pry enough time free from my schedule. I live in a rural part of
               Bucks County, Pennsylvania, where the gently rolling hills are broken up with stands
               of old-growth trees. Here and there were sturdy old stone houses, most with a trickle
               of smoke emerging from their chimneys. For the holidays the owners added electric
               candles in all the windows, their very restrained salute to the season. Over the years
               I’d settled on a favorite route, one that challenged me but didn’t demand too much
               effort.
            

            				
            I try to walk rain or shine, although today I’d had to keep postponing it because
               of errands and such, and now it was approaching dusk. But I’d really felt a need to
               move freely and breathe deeply, and besides, I knew the views were lovely as the sun
               sank. I love this time of day, particularly in winter: everything seems sharp and
               clear, the black branches of the trees, shorn of leaves, silhouetted against the sky.
               I know the path well, so I wasn’t worried about stumbling around as the light faded,
               although I carried a cell phone just in case. Finding a dead body hadn’t been on the
               “just in case” list, however, much less finding the body of someone I knew.
            

            				
            Edith was a regular patron at our town library. The library has only two librarians
               on payroll, one an administrator, the other a children’s librarian, and the rest of
               the staffing was made up of volunteers. I’m one of them: school psychologist for the
               local school district by day, but some nights and weekends I work the desk in the
               library, which is far less demanding than my day job. The system works for our town;
               Strathmere, Pennsylvania, population 2,563, boasts a surprisingly high percentage
               of overeducated people, most of whom commute to Philadelphia to work. Luckily most
               of them believe in giving back to their community (at least in service if not in taxes),
               so the library has no trouble finding people to staff the checkout desk. Besides,
               we’d rather spend the money on new books, or more and more often, new eBooks, than
               on librarian salaries. In addition, the library serves as an informal community center,
               where people swap genteel gossip. Our library is Information Central in more ways
               than one.
            

            				
            The library has an outstanding collection of mysteries, both vintage and new (most
               of the acquisitions budget goes to those purchases), and that was how I had gotten
               to know Edith. I would have known her much earlier if I had grown up in Strathmere.
               She had taught fourth grade here for decades, and had retired only when her hip could
               no longer take the long hours spent standing. Still, she wasn’t “old”; erect of carriage,
               silver of hair, she was a regular sight in Strathmere, walking to and from the shops
               in town. At the library, on her regular circuit, she usually borrowed at least three
               mysteries a week, and returned them promptly, often with a comment that she had figured
               out who the villain was before she reached the midpoint of the book.
            

            				
            I looked around for a place to perch, thinking I should avoid trampling on evidence,
               if there was evidence to be found, of course. Had Edith been the victim of foul play?
               The whole idea seemed absurd, and on first glance there was no reason to think so.
               She lay in a natural-looking position, neither sprawling nor formally laid out. There
               was no sign of blood, no knife protruding from her chest, no crater marring her crisply
               permed curls. She looked at peace. And to the best of my memory, there hadn’t been
               a murder in town in . . . decades, if ever. I could remember a bank robbery a few
               years earlier, but the robber hadn’t even made it to the town limits—he’d been shocked
               that our police officers had actually drawn their guns on him, and gave up without
               a fight. The worst crime recently had been the failure of several dog owners to clean
               up after their pets.
            

            				
            But I happened to know that Edith lived on the far side of town, near the library,
               which was at least two miles away. Since she’d had a hip replaced a couple of years
               earlier, it was highly unlikely that she had walked all the way over here, especially
               with snow threatening—there had been brief squalls earlier in the afternoon, which
               had left a dusting of new snow over old. Moreover, she disdained physical exercise,
               at least the unladylike, sweaty kind, even though her surgeon had recommended it.
               She had compromised by agreeing to walk to the library every day or two, carrying
               her book. But that was three blocks on a nicely paved and level sidewalk, not over
               snowy hill and dale.
            

            				
            I looked carefully at her, so that I would remember the details. She was wearing her
               winter coat, a nice navy-blue wool one I’d seen many times before. No hat, but a hand-knit
               scarf in heathery purple tones, and good leather gloves. No purse. She had on what
               used to be called sensible-lady boots, but they were a far cry from hiking boots.
               What was wrong with this picture? Edith Hathaway simply did not belong dead in the
               midst of the idyllic rural winter scene.
            

            				
            I finally found a convenient fallen tree on the opposite side of the path, sat down,
               and pulled out my cell phone. Of course I knew the number for town hall: the single
               building in the center of town housed all of our municipal functions—not just the
               town government but also the police and fire departments, and the library. It had
               been that way for at least a century, and since the population hadn’t grown much,
               there was no reason to change the building now, although new lines for Internet and
               other modern communications had been installed a decade ago. I punched in the number.
               Luckily it wasn’t yet five o’clock, and our trusty town receptionist, Mona, was still
               on duty.
            

            				
            “Hi, Mona. Is the chief in?”

            				
            “Hi, Sarabeth. Let me check.” I knew it wouldn’t take her long, since the reception
               area was about ten feet from the police department headquarters. Rather than transferring
               the call, Mona could stand up and peer into Police Headquarters—which was a pretty
               grand name for a bull pen that measured about twenty feet square, plus one glassed-in
               office for the chief, Vanessa Hutchins. Van and I had been friends since shortly after
               I moved to Strathmere and I started volunteering at the library. In a small town,
               you got friendly fast with the people you saw every few days. Van had a tiny staff,
               and with no more than two officers on duty at any time, the department didn’t need
               any more space than that corner of town hall. There was no jail, and only two official
               cars, which the street officers swapped between shifts.
            

            				
            Mona was back on the line quickly and said, “I’ll put you through, Sarabeth.” Thirty
               seconds later Vanessa picked up. “Hey, Sarabeth. What do you need? I was just about
               to head out—quiet day. Bet everyone’s at the mall returning their Christmas presents.”
            

            				
            “Sorry, Van, but it’s going to get less quiet. I just found Edith Hathaway, and she’s
               dead.”
            

            				
            There was a moment of stunned silence on Vanessa’s end. “That’s terrible. What were
               you doing at her house? Delivering the latest Lisa Scottoline?”
            

            				
            “Uh, not exactly. She’s not at home. She’s lying in the snow on top of a hill, about
               two miles from the center of town.”
            

            				
            “What? Where?” Vanessa knew Edith too, and immediately understood how surprising that
               was.
            

            				
            I looked around, trying to find a landmark Van would recognize. “I was out walking,
               so I’m not near a road. I’d say I’m about half a mile uphill behind the Johnson house,
               and the same distance from Pennsbury Street.”
            

            				
            “Shoot,” Vanessa muttered. “Why couldn’t she have made it easy? It’s going to be a
               bear to get people up there, and to get her out, and it’ll be dark before too much
               longer. What the heck was she doing way out there?”
            

            				
            “Got me. I don’t think she walked.” I looked around for footprints but saw none in
               the light sprinkling of snow except my own.
            

            				
            “Let me think . . .” Van fell silent. She was a good cop, and a good person. A local
               girl who’d grown up in town. There wasn’t a whole lot of competition for the position
               of police chief in a town this size—the pay was low, but so was the crime rate, which
               limited chances of moving on to a better position—so the town council had happily
               approved her when she said she wanted the job. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do,” Van finally
               said. “Since the techs can’t possibly get there until after dark, I want you to describe
               the scene for me, and I’ll write it down. First of all, are you sure she’s dead?”
            

            				
            If Van could see her, she wouldn’t ask, but it seemed kind of rude to send such an
               unflattering photo of Edith by cell phone. “Well, she’s blue, and she’s not breathing.
               I didn’t go looking for a pulse or anything. I mean, the poor woman is eighty-four—if
               she’d decided to come out here and take a nap, she wouldn’t have lasted long.” But
               how on earth had she gotten out here? And why? Edith had shunned the glories of nature,
               particularly when they were covered with snow.
            

            				
            “You don’t have to get sarcastic on me, Sarabeth,” Van rebuked me. “I’ll attribute
               it to stress. Okay, give me a quick description of what you see, and then take some
               pictures. Your cell phone does have a camera, doesn’t it?”
            

            				
            “It does.” It had been a birthday present from my husband, Henry, who really liked
               high-tech toys. This thing had options I couldn’t even identify, much less use. I
               would have been happy with a simple phone that made and received calls, period, but
               Henry had looked so pleased with himself when he gave it to me that I didn’t have
               the heart to tell him I didn’t need all the bells and whistles. I wondered if I’d
               tell him what I’d used it for today. I could already hear his gloating “I told you!”
               “But I’d better hurry. What do you need to know?”
            

            				
            “You said the only thing you’re near is that walking path, right?”

            				
            “Yes. I don’t generally see a lot of people on it, but plenty of people know about
               it, and it’s not hard to find.”
            

            				
            “Footprints?”

            				
            “Nope, at least not around Edith. All I see right now are mine. There were some squalls
               a little while ago, maybe around four, so whatever happened had to have been before
               that.”
            

            				
            “Is there snow on her?”

            				
            “Just a bit. Could have been blown there, rather than fallen—it’s windy up here. It’s
               not like she’s covered in it.”
            

            				
            “Okay, whatever happened, happened around the time the snow stopped, maybe a couple
               of hours ago. Is it still windy there?”
            

            				
            I looked around. The day had reached that moment when the sun was slipping below the
               horizon, and everything was still. There had been a slight breeze earlier when I’d
               left the house. “Not now. “
            

            				
            “Hmm—so it won’t be much different when the crew gets there. Sarabeth, when was the
               last time you saw Edith? Alive, I mean?”
            

            				
            “Last night about six, when she picked up the book she’d requested from interlibrary
               loan. She stopped by the library before dinner.”
            

            				
            “Anything out of the ordinary then? Did she seem depressed, or excited?”

            				
            I thought back. “Nope, she was the same as she always was. We chatted for a few minutes
               about the book she was returning. She hadn’t liked it, thought the killer was too
               obvious from the beginning. I agreed with her.” Edith’s mind had definitely been as
               sharp as ever, and so had her tongue—she’d had some derisive comments to make about
               the book she’d returned.
            

            				
            “She didn’t mention any plans? No visitors? No trips out of town?”

            				
            “She said she was having a pork chop and applesauce for dinner, and she was looking
               forward to curling up with the new book afterwards. That was about it.” Edith still
               had all her own teeth and was proud of it, and the pork chop reference was her sly
               way of mentioning it.
            

            				
            “No sign of a weapon, or obvious injuries on her body?”

            				
            “Not that I can see. Of course, the weapon could be under her. If there is one.”

            				
            “You think maybe it was natural causes?” Vanessa said hopefully.

            				
            “I’d prefer to think so, but what was she doing up here? Look, Van, it’s getting pretty
               cold. For all I know, somebody could have blasted her with a bazooka and then put
               her coat on her and covered it up, but I’m not about to turn her over to check. You
               coming out here? And bringing some help?”
            

            				
            Vanessa sighed. “Yeah, I guess. I’d better call the coroner, and somebody from the
               state forensics lab and tell them they’ll be working late. And tell them how to get
               to her. Poor Edith. I really thought she’d outlast us all.”
            

            				
            “I know what you mean. You want me to stay here and wait for you?”

            				
            “Are you in any danger of frostbite?”

            				
            “I don’t think so. I dressed for the walk. But hurry it up, will you? Henry’s cooking
               something special tonight.” Henry had really gotten into haute cuisine recently, and was using me as a guinea pig. I like to cook, but if he wanted to take
               over now and then, it was fine with me. Although I was still trying to explain to
               him that he didn’t have to use every pot and pan that we owned to produce a simple
               dinner for two, especially given that he usually stuck me with the cleanup.
            

            				
            “Give me half an hour.” Van hung up.

            				
            I got up and stamped my feet for a while, to keep the blood flowing in that direction,
               while avoiding looking at Edith. Then I called Henry. “Hey, I’m going to be a little
               late. Will that spoil our dinner plans?”
            

            				
            “Hey, SB. No, no problem. It’s a daube de boeuf, and I didn’t get it into the oven until late. Besides, the longer it cooks, the
               better it will be. What’s up?”
            

            				
            “Uh, I can’t talk about it now, but I should be home in an hour or so and I’ll fill
               you in then. Love you.”
            

            				
            “Me too.”

            				
            Henry’s a peach. Twenty years of marriage, one brilliant and adorable offspring now
               safely ensconced in the college of her choice, and we were still best friends. I know
               how rare that is. And it turned out he could cook—who knew? Too bad he wasn’t much
               of a reader, but who needs perfection?
            

            				
            I snapped a few pictures with my phone, but I wasn’t sure they’d help much—I hadn’t
               used the fancy photo option more than a couple of times, and I was worried about the
               low light, plus draining the phone’s battery if it used the flash. I was doing jumping
               jacks to keep warm when I saw Van’s car pull over and stop beside the two-lane road
               below. She’d probably leave it there, lights flashing, so the crew that would follow
               would see it. She climbed out of the car and looked around, then, seeing me, she waved.
               I waved back and sat down on my log, tucking my hands under my arms. She began plodding
               her way up the hill through the six inches of accumulated snow to where I was sitting.
               She was panting by the time she arrived.
            

            				
            “Why couldn’t Edith have been found in a nice convenient—and warm—place?” she asked
               plaintively.
            

            				
            “That’s what I keep asking myself,” I replied. “She wouldn’t deliberately inconvenience
               anyone.” To my mind, all the more evidence that something was not right here. I was
               sure Edith would have preferred a more dignified passing.
            

            				
            Van approached Edith’s body carefully, and spent a long minute staring down at her.
               I suspected it was more to honor the woman than to look for clues; I seemed to recall
               that Edith had been Van’s fourth-grade teacher. I gave Van her moment of silence.
            

            				
            Finally she turned around to me. “I shouldn’t be saying this, since I’m the professional
               here, but you knew Edith and you know this path. What do you think happened here?
               Did she get here on her own?”
            

            				
            I stamped again. My toes were definitely numb. “If you’re asking for my opinion, I
               think it’s highly unlikely that Edith would have walked all the way out here, or at
               least, not without a very good reason.”
            

            				
            “Why not?” Van asked.

            				
            I would have ticked off my points on my fingers, but mittens made that kind of difficult.
               “One, that hip replacement she had not long ago. I wouldn’t have said it to her face,
               but it was taking her a long time to recover from it. She walked into town only because
               her doctor told her to. Two, Edith had no interest in pretty scenery, so she wasn’t
               looking for a view to admire. And there’s not much else out here except a couple of
               houses—I can’t tell you if she knew who lives in them. Three, I think you can rule
               out suicide. Apart from the hip replacement, Edith was in good health. At least, that’s
               what she said, and I didn’t see anything to suggest otherwise. Her mind was as good
               as ever. She hadn’t withdrawn from any of her usual activities. Not that she would
               have necessarily told anyone if she had a real problem. She was private that way.”
            

            				
            “Maybe she figured she’d go out while things were still good?” Van asked.

            				
            I shook my head. “You asked, so I’m telling you: Edith was not the type to commit
               suicide, any more than she was the type to take scenic hikes. And if she had planned
               to die, she would have done it in a more civilized way, not out here in the middle
               of nowhere, in a heap of snow.”
            

            				
            Van stared at me. “So you’re saying that someone else was involved in her death? Why
               here? Why drag her, dead or alive, halfway across town and then up a hill?”
            

            				
            “Oh, Van, I have no idea. I can’t think of anyone in town who would do that. I never
               heard anyone say a bad word about her. In a purely physical sense, I suppose it wouldn’t
               have been difficult to carry her, though. She couldn’t weigh much over a hundred pounds,
               even in a coat and boots.”
            

            				
            “You try carrying a hundred pounds half a mile up a hill,” Van retorted. “Still, I
               guess that doesn’t rule out a strong woman, not that I’d want to try it.” She made
               a three hundred sixty degree sweep of the landscape, then pointed down the hill. “Only
               one house with a sight line. Wonder if they saw anything?” she said, mostly to herself.
            

            				
            I tried to wrap my head around the image of a woman throwing Edith over her shoulder
               and trudging up a hill, and failed. And wouldn’t that have left some trace? “I haven’t
               seen any activity at the house since I’ve been here, and now there’s your car sitting
               on the road there “too” with the lights going—you’d think someone would have noticed
               that, if they were at home.”
            

            				
            “Probably,” she replied. “Well, I don’t know that there’s much we can do until the
               coroner’s people show up. This has to fall under the heading of ‘not readily explainable’,
               unless I can convince them it’s ‘suspicious circumstances.’”
            

            				
            “You mean they have to do an autopsy?” When Van nodded I hurried to add, “There’s
               one more reason why Edith wouldn’t have wanted to die this way. She would have been
               horrified at the idea of some stranger poking around her insides. So undignified!”
               I could almost hear Edith’s voice as I said it. “Hey, have you ever handled a murder?”
            

            				
            “No, actually—I looked up the regulations online before I made those calls, just to
               be sure,” Van admitted. “You don’t need to stay. I know where to find you. You didn’t
               notice anything else, did you? On your way over, or once you got here?”
            

            				
            “Not that I can remember, but I’ll let you know if I remember anything. I didn’t see
               her until I got close to her, but I didn’t notice anything particularly out of the
               ordinary along the way.”
            

            				
            “Well, let me know if something else occurs to you, and try to keep this to yourself
               for now. I figure you’ll tell Henry, but I know he can keep his mouth shut. Just don’t
               pick up the phone and tell all your best friends, okay?”
            

            				
            “Like I’d ever do that. But you’ve got to figure the news will be out by tomorrow,
               even tonight, if the news stations get hold of this. By eleven, even.”
            

            				
            “I suppose. Is it your day at the library tomorrow?”

            				
            “It is. You want me to keep my ears open?”

            				
            “Please. Now go on home and enjoy a nice warm dinner . . . and maybe a bath . . .
               and your husband. I’ll take it from here.” She got no argument from me. I headed homeward
               at a half-jog, looking forward to all of the above.
            

            				
            * * *

            				
            I huffed into my house, warmed by the exercise, and inhaled the good cooking smells.
               “Henry, I’m home!” I called out.
            

            				
            Henry, his rangy six-foot glory draped with a striped apron, emerged from the kitchen.
               “You look flushed. Did you hurry back just for me?”
            

            				
            “Maybe,” I said. In response he wrapped me in his arms, and I welcomed the embrace,
               holding on longer than usual.
            

            				
            Which he noticed. “Hey, babe, what’s wrong? What was going on out there that held
               you up?”
            

            				
            I figured it would be easiest if I just said it flat out, kind of like ripping a bandage
               off. “I found Edith Hathaway dead in the snow, on the hill behind the Johnsons’ house.”
            

            				
            His response was everything I could have hoped. “That nice old lady? That’s awful.
               I mean, it must have been awful for you to find her. Not just awful for her. What
               happened? Do you need a glass of wine? Come into the kitchen and tell me all about
               it.”
            

            				
            I shucked off my down jacket, pulled off my boots, and in stockinged feet I followed
               him into the bright and steamy kitchen. He was waiting for me with a glass of red
               wine.
            

            				
            “It’s a nice little California Shiraz. That’s what I used in the daube. So, sit down and tell me everything.”
            

            				
            Despite his sympathetic expression, for some odd reason I felt reluctant to tell the
               story. Of course Henry had also known Edith—heck, everybody in town knew everybody
               else, and Edith had lived in Strathmere for half a century, at least. She had always
               spoken her mind, but she’d been fair and nonjudgmental, and usually right. How could
               she be dead? I fought back the prick of tears.
            

            				
            “How well did you know Edith?” I asked, stalling.

            				
            “We were both part of the town Green Space committee for a while, remember? She had
               very decided opinions, but she was willing to listen to other views. She certainly
               made the meetings more interesting. You knew her through the library, right?”
            

            				
            “Yes, she was a regular there.” I took a deep breath. “I was almost ready to turn
               around and head back when I came up the hill near the Johnsons’ and found her lying
               in the snow. She looked so peaceful . . . but clearly she had been there for a while.
               She was kind of blue.”
            

            				
            “Cyanosis? Due to hypothermia?” Henry asked, sounding a little ghoulish. But I was
               used to it: Henry is a research scientist, and he likes precise terms.
            

            				
            “Yes, dear, I guess so. Her lips were blue, anyway. I didn’t take her gloves off to
               see if her fingers were too. Would that happen if . . . she died quickly?”
            

            				
            “I won’t even guess—too many variables. No signs of violence?”

            				
            I sighed. “None that I could see. Not that I examined her. I knew better than to touch
               anything, since there was nothing I could do for her.”
            

            				
            “So what did you do?” Henry asked.
            

            				
            I made a mental note to stop watching television procedural shows with Henry, because
               he seemed far too interested in the details—losing sight of the fact that this was
               not just a body, this was Edith, someone we had both known and respected. “I called
               Van, who called the necessary people. Once she showed up, she told me that I could
               go home. I assume I’ll have to give an official statement in the morning.” I took
               a hearty sip of my wine: rich, earthy, with a slightly rough edge to it. Nice. “You
               know, it seemed unreal. It took me a moment to realize I was looking at a body, and
               then another moment to recognize it was Edith. She was just so out of place up there.
               Like I told Van, I’d just seen her yesterday, when she returned a book.” Which made
               me think of something. “Hold on a sec,” I told Henry.
            

            				
            I retrieved my cell phone from my coat pocket and hit Van’s cell phone number. “What?”
               she barked, when she answered.
            

            				
            “It’s Sarabeth. You still at the scene?”

            				
            “Where else? The coroner guys aren’t here yet, the jerks. I refuse to believe there’s
               a crime wave in Bucks County and they’re swamped. What do you want?”
            

            				
            From Van’s tone, I figured I’d better spit this out quickly. “I know this sounds silly,
               but Edith took out a library book yesterday. Can you keep an eye out for it?”
            

            				
            “Hang on . . .” There were background sounds of voices and Van’s replies, then she
               spoke to me again. “I’m going to search her house tomorrow. Want to come along?”
            

            				
            “Me? Is that legal?”

            				
            “It is if I make you a deputy. Besides, you knew the woman.”

            				
            If I protested, Van might not let me help her. But I couldn’t actually think of anyone
               who might have known Edith any better. “I was in her house a couple of times—she hosted
               some committee meetings there, so I’ve seen most of the downstairs. Does that count?”
            

            				
            “Sure. You can help me figure out what shouldn’t be there, or what’s missing.”

            				
            I thought about it for about three seconds. “I’ll do my best. When?”

            				
            “Tomorrow morning. I figured it would be easier by daylight. What time are you supposed
               to be at the library?”
            

            				
            “We open at ten on Saturdays.” Which she ought to have known—Vanessa wasn’t much of
               a reader, but she had to walk by the library to get to her office, and she’d pulled
               plenty of Saturday shifts.
            

            				
            “I’ll pick you up at eight.”

            				
            “Okay, see you then.”

            				
            By the time I returned to the kitchen, Henry was draining boiled potatoes that would
               accompany his fancy French stew. “Just about ready to dish up. What was so hush-hush
               that you didn’t want me to hear?”
            

            				
            “I just remembered that Edith had taken out a book yesterday, and I wondered how to
               retrieve it. So I called Van to ask her to watch for it, and she invited me to go
               check out Edith’s house with her tomorrow morning. Shoot, I didn’t mention it to Van,
               but if you needed one, that’s another argument against suicide: Edith would never
               have done that without returning her library book first. I mean, who takes out a library
               book when you know you aren’t going to finish it? Unless it was a truly awful book.”
            

            				
            “There’s a charming dinner table topic: what books would drive you to kill yourself?
               But I’d agree with you. Edith Hathaway was not the kind of person to kill herself.”
               He set a steaming bowl of stew, rich with chunks of beef, carrots, mushroom and herbs,
               in front of me. “More wine?”
            

            				
            “Please. And, no, she’d been looking forward to reading this book—she loves that author.”

            				
            A discussion of how bad a book would have to be to convince someone to commit suicide—and
               likely candidates—carried us through most of dinner, which I made sure to savor. I’ve
               always thought a good meal was a good antidote for ugly realities.
            

            				
            “So Vanessa’s searching Edith’s place tomorrow?” Henry asked, draining his glass and
               setting down his napkin.
            

            				
            “Tomorrow, early. Vanessa wanted daylight for it. Did we have any plans for tomorrow?”

            				
            “Just the usual chores. Afterwards, you’ll be at the library, right?”

            				
            I nodded. “Until three. Am I cooking dinner tomorrow?”

            				
            “Your turn. I’ll shop.”

            				
            “Thank you. Shall we adjourn to the parlor?”

            				
            “I’ll build a fire.”

            				
            * * *

            				
            The following morning I was ready and waiting when Vanessa pulled into my driveway
               in her police cruiser. Henry slept on, oblivious. At least he wasn’t worried about
               my involvement in Vanessa’s investigation into Edith’s death. I was reluctant to call
               it murder, which still seemed like an incongruous word when applied to Edith Hathaway.
            

            				
            I hurried out to the car. The temperature had dropped overnight, and my feet crunched
               on the snow where it had drifted across the driveway. Inside the car, Vanessa had
               the heater cranked up high. “Anything new?” I asked as I buckled my seat belt.
            

            				
            “The coroner’s team did their thing. No obvious wounds, but you’d already guessed
               that. They’ll do an autopsy, and blood work, of course, but it may be a while before
               we see results. Plus it’s a weekend.”
            

            				
            “What are they thinking?”

            				
            Van shrugged. “You think they’d tell me? Stroke, heart attack—who knows? Of course,
               they didn’t know Edith, and they’re happy to think she was an old lady with dementia
               who took a walk and got lost, and froze to death in a snowdrift, which unfortunately
               does happen. They didn’t seem very worked up about it. I’m supposed to look in the
               house for whatever meds she might have been taking.”
            

            				
            “Makes sense.”

            				
            Vanessa pulled up in front of Edith’s house and parked on the street. The house was
               a trim bungalow, built in the 1920s, and sat on a small, neatly-tended plot of ground
               studded with big old rhododendrons. In summer it was rich with roses and brightly
               colored annuals. Gardening was one of Edith’s other passions and had also passed as
               exercise, keeping her limber.
            

            				
            “Looks normal. Path’s been shoveled,” Vanessa noted.

            				
            “I think she hired one of the neighborhood high school kids to do it for her. I can
               ask around, see if whoever it was saw her yesterday when they shoveled.”
            

            				
            “She didn’t have a car, did she?”

            				
            I shook my head. “She stopped driving a few years ago, I think when she turned eighty.
               She realized her eyesight wasn’t what it used to be, and besides, she could walk into
               town if she needed anything.”
            

            				
            “Wish more of our senior citizens thought that way—a lot of them don’t belong behind
               a wheel. You ready?”
            

            				
            “I am. Did you find her keys?”

            				
            “In her pocket.”

            				
            “No sign of her purse?”

            				
            “Not yet. Keep your eyes peeled for it in the house.”

            				
            I pondered what the absence of her purse might mean as we made our way up the clean
               brick path to the front door. I couldn’t remember seeing her without it, except when
               she was gardening in her yard. If Edith hadn’t taken it with her, she couldn’t have
               expected to go far or spend much time out. Yet she had her keys on her, so she hadn’t
               been dragged out of her house unwillingly. “Have you identified her next of kin?”
            

            				
            “Nope. Maybe there’ll be some useful information in the house. You know anything about
               any relatives?” Vanessa fitted the key in the lock. There was both a dead bolt and
               a keyed doorknob, I noted, and both were locked. While there was little crime here,
               as a woman living alone, Edith had been careful.
            

            				
            “She told me once that she was the last of her family. Her husband died a few years
               ago. They never had children. I think she might have had a sister, but she’s gone
               too.”
            

            				
            Vanessa opened the door, and we both dutifully stomped off what little snow clung
               to our boots on the mat in front of the door before entering. Then we paused to take
               in the space.
            

            				
            It was a small house, scrupulously neat and clean. We had stepped straight into the
               living room, which had a fireplace in the middle of the end wall. A hallway led off
               to the right, and I could see a kitchen running along the back. A staircase rose along
               the wall to my right. I wondered if Edith had used an upstairs bedroom, or if the
               stairs had proved to be too much for her and her new hip. The furniture I judged to
               come from an earlier generation—her parents’? There were framed prints on the walls,
               and a few photographs on the mantelpiece. The air smelled faintly of lavender. The
               real kind, not the spray kind.
            

            				
            “Where do we start?” I asked Vanessa.

            				
            “Let’s try the kitchen. We might find out when she last ate.”

            				
            I followed her through the living room into the small kitchen, with a round table
               to the right, and a tall hutch against the wall behind it. The counters were clear,
               and a few clean dishes sat in the drainer next to the sink. Whatever meal it had been,
               Edith—or someone—had tidied up afterwards. “What about the trash? Pickup was yesterday,
               so anything in there would have come after eight o’clock in the morning or so.”
            

            				
            Vanessa pulled on a pair of latex gloves and handed me a pair. “Be my guest. Use these.”

            				
            “I feel silly,” I said as I put them on. The trash basket was not very revealing.
               Edith had obviously taken out her trash on schedule and replaced the bin liner. There
               were only a few torn envelopes in it now, from local utilities like electric and phone.
               Edith had not graduated to the computer world, so she probably had paid her bills
               by check, while sitting at the kitchen table. No doubt her checkbook would be nearby,
               unless it was in her purse. Where was her purse? I still hadn’t seen it yet.
            

            				
            “Did you see the purse, Van?”

            				
            “Not yet. Anything in the trash?”

            				
            “Envelopes from bills. I was wondering where her checkbook is.”

            				
            Vanessa pointed toward the hutch. “Try the drawers over there.” She turned back to
               searching the cupboards.
            

            				
            I pulled open the first drawer to find Edith’s checkbook, along with a roll of stamps,
               pad, pencils, pens, stationery, and a small black leather address book, everything
               neatly aligned. I took the checkbook and the address book, and sat down at the table.
            

            				
            As I flipped through her check register, I felt as though I was invading her privacy—not
               that she’d ever know. “Looks like she paid her bills on time. And balanced her checkbook
               regularly. There are deposits from Social Security and what must be her husband’s
               pension, and payments for taxes and utilities. No mortgage—she must own the house
               outright by now. The current balance is only a few thousand, though, so if she had
               savings, they must be somewhere else.” I flipped the pages of the address book. “She’s
               had this for a while. Most of the names are crossed out, probably people who have
               died.”
            

            				
            “You see a lawyer in there?”

            				
            “Uh . . . yes, here’s one in Philadelphia. At least he’s not crossed out. He’s the
               only one I see.”
            

            				
            Vanessa held out her hand. “I’ll get in touch with him. Nothing handy in the drawer,
               like a note that says ‘in case of emergency notify So-and-So’?”
            

            				
            “Sorry, no. Maybe she’s got another desk somewhere. Anything unusual in the fridge?”

            				
            “A couple of soft drinks that seem kind of out of place, but maybe that was a guilty
               pleasure. Kinda late to worry about rotting your teeth at eighty-four.”
            

            				
            “What next?” I asked.

            				
            “Bathroom. Check the meds.”

            				
            “There are some right there.” I pointed to a row of orange pharmacy bottles neatly
               lined up on the windowsill over the kitchen sink.
            

            				
            Vanessa picked them up one at a time and read them out loud. “Prescription analgesic,
               for arthritis. Coumadin—that must be because of her hip replacement. Allergy pills.
               Nothing for blood pressure or diabetes. Pretty ordinary, if you ask me.” Vanessa pulled
               a plastic Ziploc bag out of a pocket and put the pill bottles into it. A search of
               adjoining cupboards didn’t yield any more bottles. “Bathroom next.”
            

            				
            I dutifully trailed behind her down the short hall. There was a powder room on the
               left, and a room on the right that Edith had used as a study.
            

            				
            “I’ll take the bath,” Van said. “You check out the study.”

            				
            There was an old-fashioned sofa bed along one wall, and two other walls were lined
               with built-in shelves filled with books, mostly older hardcovers, though a couple
               of shelves were loaded with more recent paperbacks. In the corner there was a comfortably
               worn chair with an ottoman in front of it, and an old standing lamp behind it. I had
               a flash of an image of Edith settling into her cozy nook with a favorite book. I scanned
               the shelves; the books were arranged by genre, and spanned fiction and non-fiction,
               with an emphasis on mysteries. A short row of military histories had probably been
               her husband’s. I looked for the library book and didn’t see it. Next to the bed, perhaps?
            

            				
            When I left the room I met Vanessa emerging from the powder room. “Anything?” I asked.

            				
            “Nope. She liked fancy soaps, if that means anything. Upstairs now.”

            				
            We trudged up the short staircase. Upstairs there were two bedrooms, one on each side,
               and a bathroom in between. One room looked like a guest room, with a pretty embroidered
               coverlet, but it also looked like it hadn’t been used for a while. I peered into the
               closet: summer clothes, neatly hung in plastic bags. The room at the opposite end
               was clearly Edith’s bedroom, and again I had to squash the feeling that I was intruding.
            

            				
            Winter clothes hung in the closet, shoes neatly arrayed on the floor. There was a
               well-used comb and brush set on the dresser. No lights on anywhere in the house. The
               library book was nowhere in evidence. No discarded clothes marred the neatly made
               bed. It all looked so normal, as if the house were waiting for its mistress to return,
               not knowing that she never would. There was nothing to suggest that she had left in
               a hurry, or under duress.
            

            				
            Once again I encountered Vanessa emerging from the bathroom, looking frustrated. “Not
               a damn thing out of place,” she said. “Everything hung up and put away. Edith Hathaway
               was a serious neat freak!”
            

            				
            “I’m not surprised. She was a former teacher, after all, and she believed in rules
               and order. But I didn’t find the library book anywhere.”
            

            				
            “Will you stop whining about that? This is a possible murder investigation.”

            				
            I tried to contain my irritation. After all, Vanessa didn’t have many investigations
               like this come her way, and she had a right to be nervous about it. “Vanessa, it matters.
               Edith took out the book the day before yesterday. I know she was looking forward to
               reading it. It’s not here—not downstairs where apparently she did a lot of reading,
               and not next to her bed. So where is it? Did she drop it somewhere in the three blocks
               between here and the library? Did someone snatch it from her on the street? Did she
               lend it to someone?”
            

            				
            “Did anyone tell you you’re obsessive?” When I looked ready to argue, Vanessa held
               up both hands. “All right, I get it. It should be here, it’s not here. Maybe it’s
               connected to her death, maybe not. How big a bag did she carry? Would a hardcover
               fit in it?”
            

            				
            I thought for a moment. “Yes, it would. I’ve seen her slip books in her bag, but not
               more than a couple at a time because that would throw off her balance. You’re thinking
               that if we find the purse we may find the book?”
            

            				
            “I hope so, if just to stop you from complaining. Did you see anything else out of the ordinary in this house?”
            

            				
            “No, I did not. Is it worth calling in the pros to check the place out?”

            				
            “I don’t think so. Do you really think they could find anything that you and I can’t?
               I’ll ask at the pharmacy if these are all her medications. She had all her prescriptions
               filled at the pharmacy in town. Maybe there was a whole shelfful that somebody made
               off with. Not that it looks like anybody broke in, however—the doors were both locked,
               front and back. I’ll check with the bank to see if she had a safety-deposit box, and
               I’ll call that lawyer, although he probably isn’t in his office today. And, so help
               me, that’s the best I’ve got.”
            

            				
            “And none of it explains why she put on her coat, put her keys in her pocket, and
               walked out the door to end up dead a few miles away.”
            

            				
            “Exactly.”

            				
            I checked my watch. “If you don’t need me anymore, I’d better get to the library.”

            				
            Vanessa waved me away. “Go. I’m going to take one more look around, and I’ll probably
               be at town hall shortly. Oh, keep your ears open—you know how people talk in this
               town. Maybe someone saw Edith talking with a mysterious stranger, or getting into
               a car.”
            

            				
            “One can but hope. See you later.”

            				
            I walked to the library, following the path that must have been very familiar to Edith.
               The town was ideal for walking. In fact, it was ideal for our many senior citizens
               in general, since it combined everything they might need: grocery, pharmacy, banks,
               and a few interesting stores, including a used bookstore, as well as our excellent
               small library. I often wondered which had come first—had older people stayed on here
               because of those qualities, or because we had so many older people, had the town’s
               leaders made sure they had access to what they needed?
            

            				
            I opened up the library, turning on lights and computer terminals, and straightening
               up the front desk. On a normal winter Saturday I could expect a couple of high school
               kids working on some sort of research project (or just looking for an excuse to get
               out of the house and hang with a few friends) and a children’s story group, plus a
               smattering of regulars, mostly people who worked full-time and didn’t have time to
               stop in to swap books during the week. Today began like any other, but after an hour
               or two I noticed a few more people than usual, stopping to talk to each other in hushed
               tones in the stacks, or standing in the vestibule just outside. I could easily guess
               what they were talking about: Edith’s death. Clearly the news was out. Of course anyone
               who had lived in this town for over fifty years, and who had taught school here, and
               who had prided herself on being a “character,” would be known to everyone. Better,
               she had been well-liked. While she had had a no-nonsense attitude toward life, she
               had always been kind to everyone. We should all do so well in our later years.
            

            				
            When no one came over to prod me for insider information, I realized that the word
               hadn’t gone out that I had been the one to find her, for which I was grateful—Vanessa must
               be keeping it quiet, and the place where I’d found Edith was so isolated that no one
               would have seen the flurry of criminal investigation activity out there except the
               Johnsons, who appeared to have been away at the time. I didn’t want to rehash my discovery,
               and I was doing my best to stifle any emotional memories, at least for the moment.
               I could mourn later, and mourn I would. For all of that, I heard many repetitions
               of comments along the lines of, “Terrible thing about Edith, isn’t it?” and I could
               only agree. I wondered if she would be buried in Strathmere; if she was, the funeral
               would be well-attended.
            

            				
            The pace picked up toward noon, and there were a few people standing in line in front
               of the checkout desk, chatting with each other, when I noticed out of the corner of
               my eye someone place a hardcover book on the desk and leave. I looked up in time to
               see his retreating back. I could tell he was young, maybe high-school age. I glanced
               at the book, then looked harder. Yes, it was the book Edith had taken out the day
               before she died.
            

            				
            “Wait!” I called out to the departing boy. He didn’t appear to hear me, but nonetheless
               moved quickly out the door. “Excuse me,” I said to the startled people in line and
               dashed toward the door, trying to intercept him. Outside the building he hurried to
               a parked car, jumped into the driver’s seat, and pulled out quickly. Stunned, I belatedly
               reminded myself to try to read the license number, and succeeded only in determining
               it was not a Pennsylvania plate, and the first three digits were ABG. Not a big help,
               but maybe better than nothing.
            

            				
            I went back into the building, but instead of returning to the library, where the
               line had grown and everyone in it was staring at me through the double doors that
               led to the hall, I turned left and went into the police department, heading straight
               for Vanessa’s office. She looked up when I rushed in.
            

            				
            “What?” she demanded.

            				
            “Somebody just returned Edith’s library book.”

            				
            Vanessa’s expression sharpened. “Who?”

            				
            “I don’t know. It’s busy today, and this kid just dumped the book on the desk and
               left, fast. I tried to follow, but he got into a car and drove off.”
            

            				
            “Description?” she demanded.

            				
            “Youngish—I’d say late teens. White. Neatly dressed, looked like any kid his age,
               nothing stood out. He got into a car with out-of-state plates.”
            

            				
            “What state?” she asked.

            				
            I shrugged. “I don’t know. Not New Jersey, New York or Delaware, because I see plenty
               of those and I recognize them.”
            

            				
            “What color?”

            				
            I shut my eyes and thought. “The car? Grayish, maybe.”

            				
            “No, I mean the license plate.”

            				
            “Uh, white, with blue letters.”

            				
            “How many digits?”

            				
            “Seven, I think. I got the first three, but he was too far away for me to get the
               rest.”
            

            				
            “What are they?”

            				
            “ABG. Is this enough to tell you anything?”

            				
            “Closest white and blue would be Ohio. It’s worth a try. What’d the car look like?”

            				
            I’m clueless about cars. “Two-door, I think. Not too old—maybe a couple of years?
               I don’t keep up on that kind of stuff. No obvious dents, at least in the back end,
               which is all I saw.”
            

            				
            “Anything else you remember? Stickers on the car? Slogan on his jacket?”

            				
            “Nope, plain quilted jacket. No limp or obvious scars, but I only saw him out of the
               corner of my eye for half a second. His hair wasn’t too long. But my impression was
               that he was clean and polite—he didn’t shove into line, just kind of sneaked around
               it to lay the book on the desk, like he didn’t want to bother anybody. Look, at least
               he returned the book, which should tell us something. He could have dumped it somewhere
               or taken it with him. I mean, it’s new—only came out last week.”
            

            				
            Vanessa flashed me a brief smile. “Yeah, I’ll put out an APB for a clean, polite and
               considerate young man. Should be easy to find him.”
            

            				
            “Hey, it’s the best I can do. You want me to give you the book to see if there are
               fingerprints?”
            

            				
            Vanessa sighed. “I guess. Might as well go through the motions.”

            				
            I crossed the hall again to retrieve the book, but I hadn’t taken into account the
               fact that it was the most recent book from a very popular author, and as I approached
               the desk I could see people handing it back and forth and skimming the pages. So much
               for fingerprint evidence—although I wasn’t sure who could do that for us.
            

            				
            “Sorry about that, folks. Look, I need to check that book in before I can sign it
               out again, and I’m pretty sure there’s a waiting list. If you don’t mind?” I held
               out a hand, and someone gave it to me, rather reluctantly. I stashed it under the
               counter and went back to processing the stacks of books and DVDs that people were
               waiting in line to check out.
            

            				
            It was after one when the crowd thinned, and I finally had a chance to look at Edith’s
               book. First I checked the library sticker code—yes, this was the right book. Maybe
               if she had left a bookmark in it, I could estimate how much time she had had to read
               it, before she was . . . diverted by her death. I flipped through the pages: no bookmark,
               but a slip of paper fell out from the middle, and I recognized Edith’s spiky handwriting.
               It said only, “Edward, 3.” No last name, no convenient phone number. Not much to go
               on, but it was all we had. Since there was a lull in the library, I took the book
               across to Vanessa.
            

            				
            When I handed it to her I said, “Sorry—by the time I got back to the desk, half the
               town had handled it. Everybody wants to read it. But there was a slip of paper in
               it, and I touched that as little as possible. Page one hundred thirty-seven. It’s
               clearly Edith’s handwriting—I’ve seen it before, on envelopes and such.”
            

            				
            Van used a letter opener to turn to that page. “Interesting. I’ve got good news about
               the car, by the way—looks like it’s a rental, rented by one Edward Fairfield, age
               eighty-eight.”
            

            				
            Edward? That fit with the note. “Well, I’m sure the person I saw wasn’t eighty-eight.
               Maybe someone rented the car for the younger guy, because he was too young to do it?
               Or didn’t have a credit card? Anyway, the name Edward matches the name on that piece
               of paper. Do you think she was expecting to meet him at three?”
            

            				
            “Could be,” Vanessa said.

            				
            I shook my head. “Not much to work with. But at least we know there are other people
               involved—the boy who brought the book back, and this Edward who rented the car. Somebody
               has to know something about how she died.”
            

            				
            Vanessa sat back in her swivel chair and gave me a stare. “You do remember this is
               a tiny police department? We’re not exactly set up to conduct murder investigations.
               I’ve given what we’ve got to the detective who’s handling the investigation, and I’ll
               pass this new stuff on to him, but don’t expect much. What more are we supposed to
               do?”
            

            				
            It wasn’t like Vanessa to just give up, but maybe she was out of her depth with this.
               “Aren’t you curious?”
            

            				
            “Of course I am. I liked Edith, and I’m sure there’s a reason why she was out there
               on the hill. But I don’t know how to find out what that is, and nobody except the
               two of us is likely to care, unless something weird turns up at the autopsy.”
            

            				
            “That’s not right.” I thought for a moment. “Did you talk to anyone at the Johnson
               place, to see if they saw anything?”
            

            				
            “Nobody was home yesterday, or at least, nobody answered the door. No cars in the
               driveway. You know where I’ve been this morning.”
            

            				
            “Are you going to talk to the Johnsons, if they’re home now?”

            				
            “Yes, Sarabeth, I was planning to do that. You still want to play deputy?”

            				
            “I do. I want to know what happened. Is that so wrong?”

            				
            “No, I don’t think so. You working in the library all afternoon?”

            				
            “Nope, I’m off in half an hour.”

            				
            Vanessa sighed yet again. “I guess it won’t hurt if you come along.”

            				
            When my library shift ended I presented myself back at Vanessa’s door. She looked
               resigned, and I followed her out to the police cruiser. Once on the road, she asked,
               “Any comments from the people who came to the library?”
            

            				
            “No. Just variations on ‘how sad’ and ‘what a shame.’ Nobody asked any questions,
               and I didn’t volunteer any information either. Although they probably thought I was
               crazy when I took off after that boy, but they were too polite to ask why.”
            

            				
            Yesterday’s brief snow had already melted, except in shady places. The landscape was
               almost monochrome: brown fields, brown trees, brown stone houses. The occasional patch
               of evergreens was a welcome relief. The sky was milky and overcast—more snow on the
               way? I’d forgotten to check the weather report.
            

            				
            It took no more than ten minutes to reach the Johnson house. I tried to recall if
               I’d ever been inside. I knew that I had seen the family now and then, a nice couple
               in their late thirties, with a pair of well-behaved kids. The mother borrowed a lot
               of romances from the library, and usually returned them on time. Today there were
               two cars in the driveway, and I felt a shiver of recognition: one of them was a silver
               sedan with Ohio plates.
            

            				
            Vanessa pulled the cruiser in behind the other two cars. To prevent anyone from escaping?
               I wondered. She clambered out, and turned to look at me. “You coming?”
            

            				
            “Right behind you.” I got out of the passenger seat quickly and followed her to the
               front door, decorated with a large but simple wreath and embellished with an opulent
               red ribbon that fluttered in the slight breeze. There were sounds of young voices,
               plus a barking dog, coming from inside. Vanessa rang the doorbell, and we waited as
               the melee inside subsided and footsteps approached the door. It swung open to reveal
               a middle-youngish woman I recognized as Mrs. Johnson. “Can I help you?”
            

            				
            “May we come in?” Vanessa asked politely, flashing her badge.

            				
            “Of course, please. What’s this about?” Mrs. Johnson stood back from the door to let
               us pass, and closed it quickly behind her. Inside the air was rich with the scents
               of pine and cinnamon, and I remembered I hadn’t eaten lunch.
            

            				
            We stood awkwardly clumped in the hallway. “Were you at home yesterday, Mrs. Johnson?”
               Vanessa began.
            

            				
            “Laura, please.” She shook her head. “No, we were out all day, or at least all afternoon.
               We took the kids shopping, mostly to return stuff, and then we had a quick supper
               at the mall before we came back. So, no, we were gone from about ten in the morning
               until after the mall closed down. Why?”
            

            				
            Vanessa looked around her. “Could we sit somewhere?”

            				
            “Well, we’ve got company . . .” she said dubiously.

            				
            A man appeared in the doorway opening onto the living room. He looked about a hundred,
               his skin a landscape of delicate wrinkles, his snowy hair drifting across his half-bald
               head. “This is about Edith, isn’t it?” he said gently. Laura looked bewildered, but
               when Vanessa nodded silently, he said, “Laura, this may take a bit of time. Would
               you mind making us some tea, and maybe we could enjoy some of your sugar cookies?”
               Even though his request was polite, there was a hint of steel behind it. Laura, after
               a bewildered look at the three of us, retreated to the kitchen.
            

            				
            “Please, come in and sit down. I’m Edward Fairfield. And you are?”

            				
            “Vanessa Hutchins. Chief of police.” Van kept her tone carefully neutral, neither
               friendly nor aggressive.
            

            				
            “And I’m Sarabeth Dodson. I was a friend of Edith Hathaway,” I added. I watched for
               a reaction from Edward, and I got one: he shut his eyes briefly. He knew. “I was the
               one who found her up on the hill yesterday.” Was it really only yesterday?
            

            				
            “Ah. I asked Laura to make some tea because she hasn’t heard the story yet, and she
               may feel that I wasn’t fully truthful about why I’m here.” The man turned carefully
               and made his way into the formal living room, where someone else waited: the young
               man I had seen so briefly earlier today, his eyes wide and confused. “This is my great-grandson,
               Philip.”
            

            				
            “Hello, Philip,” I said. “Thank you for returning the book. Edith would have been
               pleased that you brought it back.”
            

            				
            “Uh, no problem.” He looked between his great-grandfather, me, and Vanessa. “What’s
               going on? Where’s Mrs. Hathaway?”
            

            				
            “He doesn’t know?” Vanessa asked Edward.

            				
            “No. He had nothing to do with it, and I haven’t told him.”

            				
            “Guys, what are you talking about?” Philip asked, clearly spooked by the undertones
               of our cryptic conversation.
            

            				
            “I’m sorry, Philip,” Edward said softly, “but Edith is dead.”

            				
            Philip jumped out of his chair. “What? No way! She was just here . . .”

            				
            “Please, sit, all of you, and I’ll try to explain.” Edward gestured toward several
               overstuffed armchairs, whose floral patterns suggested they had been chosen to hide
               the wear and tear inflicted by an active family, rather than for their style. Philip
               dropped into a chair, looking shocked. Edward peered at the door we had just entered.
               “Laura should . . . ah, there you are, dear.”
            

            				
            Laura came in from the hallway carrying a tray laden with teapot, creamer, sugar bowl,
               and multiple teacups, along with teaspoons and a plate of cookies. The whole tray
               clattered as she struggled to balance it, and her relief was clear when she set it
               down on a coffee table in front of the settee. “Would you like me to stay, Uncle Edward?”
            

            				
            “If you don’t mind, I need to talk with these ladies first. I’ll explain later, I
               promise. Please don’t worry.”
            

            				
            “Okay, but call if you need me.” Laura cast a dubious glance at Vanessa and me, then
               retreated. I wondered if she would listen from outside the door, something I might
               have done if the chief of police had appeared unexpectedly at my house and I’d been
               shooed out. How did Edward come to be here, and how did he know her?
            

            				
            Philip stayed with us, his eyes on the old man. Edward carefully filled four teacups,
               using both hands to steady the teapot, then gestured toward us to help ourselves.
               Philip waited until Vanessa and I had our cups before darting forward and cautiously
               taking one for himself; he was clearly unfamiliar with the intricacies of balancing
               a cup and saucer.
            

            				
            When we were all settled once again, Vanessa began, in her “official” tone, “Mr. Fairfield,
               I take it you knew Edith Hathaway?”
            

            				
            He nodded. “I did, a long time ago.”

            				
            “Do you live in Ohio?” Vanessa went on.

            				
            “I do now. Please, would you permit me to tell this story in my own way? My young
               great-grandson here can help out with those parts he knows of.”
            

            				
            Vanessa glanced briefly at me, and I was surprised when she told Edward, “Sure, no
               problem. Please, go on.” Not standard interview procedure, as far as I knew; she was
               the one who was supposed to ask the questions.
            

            				
            Edward sipped his tea. “If you don’t mind, could you first tell me how you knew Edith?”

            				
            Van nodded at me, indicating that I should go first. I said, “She lived in Strathmere
               most of her life. I work part-time in the library, and she came in two or three times
               a week to take out books.”
            

            				
            “Did she share anything of her history with you?” Edward asked.

            				
            “Not personally, but many people in the town knew her background in a general way.
               She was married but her husband died a few years ago. They never had children, and
               I don’t think she had any surviving relatives—at least, she never talked about any.
               She taught school here for years, fourth grade, and retired over a decade ago. Since
               then she lived simply and enjoyed reading. She was involved in a number of community
               activities, as far as her health and mobility would permit. She was well liked by
               many people, and respected by most. Is that what you want to know?”
            

            				
            “Would you say she had led a good life?”

            				
            I wondered where he was leading us with his questions. “I think so, yes. Why are you
               asking this? What does it have to do with her death?”
            

            				
            “I’m sure she would disapprove of my adding some pertinent details, but they are essential
               if I’m to explain what happened. I ask only that you don’t share them too widely among
               those who knew her.”
            

            				
            Vanessa was clearly getting impatient. “Mr. Fairfield, we aren’t in the habit of sharing
               confidential information around here. If you have something to tell us that will help
               us understand Edith’s death, could you please get to the point?”
            

            				
            Edward nodded gently, then looked at each of us in turn. “I will trust to your discretion.
               There are a few facts that you did not know about Edith: she did have a child, and
               as a result, she had surviving relatives, although she was probably not aware of them
               until quite recently. Young Philip here is the youngest of that line.” He paused to
               gauge our reactions.
            

            				
            I had to say I was surprised and yet not surprised. Edith had always been a private
               person, polite and affable, but reluctant to share many personal details. I had written
               that off to the mores of an earlier generation, but it had never occurred to me that
               she had any secrets—certainly none as significant as an unmentioned child. “I hope
               you’ll explain?”
            

            				
            “Of course. I met Edith when she was seventeen, and she was lovely. She had just graduated
               from high school, and she had the world ahead of her. It was 1944, and the war was
               still going on. I know you’re too young to really understand the intensity of the time, but believe me, it was a very unusual time. I was about to be shipped
               overseas very shortly, and I was staying with my uncle in Strathmere for a couple
               of days. A friend in the same situation suggested I come along to a party that a friend
               of his was throwing in town. That’s where I met Edith. I wouldn’t go so far as to
               say we fell in love, but there was an undeniable attraction. For the next week we
               were inseparable, all the more so because we both knew it wouldn’t last. But that
               was how things were in those days.
            

            				
            “As you might guess, the inevitable happened. Neither of us regretted it, and we parted
               on good terms. We never corresponded, and I never thought to look her up when I returned,
               nor did she try to contact me. I filed our brief time together as a happy memory and
               went on with my life.”
            

            				
            “I assume she was pregnant when you left?” I asked the obvious question, although
               it was hard for me to reconcile the Edith I had known with Edward’s description of
               her.
            

            				
            “She was, though of course she didn’t know it then, and she never informed me. You
               younger people don’t know the stigma of an illegitimate child in the forties, although
               of course there were many conceived under such circumstances, especially during wartime.
               She did not seek my help, although I would most certainly have offered it had I known.
               Instead, I went on in happy ignorance until this young man here approached me a month
               ago.” He nodded toward Philip. “Will you tell them how that came about?”
            

            				
            Philip blushed and cleared his throat. “I feel bad that I started all this, but here’s
               how it happened. I’m a senior in high school, outside of Cleveland, and we had a research
               assignment to put together a family tree. We were supposed to get an oral history—you
               know, talk to our families and see what they knew—and then add whatever we could find
               online. Part of the project was to see how oral histories differed from documented
               history; kind of cool, actually, because people’s stories get kind of garbled over
               time. Anyway, I asked my mom and dad to tell me about their parents—where they were
               born, where they met, that kind of stuff. My mom’s family was pretty simple, and I
               got copies of things like birth certificates and marriage licenses for them where
               I could. On my dad’s side, things were harder. My grandma Sylvia passed away a couple
               of years ago, from cancer, and when I talked to my grandpa George, he was kind of
               clueless. He knew she had been adopted, but back in those days nobody would let you
               look at the records, you know?”
            

            				
            I nodded my encouragement. “But things have become a lot more open recently, right?
               So I take it you followed up?”
            

            				
            He ducked his head. “Yeah. I like to finish what I start, and my teacher said it would
               be a good thing to follow through and tie up loose ends if I could. So I started looking
               online and writing people, and finally I found a record of who had adopted my grandmother,
               and then I got a look at her birth certificate.”
            

            				
            “I thought that was still difficult these days?” I said.

            				
            “It is.” He blushed again and twisted his hands. “It wasn’t totally on the up-and-up.
               I don’t want to get anyone in trouble, but I kind of talked with the people at the
               records offices and they let me sneak a peek. They wouldn’t let me make any copies,
               so I just took notes.”
            

            				
            I looked at him critically: he was a fairly attractive young man, and he came across
               as shy and polite. I could see how town clerks would feel sorry for a charming and
               bashful young man when he explained what he wanted. “That was nice of them. So, what
               did you find?”
            

            				
            “My grandma’s birth certificate—Sylvia Mercer. It listed both parents, Edward Fairfield
               and Edith Mercer, but since the Mercer name came from her mom I kinda guessed they
               hadn’t been married, particularly when I put that together with the adoption, and
               that was why Grandma had never talked about it. I’m not even sure what she knew—Grandma
               was given up when she was only a couple of days old.”
            

            				
            He really was a bright and enterprising young man, to have found so much, so quickly.
               “What did you do next?”
            

            				
            “Well, I had two names to work with from the certificate. I thought Edith Mercer had
               probably gotten married later, so she would have a different surname and be harder
               to find, so I went looking for Edward Fairfield. And I found him.” He glanced quickly
               at Edward, seated beside him. “I mean, I was really surprised, because they were so
               old. Who would have thought they’d both still be around?”
            

            				
            “Where do you live, Edward?” Vanessa asked.

            				
            “Not far from Cincinnati,” he said absently. “Go on, Philip.”

            				
            Philip complied. “I got lucky, because Mr. Fairfield here still lived in Ohio. It
               would have been harder if he’d lived in California or something, because no way could
               I get there and do this kind of searching.”
            

            				
            “I ended up in Ohio when I returned from the war,” Edward said to Vanessa and me.
               “I used the GI Bill for a few years of college, married, settled down, had a family.
               Young Philip here has more relatives than he expected.”
            

            				
            “How did your family take it, when this kid they didn’t know about showed up on your
               doorstep?” Vanessa demanded.
            

            				
            “I was as surprised as anyone, you know. But all this happened a long time ago, and
               they welcomed Philip—which I suspect has a lot to do with his charm.” He smiled fondly
               at his great-grandson, who blushed yet again and looked at his feet.
            

            				
            “Still, it must have been kind of a shock to you when he showed up, wasn’t it, Mr.
               Fairfield?” I said.
            

            				
            Edward nodded, with a small smile. “Of course. I’m already a great-grandfather several
               times over, but Philip’s arrival was indeed a surprise. But a happy one, let me assure
               you. He’s met the rest of my family—I live with one of my daughters now—and they have
               been quite welcoming.”
            

            				
            Vanessa cleared her throat. “So, the kid here talked you into coming to look for Edith?”

            				
            Both Edward and Philip nodded. “As he told you, Philip had her maiden name Mercer
               from the birth certificate,” Edward said. “I told him where she had been living when
               I knew her, and Philip was able to track down a Pennsylvania marriage license for
               Edith Mercer and Robert Hathaway. I gather she and her husband remained here after
               they married.”
            

            				
            I nodded. “They did, and she stayed on after he . . . was gone.” Why are there no
               terms for death that sound neither silly nor cruel? “She was a very independent person,
               you know.”
            

            				
            Edward smiled sadly. “She always was, else we would not be here now.”

            				
            Laura Johnson poked her head in anxiously. “Everything all right in here?” she said.

            				
            “Just fine, my dear. We were explaining to these ladies how Philip found me. And we
               were just getting to the point of how we located Edith.”
            

            				
            Laura looked blankly at him. “Edith?”

            				
            Edward looked distressed. “Oh, dear—I hadn’t realized . . . perhaps you could explain?”
               He looked at Vanessa.
            

            				
            Vanessa once again assumed her professional voice. “Mrs. Johnson, the purpose of our
               trip here today was to find out if you knew anything about the death of Edith Hathaway
               on the hill behind your property.”
            

            				
            “What? Oh my goodness!”

            				
            “You weren’t aware of this?” Vanessa pressed.

            				
            “No, I hadn’t heard . . . When did this happen?”

            				
            “Yesterday afternoon, when you said you were at the mall. I assume the coroner and
               his crew had left by the time you and your family returned home?”
            

            				
            Laura was clearly having trouble processing what she was hearing. “There was nothing
               unusual here when we came home, and then I sent the kids upstairs and we sat in the
               living room . . . Uncle Edward, did you know? Why didn’t you say anything?”
            

            				
            Edward had aged perceptibly, and I felt sorry for him. “I was so stunned by what happened
               that I didn’t know what to do. This community is unfamiliar to me, and I had Philip
               here to consider. I owe you an apology, Laura. But may I complete this interview and
               fill you in on the details later?”
            

            				
            “All right, I guess,” Laura muttered. “But I’m staying. I’ll let you speak.” She looked
               at Vanessa to see if she would challenge her right to be here, but luckily Vanessa
               only shrugged. The so-called interview was already so far from standard that one more
               participant wouldn’t make a lot of difference, I figured. “How are you related to
               Laura, Mr. Fairfield?” Vanessa asked.
            

            				
            “She is a first cousin, twice removed, descended from that uncle that I mentioned.
               Her grandmother inherited the house from my uncle, and the family has lived here all
               along. I’m afraid we’ve rather imposed on her, especially since we’ve really only
               met once or twice over the years.”
            

            				
            “And you were staying in this house while you waited to ship out?” Vanessa asked,
               making a note in her notebook.
            

            				
            “Yes. In 1944 it belonged to my uncle. It was more convenient to the Philadelphia
               Navy Yard than my parents’ home in Pittsburgh. That’s how I happened to be here when
               my friend threw that party—sort of a farewell event.”
            

            				
            “And how did you talk Laura into letting you stay here now?” Vanessa demanded.

            				
            Edward sighed. “If you’re asking, no, I didn’t tell her the full story. I said that
               at my advanced age, I wanted to visit all my far-flung relatives one last time, and
               revisit places I had once known. I suppose I made her feel guilty, but she was kind
               enough to invite me to stay. I do apologize for misleading you, Laura,” he said to
               her. She just shook her head.
            

            				
            “How did you explain Philip?” I asked.

            				
            “I told Laura that Philip was one of my great-grandsons, which is true, and said we
               could share a room.”
            

            				
            “You two couldn’t have stayed in a motel?” Vanessa asked.

            				
            “I had a particular reason for wanting to stay here, as you’ll see,” Edward replied.

            				
            “Laura didn’t know about Edith?”

            				
            “That we were once lovers, or that she died up on that hill?”

            				
            Laura’s eyes widened at that, but she held her tongue.

            				
            “Either. Both.” Vanessa definitely appeared frustrated at the slow pace of Edward’s
               replies.
            

            				
            “No, not yet. I would have explained the connection to Laura, were it not for unexpected
               events. I wanted to make sure Edith didn’t object.”
            

            				
            “Where were you yesterday?” I asked Philip.

            				
            “I picked up Mrs. Hathaway at her house and brought her here. Then Mr. Fairfield asked
               if maybe I might like to do some sightseeing, since I’ve never been to Pennsylvania
               before. But I knew he really wanted some time alone with Mrs. Hathaway, and I wanted
               to give them some privacy.” The poor boy looked miserable; obviously his high school
               project hadn’t turned out the way he had expected.
            

            				
            “Hold on,” Vanessa said. “You’d already met Mrs. Hathaway? Because I don’t see her
               getting into a car with some kid she’s never seen before.”
            

            				
            Edward interrupted, “Chief Hutchins, please, may I go on with the story?” “Your questions
               will be answered, I promise.”
            

            				
            “In a minute,” Vanessa said. “Why’d you bring Edith here? Why not just go to her house
               and talk with her there?”
            

            				
            “A fair question. This was where I was staying when Edith and I . . . came together.
               So many years ago . . .” He seemed to be drifting into memories, and I had to wonder
               how much stamina he had.
            

            				
            I could tell that Vanessa was getting more and more impatient. “Okay, so you two show
               up here in Strathmere. Did you go straight to Edith and introduce yourselves?”
            

            				
            Philip spoke up. “Uh, not exactly. Mr. Fairfield here thought it might be less of
               a shock if I showed up and talked to her first. He wasn’t sure if she’d be happy to
               see him. So that’s what I did.”
            

            				
            “How did she take it?” I asked.

            				
            “Fine, really. She asked me in, and we spent a lot of time talking. I was surprised
               how honest she was, since she didn’t even know me. She said she’d often thought about
               the baby she gave away, but she still figured she did the right thing. She wasn’t
               sure if Mr. Fairfield would come back, either to her, or at all, after the war. She
               wasn’t mad or anything—I mean, they’d only known each other a week. I think she was
               sorry that she and her husband never had kids, but she didn’t say so. Anyway, we got
               along great.”
            

            				
            I could imagine Edith finding pleasure in that unlikely scene, and realized that the
               incongruous sodas in her refrigerator had probably been meant for Philip. But I kept
               silent: I had the feeling we were getting to the important part at long last.
            

            				
            Vanessa apparently agreed. “So you told Edith about Mr. Fairfield, and you all got
               together here?”
            

            				
            “Yeah. Mrs. Hathaway handled the news pretty well, so I told her that Mr. Fairfield
               was still alive, and I asked her if she wanted to see him again, and that if she did,
               he was here in town at his uncle’s old house. She looked surprised, and then she asked
               if she could think about it—alone. I said sure, fine, and I came back here and waited
               for her to call me.”
            

            				
            “What time was that?” I asked.

            				
            “After lunch, on Thursday, I guess. We’d spent the morning looking at old photos and
               just talking, and then I told her about Mr. Fairfield, and she said she’d let me know
               later. And then I left.”
            

            				
            I looked at Vanessa. “Edith came into the library that afternoon and took out the
               book that Philip returned. She seemed fine.” She certainly hadn’t looked as though
               she’d just heard life-altering news.
            

            				
            Philip glanced at me quickly, then went on, “Yeah, well, she called around five and
               said she would like to meet us the next day. Yesterday morning I went over and picked
               her up and brought her back to the house here. Then like I said, Mr. Fairfield asked
               me if maybe I could be somewhere else for a while. I was okay with that.”
            

            				
            “Mr. Fairfield, what did you tell Laura? After all, you were her guests, and she barely
               knew you, and then you go and invite guests into her home?” Vanessa asked and glanced
               at Laura; Laura merely shrugged.
            

            				
            “It might’ve been wrong of us, but she never knew Edith would be coming here,” said
               Edward. “She told me that she and the family had planned the shopping excursion, and
               I pleaded fatigue—I can get away with that at my age—and sent them on their way.”
            

            				
            “That’s true,” Laura said. “I invited Philip to join us, but when he begged off I
               just figured he was staying behind to keep Uncle Edward company.”
            

            				
            Edward nodded. “So you see, we didn’t have to make any elaborate excuses.”

            				
            “What did happen?” Vanessa asked. “Mr. Fairfield, how did Edith die?”
            

            				
            Edward sat back in his high wingback chair, looking like an ancient statue carved
               in stone. “We talked. We remembered. Then she said, ‘I want to go back to our place.’”
            

            				
            Vanessa cocked her head. “‘Our place’? Where was that?”

            				
            He looked over our heads, into the distant past. “We met in summer, and the grass
               was high. We used to climb the hill there and admire the view. Which has changed very
               little, I must say. And then we would hide ourselves in the tall grass and . . . I
               think you can fill in the rest. Our daughter was conceived there.”
            

            				
            “How could you take a frail old woman on a hike in the snow? She’d had a hip replaced,
               for God’s sake!” Vanessa said.
            

            				
            “She didn’t tell me. And she would have been angry if I had fussed. She was the one
               who proposed going up there. As you may well know, she was a strong-willed woman.”
            

            				
            He was right about that. “So you went up the hill. And?” I prompted.

            				
            “We went up there—a bit more slowly than in the past, I must admit. We admired the
               view, after we’d caught our breath. We talked a bit. And then she sort of crumpled,
               and she was gone.”
            

            				
            “How could you know she was dead? Couldn’t you have gone for help? Or called someone?”
               Vanessa demanded.
            

            				
            “My dear officer, I don’t possess one of those cell phone things. I knew it would
               take me some time to make my way down the hill, and I knew there was no one home in
               any case. I came back to the house and took a moment to catch my breath, and by then
               I could see someone up on the hill, and shortly after that you appeared. I certainly
               didn’t intend to just leave her there, but by the time I was in a position to call
               for someone to do anything about it, I could tell it was already in your capable hands.
               In any case, at my age I’ve seen death often enough. It would have made no difference.
               She didn’t suffer.”
            

            				
            Of course that was the moment Vanessa’s cell phone rang. I think we all jumped, so
               absorbed were we in Edward’s story. Van fished it out of her pocket impatiently and
               looked at it, then stood up quickly. “I have to take this.” She stalked off into the
               hallway, lifting the phone to her ear. No one spoke in her absence; what was there
               to say?
            

            				
            Van was back in under two minutes, and dropped into her chair. “That was the coroner’s
               office. Turns out the guy on duty had Edith as his teacher, so he put her at the head
               of the line.” She turned to face Edward. “She died of a blood clot in her heart. Even
               with blood thinners, it happens with people who’ve had a joint replaced. Could have
               happened anytime, even while she was sitting in her own living room. So it wasn’t
               the climb that caused it.” Vanessa paused to let Edward digest this fact before going
               on. “Just for the record, what did you do next?”
            

            				
            Edward’s gaze looked past us all. “I sat with Edith for a time, remembering her as
               she was. It had been so long . . . and the time we had together was so short. Then
               I tried to decide what I should do. I went back down the hill, but by then I was exhausted—it
               was snowing just a bit, if you recall—and by the time I felt strong enough to call,
               I saw your vehicle’s flashing lights on the road in front of the house, and I knew
               that someone had found Edith.” Then he turned to me. “I’m very sorry, Sarabeth, that
               you had to find her like that. It never occurred to me that anyone else would pass
               by so soon, and I didn’t see you coming.”
            

            				
            Vanessa insisted on following through. “What did you tell your great-grandson here?
               Didn’t he ask where she was?” Philip looked startled by Van’s attention, and glanced
               at his great-grandfather again.
            

            				
            “When Philip returned, I said only that Edith had gone home. I gather your crew had
               left by then, so he didn’t see them.”
            

            				
            “Mr. Fairfield, you should have told me!” Philip looked like he was trying not to
               cry.
            

            				
            “You’re right, Philip. But I wasn’t sure how you’d take the news, and I hadn’t made
               up my mind how I would handle the whole situation.”
            

            				
            “Were you planning to talk to the police, or were you just going to walk away?” Vanessa
               demanded.
            

            				
            “To be honest, I don’t know. I must have been more shaken than I realized. As you
               might imagine, it’s been a rather stressful few weeks—I had not had time to properly
               absorb all that had happened. Philip finding me, learning of our daughter, and that
               Edith was still living in Strathmere. I had hoped to make amends, but I was not granted
               time to do so. I’m sorry if that caused you trouble, Chief Hutchins. Laura, I apologize
               that I inadvertently brought you and your family into this unfortunate situation.”
            

            				
            We sat in silence for a few moments. Edith had lived among us for decades, and as
               far as I knew, no one in town had known about her baby. Then nearly seventy years
               later, a teacher in another state assigned a school project which ended in Edith’s
               death on a snowy hill. Had she finally achieved closure for that long-ago episode,
               and, knowing that her child had prospered and the family had gone on, had Edith felt
               she could finally let go? I felt bad for Edward and Philip: the elder having just
               learned the story, only to see Edith die; the younger to be thrown late into an unexpected
               drama with tragic consequences. I wondered how much he would include when he turned
               in his project report.
            

            				
            “What happened to Edith’s purse?” the ever-practical Vanessa asked.

            				
            “It’s here—she left it behind when we climbed the hill. I was going to turn it over
               to you,” Edward said.
            

            				
            “And the library book?” I asked gently.

            				
            “I found it in the car,” Philip answered. “It must have fallen out of her bag. I tried
               to take it back to Mrs. Hathaway’s house, but she didn’t answer, and I didn’t want
               to leave it in front of the door in case it got wet. I figured it’d be safer at the
               library, and I knew where that was.”
            

            				
            I smiled at him. “Edith did always want to have something to read on hand. Thank you
               for returning it. And thank you both for your explanation.”
            

            				
            “Do we face any charges?” Edward looked at Vanessa.

            				
            “No, I don’t think so,” she said. “The coroner said it was natural causes, and he’s
               not going to make a fuss.” She hesitated before adding the standard phrase, “I’m sorry
               for your loss.”
            

            				
            “You’re very kind,” Edward replied.

            				
            Vanessa stood up. “We should go so I can write all this up. You two driving back to
               Ohio?”
            

            				
            “I wondered if perhaps there would be a service of some kind for Edith?” Edward said.
               “If so, I would like to attend.”
            

            				
            “I can’t imagine there wouldn’t be,” I answered. “If nobody else steps up, I’ll see
               that there’s something planned. I’m sure it would be well attended. I’ll give you
               a call and let you know.”
            

            				
            He smiled at me. “Thank you.”

            				
            Laura, recognizing that the conversation had finally run its course, came to her feet.
               “I’ll see you out.” She followed us to the front door, then asked in a low voice,
               “Is Uncle Edward in any trouble?”
            

            				
            “I don’t think so,” Van said. “I’m not going to make things difficult for him.”

            				
            “That’s good. I’m sorry we didn’t know anything about it—you could have wrapped this
               up faster if we’d only come home a little earlier.”
            

            				
            We’d made it out the door when Philip came out and ran to catch up. He thrust a piece
               of paper toward me, and I saw a phone number on it. I let Vanessa go ahead of me before
               I spoke to him. “Was there anything else, Philip?” I asked.
            

            				
            “Well, yeah, kind of. You knew Mrs. Hathaway pretty well, didn’t you?”

            				
            “As well as anyone else in town these days, I suppose.” She’d kept all of us in the
               dark about some rather important things, but I would have called her a friend. “Why?”
            

            				
            “Well, you know, I only just found out she existed, and now she’s gone. You think
               maybe I could get in touch with you sometime and you could tell me more about her?”
            

            				
            “I’d be happy to, Philip. She was quite a lady. You let me know and I’ll be happy
               to talk with you, or email, or whatever you prefer.”
            

            				
            “Thanks,” he said shyly, then retreated back into the house.

            				
            Poor Laura—unknown relatives showing up on her doorstep, followed by a body up on
               the hill and police coming to call? And people thought that life in a small town was
               so peaceful. Little did they know!
            

            				
            Vanessa and I drove back toward town. I thought for a while about how to go about
               planning a memorial service for Edith, and then another thought struck me. “I wonder
               if Edith left a will.”
            

            				
            “Probably. I was going to track down that lawyer on Monday. Why?”

            				
            “I wonder if she’d made any provision for the heirs of her daughter.”

            				
            “Huh, I hadn’t even thought of that. It’s a long shot, but you never know. Funny about
               how the things you do early in your life come back to bite you in the butt,” Vanessa
               said.
            

            				
            “Does that mean you’re hiding any deep, dark secrets in your past?”

            				
            “No, not me. You?”

            				
            “Nary a one. My life is an open book.”

            				
            Vanessa dropped me off at my house, since she had picked me up in the morning. Henry
               was waiting for me, with a fire going in the fireplace and more good smells coming
               from the kitchen. “Where’ve you been? I was beginning to worry.”
            

            				
            I came into his arms. “I thought it was my turn to cook!”

            				
            “I figured you might have other things on your mind,” Henry said, holding me close.

            				
            “You heard about Edith?”

            				
            He nodded. Word travels fast in a small town.

            				
            “There’s a lot more to the story.”

            				
            “I’ve got plenty of time.”
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            Maura Donovan checked her watch again. If she had it right, she had been traveling
               for over fourteen hours; she wasn’t going to reset it for the right time zone until
               she got where she was going, which she hoped would be any minute now. First the red-eye
               flight from Boston to Dublin, the cheapest she could find; then a bus from Dublin
               to Cork, then another, slower bus from Cork to Leap, a flyspeck on the map on the
               south coast of Ireland. But she was finding that in Ireland nobody ever hurried, especially
               on the local bus. The creaking vehicle would pull over at a location with no obvious
               markings, and people miraculously appeared. They greeted the driver by name; they
               greeted each other as well. Her they nodded at, wary of a stranger in their midst.
            

            				
            She tried to smile politely in return, but she was exhausted. She didn’t know where
               she was or what she was doing. She was on this rattletrap bus only because Gran had
               asked her to make the trip―just before she died, worn down from half a century of
               scrabbling to make a living and keep a roof over her granddaughter’s head in South
               Boston. Now that she thought about it, Gran had probably been planning this trip for
               her for quite a while. She had insisted that Maura get a passport, and not just any
               passport, but an Irish one, which was possible only because Gran had filed for an
               Irish Certificate of Foreign Birth for her when she was a child. What else had Gran
               not told her?
            

            				
            And what else had she been too young and too selfish to ask about? Gran had never
               talked much about her life in Ireland, before she had been widowed and brought her
               young son to Boston, and Maura had been too busy trying to be American to care. She
               didn’t remember her father, no more than a large laughing figure. Or her mother, who
               after her father’s death had decided that raising a child alone, with an Irish-born
               mother-in-law, was not for her and split. It had always been just her and Gran, in
               a small apartment in a shabby triple-decker in a not-so-good neighborhood in South
               Boston.
            

            				
            Which was where Irish immigrants had been settling for generations, so Maura was no
               stranger to the Boston Irish community. Maybe her grandmother Nora Donovan had never
               shoved the Olde Country down her throat, but there had been many a time that Maura
               had come home from school or from work and found Gran deep in conversation with some
               new immigrant, an empty plate in front of him. She’d taken it on herself to look out
               for the new ones, who’d left Ireland much as Gran had, hoping for a better life, or
               more money. The flow had slowed for a while when the Celtic Tiger—the unexpected prosperity
               that had swept the country and disappeared again within less than a decade—was raging,
               but then it had picked up again in the past few years.
            

            				
            Maura suspected that Gran had been slipping the lads some extra cash, which would
               go a long way toward explaining why they’d never had the money to move out of the
               one-bedroom apartment they’d lived in as long as Maura could remember. Why Gran had
               worked more than one job, and why Maura had started working as early as the law would
               let her. Why Gran had died, riddled with cancer after waiting too long to see a doctor,
               and had left a bank account with barely enough to cover the last bills. Then the landlord
               had announced he was converting the building to condominiums, now that Southie was
               becoming gentrified, and Maura was left with no home and no one.
            

            				
            It was only when she was packing up Gran’s pitifully few things that she’d found the
               envelope with the money. In one of their last conversations in the hospital, Gran
               had made her promise to go to Ireland, to tell her friend Bridget Nolan that she’d
               passed, and to say a Mass in the old church in Leap, where she’d been married. “Say
               my farewells for me, darlin’,” she’d said, and Maura had agreed to her face, although
               she had thought it was no more than the ramblings of a sick old woman. How was she
               supposed to fly to Ireland, when she wasn’t sure she could make the next rent payment?
            

            				
            The envelope, tucked in the back of Gran’s battered dresser alongside Maura’s passport,
               held the answer. It had contained just enough cash to buy a plane ticket from Boston
               to Dublin, and to pay for a short stay, if Maura was frugal. Since Gran had taught
               her well, she didn’t think she’d have any trouble doing that. How Gran had managed
               to set aside that much, Maura would never know.
            

            				
            She’d buried Gran, with only a few of her Irish immigrant friends in attendance, and
               a week later she’d found herself on a plane. And here she was. Maura was surprised
               to feel the sting of tears. She was cold, damp, jet-lagged, and—if she was honest
               with herself—depressed. It had been a long few weeks, but at least staying busy had
               allowed her to keep her sadness at bay. She’d held on to her couple of part-time jobs
               until the last minute, but she had made no plans to return to them; that kind of work
               was easy enough to find, and she wasn’t sure whether she wanted to stay in Boston.
               Gran had been her only relative, her only tie to any place, and with Gran gone Maura
               was no longer sure where she belonged. She was free, if broke. She could go anywhere
               she wanted, and with her work experience tending bar and waitressing, she could pick
               up a short-term job almost anywhere. The problem was, she didn’t know where she wanted
               to go. There was nothing to hold her in Boston, but there was no point in leaving
               either.
            

            				
            Maura looked out through the rain streaming down the windows. She’d always heard that
               Ireland was green, but at the moment all she could see was gray. What had Gran wanted
               her to find in Ireland?
            

            				
            Since Gran had never really mentioned any people “back home” to Maura, she’d been
               surprised to find a bundle of letters and photographs stashed next to the envelope
               with the money, where Gran must have been sure that Maura would find them. Sorting
               through them after Gran’s death, she had found that the few photographs were ones
               she had seen no more than once or twice in her life, but luckily Gran had written
               names on the back; most of the letters had come from a Bridget Nolan, with only the
               skimpiest of return addresses—not even a street listing. Taking a chance―and wanting
               to believe that someone in Ireland would still care―Maura had written to the woman
               about her old friend Nora’s death and her wish that Maura make the trip to Ireland
               to pay her respects there. Mrs. Nolan had written back immediately and urged her to
               come over. Her spidery handwriting hinted at her advanced age and suggested that Maura
               shouldn’t delay, and it was barely two weeks later that Maura had found herself on
               the plane. And then on a bus, which passed through small towns, cheerfully painted
               in bright colors, as if to fight the gloom of the rain. Most often it took no more
               than a couple of minutes to go from one end of the town to the other, and between
               there was a lot of open land, dotted with cattle and sheep and the occasional ruined
               castle to remind Maura that she was definitely somewhere that wasn’t Boston. The towns
               listed on the road signs meant nothing to her. She was afraid of dozing off and missing
               her stop. Mrs. Nolan had given Maura sketchy instructions to get off the bus in front
               of Sullivan’s Pub in a village called Leap, and they would “see to her,” whatever
               that meant. The bus lurched and belched fumes as it rumbled along the main highway
               on the south coast, though “highway” was a rather grand description: it was two lanes
               wide. More than once the bus had found itself behind a truck lumbering along at a
               brisk twenty miles per hour, but nobody had seemed anxious about it; no one was hurrying.
            

            				
            Finally, through the gloom of the late afternoon in March, Maura could make out a
               large painted sign by the road: Sullivan’s of Leap, with a dashing highwayman riding
               a horse straight out of the sign. It was no more than a minute later that the bus
               driver called out “Leap” (which he pronounced “Lep,” as in “leper”), and Maura gathered
               her belongings, which consisted of a battered duffel bag with her clothes plus an
               old school backpack with everything else, and waited while a few other women climbed
               down. The women appeared to be regular riders; they exchanged farewells and vanished
               quickly in different directions, leaving Maura standing in the rain looking at the
               dilapidated facade of Sullivan’s.
            

            				
            Despite the rain she took a moment to study the town and get her bearings. Actually
               “town” was probably not the right term, since she could see most of it from where
               she stood on the main road. There was a string of brightly painted houses along each
               side of the road, with a glimpse of the occasional cow grazing on the hill behind.
               Two churches―one Catholic, one Church of Ireland―faced off across the road from each
               other. One school, next to the Catholic church. A small hotel, and a couple of shops.
               And she counted three pubs, including Sullivan’s, huddling together where the road
               widened.
            

            				
            From what little she’d read online at the local library in Southie, Leap’s population
               had been hovering around two hundred people for more than a century. Once the ladies
               from the bus had vanished, there was no one in sight, though she spied a few lights
               on here and there, including one inside Sullivan’s. Gran had always said that making
               a good first impression was important, but Maura didn’t have a lot of options: she
               hadn’t brought much with her, and she’d left even less behind. Now she was wet and
               rumpled. She ran her fingers through her hair, then hoisted the straps of the two
               bags up on her shoulder, approached the door, and pulled it open.
            

            				
            Inside it seemed barely brighter than the dusk outside. A black-and-white dog lay
               sprawled on the floor near the entrance. It lifted its head as Maura approached, then
               decided she wasn’t worth bothering about and went back to sleep. There was a small,
               smoke-stained fireplace at one end, surrounded by shabby upholstered chairs, and what
               Maura guessed was a peat fire glowed dimly. The smell of the peat smoke helped to
               conceal the other, less pleasant odors: a mix of stale beer, staler cigarette smoke,
               unwashed bodies, and just a hint of urine. As her eyes adjusted to the light, she
               took in the bar that occupied half of the back wall and the complete absence of customers,
               except for a bulky figure slumped in the chair nearest the fire. Maura wasn’t sure
               he was breathing.
            

            				
            A young girl was swabbing the top of the bar with a damp gray rag, her eyes on whatever
               sitcom with laugh track was playing on the television mounted over the end of the
               bar. Her hair was carelessly tied up in a ponytail, with a few curls escaping, and
               her delicate face was lightly sprinkled with freckles. She looked up eagerly when
               Maura came in, and said, “How can I help you, ma’am?”
            

            				
            Maura would bet that she was no more than ten years older than the girl, who looked
               about fifteen―when had she become a “ma’am”? And why wasn’t the girl home doing her
               schoolwork on a weekday in March? Not that it was any of her business. But at least
               the girl was polite and welcoming, and Maura was cold and tired and hungry. She couldn’t
               even remember when she had eaten last. “I’m Maura Donovan,” she said. “Bridget Nolan
               said I should stop by here?”
            

            				
            The girl looked perplexed for a moment, then recognition dawned. “Ah, you’d be the
               American, come to visit. She left a note for you―I know it’s here somewhere.” The
               girl turned and shuffled through odds and ends on a shelf behind the bar. “Here it
               is.” She smoothed the slightly crumpled folded piece of paper before handing it to
               Maura. “Would you care for a cup of tea? Or coffee? Americans do like their coffee,
               don’t they?”
            

            				
            To Maura’s experienced eye, the coffee she spotted on a hot plate behind the bar would
               probably be suitable only for sealing asphalt. “Tea would be fine, thank you.” How
               far wrong could she go with a tea bag and hot water?
            

            				
            As the girl hunted up the cup, the bag, sugar, milk, a spoon, and a napkin, Maura
               took a seat on a creaking bar stool and read the note Mrs. Nolan had left for her.
               She recognized the handwriting from the letters Gran had kept, although now it was
               much more shaky. In the note Mrs. Nolan apologized for not being able to come out
               and meet her right away, and instructed her to cross the street and talk to Ellen
               Keohane, who would fix her up just fine. Maura shook her head, trying to decipher
               what Mrs. Nolan could mean by that.
            

            				
            The girl proudly set a steaming mug in front of Maura, with a tea bag tail dangling.
               At least it was Barry’s Tea, which her gran had loved―Maura couldn’t fathom crossing
               an ocean just to get a cup of Lipton. “Thank you. What do I owe you?” She’d gotten
               some euros from what she’d finally identified as an ATM at the airport, after a bit
               of wrangling with numbers—at least her debit card had worked, not that there was a
               lot in her bank account. It was funny, putting in the card and getting out a handful
               of bills with pretty pictures on them—it was like play money. Just to reassure herself,
               she had broken a few bills, buying something to drink and a bun, to have coins on
               hand, but after paying for the bus ticket she wasn’t sure how much she had―or how
               long it would need to last. She’d seen neither a bank nor an ATM in Leap so far.
            

            				
            “Seeing as you’re a friend of Mrs. Nolan’s, it’s on the house,” the girl said, flashing
               a dimple. “By the way, my name’s Rose Sweeney.”
            

            				
            “Nice to meet you,” Maura said. “I can’t say that I exactly know Mrs. Nolan, but my
               grandmother did.”
            

            				
            “No matter, Mrs. Nolan said that we should be looking for you. At least Mick, her
               grandson, did―he’d be the one who brought the note here for you. We didn’t know when
               you’d be coming.”
            

            				
            “I wasn’t sure myself—I kind of had to grab the first cheap plane ticket I could get,
               and there wasn’t time to let anyone know. Is it a problem?”
            

            				
            “Mrs. Nolan knew you’d be here soon, and she let Ellen know. Don’t worry yourself.

            				
            “So, who is this Ellen Keohane I’m supposed to find?” Maura asked.

            				
            “She takes in a few visitors now and then, in the house over by the harbor there.”
               Rose gestured vaguely across the road. “It’s a small place, she only rents out the
               two rooms, but it’s nice. Quiet, and the views are pretty.”
            

            				
            “That was nice of her. Tell me, does Ellen charge much?”

            				
            “It’s off-season, and Ellen Keohane’s a fair woman, or so me da says. And cheaper
               than the hotel, not that there’s any space there. Full of fisherman, it is. Will you
               be staying long, or are you just stopping for a bit?”
            

            				
            Maura dunked her tea bag a few times, then pulled it out of the water. “I . . . really
               don’t know. A week, maybe?” She’d booked a return flight for a week later, but only
               because it was cheaper that way. She looked around the room, darkening by the minute.
               The clock above the bar said it was only four o’clock. How could it be so dark, so
               early? “Does this place get busier?” She was the only customer, although the old man
               sleeping by the fire had a half-full pint glass in front of him. She didn’t remember
               seeing anyone pass by on the street outside in the time she’d been in the pub.
            

            				
            Rose looked momentarily confused, then smiled. “It’s Tuesday, and it’s early yet.
               Come Friday, you’ll see the place more lively. Where’re you from, then?”
            

            				
            “Boston, in the States. I guess I’m used to having more people around.”

            				
            “I’ve never been farther away than Cork City,” Rose said wistfully. “Is Boston much
               bigger than Cork?”
            

            				
            “I think so,” Maura said. “It’s more than half a million, I know.”

            				
            Rose’s eyes widened. “We’ve only about four million in Ireland, all in. Cork City’s
               got little more than a hundred thousand and some, but I’m told Dublin is over a million.
               So your Boston would be more crowded than Cork, but not as big as Dublin.”
            

            				
            “I didn’t get a chance to see Dublin, just the airport.” Which had seemed smaller
               than Boston’s to Maura. “But yes, it’s pretty crowded, at least in parts. How big
               is Leap?”
            

            				
            “A couple of hundred, no more.”

            				
            “And you’ve lived here all your life? Are you finished with school?”

            				
            “I’ve done my Leaving Certificate.” When Maura looked blankly at her, Rose went on
               to explain what that meant.
            

            				
            Maura tried hard to follow Rose’s explanation of the Irish educational system. She
               didn’t mean to be rude, but the long trip was catching up with her, and she quickly
               lost the thread. She thought she understood that Rose had finished with her secondary
               education, but apparently had no plans to go on. “Listen, I’d better go see this place
               of Ellen’s,” Maura finally said. “Is there someplace to eat around here?”
            

            				
            “We’re not doing food here at the moment, unless just crisps will do, and they’re
               none too fresh,” Rose said dubiously. “There’s the hotel,” she added. “And maybe the
               café’s open, though they do mostly lunches. You’d be better off in Skibbereen.”
            

            				
            “I don’t have a car. How often do the buses run?”

            				
            “Ah,” Rose said. “Well, maybe you should ask Mrs. Keohane. She’d know better.”

            				
            “Good idea. Thanks for the tea, Rose.” Maura slid off the bar stool and almost fell
               over—her muscles had stiffened up, not that she’d been sitting long. She really needed
               to get some food and some rest, preferably but not necessarily in that order. “I’ll
               go over there now. Just across the road, you said?”
            

            				
            “Well, across and down a bit. You’ll see the drive off to your right, and then you
               go down the hill, kinda. You can’t miss it.”
            

            				
            Maura wasn’t so sure, especially now that it was getting darker by the minute—the
               heavy clouds showed no sign of thinning. At least there wasn’t much traffic. “I’m
               sure I’ll be seeing you again. Bye for now.”
            

            				
            The straps of her bags were digging into her shoulder—how had they gotten heavier
               since she had arrived? Outside the pub Maura stopped a moment to get her bearings.
               She looked both ways—and then looked again, reminding herself that the cars would
               be driving on the left here—and then headed across the road. Rose had been right:
               there weren’t many chances to get lost. She followed the graveled drive down and discovered
               a house with its front door facing the drive. Nowhere did it indicate that there were
               rooms to let, but at least there were lights on inside. She found the doorbell and
               pushed it. She could hear it ringing somewhere inside the house, and the bell seemed
               to precipitate a clamor of childish voices, followed by footsteps. The door was opened
               by a thirty-something woman wearing an apron; the noise of clamoring children grew
               louder. The woman pushed her hair out of her face and said warily, “Can I help you?”
            

            				
            “I’m Maura Donovan. Are you Ellen Keohane? Bridget Nolan said I should talk to you.”

            				
            “Ah, of course―you’re the American. She mentioned you’d be coming soon. Welcome! I’m
               just giving the kids their dinner, but come in.”
            

            				
            Maura willingly followed her in, dropping her bags on the hall floor.

            				
            “Come on through―I’ll only be a minute,” Ellen said, striding back toward the brightly
               lit kitchen at the end of the hallway. Maura hesitated, then followed.
            

            				
            In the kitchen, Ellen said, “The three of you, eat up now. This is Maura, come all
               the way from America. Maura, this is Kevin, Sean, and Patrick, and the baby’s Gráinne.
               Kevin’s ten, Sean eight, Patrick seven, and Gráinne’s not yet two.” The children looked
               up briefly, then returned their attention to their fish sticks. Maura guessed that
               strangers held no particular interest for them: if Ellen welcomed a succession of
               guests, no doubt they’d seen their fair share.
            

            				
            “Gráinne?” Maura asked, confused. It sounded like “grawn-ya,” and she’d never heard
               it before.
            

            				
            Ellen laughed. “Of course, you wouldn’t know it. It’s a girl’s name here, and Gráinne’s
               my little darling. I’m so glad she turned out to be a girl, after this lot.” She smiled
               affectionately at the children around the table. “Boys, I’ll be showing Miss Donovan
               here the room, below. I’ll only be a minute. Kevin, you keep an eye on the little
               ones.” Ellen turned back to Maura. “It’s downstairs, at the back. Kevin’s the only
               one sleeps down there, but he’ll be no trouble. He’s a quiet one. Shall I show you
               now?”
            

            				
            “Please,” Maura said. The idea of a space of her own—with a bed—was becoming more
               and more appealing with every passing moment. She snagged her bags from the hall and
               followed her hostess down a flight of stairs and around a corner. Ellen pulled a key
               out of her pocket and opened the hall door, ushering Maura into a midsized room with
               one double bed and one single tucked in the other corner.
            

            				
            “The bath’s at the back,” Ellen said, “and you can hang your clothes in the cabinet
               there. I’ll push the heat up a bit, now you’re here. Do you know how long you’ll be
               needing the room?”
            

            				
            “I . . . don’t really know. A week? And I guess I have to ask how much you’ll be charging?”

            				
            Ellen cocked her head at Maura. “The off-season rate is 250 euros a week. Does that
               suit you?”
            

            				
            Maura tried to translate euros to dollars and thought that came out to something like
               forty-five dollars a night—if she was right, that certainly sounded reasonable. She
               could work it out later, and she hoped Ellen would be fair. She desperately craved
               sleep. “Sure, that’s fine. Listen, I’ll let you get back to your kids. But is there
               someplace I can get something to eat?”
            

            				
            “There’s the hotel―it’s the closest. You look dead on your feet. Why not get a bite
               there tonight, and I’ll tell you about some other places in the morning. You’ll be
               wanting the full breakfast?”
            

            				
            “What’s that?” Maura asked.

            				
            Ellen laughed. “And you a good Irish girl! It’s everything you can fit on a plate—eggs,
               streaky bacon, good Clonakilty sausage, beans, mushrooms, and more. It comes with
               the price of the room.”
            

            				
            “It sounds wonderful,” Maura said, overwhelmed. Maybe with a breakfast like that she
               wouldn’t need to eat the rest of the day. She should try it, at least once, on her
               first day. “Thank you.”
            

            				
            “Grand.” Ellen handed her a set of keys for the room and the front door, and hurried
               back up the way they’d come, where the sounds from the kitchen had increased in volume.
               Once Ellen was gone, Maura carefully closed the door and surveyed her temporary home.
               It was clean and tidy, more practical than elegant. She checked out the tiny bathroom
               and splashed water on her face, then sat down on the bed: it felt comfortable, and
               there were plenty of pillows and blankets. She lay down, just for a moment . . .
            

            				
            Maura woke some time later to pitch dark. Real dark; cut-it-with-a-knife dark. And
               there was no noise: no cars passing, no airplanes overhead, no distant sirens. Where
               was she? Oh, right: Ireland. She was in a small town her grandmother had never said
               a word about. All her life Gran had kept quiet about where she had come from, yet
               in the end she had wanted to send Maura here. Well, Gran, you wanted me to be here, and here I am. What now?

            				
            As she lay in the dark listening, she realized she could hear something—the rhythmic lapping of water against the shore. Hadn’t Rose said
               there was a harbor? She hadn’t seen it, but now she could hear it, and in the end
               it soothed her back to sleep.
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            “Orchard? What orchard?” Meg Corey stared in confusion at the man standing on her
               doorstep. He reminded her of a hobbit: shorter than she was, his silvery hair combed
               forward in an endearing bang now rumpled by the wind, his cheeks rosy, his blue eyes
               twinkling. “I’m sorry—who did you say you were?”
            

            				
            “Oh, forgive me. I’m Christopher Ramsdell, with the Integrated Pest Management Department,
               the Small Fruit Management Project, at the university.” When Meg looked blankly at
               him, he went on. “Of Massachusetts, at Amherst. We’ve been using the apple orchard
               as an experimental site for, oh, decades now. But I was looking for the Tuckers. Are
               they no longer here?”
            

            				
            “The Tuckers were only renting. My mother owns this place, and I’m fixing it up to
               sell.” Or trying to, Meg amended to herself. Every time she tried to “fix” something, it seemed to generate
               more problems. Usually expensive ones.
            

            				
            “Well, then, you’re the person I should be talking to!” Christopher beamed at her,
               and Meg couldn’t refuse the delightful man a return smile. At least he wasn’t some
               crazy person, as she had wondered when she first opened the door.
            

            				
            Which was letting in the freezing January wind. “Uh, come in, I guess. Will this take
               long? Because I’m expecting a plumber any minute.” She hoped.
            

            				
            “I’d be delighted. And I won’t keep you, but I’d like to explain exactly what it is
               I’m doing.” He stepped into Meg’s hallway, and she slammed the door shut behind him—the
               slamming part was necessary if she wanted the warped, if authentic, four panel door
               to close at all.
            

            				
            “Take a seat.” Meg gestured vaguely toward her front parlor on the right. The lumpy
               furniture was draped with drop cloths, old sheets, and anything else Meg could find,
               since she had been scraping, spackling, and sanding for a couple of weeks now. “I’d
               offer you some coffee, but my sink is stopped up and I don’t want to run any water
               until I know what the problem is.”
            

            				
            Christopher was still standing in the middle of the room looking around with clear
               admiration. “Grand old house, isn’t it? My sympathies on the plumbing problem. Drains
               are a constant torment.” He rubbed his hands briskly. “Well, I don’t want to take
               much of your time, so let me get right down to it. I can’t believe you don’t know
               about the orchard. You haven’t seen it?”
            

            				
            “I don’t know where to look,” Meg said. “Where is it?”

            				
            “To your west.” When Meg looked bewildered, Christopher waved toward one side of the
               house. “Up that way. It runs from the top of that rise down to the highway, Route
               202. Surely you’re familiar with that. Roughly fifteen acres, and you have perhaps
               a hundred and fifty trees, primarily apple. And we—by that I mean the research group
               at the university—and the Tuckers, and the . . . let me see . . . I think it was the
               Lothrops before them, have been managing it for more than twenty years.”
            

            				
            Meg nodded. “I guess that explains it. My mother inherited this place back in the
               eighties, and I don’t think she’s been here since. She just sticks the rent checks
               in the bank. But I found myself at loose ends recently”—no reason why this nice stranger
               needed to know she’d been downsized out of her job—“and she thought it might be a
               good time to finally fix up the place and sell it, so here I am. So, what is it you
               want from me?”
            

            				
            Christopher cocked his head at her, like a friendly sparrow. “Well, my dear, first
               and foremost I’d like to introduce you to the treasure that you own.”
            

            				
            “Now?” Meg’s voice rose in disbelief. It couldn’t be more than twenty degrees outside.

            				
            “Why not? It’s far easier to distinguish trunk and branch configurations when the
               trees aren’t in leaf.”
            

            				
            “What about my plumber?” Meg sputtered.

            				
            Christopher smiled. “When did you call?”

            				
            “About half an hour ago.”

            				
            “Then I’m sure he’ll be along in an hour or two. Plenty of time!”

            				
            Meg considered. The less-than-appealing odor of whatever was seeping out of her sink
               was beginning to filter through the house, even though she had shut the doors to the
               kitchen. Just like the front door, the kitchen doors of the two-hundred-year-old house
               didn’t fit very well. Moreover, she hadn’t been out of the house for—she stopped to
               count—three days, and some bracing fresh air wouldn’t hurt. She could watch for the
               plumber from outside. And she had to admit she was curious. It had never occurred
               to her to check out what lay on the far reaches of the property. Since she had arrived
               she had been focused on the house, and that was more than enough to keep her busy.
            

            				
            “Okay, I’m game.” Obviously the right answer, if Christopher’s delight was any indication.
               “Let me get my coat.” And gloves. And scarf. And hat. Taking a walk in western Massachusetts
               in winter involved a lot of preparation. She slipped her cell phone into her pocket
               along with her house keys, and returned to the waiting Christopher, who was bouncing
               like an eager spaniel. “Ready.”
            

            				
            Outside, Meg pulled her balky door shut and followed Christopher as he set off at
               a brisk pace, up the low rise toward what he had informed her was west. When he noticed
               her lagging behind, he slowed and waited for her to catch up. “Forgive me. I spend
               so much time outside like this, I forget that some people aren’t as accustomed as
               I. You’ve been here how long?”
            

            				
            “About three weeks. Since just after the New Year, when the lease on my apartment
               ran out.” Meg was happy to note that she wasn’t panting—much. Maybe vigorous home
               renovation was good exercise. “I figured I’d just camp out here and get to work. There’s
               plenty to be done.” More than she could have imagined.
            

            				
            Christopher continued to pepper her with questions, not even slightly out of breath.
               “So you’re telling me that you’ve never walked your property?” His tone implied that
               such an omission was inconceivable.
            

            				
            Meg smiled into her coat collar. “No. I’ve had plenty to work on inside. The house
               is in rather bad shape, but I was hoping to list it for sale before summer.”
            

            				
            “Then at the very least you’ll be here to witness full bloom—that’s the middle of
               May around here, weather permitting. It’s truly lovely, you know. Of course, I may
               be a bit biased, but I think an orchard in bloom is one of nature’s wonders, all the
               more precious because it’s so brief a phenomenon. Not that an orchard in fruit isn’t
               equally lovely in its own way.”
            

            				
            “Christopher, you’re not from around here, are you?”

            				
            “Ah, you’ve caught the accent. No, my dear—I was born in England, but I’ve been here
               for most of my life now. And yourself?”
            

            				
            “I grew up in New Jersey, but I’ve been living in Boston since college.” She paused
               to catch her breath. “What is it you’re doing to the trees? You’re not spraying them
               with anything nasty, are you?”
            

            				
            “Oh, no, no. In fact, we spray as little as possible, or preferably not at all, although
               I’m afraid some spraying is unavoidable in apple management. I’m in integrated pest
               management: working with nature and natural enemies, and spraying only when we have
               no alternative. You’re not familiar with the process?”
            

            				
            “No—I’m a city girl, through and through.”

            				
            “Ah, well, you can learn. Here we are!”

            				
            They had reached the crest of the rise, and the land sloped down before them. Meg
               could see sparse traffic moving along the highway maybe five hundred feet distant.
               Between where she stood and the highway, neatly spaced rows of trees spread out in
               a long, narrow strip parallel to the highway. The trees were uniform in height, although
               they varied from slender young trees to craggy gnarled ones whose age she could only
               guess at. She could see a few lingering, shriveled apples on nearby branches.
            

            				
            “So this is it?” she said.

            				
            “It is indeed. Isn’t she grand?” Christopher spoke with a paternal pride.

            				
            “Grand” would not have been Meg’s first choice of word. “I guess. Sorry, but it looks
               kind of dead.” Now that she was here, she realized she’d been driving right by it
               for weeks, and it had never even registered on her radar. An orchard. Her orchard. It had taken her a while to even get used to the idea of owning the barn
               behind the house (although from the way it was leaning, she wasn’t sure when it would
               stop being a barn and start being a pile of rubble). But an orchard was a living thing,
               with a past and a future. It needed care and attention, as Christopher seemed to be
               telling her. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know what that meant—dealing with the house
               was more than enough for her at the moment. But still . . . her own apple orchard.
               It was an appealing idea. Oops, Meg, bad pun. She tuned back in to what Christopher was saying.
            

            				
            “Oh, not dead at all. Just dormant. Wait a month or two and you’ll see.”

            				
            “How much land does this take up?” she asked.

            				
            “As I said, about fifteen acres. It’s about a quarter mile to the next property there,
               to your north.”
            

            				
            Meg could feel Christopher’s eyes on her, anxious. It was obvious that he really did
               care about this field of scraggly trees. “Well, then, tell me about it. What am I
               looking at? What’s so special about this orchard?” Meg asked, her breath forming clouds
               in front of her face.
            

            				
            “Ah, my dear, where to begin?” Christopher all but rubbed his hands in glee. “This
               orchard has been here nearly as long as the house. No, the individual trees aren’t
               two hundred years old, but some of the species have been planted and replanted over
               time. You’ve got some real treasures here. Tell me, what do you see?”
            

            				
            Meg, bewildered, turned to survey the trees before her. “They’re, uh, trees.”

            				
            “Yes, but look closely. You see that one there?” He pointed, and Meg followed his
               finger obediently. “Stayman Winesap—see the thick trunk, the slightly purplish cast
               to the bark? And over there, Rome Beauty—you can tell by those drooping limbs. What
               do you know about apples?”
            

            				
            “Only what I see in the supermarket—Delicious, McIntosh. Aren’t there some new ones
               with funny names? Mutsu, or something like that?”
            

            				
            Christopher snorted. “Dreck. Commercial pap. Bred for their ability to withstand shipping
               across country, only to sit in warehouses for months on end. By the time they reach
               a store, they all taste like packing peanuts. You, my dear, are in for a treat come
               harvest time. There’s such an array of flavors—subtle but delightful. I envy you the
               experience of encountering these for the first time. Ah, hold on!” He swung a small
               pack from his shoulder and rummaged through the contents. He emerged with an apple
               about the size of a baseball and shaded from red to a speckled yellow. Christopher
               polished it on his pant leg and offered it to her with a flourish. “Try this.”
            

            				
            Meg took it from him. “Do I eat it?”

            				
            “Of course you do.”

            				
            “What is it?” Meg thought it was a good idea not to eat things she couldn’t identify,
               especially when they had been given to her by someone she’d met only an hour earlier.
            

            				
            “Baldwin. Originated not far from here, in Massachusetts, in the eighteenth century.
               Very popular in the early twentieth century, until it got squeezed out by the McIntosh.
               Harvested that one myself, right here, in early November—it’s a keeper. Try it.”
            

            				
            Holding the apple in her gloved hand, Meg took a bite. The skin was thick and resistant
               at first, but the flesh inside was coarse and juicy, with a spicy tang. It bore no
               resemblance to any apple she had ever bought in a supermarket. “Wow. It’s good.”
            

            				
            “Of course it is. It hasn’t spent six months in a shipping container or a warehouse.”

            				
            “I have these in the orchard here?”

            				
            “These and many other varieties. As part of my job, I seek out and preserve old varieties
               that are in danger of disappearing forever. There are still many old stocks, lurking
               around the countryside here. Now that technology is improving, we need these forgotten
               varieties for genetic crossbreeding, to try and put the flavor back into this country’s
               apples. And I fear it is nearly too late. I’ve seen far too many trees or even whole
               orchards fall before the bulldozers of progress. But there is much we can learn from
               the old orchards, and it’s a shame to lose them. Why, you even have a quince, over
               there toward the road.”
            

            				
            A quince? Meg wouldn’t know one if it bit her, or if she bit it. Her fingers were
               getting numb. “I’m sorry, but I really should go back and wait for the plumber. Is
               there something you want me to do?”
            

            				
            “I’m hoping you’ll allow me and my staff to maintain our study program here. We won’t
               be in your way.”
            

            				
            “Sure. Of course. Do I need to give you official permission or something?” It wouldn’t
               bother her if there were people wandering through her apple trees—she couldn’t even
               see them from the house. And she needed some time to think about whether having an
               orchard on the property was good or bad, in terms of selling the house. And how she
               felt about it.
            

            				
            “That’s grand! We did negotiate a formal agreement, oh, years ago, when we first started
               using this orchard. I believe it was the Warren sisters who agreed to it? It might
               be wise to draft a new one for you to sign, if you don’t mind.”
            

            				
            “That shouldn’t be a problem.” Meg couldn’t bring herself to worry about giving away
               rights she hadn’t known she had.
            

            				
            Christopher beamed happily. “Wonderful! I’ll let our department chair know, and we’ll
               set the wheels in motion. Thank you so much! I’ve been a bit concerned because we
               need to start pruning soon. I’ll send you some reading material so you can familiarize
               yourself with what you have. Ah, I can tell you’re chilled. Let me walk you back to
               the house.”
            

            				
            As they made the easier downhill trip, Meg asked, “What about the apples? What happens
               to them when they’re harvested?”
            

            				
            “The Tuckers sold them to a local cooperative.”

            				
            Meg laughed. “Funny—they never mentioned that to my mother. And she thought she was
               doing them a favor, keeping the rent low.” They reached her front door. “I’m glad
               you stopped by, Christopher. I’ll look forward to seeing what happens in the spring.”
            

            				
            “It’s been my pleasure, dear lady. And you’re in for a treat!”
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            The sight of Marty Terwilliger charging into my office with fire in her eyes was never
               a good thing, but it was particularly unwelcome right now, as I was trying to put
               the finishing touches on the grand gala planned for this evening. Tonight was a big
               event, a really big event, and I was in charge of making it happen. The venerable
               Pennsylvania Antiquarian Society in Philadelphia was celebrating its 125th anniversary
               as the guardian of the historic treasures of Philadelphia and the surrounding counties.
               We were expecting nearly two hundred people, which would set a new record for a Society
               event.
            

            				
            Our famed vaults housed at least two million books, documents, and ephemera, ranging
               from manuscript letters signed by William Penn and George Washington, to advertising
               flyers from late-nineteenth-century hatters, to financial records for several of the
               long-defunct companies that had put Philadelphia on the map of the commercial and
               industrial world. And that’s not including our fairly respectable collection of paintings,
               silver, clothing, and some truly weird artifacts (like a horse’s hoof made into an
               inkwell with silver fittings). The Society’s stately neoclassical building had been
               constructed to reflect the seriousness of its purpose, and loomed over a neighborhood
               that had seen many transitions, both good and bad, and had weathered them all.
            

            				
            I’m Eleanor Pratt—Nell to my friends—and I’m the director of development for the Society.
               If that job title means nothing to you (I get a lot of blank looks), it means I’m
               a fundraiser. I’m the one who writes those begging letters you get from nonprofit
               organizations every couple of months. It’s not my name at the bottom—oh, no, it’s
               the president’s, or, if your bank balance runs to seven figures or you’re sitting
               on your great-grandfather’s priceless library of Americana, the president’s and the board chair’s. But I’m the one who writes the letter, and also makes sure that
               there is a current address and the correct, intimate salutation on each one (Dear Binkie, et cetera), and that there is enough of the good stationery to print them all, and
               that the president actually gets around to signing them (well, most of them—my staff
               and I usually end up doing a bunch), and that they get into the mail, with postage
               on them. I’m the invisible person who keeps the money flowing.
            

            				
            I’m also the one who, when I say I’m a fundraiser, you run screaming from, your checkbook
               tightly clutched in your hand. Why would anyone go into fundraising? What starry-eyed
               college student ever said, with a gleam in his or her eyes, Gee, I want to beg for money when I grow up? Well, my answer is simple: I was an English major in college. Need I say more? I had
               drifted into development after a few years of trying to find an academic job, and
               then discovered that I liked the work. I’ve been at it for more than a dozen years
               now, and at the Society for the last five of them. In addition to sending out endless
               mailings and grant proposals, and currying favor from potential donors, party planning
               is one of my responsibilities. And finally, after many, many months of agonizing over
               the theme of the evening, the perfect font for the invitations, the menu selections,
               the arrangement of the tables, and dozens of other details, here we were, just hours
               away from the anniversary gala.
            

            				
            Now, however, instead of talking to the caterer just one more time to be sure he had
               the head count right; instead of counting the wine bottles that the liquor store had
               just delivered; instead of supervising the tables and plates and glassware that were
               at this very moment being off-loaded in the back alley, I pasted on what I hoped was
               a sympathetic smile and welcomed Martha Terwilliger, aka Marty.
            

            				
            “Hi, Marty. What brings you here so early? The party doesn’t start until six.” It
               was barely past three, though I needed every minute between now and then.
            

            				
            Martha Terwilliger was a board member—actually, a third-generation board member; her
               grandfather had been president of the Society in the distant past, and her father
               had grudgingly accepted a board position as an inheritance—and she took it quite seriously.
               She was fiftyish, with a brusque, wry manner and a sharp intelligence, and related
               to half of Philadelphia. Following the disintegration of her third marriage, she had
               decided that she needed some focus in her life, and she had adopted the Society with
               a vengeance. Her father, upon his death several years earlier, had bequeathed to the
               Society his vast collection of family papers—records that went back to the original
               Terwilliger settlers, in the early eighteenth century, and included one of the great
               leaders of the Revolution, Major Jonathan Terwilliger, as well as a host of lesser
               dignitaries and movers and shakers of Philadelphia political, economic, and social
               life. The collection was huge, a true treasure trove, and it was quite literally priceless.
            

            				
            Marty’s father had also left an endowment to support the daunting undertaking of cataloging
               the Terwilliger papers. Unfortunately, the endowment had produced only enough income
               to cover a cataloger’s pay for a couple of days a week; as a gesture in recognition
               of the importance of the papers, the Society was underwriting another day or two,
               bringing the position up to bare full-time status. A few months ago we had hired Rich
               Girard for the position, fresh out of college, and he had barely scratched the surface.
               Marty, annoyed at the glacial pace of progress, had decided to step in and get to
               work herself. Luckily, she was smart and persistent, and it was possible to visualize
               an end to the project . . . some five or ten years down the road. In any event, Marty
               was now bearing down on me with a full head of steam.
            

            				
            “Nell, I need to talk to you. We’ve got a problem,” she said curtly. “It’s about the
               Collection.” Whenever Marty spoke about her family’s papers, you could see the capital
               letters: The Terwilliger Collection.
            

            				
            “I’m sorry to hear that, Marty. Please, sit down and tell me what I can do,” I said,
               far more calmly than I felt.
            

            				
            Marty looked at the piles of books and papers on my sole guest chair and remained
               standing. “I was in yesterday, looking for a folder of papers, an exchange of letters
               between Major Jonathan”—she seemed to be on a first name basis with all her dead family
               members—“and George Washington. I know I saw them a few weeks ago. But they aren’t
               there now.”
            

            				
            Great: a collections problem. Why was she talking to me about this? I did not need to hear about a collections problem at this moment. What was I supposed to do?
               Drop all the gala preparations, take a flashlight and go hunting through the file
               boxes in the stacks?
            

            				
            “Are you sure that Rich didn’t take them to his cubicle to catalog them?” Rich was
               a sweet boy, but he could be absentminded.
            

            				
            “No,” Marty said with conviction. “He was the first person I asked. He hasn’t gotten
               up to the 1770s yet, and he hasn’t seen them.”
            

            				
            “Maybe they were just misfiled?” I parried. Please, let there be a quick solution to this so I can get back to putting out event-related
                  fires, I prayed.
            

            				
            Marty was not about to back off. “Well, if they were, they aren’t in any of the adjacent
               boxes. No, I know I saw them just a couple of weeks ago. I was checking where the
               major spent Christmas in 1774, for the family history”—of course she was also working
               on a family history, and had been for several years, although no one to my knowledge
               had seen even a page of it—“and they were there then. But they aren’t there now.”
            

            				
            “I’m not sure what I can do, Marty. Why come to me, rather than to someone in collections,
               like Latoya?” Latoya Anderson, our vice president of collections, was the most likely
               person for Marty to talk to about any items that might have gotten misplaced.
            

            				
            “Because we’ve worked together in the past, Nell, and I know you can get things done,”
               Marty said curtly. “Latoya will just give me the runaround. I need answers.”
            

            				
            “Marty,” I said in my most pacifying tone, “I can understand your concern, and their
               absence is very troubling. But there must be some simple explanation. Why don’t you
               and Rich and I get together tomorrow and see if we can track them down?” I smiled
               hopefully. Tomorrow: the day after the event.
            

            				
            She still looked miffed. “I suppose. But let me tell you, if those letters are really
               missing, there will be hell to pay. Do you have any idea what they’re worth?”
            

            				
            I didn’t, but I knew that whatever insurance we had wouldn’t be enough. To be totally
               honest, I didn’t even know if we had insurance for the collections. But I smiled even more brightly. “Marty, of course
               I know how important they are. And I’m sure we’ll find them.” I stood up, hoping to
               urge her out the door. “I’ll tell Rich, and we’ll meet you in the lobby at nine tomorrow
               morning, before anyone comes in, all right?” I came around my desk and moved toward
               the hall, and Marty grudgingly followed. “And you’ll be back for tonight? It’s going
               to be a wonderful evening. I’m very pleased at the RSVPs.” I mentally reviewed tonight’s
               guest list, which included at least six of Marty’s cousins, and those were only the
               ones I remembered offhand. Marty took her board obligations seriously, and I knew
               she would be at the gala, no matter how annoyed she might be at the moment. I continued
               my progress toward the elevator, with Marty trailing behind.
            

            				
            “All right, nine a.m. sharp tomorrow. And of course I’ll be here tonight,” she said
               tartly. “This party had better be good. The Society can use the money.”
            

            				
            As if I weren’t well aware of that. I kept the smile glued to my face as the elevator doors closed behind her, but it
               faded immediately once she was out of sight. Just what I needed, one more problem—and
               I didn’t like the sound of this one. I took a quick look at my watch and cursed silently.
               There was too much to do in the time I had left, and now Marty had just dumped a whole
               new problem in my lap. One which I was hardly equipped to deal with, since I had very
               little working knowledge of the vast collections in the building. Still, I could probably
               start the ball rolling, and then I could tell her that I was making progress when
               I saw her at the party. Our registrar, Alfred Findley, the person who’d be most helpful
               right now, had absolutely nothing to do with the party, so unlike the rest of the
               staff, at least he wouldn’t be running around like a headless chicken.
            

            				
            Alfred’s cubicle was only fifty feet from my office, but today was no ordinary day,
               and I was stopped twice en route with questions that absolutely, positively had to
               be answered immediately.
            

            				
            My membership coordinator, Carrie Drexel, was the third. “Nell, did you want to use
               the sticky name badges? You know the guests complain when they have to pin something
               on.”
            

            				
            “Good catch, Carrie. They’re in the supply closet outside my office. We ordered a
               huge batch after the last members’ meeting.”
            

            				
            “Oh, right. Thanks!” She turned and dashed back the way I had come.

            				
            I made it another ten feet before the next interruption: Felicity Soames, our head
               librarian, emerged from the staff room at the back of the building, a mug of coffee
               in her hand. “Hi, Nell,” she began. “How’s the—”
            

            				
            I held up a hand. “No time now, Felicity. See you at the gala?”

            				
            “Of course. It’ll be grand, don’t worry.”

            				
            I turned and all but ran to Alfred’s lair.

            				
            * * *
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