
        
            
                
            
        

    Praise for the Orchard Mysteries by Sheila Connolly
 
 
“There is a delightful charm to this small-town regional cozy. . . . Connolly provides a fascinating whodunit filled with surprises.”
—The Mystery Gazette
 
“A true cozy [with] a strong and feisty heroine, a perplexing murder, a personal dilemma, and a picturesque New England setting.”
—Gumshoe Review
 
“There’s a depth to the characters in this book that isn’t always found in crime fiction. . . . Sheila Connolly has written a winner for cozy mystery fans.”
—Lesa’s Book Critiques
 
“A warm, very satisfying read.”
—Romantic Times (Four Stars)
 
“The premise and plot are solid, and Meg seems a perfect fit for her role.”
—Publishers Weekly
 
“A wonderful slice of life in a small town. . . . The mystery is intelligent and has an interesting twist.”
—The Mystery Reader
 


Books by Sheila Connolly 
from
Berkley Prime Crime
 
 
Orchard Mysteries
 
One Bad Apple
Rotten to the Core
Red Delicious Death
A Killer Crop
Bitter Harvest
Sour Apples
 
 
Museum Mysteries
 
Fundraising the Dead
Let’s Play Dead
Fire Engine Dead


Called Home
 
 
 
Sheila Connolly
 
 
 
 
 


Beyond the Page Books 
are published by 
Beyond the Page Publishing
www.beyondthepagepub.com
 
Copyright © 2011 by Sheila Connolly
Material excerpted from Sour Apples copyright © 2012 by Sheila Connolly
Cover design and illustration by Dar Albert, Wicked Smart Designs
 
ISBN: 978-1-937349-08-0
 
All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this book. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented without the express written permission of both the copyright holder and the publisher.
 
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental. The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.
 
The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the Internet or via any other means without the permission of the publisher is illegal and punishable by law. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.


“Called Home”
 
 
Meg Corey stood in front of the sink and stretched, trying to work the kinks out of her back. And her neck. And almost everywhere else. God, she was tired. And filthy, too: there was grime in all her creases, and at least three colors of paint under her fingernails.
What do you think you’re doing, Meg? Trying to rehab a battered colonial house in the wilds of western Massachusetts, with no experience in renovation—and apparently little talent for it. But it hadn’t been her idea. She had enjoyed her job as a financial analyst at a large Boston bank, and she had been good at it. So if she was so smart, why had the takeover by an out-of-state bank been such a surprise to her? And why had she thought her job would be one of the ones that the new management would spare? She was indispensable, and she had seniority, right?
Wrong. The new bank had moved in, and she was out. They had offered her a nice severance package, and even volunteered to keep up her medical benefits—for a while. As partings went, this one wasn’t as bad as it might have been. The problem was, she hadn’t ever given any thought to what she might do if she wasn’t crunching numbers all day. And it was a lousy time to be looking for a new job in banking.
It had been her mother’s idea to fix up the house she had inherited but hadn’t seen for decades. After a couple of weeks, Meg had begun to wonder just how much her mother hated her. The kindest thought she could muster was that her mother had sadly underestimated the work that it would take to get this place ready for sale. Worse, in the current real estate market, she might have trouble giving it away—never mind selling it for a profit.
Meg shivered. It was January: the average temperature for the month hovered in the single digits, and the bulky furnace was old and feeble. Its puffs of tepid air stirred up dust but did little to warm her.
And she had a cold, or maybe it was the flu, because she felt achy and feverish and dizzy, not to mention extremely sorry for herself. She looked out again over the gently sloping landscape with its snowy billows and marveled at how well the bleak view matched her mood. Would she still be here in summer, or would someone find her frozen corpse in a few months?
“The midges will be hellish come summer.”
Why did I think of that, Meg wondered idly—and then she froze. She hadn’t: she had heard it. But that wasn’t possible—there wasn’t anyone else in the house. Was there?
“Pretty is as pretty does, but the land’s useless.”
Meg felt her heart accelerate. She had definitely heard that. She turned around slowly.
A woman stood on the opposite side of the room. She was somewhere between thirty and forty, about Meg’s height, brown hair drawn back in a loose bun. No makeup, no jewelry. A long dress in some kind of dark sprigged calico, with a white apron over it. And . . . she was kind of transparent: Meg could see the pattern on the wallpaper behind her. Great, she really was losing it. Did her dwindling health insurance cover psychiatric treatment?
“What do you mean by that?” she asked. If she was crazy, she might as well go with it.
Now it was the woman’s turn to stare. “You heard me?”
Meg nodded. “Yes. You said the midges would be hellish, and the land was useless.”
Meg could have sworn that the transparent woman grew paler. “Dear heaven above! Oh, did you hear that?”
“Yes,” Meg replied impatiently. “Who are you, and what are you doing in my kitchen?”
The woman smoothed her apron with both hands. “Forgive me, I’ve forgotten my manners—it’s been that long. I’m Deborah Warren, and it was my kitchen long before it was yours.”
Okay, she was looking at a ghost. “I need to sit down,” Meg said faintly, and dropped into a chair at the scarred pine table in the center of the kitchen. “You’re dead.”
Deborah remained standing. “It would appear so, yet here I am.”
“Sit down,” Meg commanded. “I don’t want to stare up at you.”
“I’m sorry, but I can’t. I have no control over . . . real things.”
Meg felt around under the table with her feet until she found the rungs of the chair opposite and pushed it away from the table. “There. Sit. Please.”
The woman sat, her hands folded neatly on the table before her. Meg shut her eyes, but when she opened them, the woman was still there. She shook her head, but it didn’t help. Add “haunted” to the list of things her mother hadn’t mentioned about the house.
Deborah’s low-pitched voice interrupted her thoughts. “Forgive me if I startled you, but no one has heard me before.”
“And how long would that be?”
“I was laid in the burying ground in 1823. Or perhaps I should say, my body was.”
“That’s”—Meg did her own mental calculations—“almost two hundred years ago.”
Deborah looked surprised. “Has it been that long? It has been hard to follow—my days are so much the same.”
“And you’ve been here ever since you, uh, died?” Meg asked.
“Yes. It seems I cannot pass from within these walls.”
“Good Lord.” Meg paused. “I think I need a drink.” She stood up and searched through her cupboards for a clean glass and the bottle of scotch she had been saving. She poured herself a healthy shot and took the glass back to the table.
After a long swallow, she looked Deborah squarely in the face—or as much as she could see of it—and raised her glass. “Welcome to the twenty-first century.” The drink steadied Meg, or at least slowed the whirling in her head. All right, you’re having a conversation with someone who’s been dead for nearly two centuries. Where do you start? “You said your name was Deborah Warren? I understand that this place has been called the Warren house—any relation?”
“I should think so. The house was built by my husband’s grandfather.”
“And you lived here?”
“After I married Samuel, yes.”
“And died here?”
“I did.”
“In this house?”
“Where else?”
 Of course, Meg knew that in the nineteenth century most people had died at home rather than in a hospital, but still . . . most of them didn’t seem to hang around afterward. “Then what? Wait a minute—how did you die? Illness? Childbirth?”
The apparition smiled faintly. “I had no troubles with birthing four children. No, it was a sudden illness that took me in a few days.”
“But you never left.” Meg really wanted to find some reason for Deborah’s continued presence, and an ordinary illness hardly seemed to merit this peculiar immortality.
“No. I left my body, and watched my family prepare it for burial and take it away, but I did not follow it.”
“And your family stayed on here?”
“They did. But they could not see me or hear me. Lord knows, I tried to reach them. It was not an easy thing, watching my children grow, move on.”
“And nobody saw or heard you—until me?” Meg felt a stab of panic. She hadn’t planned on a ghost for a housemate.
“No. I’m sorry, I did not wish to cause you distress. But it’s been so long since I could talk to anyone. Pardon, but I do not know your name?”
Of course. No one had addressed her by name since she had arrived. “Oh, right. Sorry. I’m Margaret— Meg. Corey. Why haven’t I seen you before this? You’ve been here, right? Watching me?” Meg shivered. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.
“I have, of course. But you did not see me.”
“Then why now?”
Deborah shook her head. “I do not know. Although perhaps you have been more troubled of late? You’ve been working quite hard, and you appear to have taken ill. You’re alone here?”
Meg sensed a question in Deborah’s last remark. “Yes. I’m not married. I don’t have a husband, or even a boyfriend.”
“So what brings you here, alone?”
Good question, whatever the era. “I lost my job and I wasn’t sure what I wanted to do, so my mother suggested this place. She inherited it.” She wondered briefly what Deborah would make of the term “job.”
“She is descended from the Warrens?”
“She must be, somehow. Which I guess would make us relatives, too. Cousins of some kind. Distant cousins.” Meg took another healthy swallow from her glass and realized it was empty. Talking to a ghost and getting drunk. Meg, you’re going downhill fast. “So, tell me more. Do you ever sleep?”
Deborah shook her head.
Meg was boggled by the idea of endless, uninterrupted stretches of time. “Wow. And you can’t move things, or feel things?”
“No, and not for want of trying. I can only observe and hear.”
“And nobody sees you. So what do you do with your time?”
“I’ve seen many people come and go here, although of late none has stayed long. I watch the seasons change,” Deborah went on. “And I remember the past.” Her voice faded.
The shadows in the kitchen were lengthening. Meg wanted to find out more about the history of this place—and of Deborah’s own story. How often did you get to chat with someone from the nineteenth century? “You aren’t going anywhere, are you?”
Deborah’s face twitched with a half smile. “I haven’t gone anywhere for quite some time. Oh, I see—I must be keeping you from your chores. Please, go on about your business. We can talk whenever you have the time.”
“What, I just call and you appear? Can you disappear, come and go at will? Where do you usually hang out?”
“I’m always here, although I do move about the house. I’m sorry—I didn’t intend to spy on you, if that is what troubles you. I would not intrude upon your privacy.”
“I don’t mind having some company. Heck, I haven’t had time to meet anybody in the neighborhood, and the weather’s been so miserable I haven’t gone out much, except for necessities. And I’ve got plenty of questions. So, you lived here with your husband and your four kids?”
“Goats? Oh, you mean children. I did. His parents lived in the house on the north side.”
“What about your parents? Were they from Granford?”
“They were, but they died when I was young. I was taken in by an aunt, until I married at sixteen. It was considered a good match.”
Meg sensed a hesitation in Deborah’s statement. “You didn’t think so?”
“My husband was a steady man, a hard worker, and our farms adjoined. It seemed the right thing to do.”
If there had been so many children, Meg reflected, something must have gone right. “He must have missed you when you were gone.”
Deborah’s eyes flickered. “He married again not long after. Our youngest child was still a babe in arms.”
That made sense. No way a man could run a farm and care for small children, not without help. Still, it must have been hard to watch your husband with another woman, and you hardly cold in the ground. Maybe she should change the subject—but to what? “What was farm life like, in the early 1800s?”
That seemed safe enough, and Deborah was more than willing to talk, with decades of pent-up words. Meg listened while she made a sketchy dinner of canned chicken soup and toast, which was about all she could handle. Her fever seemed to rise as darkness fell. She hoped she wasn’t getting really sick: she didn’t know a doctor in the area. Maybe Deborah knew some good folk remedies. As she finished her soup, Meg realized she wasn’t listening anymore. Great, now she was being rude to a ghost. She stood up and carried her bowl over to the sink.
“I’m sorry, but I’m bushed. I’m going to bed. But you’ll be here tomorrow, right?”
“Bushed?”
“Oh, right. Tired. Very tired, in fact.”
Deborah nodded. “Ah, I see. But I will be here, if you wish to see me.”
“Good night, then.” Meg trudged up her creaking stairs, brushed her teeth, pulled on a flannel nightgown, and crawled under the layers of blankets. She was asleep before she could put a conscious thought together.
Unfortunately that sleep lasted only an hour or two. Meg woke up to total dark, feverish again, the damp sheets tangled around her. She straightened the blankets, pulled them up to her chin, and let her thoughts whirl. Had she really had a conversation with a ghost at dinner? Was she sicker than she thought, and hallucinating, or was Deborah real? Were ghosts real? She had no answers. 
Why was Deborah here? Why hadn’t she gone to wherever all the other former inhabitants of this house had gone? What had held Deborah in this house?
Unless Deborah was haunting the premises because she had been the victim of foul play. Was she an unsettled spirit, who could not rest until the mystery had been solved? Meg wasn’t sure she believed that kind of hoo-hah. Deborah had said she died of a sudden illness, which could mean a lot of things in 1823. But what if it had been something else—something deliberate? Poison? It wouldn’t have been hard to kill someone using whatever grew in the meadows around here, right? What if someone had given her something without her knowledge?
Whoa, Meg. This is crazy. Why would anyone have wanted Deborah Warren dead? Or maybe the proper question was, who? Her death had left four young children motherless. But hadn’t their father remarried pretty fast? Well, sure, but he had needed someone to take care of all those kids. But another nagging voice said, what if he’d gotten tired of Deborah? Having all those kids must have taken a toll on her, and maybe the grass had looked greener in the next pasture. What had the next Mrs. Warren looked like? Was she younger? Prettier? 
Meg turned over and punched her hot pillow. She was sick; she was having fever dreams of her own. She was not trying to pin a murder on the long-dead husband of her resident ghost. And why did it have to be the husband? Maybe Deborah had gotten fed up with popping out kids and working her fingers to the bone on this cold and unwilling farm and found a quick way out. 
But what if Deborah’s death wasn’t what it appeared to be? Say that Deborah was happy, but her husband wanted her out of the way. Why? 
Sex and money—those were the big motives, right? Maybe hubby lusted after the buxom blonde daughter of his next-door neighbor, but she wasn’t about to fool around with a married man. With Deborah conveniently out of the way, he had married her ASAP. Money? Deborah was an orphan, and her husband already had the land that was her dowry. But what if that land wasn’t enough, and Samuel Warren had grand schemes to corner the market on . . . what? Maybe he just pictured himself as the Big Man in Town, and he needed more land to make that happen. Had Wife Number Two brought something to the deal? Cash? Property? How could she find out?
Meg, go to sleep! And to her surprise, she did.
She woke up the next morning feeling better, and wondering how much of what had happened yesterday had been real and how much was a product of her fevered imagination. Real—ha! Ghosts were not real. She had been letting depression and fatigue and some passing virus get to her, but today the sun was shining. Maybe she should go somewhere, do something, anything, to get out of the house.
She pulled on several layers of clothes in record time—the heat didn’t penetrate the glacial atmosphere on the second floor—and took the back stairs down to the kitchen, where she put the kettle on to boil. She was rummaging in her refrigerator, hunting for the last English muffin she knew she had seen the day before, when she heard a cautious “Good morning.”
Meg debated about ignoring the greeting. She didn’t want to hear voices and see people who weren’t there. However, hiding her head in the fridge was not going to solve anything. She straightened up slowly and turned. Yes, there Deborah was, looking no different than she had yesterday. “Good morning to you, Deborah. I wasn’t sure I’d see you again.”
Deborah smiled. “I wasn’t sure you’d want to see me again. It must be difficult, dealing with someone . . . like me.”
“A ghost? A spirit? I’m not sure what to call you.” The kettle whistled behind Meg, and she turned to pour water over coffee grounds. “I’d offer you a cup of coffee, but I suppose that’s silly.”
“I appreciate the thought, even if I cannot enjoy the fact of it. But, please, go on with whatever you were doing.”
Meg finally pulled out the remnants of the loaf of bread in the fridge and popped two slices in her toaster. She poured a cup of coffee, buttered her toast, and sat down at the table. Deborah–whatever there was of her—settled herself in the chair opposite.
Meg munched, then said, “I was thinking last night—maybe there’s a reason why you’re still here. Generally if a spirit hangs around after death, it’s because of some trouble, or so I’m told. Like the person was murdered and can’t rest until there’s some sort of justice. Does that fit your case, do you think?”
“Who would have murdered me?” Deborah said, her brow furrowed.
“I’m thinking it would have had to have been someone close to you. Like your husband. Or his soon-to-be next wife.”
“Surely not?”
“I’m sorry. I know it’s not something you want to think about, if you haven’t already. Tell me, were you happy with your husband?”
Deborah shrugged. “I had no home. I wanted a family. He needed a wife to help him with the farm. Our land adjoined, and mine was better suited for growing. As you’ve seen, there is much low-lying land on this property that is useless most years, even for grazing cows—too wet.”
“Was he more successful, working the two farms together?”
“He was. We could support our family well, with a bit to spare. Why would he want more?”
“I don’t know. Tell me, what was his new wife like?”
“Sophia? She was lovely, sweet. Young, when they married.”
“Did she come from town here?”
“She did. Her father farmed the land that lay alongside Samuel’s father’s fields.”
“Next to this property?”
Deborah stared at Meg for a long moment before answering. “As it happens, yes. What are you suggesting?”
“Did she come with a dowry?”
“Her father deeded her a lot adjacent to my husband’s, as a wedding gift.”
“Which made the farm even bigger. And was their marriage a happy one?”
Deborah took so long to answer this time that Meg wondered if she had offended her. Finally she said, “I cannot say.”
“Were there children from that marriage?” When Deborah shook her head silently, Meg wondered if Sophia had been little more than a nursemaid to the existing children, and a servant to the house.
“Tell me—did you have sons?”
“Two. One inherited this land, the other the property next door. Why do you ask?”
Time to lay her cards on the table. “Forgive me, but I’m wondering if your husband decided that you’d served your purpose, once he had your land and you’d given him a couple of sons to carry on his name. And whether his second marriage was planned to give him even more land. Was money important to him? Or status, in the eyes of the town?”
“He had great hopes, but they never came to much.” 
“Deborah, in my world, now, that’s what we would call motive. For murder,” Meg said gently.
Deborah stood up abruptly. “Pardon me, but you have given me much to think about, and I would prefer to be alone.”
Meg found she was on her feet as well. “Of course. I understand. And I’m sorry.”
Deborah vanished in a rustle of half-visible skirts, leaving Meg standing in the empty kitchen. What had she just done? Disturbed the peace of mind of a ghost, who had quietly minded her own business for two centuries? But if Deborah was more than a fever phantom, why had she appeared to Meg now?
Was there anything she could prove—or disprove—so many years later? If Deborah had been murdered, how would her husband have done it? If there had been evidence once, wouldn’t it be long gone by now? Whatever it was. If it existed. Deborah had said she had sickened fairly rapidly before her death, which suggested poison. Unfortunately, there were no doubt plenty of poisonous plants at hand, for someone who knew what to look for. Easy to find—and easy to dispose of.
“Deborah?” Meg whispered.
Deborah materialized in the doorway, and Meg thought she saw a glint of tears. Could ghosts cry? 
“I’m sorry to disturb you, but I wondered if a doctor had seen you, when you were sick that last time?”
Deborah gave a short laugh. “We had no doctors. Some of the older women hereabouts knew of healing remedies. In fact, my husband brought one such remedy home for me, and dosed me carefully.”
“Do you know what it was?”
Deborah shook her head. “It was in a glass bottle, I know—one of the few we had, a gift. He kept it on the mantel so he would not forget, or so he told me. I do not recall . . .”
“What?” Meg asked.
“I have not seen that bottle since I fell ill.”
“What did it look like?”
“It was a small thing, no bigger than my hand. A lovely dark blue, molded, with a bird on the side. It had a cork stopper. We had so little that was pretty . . . I was glad that Sophia could not find it, although it was mean-spirited of me.”
Interesting that the bottle had disappeared. Could it still be somewhere in the house? Why would the husband have kept it? Because it was too valuable to throw away, and he had hoped to retrieve it later? And had he?
Meg, you are piling what-ifs atop what-ifs. The likelihood of that bottle surviving unfound until now was small; the likelihood that it contained anything other than a harmless herbal remedy, even smaller. But could it hurt to look? “Deborah, did your husband have a place he liked to keep things, important things like legal documents or valuables?”
“Not that I can recall, although he might not have shared it with me.”
Where would a man with inquisitive children hide something in a house in the 1820s? Where would the children not go? Or an inquisitive wife? The cellar, Meg decided. Women and children usually avoided cellars, which were dark, damp, and full of spiders. She should know, because she had been avoiding this one. But how was she supposed to find anything there, assuming it had escaped notice for this long?
But at least she could look. She pulled on another sweater, opened the cellar door, and descended the creaking stairs, clutching a flashlight in her hand. The furnace huddled in one corner, while the middle was taken up by the massive brick piers that supported the central chimneys. And the rest . . . was filled with the trash of ages. Did nobody around here ever throw anything out? 
Meg considered. Whatever she was looking for, it wouldn’t be close to the furnace, because if the item had been in that corner, it would have been disturbed when the furnace was installed years ago. But there was still a section of floor that was dirt—thrifty Yankees had not spent any more money than necessary. That left her with a choice: Should she look overhead among the ancient wooden beams, or under what little of the dirt floor remained exposed?
Look up first, she decided—not as messy. She should have asked Deborah how tall her husband had been, but in any case the low joists were within her reach. She felt her way along each beam, finding nothing more than ancient cobwebs and dirt. She went methodically from one to the next, noting various repairs that spanned the centuries. Meg felt a spurt of despair: if there had been anything here, there had also been ample opportunities for it to have been removed or destroyed long ago.
Wait. As she ran her hand along a roughly planed joist, she found a rectangular plug of wood. What was it doing there? It looked like an old tenon, but she couldn’t see that there had ever been a beam to go with it. She wiggled it and it came out in her hand, a loose block of wood—and there was a space behind it in the joist. Meg stood on tiptoe and reached into the hole, praying that any spiders were hibernating for the winter. Her fingers touched glass, and traced a raised pattern on it. She pulled it out carefully and held it up to her flashlight: yes, it was blue.
She was torn. She wanted to race upstairs and show it to Deborah. But the fact that it had been hidden so carefully suggested that she had been right: it had contained something that it shouldn’t, and someone had hidden it. She shook the bottle gingerly, but of course it was empty; its stopper had crumbled away. Gingerly she raised it to her nose—and pulled it away again. It smelled old and musty, but there was a hint of . . . mouse? A peculiar sweet note that Meg remembered from her grandmother’s house. 
With a sense of relief Meg climbed the stairs and shut the cellar door firmly behind her. “Deborah?” she said tentatively. Deborah appeared and Meg stared at her from across the dining room, feeling something like pity. How was she supposed to tell her that she thought her husband had murdered her?
“You found something?” Deborah said. “May I see?” Mutely Meg held out the bottle. Deborah nodded once. “Yes, that is the one. Where did you find it?”
“It was hidden in a niche carved into one of the beams. The cork’s long gone, and whatever it held has dried up. But there is a smell—maybe you can tell me what it is.”
“I cannot smell, nor taste, you know. Can you describe it?”
“It smells like . . . mouse.”
“Ah,” Deborah said, and shut her eyes. Finally she said, “I would guess it once held a tincture of hemlock. It grew wild along the meadow.”
“Why do you know what hemlock smells like?” Meg asked, incredulous.
“It looks much like wild carrot, which from time to time we would harvest and eat. We learned early how to tell the two apart—wild carrot resembles parsnip in its odor, but hemlock, when cooked, smells like mouse.” Deborah’s face twisted.
“Deborah? Do you think he meant to kill you?”
Deborah was silent for a few moments, then said, “I do. Thank you.”
“Thank you? I just told you something horrible.”
“No, you told me the truth. For that I am grateful.”
Was it her imagination, or was Deborah becoming fainter? “Wait! I want to know—“ Meg began, but then Deborah was gone, like a reverse Polaroid picture, fading into nothingness, leaving Meg standing there holding the bottle in her hand. She closed her fingers around it: yes, it was real.
“Good-bye, Deborah,” Meg whispered, setting the blue bottle on the mantelpiece. “Rest in peace.”
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Chapter 1
 
 
Meg Corey walked to the edge of the orchard, stopping where the land sloped downward to her house below, and turned to study her trees. It was March and just over a year since she had first arrived in Granford to take up residence in a house she’d seen only once before in her life, and she almost laughed now to remember just how naïve she had been at the time. Of course, she had also been kind of stunned by the turns her life had suddenly taken back then: no job, no boyfriend, no place to call home. So Meg had blindly followed her mother’s suggestion to park herself in Granford, a tiny town in western Massachusetts, while she figured out her next move. Her mother, Elizabeth Corey, might even have used the words “find yourself.” Meg hadn’t had the energy either to argue with her mother or to come up with a better idea, so she had moved into the drafty old house, which lacked insulation and adequate heating, in the midst of a cold New England winter. She’d been miserable.
What a difference a year had made! Meg hadn’t even known there was an apple orchard on the property when she arrived, and now it was her livelihood. She could look at it and tell what tasks needed to be done now that it was early spring, before buds and leaves and apples began to form. She’d harvested a decent crop in the fall, despite a rather scary summer hailstorm, and had sold the apples for a profit. They’d had a string of good weather this month and had taken advantage of it to do housekeeping chores in the orchard—picking up the pruned twigs, turning over the soil as soon as it thawed. As Meg watched, Briona Stewart, her young orchard manager and housemate, appeared in the orchard lugging a bundle of prunings from the trees. There was always something to be done: broken limbs had to be propped up or heartlessly sawn off, fertilizer had to be applied before growth began, and there was the cycle of spraying—nontoxic!—to be factored in. Bree added her trimmings to a growing pile; there were people around the area who liked to use apple wood to scent their fires, and if they were willing to pay a couple of bucks for a bundle of discards, who was Meg to argue with them? Last year’s weeds had been cleared away, and everything looked neat and trim. Meg felt an unexpected surge of excitement. What kind of crop could she hope for this year? She still didn’t know her trees well enough to tell; she was still learning to distinguish among the modern stock and the scattered heirloom varieties that were increasing in popularity, at least in this rarified gourmet patch of western Massachusetts. But she had learned so much in only a year!
Meg had also decided she liked living in Granford—certainly well enough to stay for a second year, and maybe even longer. She was beginning to feel like the town, whose population hovered around thirteen hundred people, was home; she’d found friends and neighbors . . . and Seth Chapin, who was both of those and more, although they were both still shy of sticking a label on whatever they shared. She was, she dared to think, happy.
She waved at Bree, who waved back, then Meg turned around to admire her house. It was a sturdy white Colonial with some ramshackle extensions added over the more than two centuries since it had been built by members of the Warren family—her ancestors. Now she knew who they were, had traced the adze marks on the hand-hewn timbers, and could say, “My great-great . . . grandfather did that, he and his sons.” They’d built to last, and here she was, trying to keep the place intact. Structurally it was sound, but she’d had to replace the plumbing and the heating systems in the past year, and she was going to have to work hard to pay off those charges on her groaning credit card. This year she really had to think about getting the roof replaced, and the trim cried out for a coat of paint. But that would all come after the orchard work.
Originally the house had faced the large barn, presumably with space—or chicken coops or pig pens or privies—between, but since this was New England, some of her forebears had built a series of connecting structures between the house and barn so they could reach the barn without freezing off various essential body parts. Nearest was an open shed, where she and Bree parked their cars and stacked firewood—and junk. Next was a more substantial two-story building that a hundred years earlier had been a carpenter’s shop and which now housed Seth Chapin’s building renovation business. His office was on the second floor, and the first floor—and a portion of the adjoining barn—were filling up with his miscellaneous building supplies and salvage. Seth was definitely a hoarder when it came to architectural bits and pieces, but Meg had to admit that the mantels and doors he picked up from who knows where looked far too good to send to the dump, and she was sure he would find them all a good home eventually.
She spied Seth standing in the middle of the driveway, talking to a woman she didn’t recognize. Meg began to make her way down the hill, watching her footing. A warm March meant mud, and she’d learned better than to come up the hill in anything but sturdy muck boots. That lesson had come after more than one slide on her backside.
It took her a minute or two to reach the two of them, and they were so engrossed in what looked like a rather heated conversation that they didn’t even notice her approach. She hesitated to interrupt but then reminded herself that they were standing on her property and she had every right to be there. “Hi, Seth,” she called out from a few feet away.
Their conversation stopped abruptly, and both turned to look at her. Meg had been right: she didn’t know the woman. She was closer to forty than thirty, and if it had been another era Meg would have labeled her a hippie who had wandered down from Vermont: her clothes were an odd mix of whimsical and practical, and her long fair hair was held back by a faded bandanna. Meg noticed that under her long cotton skirt, the woman also wore muck boots much like Meg’s own. She looked peeved at having been interrupted.
“Hi, Meg,” Seth answered. He didn’t seem anywhere near as rattled as the woman, but it took a lot to rattle Seth Chapin. “Do you know Joyce Truesdell? Joyce, this is Meg Corey—she owns this place.”
“I don’t think we’ve met. Hi, Joyce—I’d shake, but my hands are kind of dirty.”
Joyce smiled reluctantly. “So are mine—probably worse. I’m a dairy farmer. Let’s take it as a given.” Having observed the social conventions, Joyce turned back to Seth. “Look, Seth, this is my livelihood. If that land is making my cows sick, it’s on the town’s head. I’ve got the results of the blood work already, and I sent soil samples off to the lab at the university for testing at the same time, and I expect those results any day now. If I find out that the land is tainted, when you and the town swore it was fine, you’re going to hear about it.”
“Joyce, I know you’re upset,” Seth said patiently, “but I swear, this is the first I’ve heard about your problem. Let me do some research and I’ll get back to you in a couple of days. You know as well as I do that the town records are stashed all over town, and it may take me awhile to track down what we need to look at. But I will get back to you, one way or the other. The town must have pulled the records when they leased the land to you. I’ll find them.”
Joyce sighed. “I know you will—you’re one of the few people I can trust to keep his word. I know this isn’t your fault, but it’s so damn frustrating. Just when I think I’m getting a little bit ahead, something starts making my cows sick! I can’t seem to catch a break. Remind me again why I got into this business?”
“Because you like milk?” Seth joked.
“I like cows. They don’t talk back,” Joyce responded. “Call me when you know anything. Nice to meet you, Meg—I’ve been meaning to introduce myself for a while, but I never seem to have any free time.”
“I know the problem. Good to meet you, too, Joyce.”
Joyce stomped off to her aged pickup truck. The door had a logo on it, something with a cow. Silently, Meg and Seth watched Joyce pull away.
“What was that about?” Meg finally asked.
“If you offer me a cup of coffee, I’ll tell you all about it. It’s not hush-hush. If anything, it’s a public matter, involving her land, or rather, the land she leases from the town.”
“Coffee I can do. I might even have some cookies, if Bree hasn’t eaten them all. But she does work hard, so I guess she earns them. She certainly burns it off.”
Meg led Seth through the back door into the kitchen and put a kettle on to boil. Seth dropped into one of the chairs at the well-scrubbed round oak table in the middle of the room. “How’re things coming?” he asked.
“Looking good, I think, and Bree agrees. The trees held up pretty well over the winter, even with all the snow we had. She’s doing an inventory now, but she didn’t seem too worried. Sometime in here I’m going to have to decide if I want to expand—if I put in new trees now, it’s still going to be a few years before they bear.”
The kettle boiled, and Meg set about putting ground coffee in her French press and adding the water. When the coffee was ready, she filled two mugs and sat down across from Seth. “So, what’s Joyce’s story? I don’t think I’ve seen her around before, not that I get out all that much myself.”
“She runs a small dairy operation, maybe thirty or forty head, on the north side of town, just before the ridge this side of Amherst. She grazes all her cattle on the pastures there. It’s really a labor of love for her. She used to be a federal dairy inspector, but she decided that she’d rather be a producer than a bureaucrat, so she and her husband Ethan bought a nice piece of land, with a house and milking barn. She sells organic raw milk and makes some cheese. The regulations for selling raw milk—and calling it organic—are pretty specific, but she knows the ropes.” He stopped to take a swallow of coffee.
“So what was she complaining about? And why did she come to you? Apart from your recognized role as Granford’s own Mr. Fixit, not to mention an elected selectman.” She smiled at him.
Seth grinned back. “A couple of years ago Joyce decided she wanted to expand the operation, give herself a little more cushion, without adding staff and facilities. So she came to the town and leased some pasturage that the town owns, and she spent a year improving the field, mostly getting rid of weeds and invasive plants and adding some good feed grass, before turning any cows loose on it. She was thinking long term and she did it right, plus the town gave her a good rate for it, since we weren’t using the land anyway. So, a couple of weeks ago she let out some of her cows for the first time—you should see a herd of cows the first time they get out into a field in the spring! They frolic, there’s no other word for it—and anyway, they’d only been out a couple of days when some of them started getting sick, and one died, so she pulled them off the field. She came to me to complain, since I'm on the town's board of selectmen, and I can’t say that I blame her.”
“That’s a shame. Any idea what the problem is?”
“Not at the moment. The land hasn’t been used for anything for decades, and even though you think I know everything there is to know about Granford, I haven’t memorized the history of each plot of land here. I wasn’t just stalling when I told her that I’d have to do some digging before I could tell her anything about the history of that parcel.”
“You said the records are scattered all over? Not at town hall?”
He smiled ruefully. “You’ve seen town hall—it used to be a mansion for some people from Boston who came out summers to enjoy the country air. It was never intended to be a municipal building. There are a lot of files shoved into the basement, which at least is dry, but I have a feeling that what I need to check goes back quite a ways. We’ve put the archived documents wherever we can find space, much like the Historical Society does. It’ll take me a few days to track down whatever went on with that field. Since the town owns it, there must be some kind of story behind it.”
“Have you known Joyce long?” Meg asked, getting up to freshen her cup. “You want more coffee?”
“Please.” Seth held out his mug as Meg poured. “Not that long. Neither she nor her husband grew up around here, but she knows the area pretty well. She did her homework when she picked her location, and she’s got a good local reputation for her milk. You’ve probably eaten some of her cheese at Gran’s.”
“I’ll have to ask Nicky the next time I’m in the restaurant.”
“Speaking of using land, have you considered my offer?”
“Which one?”
“I’d be happy to let you use some of my land to expand your orchard.”
Meg had been putting off giving Seth an answer because she was torn. In part it was a business decision: did it make financial sense for her to expand? If so, how much? It had taken awhile to get the numbers assembled and to review them with Bree, and the answer had been a tentative “yes” to the expansion. But the more complicated issue was, did she want to enter into that kind of commitment with Seth? She’d only just started to really feel like they were dating . . . using his land for a long-range purpose felt akin to making a public statement that they were together for the long haul. And although Meg was cautiously optimistic about the relationship, she wasn’t quite ready to make that kind of declaration. Still, whether or not to expand the orchard was something she would have to decide soon, before the window for planting closed.
“Let me get back to you on that, okay?”
Seth eyed her a minute before he shrugged and said, “Okay. It’s up to you, and I have no other plans for the land. But I’d like to see it put to good use.”
Was he disappointed? “Let me talk to Bree about it, now that we know what’s survived the winter. So, anything else going on?” she said to change the subject.
“There’s the Spring Fling this weekend.”
“The what?”
“Oh, that’s right—you were a little preoccupied around this time last year. It’s a party that we hold each year to celebrate the arrival of spring, since by now everybody’s usually got a serious case of cabin fever. It’s not fancy—we hold it in the high school gym—but we’ve got a good local cover band who plays the kind of stuff most people like, and there’s food and dancing, and raffles and prizes. Half the town turns out. Will you come?”
“Are you asking me to be your date?” Meg tried to keep a straight face.
“Of course. But my mother may tag along to chaperone.”
“Well, then, I guess it’s a good thing I like your mother.”
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