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Introduction

By the time Maya Bennett crested the last hill, the orchard had already reached for
her. Rows of trees spread down the slope like neat stitches holding Ashwell together,
their limbs braced against a gray New England sky. The place looked smaller than it
had in memory and somehow heavier, the air thick with damp earth and the ghost of
cider. She cut the engine and let the quiet settle in, the hum of insects and a faraway
tractor ticking through the stillness. The house waited with its clean white paint and
tired porch, a face fixed for company. She had been gone thirteen years. The orchard
remembered anyway.

Ashwell did its best impression of unchanged. The diner’s sign still buzzed when the
weather turned, the church bell struck noon whether anyone felt like it or not, and the
road into town narrowed at the same blind bend that made outsiders tap their brakes.
People here preferred knowing what came around the corner, even if they didn’t like
it. The trees knew that rhythm better than anyone. In May they foamed with blossom;
in September they bowed with fruit; in winter they stood and took the weight of snow.
The orchard breathed. It listened. The spaces between trunks were rooms. As a girl,
Maya had learned to read those rooms the way other kids learned to read faces.

Her father stood in the doorway, thinner than her last visit, a hand braced on the
frame as if the house might drift off without him. Daniel Bennett, who could charm a
harvest crew and talk a bank out of a late fee, who smiled for neighbors and turned to
stone for his own daughter. His flannel hung loose at the shoulders. His eyes were as
quick as ever, wary and kind in uneven measures. “You made good time,” he said, and
the effort it cost him to make it sound casual plucked at something in her chest. She
hugged him and felt bones. He pulled away too soon. “Lot to do before frost,” he
added, and gave the orchard a look like it might argue.

In the kitchen the air smelled of vinegar and old coffee. A calendar pinned beside the
phone bore careful notes in her father’s dense hand—spray, prune, call Berta about
the press. Her own name wasn’t anywhere; it didn’'t need to be. She set her bag down
and caught herself listening for another sound, one she hadn’t let herself hear in
years: laughter tangled with music, the squeal of tires on gravel, a dare whispered
under carnival lights. A memory surfaced uninvited—the fair in '98, sugar crackling on
her tongue, Claire’s hand warm around her wrist as they cut through the crowd, the
orchard a black edge beyond the parking lot. A wasp had nosed her paper cup. Claire
had leaned close and said, Don’t, and then something else swallowed by noise. The
way some moments break off and sink.

She asked about his health; he deflected with weather. When she pressed, he gave
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her a shrug that felt like a closed door. The doctor wanted him to rest. The orchard
wanted him in the rows. He compromised by standing in the workshop and telling her
what to lift. The building behind the house had always been his country—a place of oil
and pine shavings, tools hanging with the calm of animals in stalls. Dust motes drifted
through a blade of light, each one deliberate. On the workbench sat a dented tin of
screws, a coil of twine, a cracked pair of safety glasses. The old tool chest under the
bench was heavier than it looked. When she tugged the top drawer, it stuck, then slid
open with a sigh.

There was a cupboard tucked low in the back wall, its little door stained darker than
the rest, the brass knob polished by use. She might not have noticed the hairline seam
around its frame if she hadn’t traced it with a fingertip. The hinge was new. That alone
made her pause. Her father cleared his throat, and she startled, hand slipping from
the wood. “Leave that,” he said, too quickly. He fumbled for a rag, wiped at a clean
patch of bench. “Mouse problem. | set traps.” She glanced back at the cupboard and,
for an instant, caught the corner of something pale inside, the square edge of old
paper or the ghost-white of a photograph. A thin, chemical smell—sunburned plastic,
like the Polaroids that used to develop in their palms—threaded the air and was gone.

News traveled ahead of her, as it did here. By late afternoon Sheriff Tom Albright’s
cruiser nosed up the drive, blue stripes dulled by dust, his smile easy and professional.
He asked after Daniel. He said the town was glad to see her back, that folks were
worried about the harvest, that buyers were skittish and no one could afford a bad
story right now. It was a comment and a warning dressed as hospitality. Maya watched
his eyes flicker past her shoulder to the workshop door, as if he could feel the pressure
of that little cupboard from the yard. “You know how people talk,” he said, and let it
hang there between them. She did.

When the sheriff left and the light thinned to copper, she stood at the edge of the rows
and let the orchard press close. Leaves whispered against one another the way
congregations do after a hymn. The first windfall of the season thumped into the grass
with a sound that felt like punctuation. She thought of the bulletin board at the diner,
the way faded notices never quite came down, edges curling, staples rusting into
halos. She thought of a face from one of those notices, the way absence could root
itself until it felt like part of the landscape. She told herself she wasn’t here to dig. She
had come to help. To keep the trees standing through winter.

Still, the seam around the cupboard door followed her into the house, a thin bright line
she couldn’t stop seeing. Her father dozed in his chair with the TV low, his breath
catching and evening out, catching and evening out. She rinsed two mugs and placed
them upside down to dry, the way he liked. In the quiet the orchard settled another
inch into the night, and the house did, too. If there was a list tucked behind that door,
if there was a photograph, if the past had been carefully folded and stored away, then
this was where it had been kept safe. Or kept dangerous.
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Maya stood at the sink, fingers damp and cold, and admitted a truth to herself she
hadn’t said out loud in thirteen years: she wasn’t sure what she had seen that last
summer, or what she had chosen not to see. Memory bent the way branches did under
fruit—heavy, beautiful, prone to breaking. She looked toward the workshop and made
a small, private promise. In the morning, she would open the door. The orchard,
listening, said nothing.
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CHAPTER ONE: Homecoming

The rearview mirror held the last of Boston, a smudge of skyline that dissolved into the
gray wash of a drizzling September. Maya Bennett let it go the way she had let go of
other things: a deliberate release, fingers uncurling from a rope she had not realized
she was holding. Route 2 narrowed to two lanes and the traffic thinned to the
occasional pickup and a tractor that crawled along the shoulder like a patient beast.
Roadside billboards gave way to hand-painted signs—Alyssa’s Pies, Fresh Eggs,
Hayrides Weekends—and the sky widened, heavy and watchful. She had left at dawn
to avoid the worst of the city gridlock, and the miles rolled out in a quiet that felt less
like peace and more like the held breath before a jump.

The first real glimpse of Ashwell appeared as a suggestion: a quilt of fields stitched
with stone walls, a church steeple, the skeletal arms of maples starting to blush. Then
the orchard came into view, climbing the long slope behind the town, its rows as
regular as a heartbeat. Apple trees, a century old in some sections, their trunks thick
as barrels, their leaves catching the light in dull coins. Even from the road she could
see the ladders leaning where crews had been harvesting early varieties, the canvas
bins stacked near the sheds. The place had a way of reaching before you reached it.
She felt the old tug in her sternum, the sense of being pulled toward something that
had not waited for her permission.

She turned onto Orchard Road and the house revealed itself, set back behind a low
stone fence. White clapboard, black shutters, porch swing that creaked in even the
slightest breeze. It had been thirteen years since she slept under that roof, and the
math of it felt impossible. The paint was newer, the shrubs trimmed into submission,
the porch steps reinforced with fresh boards. She parked beside her father’s old truck,
its bed still flecked with straw, and killed the engine. The sudden quiet pressed against
her eardrums. Then the house exhaled—door opening, screen groaning—and there he
was.

Daniel Bennett stood framed in the doorway, thinner, the collar of his flannel shirt
loose at the neck, one hand braced against the jamb as if steadying himself against a
wind only he could feel. He had always been a broad man, the kind who took up space
without apology, but now he seemed carved down to essentials. His hair had gone the
color of winter bark, and the lines around his eyes had deepened into permanent
brackets. He lifted a hand in a gesture that was part wave and part warding off. “You
made good time,” he called, his voice rough but careful. It was the same voice that
had taught her the difference between a spur and a handle, between grafting and
pruning, between loving a place and being trapped in it.
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She crossed the gravel and stepped into his space, smelling cedar and the faint
sourness of old sweat, something medicinal underneath. He stiffened at the embrace,
then returned it briefly, a pat between her shoulder blades that signaled an end to
intimacy. “You look thin,” she said, and he shrugged, glancing past her to the orchard
as if it had called his name. “Lot to do before frost,” he said. “The crew’s down a man.
I’'ve been on the ladder when | shouldn’t be. Doctor says rest. Trees say otherwise.”
He managed a smile that didn’t reach his eyes. It was the same negotiation he had
always done with the world—charm for the public, silence at home.

The kitchen smelled of vinegar and old coffee, the window over the sink fogged with
steam. A calendar hung by the phone, every square filled with his dense, blocky
handwriting—spray copper, prune Red Delicious, call Berta about the press, check the
fence line. She ran a finger down the margin and found a note for Thursday: Oil in the
truck. Nothing for today. Her name did not appear anywhere, as if her arrival was an
event that had not yet earned a square. She dropped her bag on the linoleum and
opened the fridge. Inside: a half gallon of milk, a jar of pickles, three wrapped plates of
something labeled with dates in red marker, and a six-pack of beer with two missing.

“You eating?” she asked, and he waved toward the counter. “Berta left that chicken.
Microwave’s on the fritz, but the oven still works if you don’t mind the wait.” He eased
into a chair, the tendons in his neck standing out. The TV on the counter murmured a
weather report—rain tonight, clear tomorrow, a front moving down from Canada. “Doc
wants you to call,” she tried again. “Just to check in.” He gave her the look that meant
the subject was closed, the one he used when a buyer pushed him on price or a
neighbor asked a question he didn’t like. She closed the fridge and rinsed two mugs,
setting them upside down on the drainboard the way she remembered he liked.

The house was too quiet. In the living room the old floral sofa still wore its plastic, the
lamps still had their crocheted skirts. She could almost hear the ghost of a radio tuned
to the Red Sox, smell the burnt sugar of apple butter simmering. A memory surfaced,
uninvited: the summer of '98, the fair, the press of bodies, sugar grit on her teeth.
Claire’s hand warm around her wrist as they moved through the crowd, the orchard a
black edge beyond the parking lot. A wasp had nosed at her paper cup. Claire had
leaned close, mouth against her ear, and said, Don’t. And then the noise swallowed
the rest. Memory did that—snipped out pieces and left jagged edges that caught on
things.

He followed her gaze to the yard, past the pump and the overturned wheelbarrow to
the small building behind the house. “Workshop’s a disaster,” he said, and she heard
the apology threaded through the statement. “I keep meaning to sort it. Harder to
bend these days.” She nodded and stood, gathering the plates. “I'll start there
tomorrow. Clear a path so you don’t trip.” He opened his mouth, closed it again. He
wanted to tell her not to, she could see it. Then he nodded, defeated by his own
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limitations. “Mouse problem,” he added, as if that explained everything. “I set traps.”
The words felt like a warning she didn’t yet understand.

She spent the afternoon moving through the house like a visitor in a museum of her
own past. Her bedroom was just as she’d left it at nineteen—same quilt, same
yearbooks stacked under the window, same poster of a band she no longer listened to
taped to the closet door. The air smelled faintly of lavender sachets and dry paper.
She opened the window and listened to the distant whine of a saw. Down the hall, the
door to her father’s room was closed. She paused, hand hovering over the knob, then
walked on. In the bathroom the medicine cabinet held the usual: aspirin, hydrogen
peroxide, a comb with a missing tooth. A single vial of pills—labeled for Daniel
Bennett—sat behind the gauze, half full. She closed the cabinet and met her own eyes
in the mirror, the same dark hair, the same guarded expression. The woman staring
back was older than the girl who had fled this town. She tried a smile. It didn’t take.

By late afternoon the rain had started, a soft, steady shushing against the tin roof of
the workshop. Maya pulled on an old sweatshirt and crossed the yard, ducking under
the eaves. Inside, the building was a cathedral of tools and solvents, sawdust and
patience. Long benches held jars of screws sorted by size, a vise crusted with old wax,
a cracked pair of safety glasses. Hand tools hung from pegboard in careful outlines,
the ghosts of where they belonged. The air held the sharp bite of linseed oil and the
sweeter, decaying scent of apples from the bin in the corner, their skins wrinkled, their
stems brown. A wasp crawled on the windowsill, sluggish with the cold.

Under the main bench sat a tool chest, red paint flaking, the corners dented from
decades of being dragged across concrete. She tugged at the top drawer and it stuck,
then surrendered with a metallic sigh. Inside lay a jumble of chisels, files, and a
tarnished Stanley tape measure. Behind the tray, something glinted. She hooked a
finger under the lip and lifted, revealing a shallow compartment that should not have
been there. It was the faint smell that caught her first—sun-warmed plastic, the ghost
of a chemical bloom that meant old photographs. The kind you shook in your palm to
develop, praying it wouldn’t be overexposed. The kind you couldn’t delete or crop or
filter away.

She slid her hand into the space and brushed paper. A folded envelope, thick with
contents. She pulled it out and eased open the flap. Inside was a handwritten list of
names—seven of them—inked in a careful, familiar hand that she recognized as her
father’s, though older, tighter, a man writing under pressure. Beside each name was a
date, a few words in the margin, and a check mark next to two of them. She
recognized a few names—Evelyn Hart, Tom Albright, Jonah Reed—neighbors, friends,
the sheriff. And then she saw the last name on the list, the ink smudged as if it had
been written and rewritten. Claire Avery.

Under the list lay a Polaroid, its colors washed to the pale end of the spectrum—faded
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to blues and sepia. The edges were nicked, the white border stained with a
thumbprint. In the photo a group of teenagers stood in a line, arms slung over
shoulders like a chain they hoped would hold. Claire was in the middle, unmistakable
with her thick hair tied back, a grin that was more challenge than joy. Beside her stood
Jonah, and on her other side, a younger version of Maya herself. Behind them, the dark
wedge of the orchard at dusk, and beyond, the neon glow of the fairground rides.
Maya’s own face in the photo looked happy, and that was somehow the worst part.
She stood frozen in the workshop, the wasp buzzing sluggishly at the glass, the rain
whispering on the roof, and tried to place the moment. It hovered at the edge of recall,
a shape under dark water, a name on the tip of a tongue.

The back door of the house slammed. Daniel called her name, his voice threaded with
alarm. “Maya? You out there?” She slid the Polaroid and list back into the envelope
and tucked it into the pocket of her sweatshirt, the stiff paper crackling against her
ribs. When she stepped into the rain, her father stood on the porch, hand braced
against a post, eyes fixed on the workshop door. “Find what you were looking for?” he
asked, and the question landed like a stone. She shook her head, aware of the weight
in her pocket, aware of the way her pulse had climbed into her throat. “Just getting the
measure of the mess,” she said. He held her gaze a moment longer than he needed
to. “Leave it for now,” he said, turning back to the house. “Supper’s ready.” She
followed him inside and did not mention the cupboard door. She did not mention the
names. The orchard, listening, held its breath.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace


http://www.tcpdf.org

