
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Adventure in Apple Haven

A Friday Friends Dinner Club Mystery #5
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For my parents who started the tradition of our annual treks to local apple orchards each autumn. Thank you for the sweet memories.

And to my readers. It is a joy to write for you. 


Come over and join in the fun!
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In the middle of chasing thieves and trouble makers, Melody and the Friday Friends Dinner Club are cooking and baking up a storm! Get a sneak peek into their secrets and receive a printable version of the recipe book when you sign up for the enewsletter at www.poppymhaas.com
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The wind whipped through Melody's curls and she absently brushed them out of her face with one hand, taking a curve at a smooth 40 mph in her compact, gently used, suede-colored car. 

"Woops, that was a little fast," she spoke aloud, gripping the steering wheel tighter before reaching over and rolling the window down the rest of the way. The wind rushed in harder as she started to turn another corner. "Jiminy Crickets, this is one gorgeous fall day." 

Melody smiled and twisted the radio's volume knob, turning up the music to let Brown Eyed Girl belt out from the speakers. Autumn made her delirious with joy, sometimes so much so that she had a hard time putting her love for it into words—the way the trees seemed to catch fire with color and light, or the fact that she could go to her favorite spot of the season, Apple Haven, and buy apples, twenty pounds at a time, to bake with the next day. Even coffee started tasting better as the weather cooled off. 

Thinking about how the day had started—with an unexpected half-day off from her boss, Natalie—brought a grin to Melody's face. She recalled her morning conversation with Savannah, one of her best friends and fellow Friday Friends Dinner Club members, as she breathed in the cool, rushing air.

"Not my idea of a great time," Savannah had said when Melody told her what she would be doing that afternoon. "If I had an afternoon off from work, I'd be shopping or playing soccer, not driving up to Apple Haven to buy a bunch of apples I could get at the grocery store."

"You don't know what you're missing; I can't believe you've never been up there," she'd replied as she hugged Savannah goodbye.  

Melody worked for Savannah's mom, Natalie, at From the Heart Jewelry as the Content and Social Media Manager. As needed, she also led the Photo Shoots, getting everything ready for the photographer, which, some of the time, turned out to be her too. That was the life of a start-up. And Melody loved every minute of it.  

Bobbie, the sales trainer for the reps, was out on maternity leave, so Melody had picked up that job while Natalie tried to figure out if she needed to hire another person. The hours had been grueling, but mostly energizing, and she had fallen in love with Natalie's business and the heart behind it. It was a blast helping women start their own mini-businesses by selling gorgeous, quality jewelry. She'd also acquired her own huge jewelry collection, which was a fun side perk.

Even though Melody loved her job and couldn't imagine doing anything else, she had to admit that she was getting a bit weary. Just a bit. She kept it to herself, but the hours and travel were getting to her: affecting her sleep, her energy, and her life outside of work, which mostly consisted of keeping up with her own baking blog, baking classes, and various events with friends. 

"Those bags under your eyes are not good," Natalie had told her that morning, when Melody first walked through the door of the office, a huge coffee in one hand and a stack of training materials, binders, and magazines being pressed against her chest by her other arm.

"It's all part of the startup lifestyle, right?" Melody said, with as big a smile as she could muster. "I'll catch up on sleep later in the year."

Natalie reached out and took Melody's hands, "Listen to me, young one." Her dark hair fell over her shoulders and her olive colored skin beamed with a natural glow that most women paid a lot of money to try to obtain; the only sign of her age were the fine lines around her eyes, which deepened when she laughed. "You young women—you think you can burn the candle at both ends and it won't catch up with you. But I know . . ." She paused and pointed to her chest. "I know the cost that too much work has on your person. Your relationships, your soul. Finish the social media announcements for the morning and take the afternoon off. Do something fun and then get some sleep tonight."

Before Melody could say thank you, Natalie let go of her hands and turned to another employee calling for her, moving swiftly toward the meeting room. She stopped one step inside the door and turned, wagging her finger. "I don't want to see you here after noon. And don't you dare check your email." She then disappeared, her long flowy skirt swirling around her ankles.

Melody stood in a daze for a moment, still holding her coffee in one hand. She shook her head lightly and walked to her desk, pulling open her computer and finishing the morning's work with renewed energy. Savannah popped in to her office at noon with a sandwich and a reminder that the Friday Friends Dinner Club was meeting at her house the following evening for their monthly cooking group. 

...

"Why don't you teach us how to make some sort of fancy apple dessert?"

"Got it," Melody said. "And I'm going to nab you for a date to go up to Apple Haven; you really don't know what you're missing."

Savannah rolled her eyes. She was constantly in motion; either combing the mall for deals or kicking soccer balls into a net with the adult rec team she belonged to. Slow, quiet drives to even slower, country style places like Apple Haven were not quite up to her preferred speed. "We'll see," she said. "See ya tomorrow night."

Only Thirty minutes later, and Melody had been eating her turkey and avocado sandwich on sliced sourdough bread, meandering in her car up the near empty highway to historic Apple Haven.

Now, she travelled back down the hill with two bushels of fragrant apples in her back seat, already feeling more relaxed and imagining what she was going to do for a quiet evening. "Besides making homemade caramel to dip these delicious apples in, what am I going to do?" she said out loud. "Read a book? Finally peruse through the stack of magazines piling up by my bed?"

She took in the view all around her as she drove; fields of apple trees interspersed with stretches of vineyard covered hillsides—a new site for the region. Local wineries had started gaining popularity a few years back and it seemed there were now more of them than apple orchards, these days. They wove up and down the hills, stretching out in regal rows, most of the vines bare now that the cool weather of autumn was here.

The loud noise of a motor shifted Melody's gaze away from the scenery and to her rear-view mirror. 

A black sedan was quickly approaching, its engine roaring as it ate up the distance behind her car. Melody gripped the steering wheel. The sedan was just a few feet behind her now, directly on her tail—she quickly looked at the road in front of her; this portion of the highway was a simple two lane and curvy—and glancing in her mirror, she found the windows dark. She couldn't identify any distinguishing characteristics of the driver. 

"Get a grip," she shook her head at herself.

Melody knew the road opened into two lanes on both sides a few miles ahead, and she strained her eyes, looking to find a place where she could turn out. "There's joyriding and then there's stupid," she muttered. "I'd love to get out of this crazy person's way."

With another roar, the black sedan pulled into the opposing lane, passing her by in a blur and pulling in front of her. A minute later, the car disappeared around a curve, and Melody exhaled, loosening her grip on the wheel. She turned on Brown Eyed Girl again, took a sip of her hot apple cider, and tried to get back into her nice relaxed zone. 

She turned the curve and continued down the road, keeping a watchful eye for more cars behind her, but none came. It wasn't unusual for the road to be empty at this time of day; in another few weeks, Apple Haven would be packed, but for now it was the perfect time for a lonely drive through the colorful hills outside Stonybrooke.

At the next curve, she slowed down a bit and leaned forward, staring at the sight ahead. The black sedan was farther down the hill, racing through the curves at a breakneck speed. Melody bit her bottom lip, her anxiety level rising as she watched. Crazy driver, slow down. There had been a bad accident here last year. If she remembered correctly, the driver had been speeding and under the influence. 

The car took another curve, before suddenly started to spin. The brake lights flashed. Melody cried out as she watched it spin out of control, dust flying up as the wheels screeched. It veered to the shoulder, then went over, right through a split rail fence and came to a shuddering stop, its rear end sticking up slightly on the hilly slope. 

"Jiminy Crickets," Melody said. She took in a sharp breath. "I can't believe that just happened!"
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Melody held her breath as she sped up, driving down the hill. The crash site moved in and out of view as she rounded each curve and as a group of tall evergreens or brightly colored maples blocked her view. After one final turn, she approached the wrecked car, the tinted windows preventing her from seeing anyone inside. 

Now Melody could better see what had happened—the black sedan hadn't run into the fence as she'd thought; it had launched partly over, the back half tilted into the air and the nose buried inches into the ground. Steam rose from the engine. 

Melody pulled onto the shoulder of the road and grabbed her phone, punching in 9-1-1 as she stepped out of her car. 

"Are you okay in there?" she called out, hoping that someone would respond, just so she'd know they were alive. Even though she'd worked as a nurse for ten years, she had never gotten used to seeing dead bodies; it was one of the hardest parts of the job. 

No one answered. The only sound was the soft hissing of the steam rising from the hood of the car. Even the birds, normally full of song, were silent. 

"Come on, come on, come on, come on," Melody whispered into the phone, slowly moving toward the car. She kneeled and investigated the driver's seat; a man was slumped over the steering wheel, his head twisted unnaturally away from her, his shoulders limp. Melody felt her stomach turn. She took a deep breath.

"9-1-1, what is your emergency?" A no-nonsense voice suddenly asked.

Melody explained what happened as quickly as she could.

"Ma'am, where are you?" the voice interrupted her.

Melody stood and looked around. "Oh, I'm on my way back from Apple Haven, on highway 109, probably about ten miles outside of Stonybrooke." She searched for a sign or landmark that could help her give a more concrete description. "We're in a vineyard, right between two fields with cows in them," she finished, realizing the inadequacy of this.  

"Going east or west?" the voice continued, completely calm.

"West." She leaned over to peer past the driver and into the back seat. "Oh, there's someone else in the car," Melody said. "I think I saw her move."

The woman in the back seat lifted her head, her dark eyes meeting Melody’s. She opened her mouth to say something but started coughing hoarsely. 

"Tell her not to move," the operator told Melody. "You said the car is not on fire, correct?"

"Correct," Melody said. "I'm getting help," she spoke clearly to the woman in the car.

"Keep her calm," the operator instructed. "Don't move her. I don't want the car to topple and have worse harm come to her, or for you to get hurt."

"Okay, okay." Melody forced herself to breathe. There was a reason she never worked in the ER—handling emergency situations where trauma was involved was not her strong suit. Neither were falling cars. "Help is coming," she said to the woman. "Try not to move." 

The woman shook her head and tried to push herself away from the head rest. As she did, the car jerked and started to lean. 

"Oh no!" Melody cried out. She backed away, holding up her hand and calling out, "Don't move! Don't move!"

But the woman didn't listen. She continued to push herself up. Melody could see her unhook her seatbelt and try to open the door. The fence wasn't strong to begin with, and the weight of the sedan was making it heave and sway. 

"No, no!" Melody yelled. "The fence will collapse."

"Move away ma'am," the 9-1-1 operator said in a steady, firm voice. "Now."

Melody did as she was told. 

The passenger side door behind the driver began to open, but the jerking movement of the car was too much pressure for the fence. With a sudden crack it gave way, and the car—already precariously perched on the slope—fell. It rolled a few hundred feet down and to a stop, with a groan, at the bottom of the hill. 

Melody kept her eyes on it. No one got out. No one moved. 

The operator instructed her to stay where she was and to not go to the car, assuring her that help was on the way. "I'm going to stay on the line with you until the police arrive," the operator said.

"Thanks." Melody walked along the ruined fence to get a look at the other side of the car. Was there another passenger there? The front passenger door was open. That was odd.

Then Melody looked down at her feet. She was standing where the car had been draped over the fence seconds before, and in the wet grass were shoe prints, stepping away from her. 
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Melody peered across the fields. Several cows stared back at her, their tails twitching and swatting flies off their hind ends, their eyes large and languid. 

She stood on her tip toes, trying to extend her five-foot, three-inch frame, and found no one along the road. Jiminy Crickets, it would sure be helpful if I were taller. She scanned the landscape, starting with the road and moving out, toward the open fields.

"Well, look at that," she whispered. At least half a mile away, a figure moved along the hillside, away from the car wreck. At this distance, he was only a few inches tall—too far away for Melody to gauge his height or see any details. She could make out that his hair was dark and that he was wearing dark clothing, maybe a black leather jacket. As she watched, the person reached a grove of trees and Melody squinted, trying to discern more details. 

The mysterious figure turned briefly and looked at her—at least she thought he looked at her—before disappearing into the dark shade of the trees.

Sirens in the distance called Melody's attention to the approaching fire engine as it careened down the hill and stopped abruptly, dust and dirt flying out from under its wheels. She hurried back to the road towards it, waving her arms; the car had completely rolled out of sight—apart from the broken fence—and couldn't be seen from where the truck had pulled over.

Two firemen jumped out. 

"What happened?" one of them asked, as a male and female paramedic pulled up in an ambulance. They left their lights flashing and got out. "Is that your car parked up on the turnout?"

Melody nodded. "A car was speeding and then passed me and kept going, barely slowing around the curves. I saw them fly down the hill and go over the fence after the car spun out at the curve." Melody pointed behind them.

Both firemen looked past Melody and surveyed the scene below. "I heard it was nose down over the fence," one fireman said, as he started making his way down the hill.  

"It was, at first. I mean, when I made the call. There's a woman in the back. She regained consciousness and started moving. I yelled at her to stay still, but she didn’t and the fence broke. The car just tumbled off and slid down the hill . . ." Melody's voice trailed away as she glanced at it, resting at the bottom of the grassy hill. 

The fireman muttered something Melody couldn't understand. She decided not to ask. "You guys are going to need at least two gurneys," he told the paramedics. 

"Got it, chief," the paramedic with the crew cut said, before jogging back to the ambulance.

The fireman followed his partner, who had reached the sedan and was yelling back up the hill.  "I think she's alive, but she isn't conscious," he called. "And the driver is dead for sure. Probably on impact."

Melody sighed. Wherever they'd been going to at a hare's pace, it couldn't have been worth dying for. Funny thing, the people didn't look like the types to tear down the hill from Apple Haven. Sometimes teens did that—joy riding in their parents' cars—but not adults. Who had any reason to speed away from the slowest, sweetest spot in fall? Of course, farther east was Lake Tahoe and farther than that, Carson City and Nevada. Maybe they'd been coming from there?

Melody put her hands on her hips and stared down the hill, sending up a silent prayer that the woman was okay. She shuffled where she stood, watching the emergency crew work, and was mildly aware of footsteps approaching as she kept her gaze on what was happening below.

"I should have known you'd be at the site of the most sensational car crash Stonybrooke has seen this year," a voice behind her said.

Despite the grim situation, Melody spun around, already smiling. She'd know that voice anywhere.
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"Detective MacKenzie," Melody gulped as she turned and looked up. His clean-cut face looked down at hers; completely serious, except for that trademark twinkle in his dark green eyes. 

"Ms. Note," he nodded, looking down the hill and then back towards town. It was a warm day for October and he wiped beads of sweat off his tanned brow, pulling out his radio from his leather utility belt and calling in orders to his station. "We're going to need more backup and a tow truck."

"I was just coming down from Apple Haven." Melody backed up a step, biting her bottom lip and wiping her hands on her jeans. They were starting to get sweaty. Gross. 

He looked up the road and nodded. "It's a pretty nice spot; been a while since I went there. I've been meaning to go up again."

"It's a great drive—" Melody started, before stopping and swallowing hard. She didn't want to chatter on about apples and picnics while there was a dead man a hundred feet away and a woman who needed medical attention. She glanced at the accident scene and then back up at his face. "You've got work to do. I'll go. Unless, of course, you need anything?"

He looked around, one hand on his holster as his eyes followed the firemen. He waved when another patrol car pulled up. "Why don't you tell Officer Graham what you saw? Then you can take off."

Melody nodded, exhaling slowly as he started to walk down the hill. She watched as the paramedics carefully moved the woman's body from the car and onto the gurney, buckling her in securely. Melody shuddered.

She approached the officer who had just arrived in the second car.  

"Are you the witness who saw the accident?" he asked.

"That's me," she said, repeating her account of the crash. She pointed to where she had been driving and where the car had gone over the road and into the fence. "I tried to get the woman to stay still, but she wouldn't listen to me. The whole fence buckled under the movement and the car went further down the hill. I wish I could have prevented the fall." Melody stuck her hands in her jean jacket and glanced back, a slight wave of nausea passing through her stomach at the sight of the vehicle. This was so avoidable.

Officer Graham collected her statement without a lot of commentary and finished by asking for her contact information. Walking back to her own car, her earlier exuberance dampened by the crash, she glanced repeatedly at Detective MacKenzie. 

He was kneeling next to the sedan, writing something down, and Melody climbed into her car still eyeing him. Resting her head back against the driver's seat, she breathed in deeply, suddenly realizing how lucky she was that she hadn't been hurt by the reckless driver.

"I'm lucky to be alive," she said softly, breathing slowly to steady her emotions. "He could have pushed me off the road if I had been going around the curve instead of down the straightway, farther up the hill." She gulped back tears as she realized how close she'd come to being part of the accident and turned the ignition over, pulling off the shoulder. 

The car complained as its tires rolled over gravel, making the car bounce until she reached the road. She pressed the brake pedal and slowed as the paramedics turned over their engines. They had made it back up the hill quickly and were headed for the hospital; probably Hope Community, where Melody used to work. 

The driver nodded to her as he pulled out onto the highway, lights on and siren blaring. He drove down the hill and Melody followed slowly, at a distance. 

As she drove toward town, a tow truck and more police cars passed her, heading the other way. She glanced in her rearview mirror, watching the line of vehicles ascend the rolling hills. 

It wasn’t until Melody was alone on the road again, passing fields and farms, that she remembered what she’d forgotten. She slapped her forehead.  

"Good grief, I didn't tell Detective MacKenzie or Officer Graham about the guy running away from the car wreck! This is what happens when I have a crush—my brain turns to complete mush!"

Regardless of the irritation she felt towards herself, she was happy to have an excuse to turn around and see the detective again. It had been a few months since she'd last seen him; she had been busy with work and travel over the summer and she'd used that as her excuse not to call and accept his invitation to have coffee.  

Besides, she had spent about two months in Gull Island and the seaside town of Blue Beach. Originally, she was going to spend the weeks working on photographing the rest of the year's photo shoots in Natalie and Reuben's gorgeous beach home, but she'd ended up being pulled into a mystery involving the strange murders of several real estate agents.

After returning to Stonybrooke, she thought about Officer MacKenzie all the time, but she just plain chickened out when it came to calling him—even though he had given her his private number and asked her to go out more than once in the past. Her busy-at-work excuse was true, sure, but she knew that deep down she was afraid. But what was she so afraid of? That was its own mystery.  

She turned her car onto a side country road, did a three-point turn, and headed back up the hill toward the accident. Up ahead she could see smoke in the distance. A forest fire? There had been several during the summer, but none since the beginning of fall. The smoke wafted up in a thin, distinct gray plume over the east side of Apple Haven. She'd have to check the news when she got home. When she got to the site, Detective MacKenzie turned and watched her approach. 

"Back so soon?" MacKenzie asked, raising a single eyebrow. 

The firemen were bringing up the second passenger, this one completely covered with a white sheet. Melody looked away, sucking in a breath. That must be the driver, how awful. 

She looked straight at Detective MacKenzie as the paramedics walked by. "I forgot to tell you something. You saw that the passenger side door was opened?"

"I did. I was just talking about that with Officer Graham," he said, motioning with his head to a small cluster of trees.  

They moved in that direction so they could stand in the shade, MacKenzie taking off his glasses and looking at Melody. His dark hair was cut short, swaying to the right side with a few gray hairs randomly placed, giving him a distinguished air. His square jaw was set more firmly than usual. Was that stress? Melody wondered. He didn't seem like the kind of guy who even felt stress. 

Melody rubbed her hands together. It was starting to get chilly. "I think there was a third person in the car. I noticed that the front passenger door was open. Then I saw someone over there," she said, pointing to the grove of trees at the far edge of the field. "A man. He disappeared into the trees."

Detective MacKenzie placed one hand on the trunk of the tree and let his head hang for a minute. "You're saying someone got out of the car after it rolled down the hill and ran across the field, and you only noticed it when they were almost out of eyesight?"

Melody pulled on her turquoise scarf, retying it around her neck. "I think he got out when the car initially crashed, when it was still hung up on the fence. That's why he got across the field. I witnessed the crash, but as I came down the hill, the site would dip out of my view as I turned each corner. Plus, there are the shoe prints. Over here." Melody led him over to the broken fence.

Detective MacKenzie squatted and lightly touched the depressed grass. "Someone was walking here," he said, "and not too long ago."

"It feels kinda weird. I mean, this wasn't a crime scene; the driver was going too fast, of course, but it seems silly to leave the scene of the accident," Melody said, the end of her statement rising, almost as if in question. "Maybe we can think the best and assume he was going to get help?"

"Maybe, but in a day when nearly everyone has a cell phone . . ." Detective MacKenzie answered. He pulled out his phone, took a few pictures, and then stood up. "Thanks for coming back and reporting this." 

"Uh, sure," Melody said. "See you around." She walked back to her car, mentally kicking herself for the departing comment. Jiminy Crickets, she should have said something, anything else.

As if reading her mind, Detective MacKenzie called out, "Hey, Note!"

Melody spun around.  

"Coffee. You and me. Next week. I will call you." The faintest, amused smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. She smiled and nodded, walking back to her car.  

What a bizarre day. Great and awful, all at the same time. In her pocket, Melody's phone chimed as she sat back down into her car. Looking at the text message, she groaned.  

"Darn it," she said, as she started the engine. "I've got that stupid blind date tonight."
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It was nearing four o'clock when Melody reached Stonybrooke, and during the entire drive back, she'd been brainstorming creative ways to get out of the date. No excuse seemed valid.

The biggest problem was that the date had been set up by Gwendolyn; the sweet neighbor that Melody had solved a mystery for the previous Christmas. Melody had helped her recover several hundred vintage cookbooks, not to mention figuring out who murdered her husband. It had been a stressful mystery, and despite the sadness of it all, they continued to stay in touch, even after Melody had moved to a different part of town. She loved Gwendolyn and wouldn't do anything to hurt her feelings.

Which was why cancelling a date with her great-nephew would feel like breaking a social code. 

She parked her car and texted her dilemma to Kristi, another member of the Friday Friends Dinner Club. Kristi wasted no time in responding.

The text messages came in quick, rapid succession. Just tell him you aren't interested. 

Then, tell him something came up—you’re up against a blog deadline! Btw, what happened to Detective MacKenzie? That's who you should be dating.

Melody smiled at Kristi's response. She'd have to tell the girls about her latest non-date interaction with MacKenzie at the Friday Friends Dinner Club meeting tomorrow night. If only I had your assertiveness, she texted back.

Kristi didn’t mince words. You solve mysteries with plenty of gumption. What's up with you and guys? You turn into a daisy? Come on girl. 

Melody shook her head, hopped out of the car, and went inside the Mad Hatter, her favorite local coffee house. She hummed a tune as she stood in line, thinking about her brief, but close, conversation with the detective. "Add an extra shot of espresso, will you Barry? I'm going to need it."  

She hadn't had a day filled with so many mixed feelings in a while. A roller coaster of emotions was normal—the daily highs and lows as life sent curve ball after curve ball—but right now, it felt as if all of them were churning together in a bowl, with the sweet and salty flavors colliding into each other.

Melody plunked down her money on the counter as Barry began steaming milk. "Absolutely, Miss Melody." He gave her a playful grin. "So, do you have any mysteries going on right now?"

"Thankfully, no. It's just me and my job and my baking."

Barry poured three shots of espresso into a large cup. "Right, you're teaching the 'Baking with Fall Fruit' class next week, right? Hey, we should teach a class together!"

Melody looked up in surprise and smiled. "Oh? What should we teach?" In her mind, she was already going over the list of things she needed to do before the next class. It would be nice to have someone to help her with the details.

"We should teach a class on how to pair desserts with the right kind of coffee and when and how to use coffee in desserts. It could get a lot of traction." He set the cup in front of her and rang up her purchase. His wavy hair flopped over the top edge of his thick glasses as he gave her another good natured grin. 

"That could be really fun," Melody said. "Let me get back to you on that."

Barry gave her his big, goofy smile. At over six feet tall, he loomed over Melody—and most people—but Barry was so friendly and sweetly nerdy looking, no one felt very intimidated or impressed. He walked with his shoulders forward, and his hair usually hung asymmetrically on his face. He also smiled constantly; a shy but friendly giant. 

"I told my aunt all about you, Melody. She works as a baker. She wants to read one of your books."

"I don't have any on me right now, but when I get some, I'll be sure to bring one for you to give to her. Or, of course, she can always order a digital copy." 

"I told her all about your mysteries too." Barry's normally jovial expression took on a look of concern. "I hope that's okay. She said there's been trouble in Apple Haven, but she wouldn't say what. I told her you're a bona fide detective, like Nancy Drew!"

Melody took a sip of coffee, contemplating what to say. "I've only solved a few mysteries . . ."

"But with such speed, Miss M.! You are like Nancy Drew!"

A man with a mustache, wearing a tweed jacket, waiting for his double-nonfat-something gave Melody a side glance, then looked back at his newspaper. Melody felt like disappearing as Barry continued to gush.

"Well, I sure appreciate your support," Melody said weakly. "If I can help your aunt out, I'd be happy to." She thanked Barry for her coffee and walked out of the Mad Hatter, the door clinking behind her as she exited. She didn't have much time, now, before her mystery date. 

Still feeling embarrassed about Barry's praise, she let out a quiet sigh. What if Apple Haven really was in some sort of trouble? It was the sleepiest, sweetest place on earth. What could possibly go wrong? She made herself push those thoughts away as she sipped on her latte.

Melody walked slowly home to her loft apartment, filled up Nibbles' bowl with food, and skimmed the local news on her phone. A short article caught her eye, Scandal Rocks Apple Haven: Will Tourist Season Be Over Before It Starts?
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"What?" Melody collapsed on the couch, phone and triple espresso pumpkin spiced latte still in hand and dropped her bag to the floor. She pulled her legs underneath her, Indian style. 

Nibbles, her calico colored kitty, jumped onto her lap, curled up, and dropped right off to sleep as she swiped the screen of her phone to read as fast as she could. According to the article, Apple Haven was on the brink of bankruptcy, and it was all due to the brazen new apple orchard and vineyard owner, Eric Beaumont.

There had been multiple small farms that went under, mostly owned by hobbyists or small-time farmers that didn't have the business sense to keep their dealings in the black. Eric Beaumont had "swooped in" and paid very little for the properties. According to the article, he had bribed the appraisers to under value the properties and had convinced the owners that they should take what they could get to avoid another bad season and possible foreclosure. Apparently, there was a "spirit of fear and intimidation that spread throughout the small community." Additionally, the reporter said Mr. Beaumont had hired thugs to intimidate and even "beat on" some of the owners.

"But being intimidating doesn't spell financial ruin," Melody said out loud, tossing the phone onto the couch cushion in disgust. She had been going to Apple Haven for years, visiting multiple times in the autumn for pumpkins, spaghetti squash, and bushel after bushel of apples. She had interacted with lots of the owners who often worked in the bake shop or sold Christmas trees as a winter business. They all acted so happy, not seeming nervous or angry at all.

Melody closed her eyes and rested her head on the back of the couch, stroking the top of Nibbles' silky head. She tried to remember the conversation from last season, and vaguely remembered that Happy Horse Orchard was going to close. But why? Melody furrowed her eyebrows and pulled on a stray curl, before suddenly snapping her fingers and sitting up. 

The family was moving to the East Coast to be near aging parents. Melody had seen the woman, Laura, who co-owned Happy Horse Orchards with her husband, before they left and given them a going-away gift. She and Laura had become friendly acquaintances, as the woman made fire-glazed pottery and Melody had bought several pieces for gifts. Hadn't Laura told her about selling to Eric Beaumont, the young man who had grown up in Apple Haven but left, away to school and to start some businesses, and who was returning? Laura had seemed thrilled with the deal, so happy things were moving smoothly and quickly. No mention of intimidation or not selling for a fair price.

Melody picked up the phone and read the rest of the article out loud.  ". . . The people of Apple Haven were shaking in their boots and scared to death of the Beaumont takeover. Eric Beaumont has a reputation for being physically violent and getting his way no matter what it takes. Now, it looks as if all of Apple Haven will be taken down in a financial meltdown. Mr. Beaumont owes large amounts of money on several properties and lacks the funds to finish his plans as outlined to the community earlier this year." 

Melody looked up and let out a scoff. "You've got to be kidding me—no one looked like they were shaking in their boots. This story seems way too gossipy for the local news outlet. But Beaumont owns almost all the orchards in Apple Haven? How did that happen?"  

Scanning the internet for more information, she couldn't find anything about the bankruptcy, but there was a small notice about the "flash" fire in Apple Haven at one of the Beaumont Vineyards. Melody looked up to the ceiling, mindlessly stroking Nibbles. 

Was this the problem Barry's aunt was referring to? Was there a chance that Apple Haven really could be falling apart financially and shutting down? She pulled the calico cat closer, feeling the comforting vibration of her purrs against her chest. It would be awful if the orchards went out of business; Apple Haven was Melody's sweet spot—the place she escaped to whenever she needed to be still, to think, to reflect. A small cloud of anxiety whirled in her stomach at the thought of losing it. 

Melody felt her jaw clenching and inhaled, held it for a few seconds, then slowly exhaled, loosening her muscles and forcing herself to relax.
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