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Chapter 1
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June 1932

The man glanced up at the sun dominating a cloudless June sky. He liked early mornings when all was quiet on the river. Today, he rowed to a new spot to try for another speckled trout. He’d caught a fifteen-incher last week, and he aimed to improve his luck. There were some real whoppers in here. He kept to within a few yards of the shoreline where the water was deep, the current slower, and overhanging banks provided good cover for fish. Moving carefully into place, he dropped his baited hook over the side of the boat.

He was a man of little patience, so after a few minutes with no nibbles, he decided to cast again. Much to his consternation, he felt the line tighten when he tried to pull it back in. He was snagged, and after several attempts to free it from what he assumed was a fallen branch, he could tell he was well and truly hung up. Peering over the side of the boat into the pristine water, he was able to make out what looked like a flat black object. He looked closer. Could that be the roof of a car? It was certainly the right size. Using an oar, he maneuvered the boat a few feet to his left for a better look. It was a car all right, sitting on the river bottom. Waiting for the ripples to clear, he leaned over as far as he dared to study the object in the water below. Dear God! Was that a hand protruding out of the driver’s window?

* * *
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Rietta walked back to the house from the large vegetable garden after checking on the progress of this year’s seedlings. It had been backbreaking work preparing the garden for planting, hitching the old workhorse, March, up to the plough. The same with the harrowing, done to break up any clods of rich dark earth, remove weed clumps, and smooth out the surface of the soil. Then she’d planted every bit of seed she’d been able to save from the previous year, and spent whatever little money they had to make up the difference. If it were a good growing season, there’d be a bumper crop of tomatoes, potatoes, corn, beans, squash, pumpkin, cucumbers, turnips, beets, and onions. Between planting and the strenuous task of harvesting, however, there was the constant effort to control weeds and pests, and if rain was scarce, watering to make sure everything grew strong and healthy. She and her husband, Edwin, relied on the income the garden generated. The Depression was hitting everyone hard, but all anyone could do was carry on and hope they could make ends meet.

She’d just plunked herself down in the old wicker armchair in the corner of the veranda when she saw a vehicle making its way up the driveway, all but disappearing in the plume of dust kicked up by the tires. She watched as it came to a stop a few feet away. POLICE was written on the side of the car. Her spirits fell. 

The two men removed their hats politely as they stepped up onto the veranda, and her gut began to clench. They had to be here about Edwin. Again. Why else?

The taller of the two men spoke first. “Mrs. Nicholson...” he began.

She’d met them both before. “What’s Edwin done now?” she asked, her face tight. 

The two men exchanged a brief glance. “We’re here, Mrs. Nicholson, about your husband, Edwin Nicholson. I’m sorry to tell you he is deceased.”

Of all the things she could imagine they would say to her, that wasn’t one of them.

“Deceased! What?”

The tall man again. “His vehicle was found submerged in the Kennebecasis River on the Kingston Peninsula side. His body was in the vehicle, and since it appears he’d been in the water for some time, he was unrecog... Anyway, the vehicle was registered to Edwin Nicholson, and we found something on the remains that identifies him.”

The younger of the two men spoke. “When was the last time you saw him, Ma’am?”

Rietta’s head was spinning. “Ahhh, sometime in early April, I guess it was. You people were here looking for him after that man was shot in Hampton. I told you then I didn’t know where he was, but I don’t think you believed me. I’ve not seen him since. You were pretty certain at the time he’d done murder.”

The tall man sighed. “We have an eyewitness who saw him pull the trigger, Ma’am. Anyway, the coroner could find no evidence of injury on your husband, other than drowning. The banks are very steep in the part of the river where he was found. He must have driven off into the water or lost control. We’ll never know which, although it does appear to have been purposeful. We could see no signs of struggle to keep the car on the road in the area where it seems he went over. I’m very sorry.”

The shorter of the two men was entirely too smug for Rietta’s liking. “He knew we were after him and that he could never get away from us.”

Rietta’s glance slid over him. “Looks like he did, though,” she said, surprised at herself for playing devil’s advocate. Some people just invited it.

The taller man cleared his throat, passing Rietta her husband’s stainless steel pocket watch. She slowly took it from him, noting the engraving on the back before dropping it into the pocket of her apron. To Edwin with love, Rietta.

She looked at the officer, noticing for the first time the two downward-pointing chevrons on his jacket sleeve, and addressed him accordingly. “Thank you, Corporal,” she told him. “And about the body?”

The corporal looked at her kindly. “We will have the body sent wherever you would like. Under the circumstances, you’ll need to make immediate arrangements for burial. Do you have someone to help you?”

Rietta shrugged, although the nonchalant gesture did little to disguise her true feelings. She felt knocked sideways and struggled to maintain an outer calm.

“My husband’s people are from the Kingston Peninsula, as I’m sure you know, and they have a family plot at Kingston. I expect they will want to see him buried there.” 

She provided the corporal with their name and address, though she suspected he already had that information. She knew the Nicholsons would want to arrange the funeral. Edwin had been the baby of the family and thoroughly spoiled. She rued the day she met him while visiting her cousin on the Peninsula. He could be charming when it suited him, and he’d swept her off her feet. After the wedding, he’d been only too happy to move to Norton, knowing she had inherited Cherry Orchard Farm. Edwin’s mother had never forgiven Rietta for stealing her youngest son away. That’s how Belle Nicholson had put it. Edwin couldn’t seem to untangle himself from those apron strings.

The corporal nodded. “Very well then, we’ll take it from here. Good day, Ma’am.”

Rietta leaned against a veranda post as she watched the car turn in the yard and slowly go down the long drive to the main road for the twenty-mile trip to the Peninsula. Moments later, all that was left to remind her she was a widow was the dust that hung in the air and the weight of the watch in her apron pocket. So, Edwin was gone. Finally. Actually, he’d been dead for the past several weeks, but she’d had no knowing about it, no inner sense of loss. She assumed you had to love someone to experience such a thing, and she had not. How she had come to hate that man over the four years they’d been married, but there was something peculiar about death that suddenly brought to mind any better times there may have been. For her, it would be when they’d first met, and how he had made her feel like the most beautiful woman in the world. They had married too quickly, that had been almost immediately apparent, and the honeymoon over just as fast. 

She sighed. Be that as it may, her husband was dead, and she tried not to think about anyone coming to such a terrible end. Drowning would be a horrible way to die, and while she knew the Nicholsons had the means to see to all of the final details, she had to find a way to attend the funeral. That would be proper. However, the only vehicle they’d owned was now at the bottom of the Kennebecasis River, or even if it had been pulled out, it’d be ruined. She’d have to rely on her nearest neighbours, Clarence and Flo Stafford, to take her to the service. Tomorrow she’d make the two-mile walk to their farm to ask that favour, and also use their telephone to call the Nicholsons. 

It was late in the afternoon now, so she’d let things lie until tomorrow, allowing Edwin’s family to absorb the news and make their arrangements before she called them. It was something she already dreaded, given her mother-in-law’s hostility toward her, but in any event, it was too soon to interrupt her grieving. After all, it was her son, and Edwin’s death would obviously come as a blow. 

Laddie, their aging collie dog, made his way gingerly across the yard and up onto the veranda from where he’d been sleeping under the old apple tree by the driveway. His nails clicked on the wooden steps as he came closer and settled on the floor at her feet. Laddie had barely woofed when the officers arrived, and was even less interested when they left. Most of the collie’s best days were behind him, but he was a faithful pal, and Rietta guessed that if she were to be in any danger, he’d find it within himself to intervene on her behalf. 

“How are you doing, boy?” she asked, leaning down to stroke the fur on the top of his head.

Laddie’s mouth lolled open in a perfect canine smile, leaning his head affectionately against her leg. She’d get up in a minute and make his supper, which he’d wolf down and then call it a day. During the warmer months, he spent the night in his doghouse, not emerging until morning. 

* * *
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Rietta awakened shortly after sunrise the next day to the sound of birds singing outside her window, inviting her out into a beautiful June morning. She loved this time of year, pleasantly warm with fragrant new growth everywhere. She never tired of seeing the vegetable garden coming to life with more new shoots popping up every day. The vibrant pinks and purples of lupines decorated both sides of the driveway and on into the field beyond the barn. Yesterday, she and Laddie had walked up to the forest to see this year’s patch of wild orchids, Pink Lady’s Slipper, and paused to admire their beauty. But while she usually kept a bouquet of lupines on the kitchen table in season, the wild orchids were meant to be left where they were. She never picked any. 

The wild cherry trees that were the farm’s namesake were coming off heavy blossom, every gentle gust of wind filling the air with delicate white confetti. It looked like there would be an abundance of cherries this year. The general store had agreed last fall to stock some of her jams and jellies again this year, and like her father before her, she had a barter account with a large mercantile in St. John to take some of her carrots and potatoes in exchange for flour, sugar, coffee, molasses, and spices. She hoped that despite the Depression, the arrangement would still stand. She’d received no word to the contrary and so kept her fingers crossed that the province’s economic situation wouldn’t worsen before fall. Things were very uncertain these days, and dire news reaching the little valley spoke of grinding hardship in other parts of the country, especially the west.

She loved this farm as much as her father and mother did, and she lovingly doted on it as her parents had. She had inherited her father’s love of farming, and now, with the Depression upon them, the farm would hopefully continue to provide her with not only a source of sustenance but also a meager income. 

Bessie the Jersey cow supplied her with plenty of milk, and she had a good flock of chickens. Her rooster had been taken by a fox last fall, but fortunately, Clarence Stafford had promised her another come summer. And there was a good crop of piglets every year, although she did wonder how much longer she could patch up that old sty to keep them properly housed. It was badly in need of repairs, as were most things on the farm. She couldn’t do everything herself. It wasn’t possible. For the heavier work, she needed a man, although Edwin’s help had been sporadic at best. 

Still, it was a good way of life on Cherry Orchard Farm, and she had foolishly put it all on the line when she fell in love with Edwin Nicholson. More to the point, she thought she’d fallen in love with him. Funny how some people’s entire demeanour could change from night to day after they got married. She’d heard of such a thing but wondered if it could be true, until she’d had a front row seat to that very thing. He told her he wouldn’t rest until his name was on the deed. With no money to hire a lawyer, she had resigned herself to suffering his company rather than leaving and having him somehow take it away from her. But now he was dead, and God forgive her, she wasn’t sorry. It would take some time for it to sink in that she was free of him at last.

After she finished milking the cow, she turned the horse and cow out to pasture, fed the chickens and gathered eggs, and then fed the pigs. After a quick breakfast, she tidied up whatever few dishes there were and, leaving Laddie to guard the farm, set off along the narrow country road for the Stafford place. 

Flo was hanging the last of her washing on the clothesline when Rietta walked into the yard, greeted by Peg, a friendly tan-coloured mongrel. She stopped to pat the excited animal after waving to Flo.

Setting the empty wicker laundry basket on the back doorstep, Flo hurried over to Rietta and drew the younger woman into a hug. “Come in, dear, and have a cup of tea with me. It’s warm in the kitchen. I have a roast in the oven, and with the stove good and hot, it won’t take long to make a fresh pot.”

“I’d love a cup,” Rietta told her. “I wouldn’t mind a rest either. I’ll be glad when they pave the road up through here. I’ve heard talk they intend to do it within the next year or so, but then you know the government, that means it could take a while. But it’ll be welcome when it does happen.”

The two women went inside, and Rietta sat at the table while Flo busied herself putting more wood in the stove and filling the kettle. She then measured loose black tea leaves into the dark brown ceramic teapot while she waited for the water to boil. Next, she set a plate of sugar cookies in the centre of the table.

“Now,” she said as she settled herself opposite her guest, “what’s brought you over this morning? I’d like to think it’s just a visit, but I know how busy you are, and as happy as I am to see you, I fear something’s wrong.”

“I’m afraid something has happened, Flo,” she began, and went on to explain about the visit from the two police officers.

Flo looked stricken. “Oh my, dear! That’s horrible news. They really believe it might have been suicide?”

Rietta nodded. She never complained about Edwin to anyone. She felt his reputation was already well known in the community, but she and Flo had talked frankly about Rietta’s bad marriage on more than one occasion. The two women didn’t socialize to any great extent. Farm work kept them busy enough; there was little time for it, but Flo had served as a confidante during some of Rietta’s more difficult experiences.

“Apparently, it was suicide. But God forgive me, Flo, I’m not sorry he’s gone. I was miserable married to that man. I’m glad it’s over, and I will be taking back my maiden name, Harper, effective immediately. I did verify just a week ago that’s the name on the deed to the farm. Rietta Harper. Edwin didn’t know that. He said he’d get the property one way or the other and sell it. And that’s not to say he wouldn’t have found a way to do it, like something happening to me and he’d inherit it as my husband.” She shuddered. “Anyway, he’s been gone since April, and here I was going to bed every night in fear he’d come back. I must confess I prayed hard he’d stay away.”

“And I would say your prayers’ve been answered, may God have mercy on his soul.”

Rietta toyed with the tablecloth. “I guess that prayer was answered about six weeks ago. I can’t pretend to grieve him, but I will show respect for the dead.”

“Of course. And there will be a funeral.”

“I would assume so, but I directed the police to his parents over on the Kingston Peninsula. His mother would want to take charge of that. I’ve come to ask if it’s possible for you and Clarence to drive me over once I find out when it’s going to be held. I really should be there.”

“Absolutely, dear. Have you spoken with his mother?”

“Not yet. That’s another reason why I’ve come. I’d like to use your telephone to call his parents if I could.”

“Of course, Rietta. As you know, it’s a party line, and there are those who listen in, but word’ll get out quickly enough as it is about this.”

Steeling herself, she made the call, and as expected, Edwin’s mother answered. Once Belle Nicholson heard Rietta’s voice, she wasted no time venting her fury. After all, her son was dead. Edwin had been her pride and joy, the one child in a family of eight she had adored. She would never believe the accusations made by the police against him. It was easier to blame someone else, and her daughter-in-law made a convenient target.

“I hope you’re happy now, Rietta!” Belle Nicholson began, her voice thick from crying. “I’m sure you know this is all your fault. You had to have him, get him away from home and over onto that farm. He never wanted to be there, he told us that himself, but you worked it so as to have your way.”

Rietta took a deep breath. “I’m very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Nicholson. I’m sure it came as a terrible shock to you. I was very surprised myself, although he’s been gone for several weeks.”

“He couldn’t bear your company for any length of time, that’s why. He had to get away to preserve his sanity. And now my baby’s dead,” she wailed, and Rietta waited until her mother-in-law regained control. “It should have been you who ended up in the river, not him,” she added spitefully.

“I agree, it was a terrible way to lose someone. Very unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate! Oh, you are cold! No wonder he hated you.”

‘And the feeling was mutual,’ Rietta wanted to add, but of course held her tongue. She’d expected this attack and was now doubly relieved she would never have to deal with any of the Nicholsons ever again. Belle Nicholson was loud, and while Rietta could hold her own, she had no wish to spar with the aggressive woman — especially not at a time like this.

“I agree our marriage didn’t work out. I’ve said before we married too quickly, but be that as it may, it’s over, and I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“He would be alive right this very day if it weren’t for you.”

Rietta held onto her patience with great effort. “I didn’t kill your son, Mrs. Nicholson, and I said I was sorry for his loss.”

“You’re right about one thing, you are one sorry young woman. And believe me, you killed him just as though you put a gun to his head. I’m personally holding you responsible for his death.”

“I’m sorry you feel that way. I understand how awful this must be for you and his father, his family.”

“No, you don’t! You have no idea at all, but it’s not surprising you don’t have any children of your own. Edwin felt like a stranger in his own home. Said you didn’t want any. He told me he wanted a son, but you refused.”

Rietta swallowed her rising irritation. Naturally, Edwin’s mother got a skewed version of their life together, and it wouldn’t matter what she said to defend herself. His mother hated her. Always had, always would.

“What time is the funeral, Mrs. Nicholson?” she asked, trying to bring this difficult conversation to a close.

“It’s none of your business when the funeral is, how’s that? And if you’re able to find the information some other way, I will tell you this right here and now — don’t you even think about showing your face. If you do, I will have the police remove you. You are not to set foot in the cemetery or on our property. You listen good because I mean what I say. None of us ever want to lay eyes on you again, and that includes at his funeral. I won’t give you the chance to ease your conscience by being there. Stay away. You had no use for him while he was alive, don’t come around here pretending to mourn him now. I will not allow it. Good day!” 

Belle Nicholson hung up the receiver so hard it hurt Rietta’s ear, and she took another deep breath before turning to face Flo.

“That went as I thought it would. Edwin’s mother has banned me from the funeral. After Mrs. Nicholson hung up, I heard a click on the line. That would be Frances Overhildt putting the receiver back on the hook. Everyone will know my business by the end of today, but there was no other way to go about this.”

“That old busybody. I’m so sorry, Rietta. That Overhildt woman has attacked everyone’s reputation at one time or another. What she doesn’t hear, she makes up. No one stands a chance. Clarence went down and confronted her about it one day, so she started making up stories about him. Anyway, none of that helps at a time like this.”

Rietta resumed her seat at the table, stirred milk into her tea, then swallowed several mouthfuls. “I kissed my respectability goodbye when I married Edwin Nicholson, as it turns out, and brought him to this community,” she said as she set the cup back onto the saucer. “At least some of what she said was true, with lots of embellishment, and it was unavoidable that I would get drawn into the mix. Having said that, everyone knows Mrs. Overbhildt is a meddling gossip, and hopefully I can count on that to hold onto at least a shred of my formerly good reputation. Anyway, I won’t be attending Edwin’s funeral. I have to try to put all of this behind me as quickly as I can and move forward with my life. Edwin stole four years of happiness from me. I’m not going to allow him to steal any more.”

Flo added hot tea to Rietta’s cup before returning the teapot to the stove and sitting back down. “And of course you plan to stay on the farm.”

Rietta nodded decisively. “Oh yes. I’ll never give up Cherry Orchard Farm. Never!”

“I know how you love that place, but how can you carry on trying to do it all by yourself?”

She shrugged, turning her teacup absently. “I’m sure you know Edwin was never any real help. He worked when it suited him. He was more content to run the roads with that wild bunch of his. I’ve been doing most of the work on my own for the past six weeks, I mean, keeping it going with the planting and the animals, but the farm, for the most part, is falling into disrepair. I’ll admit it needs work, but I haven’t figured out yet how to accomplish it.”

Flo settled back into her seat and folded her hands across her aproned lap. “I may have a solution for you. A man came to our door a week or so ago. He’s from Cape Breton over in Nova Scotia, an out of work coalminer who rode the rails to New Brunswick and decided to walk up through this way to see if there was any farm work available. We already have a man hired to work with Clarence, but we said we’d help him out for a few days. He’s leaving tomorrow. How about I send him up to your place? He seems very capable to me.”

Rietta was already shaking her head. “That might be a good idea, Flo, but I can’t afford to hire anyone, and...”

“But that’s the good part,” said Flo, cutting her off in her enthusiasm. “He says he will work for meals and a place to stay. You’ve got that old bunkhouse over by the apple orchard. He could stay there.”

Rietta hooted. “That little place hasn’t had anyone in it for a long time, not since old Cecil died twenty years ago. It’s probably full of cooties.”

Flo smiled widely. “Then say yes and sweep them out. I think it’d be a good thing. Clarence and I took an immediate liking to him. I’d say he’s about thirty-five, strong and strapping, and very personable. What do you think?”

“It would be silly of me to look a gift horse in the mouth, now wouldn’t it. I could certainly use the help. Sure, I could give him a try. Where is he now? Can I meet him?”

“Not right this moment. He and Clarence have gone up to Sussex to pick up a calf, and they won’t be back until early this afternoon. I’ll send him down as soon as they get back. His name is Shay McGregor.”
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Rietta was silent for a moment, thinking about the generous offer. This had the touch of Divine intervention. Hadn’t she prayed last night for help with the farm? Well, here it was being offered to her on a silver platter. She had reservations, but acknowledged just as quickly that she could terminate the arrangement if she felt it wasn’t going to work out.

“Thank you, Flo,” she said after a moment. “I will most certainly give it a try. Tell me what else you know about him, other than he’s an out of work coalminer from Nova Scotia. Is he married, and if so, why is he up here in New Brunswick instead of home with his wife and family?”

Flo pushed her empty cup and saucer away. “He’s the quiet type, but he did say at supper last night he was on his own. Naturally, we didn’t like to pry. All I can say is he didn’t mention a wife back in Nova Scotia. I consider myself a fairly good judge of character, and I would say Mr. McGregor is a good man. He’s a victim of the Depression, like the rest of us. Clarence said he’s a hard worker and doesn’t hesitate to jump right in and get his hands dirty. I think he’ll work out great for you, Rietta.  If not, you can always show him the road.”

* * *
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It was nearly lunchtime when Rietta headed back home, refusing Flo’s offer to stay. She had a lot to do at home, and if Shay was supposed to arrive later this afternoon, the first order of business would be to get that bunkhouse cleared out in case she decided to give him a try. It had turned into somewhat of a catchall over the last few years, and despite its small size, it would be quite a job to make it livable again. Fortunately, she had extra bedding she could use instead of washing what was already on the bed, and the mattress would have to lie out in the sun to freshen it up.

Laddie was napping under the apple tree when she made her way up the driveway, offering a dutiful woof when he saw someone approaching the house on foot. Once he realized it was her, he rose and walked slowly to her side, his tail wagging lethargically. Laddie was twelve now, although his breed was good for at least another few years. Shep, also a rough collie, had lived to the ripe old age of sixteen and a half, so hopefully Laddie still had a way to go.

“Hello, boy,” she said, ruffling his fur. “About time for something to eat, don’t you think? How about some nice chicken stew?”

Laddie smiled, his mouth lolling open as he walked with her to the veranda and waited patiently for her to fill his bowl. Minutes later, he made quick work of his meal, drank most of the fresh water she’d put out for him, then retreated to his comfy spot under the apple tree.

She heated up some of the stew for herself and, after finishing lunch, got the bedding from the linen closet and hung it on the clothesline to air out. Next, she slipped into her overhauls and, squaring her shoulders, set off for the bunkhouse to make it ready for Mr. McGregor. Her enthusiasm waned a bit when she opened the door and saw the stacks that faced her. Truth was, she hadn’t been near the building since before her dad died. There’d been no need to, as her focus had been on taking care of her ailing father. Ben Harper had suffered a stroke and been bedridden for the last year of his life. She missed him, her mother and father now laid to rest side by side in the Baptist cemetery.

Returning her attention to the job at hand, she stepped inside the small building. That was all she was able to do on account of the clutter. At least there didn’t appear to be a hornet’s nest up in the ceiling rafters. As for what was buried under the piles on the floor, that was anybody’s guess. She wouldn’t know until she began to clear it away. She could store some of it in a vacant stall in the barn, and the rest in a small storage shed not far away. As it turned out, the storage shed was almost full, too. Her father had been an inveterate packrat, but she managed to squeeze in what she needed to. Bit by bit, the piles of old engine parts, bailing twine, rolls of rusty wire, empty maple sugar cans, and such began to go down. She smiled as she carried the last armload across the yard, then returned to tackle the bed. The mattress hadn’t been invaded by any critters and looked to be in respectable shape. She pulled it out onto the grass and beat it with the rug paddle to remove any dust. Very little came out, so that was even better. An hour or two of sunshine would take care of the rest.

Next, she swept out the building, washed the single window, and found a pair of curtains in the linen closet at the house. Then she washed down the walls and floor and left the door open. They would dry quickly in the afternoon breeze. An hour later, she hauled the mattress back onto the metal bedsprings, grabbed the freshened bedding off the line, and made the bed. She stood back to assess her work. Not bad. The bunkhouse not only looked and smelled clean, but was even a little inviting. She was sure he’d be comfortable, especially tonight. All natural signs pointed to rain sometime in the next few hours. He’d be nice and dry in the bunkhouse.

Back at the main house, she checked the time. She’d have to hurry if she wanted to change out of these overhauls before Mr. McGregor arrived. It wasn’t that she wanted to look good for him, but people didn’t usually receive visitors in overhauls – women didn’t anyway. She wanted to interview him, determine if they were going to get along together, and get a feel as to whether or not she even wanted him on the farm.

Laddie’s woof told her there was someone coming, and seconds later, Clarence Stafford’s truck rolled to a stop at the side of the house. Both men climbed out as she realized, with disappointment, that changing out of her overhauls had ceased to be an option. Great! She was dusty, sweaty, pulled apart, and her hair was likely askew. She wouldn’t have to worry about interviewing him—he’d likely head for the hills when he saw her.

“Come up onto the veranda,” she said, trying to forget about her disheveled appearance as she invited them to join her. 

All three sat down as Laddie padded to her side and settled on the floor. He watched Mr. McGregor closely, but kindly.

Clarence spoke first. “Rietta, I’d like you to meet Shay McGregor.”

If first glances accounted for anything, and they usually did, she immediately felt a rapport with Shay and politely extended her hand. “Nice to meet you,” she told the dark-haired man. “I understand you’re up from Nova Scotia. You were in mining?”

Shay gently acknowledged her handshake, his light green eyes unnerving, framed as they were with thick dark lashes. “First of all, I’d like to offer my condolences for the loss of your husband,” he said in a low-pitched voice she instantly warmed to.

“Thank you,” she said, not offering any particulars.

“And yes, I was a coalminer, but most of the mines have closed in these hard times. There are a lot of us out of work. To tell you the truth, other than losing a paycheque, I’m glad not to have to go back down underground. I’d had more than enough of it over the years. I’m thirty-five now and knew if I didn’t get out, I might not see fifty. A lot of the men felt that way, and a lot of them have left. I’m not sorry to be breathing clean fresh air. No sir, I’m not.”

Rietta wanted to ask him whether he was married or not, to round out her interview, but suddenly felt it was too personal a question. What did it matter anyway? He likely wasn’t if he’d left home to go on the road. He didn’t look like the type to leave a wife behind to fend for herself. Not like her own poor excuse for a husband. 

She patted Laddie again. “I understand you’re looking for farm work in the area. There’s certainly plenty to be done around here, but I can’t afford to pay wages. I can only afford to feed you. I have a good supply of food, so I can promise you they’ll be appetizing, nourishing meals.”

She’d need lots of food to feed this tall, rugged-looking man. He had to be six feet tall or more, and sturdily built. 

Shay smiled and it was something he did especially well. “It’s tough all over, and I’d be grateful for three square meals a day and a roof over my head.”

Rietta smiled too, pulling a regretful face. “I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer in the way of a roof.” She pointed toward the bunkhouse. “That’s the roof over your head. Nothing fancy, but it is clean. I’ve spent the afternoon taking care of that. That’s why I look like this,” she added by way of apology. “I don’t usually receive guests in overhauls.”

Shay chuckled, and she liked the sound of that too, enjoying his good humour. All she’d had for company over the past four years was surly, insulting Edwin. Already, Shay felt like the first sweet breath of spring. She had a gut feeling they’d get along, and she honestly couldn’t think of any more questions to ask him. She’d made it plain she couldn’t pay him, and he’d graciously accepted her terms. That, coupled with the Staffords’ good opinion of him and her own, helped make up her mind. She could see no reason not to take him on.

Clarence spoke up. “And I can certainly vouch for his work ethic,” he said. “I wouldn’t let him go if I didn’t already have a very good man hired, but unfortunately, I had to pass. Now, I hate to hurry this along, but I have to get back to the farm. I have chores waiting. What do you say, Rietta? Do I take Mr. McGregor back with me or will he be staying?”

Count on Clarence to get to the point of things. “Well, Mr. McGregor, if you’re willing to take a chance on my cooking, I’m willing to give you the chance to try. Welcome to Cherry Orchard Farm.”

There was that smile again, and she couldn’t help but smile back. Flo was right, he was a very nice man. A very handsome man.

“The name is Shay,” he said as he extended his hand to her for another handshake, and she felt their roughness during the brief exchange. Shay McGregor was no stranger to hard work.
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