

[image: Cover: The Simplicity of Cider, by Amy E. Reichert]




PRAISE FOR AMY E. REICHERT


THE SIMPLICITY OF CIDER


“Reichert captures the food, relationships, and unique settings of the Midwest at their best. I was absolutely charmed by The Simplicity of Cider.”


— J. Ryan Stradal, New York Times bestselling author of Kitchens of the Great Midwest


“The Simplicity of Cider will quench your thirst for a smart, poignant tale of people who find their true selves, and in the process each other, in the most unexpected places. A sparkling tale of creating family where you need it, and learning to let go of the things that hold you back from your best life.”


—Stacey Ballis, author of Wedding Girl and Recipe for Disaster


“Reichert has once again delivered a surefire hit with The Simplicity of Cider. It’s charming, heartwarming, and magical.”


—Nina Bocci, USA Today bestselling author of Roman Crazy


“The Simplicity of Cider is the perfect blend of sweet, smart, and immensely satisfying. If foodie fiction is a thing, Amy E. Reichert is the grand master.”


—Colleen Oakley, author of Close Enough to Touch


“Deep family secrets and undeniable attraction collide in this wonderfully atmospheric and heartwarming tale of a father trying to save his son, a woman trying to save her family’s land, and the way that the two of them might just save each other if they can stop the past from destroying their future. As deliciously satisfying as a crisp glass of the cider Amy E. Reichert so masterfully describes.”


— Kristin Harmel, internationally bestselling author of The Sweetness of Forgetting, The Life Intended, and When We Meet Again


“With a dreamy setting and lovable characters, The Simplicity of Cider is so good you can practically taste it. Read it in the shade of an apple tree, near a perfectly dry bottle of cider, or wherever—just read it!”


—Kelly Harms, author of The Good Luck Girls of Shipwreck Lane


“Reichert’s writing is like the song in your heart, at once lilting and joyous yet aching and real. The Simplicity of Cider is a comforting and layered read with a cast of well-developed characters who feel both unique and authentic, and a setting that will have you yearning for a trip to Door County and a mug of cider.”


—Sonali Dev, author of A Change of Heart


“The Simplicity of Cider is a novel as delicious as cider and as enchanting as magic—both of which are found in measured doses throughout the book. Amy Reichert has a way of writing about complicated relationships and seemingly impossible situations with a strong thread of hope that is both uplifting and substantive. This is a lovely book, meant to be savored.”


—Karen White, New York Times bestselling author of The Guests on South Battery


LUCK, LOVE & LEMON PIE


“Laugh-out-loud, hold-on-to-your-panties women’s fiction. The characters are game for anything when it comes to getting back what they think they have lost. Reichert is a talented author.”


—RT Book Reviews (four-star review)


“Amy E. Reichert serves up another delicious serving of fresh wit and lots of fun in this charming tale of a woman determined to fix her marriage gone stale. This heartfelt novel is as funny as it is tender—in other words, the perfect summer read.”


—Colleen Oakley, author of Close Enough to Touch and Before I Go


“As irresistible and delicious as an actual slice of lemon pie, Luck, Love & Lemon Pie has all of the sweet ingredients that make a book impossible to put down. Amy E. Reichert has a flair for writing heartwarming fiction that will give you sweet cravings!”


—Liz Fenton and Lisa Steinke, authors of The Year We Turned Forty and The Status of All Things


“Luck, Love & Lemon Pie is touching, clever, and a hell of a lot of fun. Amy E. Reichert somehow manages to not only tell a stirring story about modern marriage, but also transport you poolside in Vegas. Simply put, Luck, Love & Lemon Pie is a great bet.”


—Taylor Jenkins Reid, author of Maybe in Another Life and After I Do


“With relatable characters and a lot of heart, Reichert delivers a story that is both entertaining and wise, and leaves you believing that, when it comes to true happiness, you can create your own luck.”


—Karma Brown, bestselling author of Come Away with Me


“Charming.”


—People


“Reichert’s second novel, after the popular The Coincidence of Coconut Cake (2015), will appeal to readers who enjoy a lighter look at self-discovery, family, and friendship.”


—Booklist


“An enjoyable and thought-provoking exploration of a modern-day marriage in midlife crisis.”


—Kirkus Reviews


THE COINCIDENCE OF COCONUT CAKE


“A delectable novel.”


—Bookreporter


“Deliciously entertaining! Amy E. Reichert’s voice is warm and funny in this delightful ode to second chances and the healing power of a meal cooked with love.”


—Meg Donohue, USA Today bestselling author of All the Summer Girls and How to Eat a Cupcake


“Amy E. Reichert writes like your best friend and reading her words is like having that friend whisper them into your ear. The Coincidence of Coconut Cake is a delicious story of food, love, and a wink at what people will do to have their cake and eat it, too.”


—Ann Garvin, author of The Dog Year and On Maggie’s Watch


“Highly recommended that you eat before reading this book . . . a light, fun read that feels a bit like eating dessert for dinner.”


—RT Book Reviews


“Amy E. Reichert whips up the perfect recipe for a deliciously fun read. Combine humor and romance with a dash of drama, then let it simmer. The sprinkle of Wisconsin pride is icing on an already irresistible cake. Warning: do not read this book hungry!”


—Elizabeth Eulberg, author of The Lonely Hearts Club and Better Off Friends


“What a wonderful treat! Delicious descriptions of food and love and Milwaukee (I know! Who knew?). A sweet, endearing read.”


—Megan Mulry, USA Today bestselling author of A Royal Pain


“The Coincidence of Coconut Cake is a smart and delicious debut—a read as satisfying as the last bite of dessert after a lovingly prepared meal.”


—Susan Gloss, author of Vintage


“Well-developed secondary characters and detailed descriptions of the Milwaukee food scene will leave readers hungry for more. Fans of Stacey Ballis and Erica Bauermeister will find lots to love.”


—Booklist


“Amy Reichert brings sweetness and substance to her delicious debut. Sign me up for second helpings!”


—Lisa Patton, bestselling author of Whistlin’ Dixie in a Nor’easter


“Amy E. Reichert takes the cake with this charming tale of food, friendship, and fate.”


—Beth Harbison, New York Times bestselling author of If I Could Turn Back Time


“Reichert’s quirky and endearing debut skillfully and slyly examines identity and community while its characters find love in surprising places. Clever, creative, and sweetly delicious.”


—Kirkus Reviews
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To my Sam, for being my real-life inspiration.


To John, thank you.




The art of making a good cider is of great simplicity.


—L. DE BOUTTEVILLE AND A. HAUCHECORNE, LE CIDRE, 1875





CHAPTER ONE


Sanna Lund’s thoughts of apple blossoms and new cider blends stuttered to an end with the grunt of her dad’s snore. Einars rumbled from the squashy armchair in front of the huge fieldstone fireplace framed by large picture windows, afternoon sun blanketing him. The stones had come from their orchard, unearthed when the first generation of Lunds began planting the orchard four generations ago. The stones varied in color and shape, from light gray limestone to rusty red granite, each highlighted by the golden light. Above the inset wooden mantel hung a huge collage of watercolor paintings, comprised of six-inch squares, each showcasing a different variety of apple grown in the orchard set against a distinguishing hue.


Sanna closed the refrigerator and set on the kitchen counter the baggie of sticks she’d been retrieving and walked across the huge great room to where her dad slept. His long legs stretched out in front of him, like roots expanding their reach. Everything about him was stretched, like taffy pulled slightly too far. His head tilted back enough for his gaping mouth to emit another snort. An open shoe box full of weathered photos and yellowing paper sat on his lap, while he clutched a single photo to his chest.


An afternoon nap was a common enough scene in other homes, but Sanna couldn’t remember ever watching her father sleep. Einars was a man of action, always in the middle of three different chores at once, making it all seem effortless. Age spots dotted his face from too many years in the sun before sunscreen was as recommended as the proverbial apple, wrinkles traced exactly where his smile would be if he were awake, and fluttering eyelids hid his sparkling blue eyes. Dark smudges pooled under his pale eyelashes, evidence of the late-night pacing that had become a habit during the last year. Sanna shoved away her guilt that she might be partially to blame for that, deep into the mental cave normally reserved for what people thought of her, dawdling tourists, and small talk.


When he’d come in from the trees, he had told her he would start their dinner. That was forty-five minutes ago. Sanna had been so immersed in grafting old branches to new trees, she hadn’t noticed how long he’d been gone. If she hadn’t come in to retrieve the scions—the twigs from older trees she was hoping to graft—from the house fridge, she wouldn’t have found him dozing.


Thinking she should wake him, Sanna smiled down at the man who was her world. He’d taken care of her through colds, puberty, growing pains that would have knocked an elephant to its knees. He taught her how to climb a tree, determine the exact right day to pick an apple, drive a stick-shift truck through the bumpy aisles of an orchard, and dip crispy french fries into her chocolate shakes from Wilson’s. She pulled the picture he was gripping out of his long fingers and glanced at the faded image, then dropped it as soon as she saw what it was, not wanting to hold it even a second longer. The four smiling faces beaming at her fluttered into the battered box. Her father, her brother, Anders, herself, and the Egg Donor. Sanna wouldn’t even shorten it to the friendlier acronym, TED.


She’d often seen the box tucked under her dad’s bed, but she’d never been curious about the contents. Her dad had always respected her privacy and given her space, so she had always offered him the same courtesy. At that moment, though, destructive urges boiled inside her—shoving all else to the side. Merely throwing away the box of photos wasn’t permanent enough. It deserved a more dramatic demise. She wanted to drive it to Gills Rock and toss it into the Death’s Door waters, where it could live with all the other shipwrecks. That’s where that box belonged.


Rational thought prevailed—she didn’t snatch the box and run away to destroy it—but it did little to calm her roiling emotions. She gently lifted the box, but her careful movements caused her dad to twitch awake, his hands pulling the box back to his lap.


“I’ve got it,” he said, the words still mushy with sleep.


Sanna straightened and watched as her dad fumbled to cover the box and pull it close to his plaid-coated chest.


“Why are you wasting time with that, Dad? There’s nothing worth remembering in there.”


He blinked away the sleep still muffling his senses and covered the box protectively with his arms. Einars smiled that annoying grin of elders who know better.


“Happiness is always worth remembering, even when it was temporary.”


•  •  •  •  •


Back in her happy place, the barn, Sanna snapped one of the sticks she’d grabbed from the fridge and searched for any sign of green inside. Nothing—only dry, dead wood. She tossed the branch onto her cluttered stainless steel workbench already strewn with beakers, plastic tubing, her journal—tools of her woefully unsuccessful cider-making business. And now, she failed again to graft her beloved heirloom apple trees onto newer stock.


After waking her dad, she’d returned to the safety of her barn, but the pain welling inside her wouldn’t go back down. The barn, complete with the fresh sawdust scent of new construction, was built into a small hill across a gravel-covered parking area from their house. The bottom level was used as the farm stand during the fall and a garage during the winter, while her workspace and cidery comprised the second level. She could get to the bottom story two ways: by taking the spiral stairs in the corner or by exiting the garage door on the opposite wall and walking around the building and down the hill. She’d bounded up the spiral steps two at a time just now, her long legs and resentment carrying her even more briskly than usual. She hadn’t been prepared to see the Donor’s smiling face, though she knew enough to know preparation wouldn’t have helped. Her day had been perfectly scheduled and productive, everything as expected. Awake at six, breakfast by six thirty, in the trees by seven with a thermos of black tea and a packed lunch, then to the cidery after lunch for an afternoon of quiet, peaceful work. That’s where she’d been before she found her dad, in the content corner of her mind full of trees and flavors—when she was ripped out of it like a fish flopping on a hook.


At thirty-two, she knew she should be over the betrayal. And she wanted to forget about the Donor, but, even after all these years, she could never forgive her.


“Didn’t keep?” her dad said, and pointed to where she had flung the branch. He stood in the doorway of her second-story workspace, his lanky frame outlined by the warm June sunlight behind him. Einars wore his usual work jeans and a lightweight long-sleeve work shirt over a tee. The vitality that had been notably absent during his nap vibrated off him now.


“No,” she said. “Not the ones I had in the house, or the ones I stored out here. All dead wood.” She had hoped to graft these twigs onto the root stock she’d been saving, to see if she could foster new trees from the heirloom stock in the back of the orchard. “I was able to graft the Honeycrisps and Galas with sticks I harvested the same day. I don’t know what else to try.”


She threw the twig and a Ziploc full of dead sticks into the large garbage can, then leaned against the counter to face her dad. Her large workbench spanned an entire wall in the mostly empty main room of the orchard’s barn. Later in the season, she’d share the space with giant crates of apples for the visiting tourists shopping their farm stand on the lower level. This early in the season, though, the wooden crates were empty, leaving space for her towers of waiting carboys—the five-gallon glass jugs she used to make her hard cider. Adjacent to her workbench was a refrigerated room and walk-in freezer, where she stored the juice she had pressed during the previous season in neatly labeled freezer bags and five-gallon buckets. Still waiting along one of the walls was the much larger press and new tanks her father had purchased this year, silent judges of her failure. She’d been trying for two years to sell her small-batch hard cider, but only a few locals seemed interested. Instead, the cooler overflowed with her finished products, carefully sorted according to batch.


Einars plucked the broken twig out of the garbage with long, thin fingers speckled from sun and age. He’d be seventy soon, but he didn’t act like it. He could spray a row of trees, trim branches, and make a delicious apple dessert all before one in the afternoon. They worked hard, but Idun’s Orchard thrived under their care—perhaps not as well as when the Lund population topped their meager two, but well enough they could support themselves. It was a decent life.


“You kept it hydrated? But not too wet?” he asked.


Sanna stared back.


“I take that as a yes.” Einars let the twig drop. “Maybe we need some fresh blood around here. You can’t expect the trees to give their best for just the two of us.”


“Pa, we don’t need more people complicating our system. If it’s not broken and all that. Besides, the trees don’t know any better.”


Einars looked out the window behind the workbench at the orchard below them.


“You’d be surprised. They say plants respond to singing and the moods of their owners, why not trees?”


Sanna returned her grafting tools to their proper places and pulled out beakers and measuring cups.


“I’m not singing to the trees.”


Einars stretched his fingers a few times, like a pianist before a solo.


“I need to get the spraying done in the Earlies. Can you run to Shopko to pick up some toilet paper and ibuprofen—just get the store brand.”


Sanna played with her necklace, a flat wooden circle strung on a silver chain, the wood worn smooth from years of twisting it with her fingers. Her mind sought the solitary peace of work to pacify the shock and failure of the day.


“I can’t today, Pa.” She opened her journal to where she had left off. Maybe creating something new would ease the disappointment in her chest. “I need to blend a new cider. I’ll see you at dinner.”


She disappeared into the walk-in cooler to get the juices she would need. When she emerged, her dad still stood next to her bench, now with the bag of sticks in his hands, pulling each one out and inspecting it.


“What if we clipped fresh twigs and did the grafting now?” he asked, then dropped the sticks back in the bin.


“I tried that last year, and they didn’t take. That’s why I used clippings that had a full season of growth in them. I thought they might be more robust.”


Sanna set the frozen juice blocks on the counter, already considering her dad’s proposition.


“How did you graft them?”


“Whip graft.”


“Let’s try the cleft graft on the understock you have, and a few side grafts onto some older trees. Maybe the scions want a more mature tree to grow with. What do you think?”


His idea could work—Sanna wanted to try it. She needed to know she could make more of those trees, that they wouldn’t die out under her watch after living for over a hundred years.


“What about the Earlies?”


“I can spray them tomorrow—this seems more important.”


That was good enough for her. She grabbed her grafting tools and led the way out of the barn, determined to be successful. She would discover the secret to grafting these finicky trees.





CHAPTER TWO


Dad, come look. I think I can see California.”


Isaac Banks looked up from the magazine cover he’d grabbed downstairs from a line of free travel brochures. He’d gotten himself and his son to the Midwest and wasn’t sure where to go next. Sebastian—Bass—had hopped up on the sloped ledge to get his face closer to the glass in the observation deck of the St. Louis Arch. Twenty other people crowded around the panes to see the sprawling city below them.


Isaac tucked the magazine under his arm and joined Bass at the window.


The horizon blurred in the distance.


“I’m not sure that’s quite California, Guppy.”


“How do you know?”


“Logic. We’re too far away.”


Bass hopped off the ledge, already bored with the view. Keeping a ten-year-old boy entertained required stamina and creativity, especially when going on the third week of a cross-country road trip. Stamina, creativity, and a fair bit of patience.


“That’s just sad,” Bass said.


“Geography is sad?”


“If we’re this far up, we should at least be able to see the Rockies. It’d be cool if we could see Pike’s Peak. Those trams were boss. And the sheep with the big horns bonking their heads together.”


He held his hands to the side of his head as if holding giant cinnamon rolls over his ears while a new batch of tourists joined them in the already crowded space, jostling them into the wall.


“Ready to go back down, Wahoo? There’s a frozen yogurt place in our hotel. We could get some, then order pizza, and swim in the pool.”


Bass took one last look out the glass and nodded. They joined the line for the descending elevators, Isaac keeping his eye on the back of Bass’s head and one hand on his shoulder. He crouched to fit inside the elevator pod, which they shared with a young couple, still in the early days of their romance to judge by the amount of kissing. Each pod contained only five seats and a small window through which Bass watched their descent—occasionally commenting on all the steps they’d have to walk down if the elevator got stuck. Isaac kept himself occupied with the magazine, paging through articles about the best burger in the Midwest and how to get upgraded to first class without using miles.


Isaac had taken enough time to finish up his last project and for Bass to finish the school year, then they’d started out for their summer adventure—or at least that was what Bass thought. In the eighteen days since they’d left home, they’d shouted into the Grand Canyon, ridden horses in Estes Park, and watched the Oakland A’s trounce the Royals in Kansas City. Though he’d lived in California all his life, it had been easy to leave San Jose, where too many people—like his mother, who texted daily—knew about their troubles. Bass had grumbled about missing his summer baseball league until Isaac had promised they could catch a few games while on the trip, hence the A’s game. He had no qualms using some judicious bribery to start their journey in a good mood.


Isaac watched Bass’s breath fog up the window, his legs bouncing—even an elevator ride couldn’t contain his need for perpetual motion. The little-boy cheeks had sharpened into those of a young man sometime in the last year. Big feet didn’t match the skinny legs they were attached to, his still-high voice disarmed his dad with an occasionally good argument for why he should get to stay up later, and a little sprig of hair on the crown of his head still refused to lay flat—and Bass didn’t care, yet. Isaac’s innocent little boy grew up more each day, and he was bound and determined that they would have this last summer of simple boyhood.


“Where’re we going next?” Bass said, sitting so close to him that he was almost on his lap. Isaac put an arm around him and flipped the magazine’s page. The headline read “Ten Best Places to Get Away from It All.” He scanned the article. Most were coastal, like Key West or Malibu. No, thank you. But number two. Number two had potential.


“How about here?”


He pointed to the words Door County, Wisconsin next to photos of a towering white lighthouse, a winding road through an autumnal tunnel of arching trees, and isolated rocky shores with a single kayaker exploring the nooks and crannies. The article described a rural, remote peninsula where people spent their days in leisure amid orchards and ice cream shops—the perfect place for an idyllic, postcard American childhood summer.


As they emerged from the visitor’s center, the afternoon sunshine reflecting off the mirrored surface of the structure above them, Isaac’s phone whistled that a new text message had arrived. Bass scampered ahead, all cowlick and sincerity, onto a wide field beneath the monument where a few people lay on their backs to take photos. They could go home, Isaac thought. It wasn’t too late for Bass to join his friends on the team or sign up for a few camps—but the reality of everything that came with that decision caused his heartbeat to quicken and skip in panic.


They would try their luck in Door County, Wisconsin.


His phone whistled again.


He didn’t need to check. He knew who it was. He’d ignored all the daily messages and phone calls from Bass’s grandma, his mom. He had not given her any warning that Bass and he were going on a trip, where, or for how long they would be gone. He still didn’t know. They’d be gone as long as it took for Isaac to figure out how to tell Bass his mom was dead.


•  •  •  •  •


Sometime in the last thirty minutes, Isaac and Bass had driven over an invisible line—or maybe it was the Sturgeon Bay Bridge. Traffic had slowed, radio stations wavered, and the tension that had pinched his right shoulder since leaving California eased. Farm fields traded places with orchards, which traded places with magical patches of forest. Bikers hugged the edge of the road as cars patiently weaved around them. No one hurried—except one dick in a giant Suburban hauling a trailered speedboat.


Already Isaac knew this was the right place for them. He hadn’t seen a fast-food restaurant since crossing the bridge, and the most garish tourist attraction seemed to be the mini-golf courses. Since deciding to head in this direction in St. Louis, he’d done some research. Door County was Wisconsin’s thumb, a peninsula that jutted out into Lake Michigan. Much of the land was dedicated to farming and local tourism, mainly orchards and forests. To the northwest was Green Bay, not the city but the body of water. To the southeast was Lake Michigan. Because of its pastoral setting, it had also become a vacation getaway for those wanting a slower pace and a reason to spend the days outdoors. Perfect.


Orchard stores advertising cherries and apples, fresh baked goods, and gifts appeared along the road. Some promised the best cider donuts or cherry pie, others had outdoor activities where children could burn off some energy, and yet others offered to let you pick your own cherries when the season started. As they approached a store offering a wide selection of samples, Isaac pulled into the parking lot. It seemed like a good time to stretch their legs and grab a snack at the same time.


“Let’s see what we’ve gotten ourselves into, Barracuda,” Isaac said.


He stepped onto the gravel parking lot, the rocks shifting under his flip-flops. Minivans, SUVs, and cars, many bearing out-of-state plates, filled the lot. Inside the store, freezers contained frozen cherries, apple juice from last season, and pies. Fresh baked goods lined shelves, and quippy signs hung from the walls that said things like IF I HAD KNOWN GRANDKIDS WERE SO MUCH FUN, I WOULD HAVE HAD THEM FIRST and I ENJOY A GLASS OF WINE EACH NIGHT FOR THE HEALTH BENEFITS. THE REST ARE FOR MY WITTY COMEBACKS AND FLAWLESS DANCE MOVES. Bass slid his hand into Isaac’s as they walked around the store, staying close to him as they sampled pretzels with cherry-studded dips and homemade jams. A café sold freshly roasted Door County–brand coffee and cherry sodas made with Door County cherry juice.


In the bakery area, Isaac picked up a container of apple turnovers still warm from the oven—they would be a tasty breakfast in their motel room tomorrow.


“Good choice,” a small older woman said. She had come up beside him quietly. Her smile and bright skin contrasted with the silver hair pulled into a knot at the back of her head. She had kind blue eyes that crinkled as she smiled up at him. “They’re the best in the county, other than my own of course.”


She stood a few feet from him, close enough to talk comfortably, but not so close that he felt encroached on by a stranger—though he couldn’t imagine anyone feeling cramped by this tiny woman who radiated a gentle spirit. “Well, how do I get yours?” Isaac said.


“Charmer.” From her arm dangled a shopping basket containing a pound of coffee and a bag of frozen cherries as she took him in from head to toe. She looked around him at Bass, who was doing his best to remain unnoticed. “Are you here for vacation?”


“I think so?” Isaac meant it as a statement, but it sounded more like a question.


“You don’t sound too sure. How long are you staying?”


“I’m not too sure about that, either. We came here on a whim and aren’t too sure what to do next.” Maybe she could share some pointers on where to stay more long term and how they could pass their time. “Can I treat you to a coffee in exchange for more local tips?” He pointed to the four-table café at the back of the store.


The older woman studied him. He envisioned her judging prize cattle at a state fair, her skilled eye seeing below the surface to the quality underneath. She nodded and let him pay for two coffees and one cherry soda for Bass.


As they settled onto their chairs, Isaac stuck out his hand. “I’m Isaac. Isaac Banks. This is Bass.”


She shook it with her soft, warm hands.


“I’m Mrs. Dibble.” She poured a generous amount of cream and sugar into her coffee, unabashedly. “So, where are you staying?”


“We have reservations at Cherrywood Motel.”


She nodded and tapped a short, wrinkled finger to her lips.


“That’s a lovely place if you’re here for a weekend or so. But if you’re looking to stay longer, you might want to try something other than staying at a motel—even those get pricey here during the summer.”


“What else is there?”


“Some people rent their houses, but that’s not cheap either. If you’re looking to make a little money, though, a lot of the orchards hire extra help during the summer. Some provide housing.”


Isaac liked the idea of spending the rest of the summer here. Already it seemed a million miles away from home, away from having to deal with his ex-wife’s death. On the flip side, staying still might give the truth time to catch up to him. He shook the thought away. He thought about where they could go next—maybe south through the Appalachians—and the muscle in his right shoulder twitched in protest. He rubbed it with his left hand. While he had enough money saved to finance a month or two on the road, earning some income meant they could stay as long as they needed. Plus, having some work would also keep his mind from dwelling on the past.


“That would be great. Where would I find a list of places hiring? Is there a website?”


Mrs. Dibble chuckled.


“We’re not so fancy. I happen to know of a perfect orchard that might suit you. It’s not too big—run by a small family. They don’t normally hire help until the harvest, but I know the owner is looking for someone now.” She clicked her tongue. “You might just be perfect. And I know they love kids.”


She nodded toward Bass. Warmth spread up Isaac’s arms—a sure sign this idea had merit.


“Do you have a number?”


She wrote it down and handed it to him.


“You’ll get his answering machine, but he’ll call you back after dinner. He’s always very good about returning phone calls.” Her lips curved into a soft smile.


“Thank you.”


“Don’t mention it. I’m sure you’ll be seeing more of me.” Sending a quick smile toward Bass, Mrs. Dibble rose from the table and said her good-byes.


Isaac turned to Bass, who was gulping the last of his cherry soda.


“What do you think, Tuna? Should we check it out?”


Bass’s quick nod reaffirmed his own thoughts. The muscle twitch, the fortuitous meeting of Mrs. Dibble, and the overall easing of tension all colluded as if by design. Isaac dialed the number feeling more certain than he had in years.





CHAPTER THREE


Sanna measured the apple juice into a large glass beaker and added it to the carboy, swirling a cheery red—like Santa’s suit. She wrote down the amount in her notebook and did the same with the next juice, this one a bold sapphire blue, which mixed with the red into a vivid purple. When it came to cider, colors and flavors blended together for her. She knew she had the right blend when it matched the color she had envisioned. It wasn’t scientific—and it didn’t happen with anything else Sanna tasted—but here, with her beloved trees, it worked. She carefully tracked the blends in her journal. The sun streamed through the window, lighting up the colors in the carboy like Christmas lights. She was close—one more juice should do it. She closed her eyes, calling to mind all the juices in the barn’s cooler and their corresponding colors.


Every juice she tasted from their apples had a slightly different hue, differing among individual varieties, but even varying slightly from tree to tree. When she was twenty-four, she had stood at the tall kitchen counter tasting freshly pressed juices she had made for the first time with the press she had unearthed from the old barn. Her plan had originally been to sell them in the farm stand, but she wanted to pick the best. As she sipped each one, an unmistakable color came to mind—different for each juice—and she finally understood the watercolor apple portraits above the fireplace. They were proof she wasn’t the only family member who could see the colors. After she explained it to her dad, he smiled.


“I thought you might have the gift.”


“You knew about this?”


“It’s family legend. My dad said Grandpa could taste colors in the apples, but no one in my lifetime has been able to, so I thought it might be myth. When you returned home after college—the way you were drawn to Idun’s—I thought you might have it.” He had put his hands on the side of her face. “This means something good, Sanna.”


“Why didn’t you say anything? Why didn’t I know before?”


“Would you have believed me?”


“I’ve had apple juice from the Rundstroms a thousand times. Why can’t I see it with theirs?”


“I think it has something to do with apples from our land. We’re connected to it, and it to us.”


Sanna had always appreciated the sanctuary of the orchard, and this revelation bonded Sanna like another root digging into the soil, finding nourishment. She’d never leave.


After a few years of making and selling apple juice, Sanna strolled through the Looms wondering how these older trees still produced apples, even though they couldn’t sell them. They didn’t make for good eating or baking—Einars called them spitters. Over the years, the family had stopped paying attention to the sprawling trees since no one would buy their fruit—customers only wanted attractive, sweet produce. Other than the art above the mantel, they had lost track of what varieties they had, but with a bit of research and a lot of comparing and contrasting to the watercolors and online photos, Sanna discovered they had a treasure trove of cider-making apples—Kingston Black, Ashton Bitter, Medaille d’Or, Foxwhelp, her favorite Rambo tree, and so many more. The first Lunds had brought these trees to make cider, but had to stop during Prohibition, packing away the equipment in the back of their barn for Sanna to find so many years later.


She spent years experimenting with small batches, understanding the colors, using their existing press and carboys to ferment. Then, last year, Einars surprised her with plans to rebuild the barn, complete with huge fermentation tanks and modern mills and presses. Sanna could use her talent and passion to help move their orchard into a new phase . . . or so they both hoped.


Sanna poured a small amount of her purple blend into a beaker, where she could experiment on the tinier amount before risking the entire batch. She’d almost found the exact shade of purple she’d been trying to create when it disappeared in a flood of apple juice and crystalline shards. The cause—a hard, green apple thrown through the closed window and into her cider.


Sanna blinked as the daylight pushed the last tatters of lavender from her vision, replacing it with harsh afternoon yellow and floating dust motes set loose by the interruption. She watched the combination of juices swoosh to the floor until just a few violet drips were left. She sighed and plucked the fruit from the broken and wet equipment, careful not to cut herself. With each crunch of glass underfoot, she got angrier and angrier. Some moron had ruined her beautiful purple cider by chucking an apple—an apple that should have been safely left to grow on the branch—through her window. Sanna gripped the sphere and looked down through the broken pane.


Outside, Einars spoke to a handsome dark-haired man. The breeze pulled at his unruly brown curls. At his side stood a miniature version; the man’s hand gripped the boy’s shoulder with one hand as he gestured toward the window with the other, his apologetic smile matching the one of amusement on her father’s face.


Heat rose up her neck. Breaking her window was no laughing matter. In a few efficient moves, she swept the broken glass off the counter to the floor, careful not to step in it, and mopped up the ruined blend of juice before it made the counter sticky. She squeezed the apple in her fist, its flesh still too immature to give more than a few drops of juice where the skin had broken on impact. In a righteous fury, she left the barn that still smelled of sawdust from the recent remodel.


As she approached the threesome, the man and boy stopped talking. Einars smiled wider when she halted in front of them. He was the only man she ever had to look up to, and right now his pale eyes twinkled. He was planning something. Her own crisp blue eyes squinted in suspicion. His thin and transparent hair lifted off his head in the soft, early-summer breeze. The boy stepped shyly behind his father as she held up the orb of destruction to accuse.


“This apple broke my window,” she said, her lips tightened to clip the words short.


Einars ignored her, instead holding open his arms. “Sanna, come meet Isaac Banks. He’ll be helping at the orchard this season.”


Helping? Sanna was confused. They never took on extra hands until the harvest, which was months from now—and even then it was generally one or two neighbors they’d known for years. Perhaps she had misunderstood her father.


Isaac held out his hand in greeting as his eyes took in all six feet three inches of her. Sanna girded herself for the comments, switched the apple to her other hand, and shook the offered palm out of habit, realizing only when they touched that she hadn’t bothered to wipe off the few drops of apple juice. His big hand encircled hers and was warm and dry, like it had been buried in the sand. His deep brown eyes, fringed in lush lashes, sparkled under strong brows. His olive skin already had a bronze glow, countering the silver flecks in his thick, dark beard. His temples crinkled as his lips curved into a warm, homey smile. Sanna’s mouth went dry. This man sparkled, brightening everything around him, too. If her window hadn’t just been broken, she might have tested her very rusty flirtation skills. Instead, she pulled herself a little taller.


“Hi, Sanna, pleasure to meet you.” He said her name like the sounds were new and he was rolling them over his tongue, learning and liking the way they felt. The warmth of his hand nearly burned on hers, which was still cool from an afternoon in the chilly barn, and sticky from the juice drying on her skin. Even though neither of them had moved, she seemed closer to him, or maybe she wanted to be closer to him. Her focused ire threatened to scatter, and she maintained contact with him for a second longer. She pulled her hand back, their skin briefly sticking together from the apple juice.


Sanna nodded briskly, pulled her eyes away from where they lingered on his smile, turned to her dad, and held the apple in front of her.


“What are we going to do about this?”


Isaac’s lips thinned as Einars plucked the apple from Sanna’s grip and tossed it into the orchard.


“Calm down, Sanna-who.” Sanna cringed. Her dad—who liked to joke they were “Scanda-whovians”—had been calling her Sanna-who ever since she was a barefoot, sun-bleached child running through the orchard. She didn’t mind it when they were alone, but in front of strangers? Too personal. “The boy was just being a boy. It’s nothing that can’t be fixed.”


“That carelessness broke some of my equipment and ruined a batch I was blending.”


With Isaac’s eyes watching her every move, she struggled to maintain her anger, even though she was in the right. She knew she was coming off harsh, but she didn’t dare speak more words than were necessary.


Einars took a moment to look at Sanna, then at the boy. “Then he’ll have to help you until the equipment and window are paid for. He’ll be your assistant,” Einars said.


That brought her back to her senses. He may as well have slapped her, the impact was the same—bracing and immobilizing. She couldn’t even manage a gasp, though her eyebrows stretched up toward her hairline. Spending time with this whelp of . . . she couldn’t even tell how old he was. Eight? Twelve? All kids looked the same to her. Dirty and noisy and annoying.


“That won’t be necessary,” she finally said. She expected her father to respond, but instead Isaac spoke up.


“No, I insist. Einars is right. Bass needs to take responsibility for his actions.”


Sanna squinted at him, not sure she’d heard correctly. He had his hands on his son’s shoulders, sturdy and guiding, making it clear where his priorities were.


“Bass? Like a fish?”


The boy snorted, then covered his mouth to hide a giggle. That wasn’t the response she had hoped for.


“His name is Sebastian, but that’s a bit of a mouthful. He responds to most fish names, don’t you, Trout?” Isaac ruffled Bass’s moppish curls, and he mumbled “Dad” as he stepped out of reach.


Isaac’s face glowed as he looked at his son, now kicking at the rocks in the orchard’s parking lot, then he shifted back to her—obviously expecting her to object again. She couldn’t work with someone who had the attention span of a gnat—but she’d make her objections clear to her father at dinner. Having spent time with her spoiled nieces, Gabby and Sarah—Anders had completely ruined those girls, they didn’t even know how to climb a tree—she didn’t want to spend any more time with Fish-Boy than she had to. She’d just lie low and her father would forget about it. Besides, he never made her do things she didn’t want to.


“Fine. I’m heading back to work.” She turned to go back to the barn without another word—avoiding making eye contact with Isaac.


“Sanna,” her father said, “don’t clean up the mess. That can be Bass’s first job.” She gave a little wave to acknowledge she had heard him and kept walking to the barn. What would she do to keep a kid busy all day—assuming she could keep it together in front of his dad? Before she opened the side door closest to the stairs, she paused to look over Idun’s Orchard. The straight lines of trees, cocooned in fresh green leaves that hid the small apples in various states of growth. She couldn’t quite see the trailer behind all the trees, the place where Isaac and Bass—what an absurd nickname—would be living while they stayed on. There was no way to avoid working with Isaac—and she wasn’t entirely sure she wanted to, which bothered her—but with some strategic planning, she could avoid the kid.


Behind her, on the other side of the gravel driveway, was the Lund family home, an enormous two-story farmhouse in the shape of an L, covered in white painted wood siding. They could shelter a small village in the large home, and practically had in the past when generations of Lunds had lived there together. Now it was only the two of them.


Sanna could still hear Isaac and Einars talking from around the corner, Isaac’s loud, unbridled laughter competing with her father’s boisterous voice. She could even hear the skittering of rocks as Bass continued to kick them. While intrigued by the appearance of this undeniably handsome man, she was unsettled by all these changes in one day. Hired help before harvest? What would this do to their finely tuned routines? Was there even enough work to make the help worthwhile? All the uncertainty blocked her usual confidence and command. She sighed, letting her shoulders slump as she climbed the stairs to the loft.


The season was only five months long, she told herself bracingly, then everything would go back to normal.


•  •  •  •  •


Sanna walked up the four steps from the back door into the kitchen, the screen door slamming behind her as she reached the top. The kitchen was half of the airy great room that made up the heart of the house. A long counter hugged the wall, housing the sink, stove, and cabinets, with a window overlooking the giant oak tree, patio, and the orchard’s barn and parking lot. A massive island served as both countertop and eating spot—six inches taller than a traditional counter to accommodate the generations of tall Lunds. Separating the kitchen from the great room was an ancient farm table that could easily seat ten, worn from years of family dinners, frequent scrubbings, and dropped objects. Like with so many pieces in the house, she could recall the history in each scratch and dent. Each held a story that had been told to her by her father as she grew up, like the half-inch divot where her grandfather dropped an entire cast-iron pot on the table when his wife went into labor, or the crayon scribbles on the underside of every piece of furniture—she herself had scrawled the entire alphabet on the coffee table.


Sanna pulled off her boots and tucked them into a wooden cubby, one of many lining the wall at the top of the steps. Above the cubbies hung the range of all-weather gear she and her dad needed—raincoats and pants, wide-brimmed hats, thick leather gloves, and warm winter jackets. Weather didn’t stop work on a farm. She slipped into her indoor clogs made of boiled wool and lined with soft lamb’s wool and strode across the bright room to the bathroom she shared with Einars.


Since it was just the two of them, they only used a small part of the sprawling house. They had converted the office and den near the great room into bedrooms, leaving the rest of the house closed off to conserve energy. The closed-off wing contained bedrooms full of sheet-covered furniture—it was where Sanna had spent her early years, when her grandparents were still alive and the Donor and Anders had rounded out their family, but she preferred the central part of the house now. She loved that instead of building a traditional second floor, they had left the loft open, amplifying the airiness of the space. A spiral staircase of pale-gray painted wood led to the large open room. On one side of the loft, she could look down on the activity in the great room and kitchen, or she could sit on one of the squashy couches or chairs that faced the large windows overlooking the northern side of the orchard. From up there, she could see her favorite tree—one of the oldest in the orchard—a meandering Rambo with sweeping arched branches that sat in the center of the Looms, rising above all the other trees. When she was a child, it was her favorite to climb. She could scramble higher because its center limb was never trimmed back but allowed to grow straight. From its branches, she could see over the tops of all the other trees, the way she towered over the other kids at school.


Perhaps she’d read in the loft tonight, but for now she needed to clean up for the dinner her dad would have on the table at six fifteen sharp. With efficient movements, she showered and swapped her sturdy work clothes for comfortable cotton men’s pajama pants and a soft, worn T-shirt. As she went through the familiar motions, she pondered how to bring up the issue of the new residents with Einars. With her hair still wet and sending a few errant drops down the back of her neck, she joined her dad in the kitchen with five minutes to spare.


“Hey, Pa, what’s for dinner?”


Einars pulled a square, white dish from the top oven and set it on a blue and white ceramic trivet. Sanna grabbed two plates and a serving spoon, preparing to start scooping.


“Let it cool. You can pick out the veg.” He pointed his oven-mitted hand to the freezer. She opened the door and grabbed the bag on top—green beans. She tossed them into the microwave and turned back to her father as he pulled a second dish out of the bottom oven; this one scented the room with cinnamon and apples. Einars had long insisted on an apple dessert every day, their reward for tending the orchard so carefully, or so he told her. She thought he just wanted a sweet every night.


“Cheesy chicken noodle and cobbler?” Sanna pointed her chin to the potato chip–topped casserole and toasty brown pan.


He nodded. When their veggies dinged, they scooped out servings and poured drinks in a synchronized routine, ending with them sitting at the table in silence, Sanna’s mind wandering to the fresh bottles waiting to be filled with a new batch. Between bites, Einars cleared his throat and pulled her back to dinner.


“Anders called today,” Einars said.


Sanna kept chewing—she didn’t trust herself to not make snide comments about her absentee brother.


“He invited us to Thanksgiving at their house this year.”


Sanna swallowed before she choked on her food, gulping it down with her milk. She couldn’t contain a small cough, which her dad interpreted as intentional.


“He’s trying to stay in touch. It wouldn’t kill you to reach out to him, too.”


“Pa, I’m not going to argue about him. You know how I feel.”


Sanna took a big bite so she could avoid saying more about her brother.


“I told Bass he’d start with you, tomorrow.”


But this was not the topic change she was hoping for. Sanna stopped chewing and took another drink of her milk.


“I’m not dealing with him. He can help you or his dad. I don’t want him near the cider stuff.”


“You will deal with him.” Einars pointed his fork at her. “He broke your equipment and he needs to work it off.”


“I don’t like kids.”


“You don’t know any. Besides your nieces, who are, frankly, pretty spoiled. Not all kids are like that—you were an okay kid, once. He’s working with you, and that’s final.”


Einars went back to scooping forkfuls of chicken and noodles into his mouth, ignoring Sanna’s blinking. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d issued a direct order. Maybe never.


“Fine. I’ll teach him curse words. Even the really bad ones.”


“At ten, he’ll probably be teaching you a few.” Einars snorted a laugh. “And you’ll need to cancel any plans you might have for tomorrow, Isaac and Bass are going to have dinner with us here.”


Sanna shrugged. Thad wouldn’t care if she canceled. Their mutual apathy was one of her favorite things about their weekly outings.


“Besides, since when do we hire help in June?”


Einars looked quickly at his plate, trying to spear a green bean on his fork. “I’m not so young anymore. I can’t do what I used to.”


Ridiculous. Just last week she’d seen him install her new fermentation tanks. This was absurdity. There was no reason for him to mess with their routine. It had worked great for a decade, and there were no grounds to change it now.


She cleared their plates when they were done and set them next to the sink. Their deal was he would make dinner and she would clean the dishes—though he cleaned while he cooked, so her job was easy. With a quick peck on his cheek, she shooed him from the kitchen with a plate of cobbler in his hands, set her own plate next to her journal, then filled the sink with steaming water and fluffy bubbles—doing the dishes by hand gave her time to think.
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