

Praise for Hard Cider


“In this moving, compelling novel, a character who makes cider from a variety of different apples says, ‘I can’t help but feel that there’s some magic in the mixing.’ Barbara Stark-Nemon reminds us this is true for families, too. Through its exploration of the many forms family can take and the possibility of new beginnings in midlife, Hard Cider is easy to love.”


—Gayle Brandeis, poet, essayist, and award-winning author of The Art of Misdiagnosis and The Book of Dead Birds


“In this absorbing and thoughtful novel, the alchemy of turning apples into hard cider becomes a potent metaphor for the way in which time blends and distills the characters into a family. With grace and compassion, Stark-Nemon examines the forging of relationships under the pressure of shocking revelations. A deep valuing of connection to land, work, and loved ones emerges from this beautifully written story.”


—Jessica Levine, author of The Geometry of Love and Nothing Forgotten


“Hard Cider is a coming-of-age story for women of a ‘certain age’ finding their own paths after the kids are raised, unlocking their own dreams. Barbara Stark-Nemon woos her readers to fall in love, but not with a romantic notion of idealized marriage and family and not with the blush of new infatuation. Instead, we are immersed in the sensual details of her glorious Michigan landscape, where we are defenseless against falling in love with the natural world she so vividly paints. When I closed the last page, all I wanted to do was book a flight to Michigan in the autumn.”


—Betsy Graziani Fasbinder, author of Fire and Water and Filling Her Shoes: A Memoir of an Inherited Family


“I just flew through Barbara Stark Nemon’s new novel Hard Cider. Well written and easy to read, with loving descriptions of northern Michigan, this is a story of Abbie Rose Stone, who strikes out on her own to create a cider business. In the process, she meets an intriguing young woman with secrets to uncover, secrets that could blow Abbie’s cherished family apart—or enrich it. Abbie is an expert by experience as the true center of her family, navigating the subtle challenges of her loved ones. This character gives credit to women who hold their families together by sheer goodwill and small and large acts of love. A book that celebrates family.”


—Caitlin Hicks, author of Readers’ Favorite award winner and iBooks Best New Fiction pick A Theory of Expanded Love


“Hard Cider is magical in its rootedness even as it explores the way we seek home and community and the lives of our dreams.”


—Andi Cumbo-Floyd, author of The Slaves Have Names: Ancestors of my Home, Steele Secrets, and Love Letters to Writers: Encouragement, Accountability, and Truth-Telling


“Hard Cider is the intriguing story of a strong woman struggling with the psychological fallout of infertility decades after achieving motherhood. Just as she is opening a new chapter in her life by beginning a business of her own, a seemingly harmless encounter leads to a revelation that threatens her hard-won confidence and the cohesion of her family. The reader follows with interest this vividly told story of a woman fighting to regain her bearings, master a major personal challenge, and protect her already-challenged family.”


—Monica Starkman, MD, Psychiatrist, University of Michigan Medical School, author of The End of Miracles, and columnist for Psychology Today


“In Hard Cider, I enjoyed how we are dropped immediately into a story—and a family—that we are eager to know. The story guides us through the amazing landscape of Michigan, the details of making cider, and Abbie’s family and other characters who are well drawn and full of surprises. I loved getting to know this family, and found it easy to empathize with the struggles and challenges that arise with the sons. We see how history is always coming to tap us on the shoulder, and we have to find ways to cope with it. As the deeper emotional story started unraveling, I couldn’t turn the pages fast enough.”


—Linda Joy Myers, president of the National Association of Memoir Writers and author of Songs of the Plains and The Power of Memoir: How to Write Your Healing Story


“A lyrically told, powerful story of a middle-aged woman who has the courage to pursue a long-held dream on her own terms while still grappling with the emotional push-pull of mothering adult children whose lives and dreams are not hers to control.”


—Jenni Ogden, author of Sarton, Readers’ Favorite, and IPPY award winner A Drop in the Ocean


“Hard Cider is a fabulous novel about starting a business, taking on challenges, and building a family. The real treat was spending time with protagonist Abbie Rose. Multi-talented and capable, she’s the type of woman one admires from afar. Forced to reckon with potentially shattering news, she is human to the core. I so enjoyed being on this ride with her, watching her gain acceptance and eventually find grace. Not just a great story, it’s a beautiful example of how to live.”


—Jeanne McWilliams Blasberg, author of Eden


“Hard Cider is a beautifully written novel that will make Stark-Nemon your next one-click author!”


—Nicole Waggoner, author of Center Ring and The Act
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To Everywoman-maker and keeper of families, especially when it isn’t easy.




“I have never written a book that was not born out of a question I needed to answer for myself.”


—May Sarton





Prologue


“There would have been no rescue here!” The Ann Arbor fire marshal held my arm as fiercely as my gaze, neither of us paying attention to the breast milk leaking through my shirt. I tore my eyes away from his and tried again to look at the house, still reeking of wet char, a crazy perimeter of crime tape separating the ugly remains of our home from the brilliant June morning.


I stepped back and out of the chief’s grasp as he turned to my husband and began again his obsessive relating of this fire story. It had raged so fast and ferociously during the night that the house was lost before the first pumper truck arrived. An accelerant placed under the car, my car in the garage, had exploded into the second story, spawning an inferno that raced through all the bedrooms until their floors collapsed into the rooms below.


An accelerant? Placed under my car? Who placed it? This was arson? I looked up. What remained was a shell with blackened eyes where once the windows had stood.


Our next-door neighbor had called in our fire, but another fire close by had caused a mix-up.


“We’ve responded to that fire, ma’am, we have a truck on the scene,” the dispatcher had said.


“There’s no truck here!” my neighbor had yelled.


More addresses, more time . . . and then the problem with the hook-up at the hydrant . . . I was only half-listening, and it was my husband, Steven, who the fire marshal was clutching.


“There would have been no rescue here! It was so fast!”


That I heard again. Without a word or a look, Steven placed baby Seth in my arms. Automatically I began to sway and twist from side to side, a little bounce at each knee like an insurance policy against the baby’s waking. He’d slept all the way from the remote cottage in Canada where we’d been staying with friends when the Provincial Police had knocked at the door. We’d dropped our older children, Alex and Andrew, at my parents’ an hour earlier.


Seth’s warm body lay nestled over my swollen breast. I’d need to nurse him soon. I should go inside and . . . The wave of nausea hit me like the hot air that wouldn’t come until later in the day. There was no inside, only the burned house behind the smoky façade.


I began to make eye contact with neighbors and strangers on the street behind me; horror was writ large on their faces. Their looks separated us, the people whose house had been torched, whose worldly goods had vanished, along with our peace of mind, from them—the people to whom this had not happened.


I looked back to Steven, staring at the house. He wore old basketball shorts and a ragged T-shirt, his long arms hanging at his sides, sandals planted on the sidewalk. His oversized, horn-rimmed glasses tilted slightly more than his head did. I saw the lawyer in him rapidly assessing the damage, the crime.


I didn’t want to go into “do” mode. Steven had already gotten us here, starting six hours ago. Another hit of nausea. In twenty-four hours, he would go to work. He had a big hearing.


He wouldn’t try to get a continuance, or have a junior partner substitute. He would rely on me to move forward.


He doesn’t have clothes. We need a place to sleep . . . STOP! One thing at a time.


Seth pulled his knees up reflexively, a grunt of discomfort muffled by the breast his baby face was pressed into. I loosened my hold slightly and dipped my nose across the top of his fuzzy head, inhaling the baby sweetness as I adjusted his tiny body onto the shelf of my front. His once-more-contented head rested quietly under my chin.


Seth was nine weeks old. Thirty-six hours of labor, followed by a C-section, was still too close to have recovered any sense of my body apart from his. After six years of agonizing infertility treatments, in vitro fertilizations, and adoption proceedings, we finally had our family, and now we were supposed to get to live our dream life. Arson?


“ . . . We will continue to consider this a crime scene until we have completed our investigation, at which time we will determine which areas of the structure are safe to enter for recovery purposes.” The fire marshal watched me as he spoke and I guessed he knew I hadn’t heard the first half of whatever he’d been saying. The chief pressed a business card into my hand and I turned away, looking behind me as though I knew what I needed or wanted to see. I did not.


The numbers of people had at least tripled. Gawkers—those who averted their eyes and those who stared, fascinated—were drawn like magnets to the awful spectacle. Again, I recognized that look in their faces—dread and fear. I’d seen it on so many faces along the bumpy road of my life. Would I ever be free from its sucker punch? Would I ever get to simply live my dreams?


“Abbie Rose!” A friend’s slender arm went around the bulk of Seth and me. I hugged her but did not cry. I had work to do.





Chapter 1


Twenty years later.


Alex is coming. Let there be sun or snow. January thaw is more often a cruel joke than a welcome reprieve from winter freeze in this microclimate at the tip of Michigan’s Leelanau Peninsula.


Abbie, Abbie Rose, I thought. This is what you asked for. And it was. I stared out into the light, steady rain, nearly invisible for the gray mist that rose from soaked ice on the long driveway. The haze softened the shoreline, dulled the green waters of the bay, and fed the lichen on the split-rail fence surrounding the overgrown orchard.


It wasn’t as though Alex didn’t know about January in northern Michigan. We’d been vacationing in this spot for more than twenty years. Shortly after our house fire, we brought our three boys to a cottage on this stretch of Lake Michigan, perched on a dune not half a mile from here. It overlooked the expanse of the lake and a string of islands that beckoned a sailor toward the open water and the distant reach of Wisconsin’s Door Peninsula on the other side.


That cottage was a beloved escape from the high pressure of upscale Ann Arbor. It eased each of us, in different ways, through the stressful years of recovering our lives and rebuilding our Ann Arbor home after the fire, then working around the demands of Steven’s big legal career, and my smaller one teaching, as the boys grew up.


The two-hundred-year-old farmhouse in which I now stood was another story. When I retired at fifty-three, a year earlier, I’d purchased the tract of land with a farmhouse, a log cabin, and five lake lots. Situated north of the town of North-port, surrounded on three sides by lake, the parcel was ideal for my dream of producing high-quality hard apple cider.


I gazed out the kitchen window at what would become the cider shed, leaden in the mist. Settled into the side of a hill where the driveway swept around the back of the house, the old brown building’s reinvention was visibly underway with a new roof, repaired and finished with scalloped shingles. I’d saved the surrounding trees and therefore given up on photovoltaic roof tiles, so solar energy wouldn’t power the works. The grey day made that bet seem like a good one. A familiar tug of anxiety at the money I’d spent on this project momentarily took hold of my gut, but resolution reasserted itself with the will I’d learned to summon like a trusted dog. I had a plan. My dream was worthwhile.


I turned back to the kitchen, preparation of Alex’s favorite dishes in various states all over the large space. Piles of chopped vegetables, waiting to become minestrone soup, covered the island countertop with its dated blue Corian. The steam and earthy smell of simmering kidney beans already filled the open room. Beef brisket lay roasting in beer and ketchup in the oven, and the pastry for lemon meringue pie sat rolled between sheets of waxed paper in the refrigerator.


Suddenly, the tattered cover of my grandmother’s Settlement Cookbook floated into my mind’s eye. The way to a man’s heart . . . printed under the title. Was I trying to charm Alex with my life in northern Michigan by making his favorite food? He was my son, after all. It was okay to make a special meal for him, even if talking about my business would be on the agenda.


My stomach fluttered with a mixture of anticipation and nerves at his visit. Raising him was the toughest challenge in my life of many challenges. Brilliant but moody and strong willed, he tested boundaries early and often, teaching Steven and me the need to cancel our expectations and love the child we had, not the one we thought we wanted.


His fascination and skill with technology at the dawn of its use in schools, combined with his intense dislike of a teacher, had led to his removal from one school for “threatening” the teacher online. His refusal to allow a bully to act unimpeded in a middle school lunchroom had resulted in his sending the bully flying across the room, and both boys were suspended. When we were no longer able to safely manage his behavior at home, we’d survived by sending him to boarding school. Instead of going straight to college after high school, he’d enlisted in the army, where he’d distinguished himself in the honor guard but then felt compelled to challenge a superior on behalf of a sexual harassment victim. Finally, after training to become a physician’s assistant, he’d tried to rescue a young single mother with children in foster care, getting himself into trouble in the process. He’d moved to Iowa for a job so he could get on with the life he envisioned: working as a PA, going fishing, and drinking a beer or two on the back porch while his dog ran amok on the back forty.


Alex’s troubles had forced him to reckon with demons reaching back to his stormy adolescence and then move forward with his life. It had been hard on him. It had nearly killed me, as grown children’s problems do their parents. But we had stuck with Alex, and he had stuck with us, and he seemed to have emerged into adulthood with his talent, intelligence, and life skills intact. Still . . .


The phone startled me out of my reverie with a jolt.


“Hey Mom, what’s up?” Alex’s voice was calm but, as always, tinged with challenge,


“Hi, honey. Where are you?”


“Just passing through Chicago. I’ll be on 94 in under an hour. God I love the speed limits in Michigan. I should see you by dinner. What’s it like up there?”


No use pretending with Alex. “Well, the British would call this ‘filthy’ weather, but I’m cooking you one hell of a good dinner.”


“No snow?! It’s January in northern Michigan! What the fu . . . Okay. Well, whatever. Is Dad up there?”


Resist, Abbie Rose, resist. The “yeah, right” stayed where it belonged. Steven would not be part of this visit with Alex, or any discussion about my business. Though he still worked as an attorney, he’d recently given up many of his partnership administrative duties, with an eye toward retirement. He didn’t know exactly what retirement would mean for him, but he’d made it clear he wouldn’t be throwing his energy into a hard cider business in northern Michigan. If and when the time came, he would help with any legal documents I needed, as he had for dozens of friends and family members before me, but he was leaving it to me to pursue this dream on my own. If I decided to proceed, I’d be in the deep without him, to sink or to swim.


“No, sweetie, he’s hanging out downstate this weekend, catching up on paperwork. He may make it up by midweek.” I waited a scant conversational beat for a sign of Alex’s response to this information, but no clues were forthcoming. “I hope you have some energy left for tomorrow, after all that driving,” I continued. “We have an appointment to see Charles Aiken.”


“And I’m supposed to know who that is?” There it is. He is irritated. Does he want to see Steven, or has he forgotten about tomorrow? I looked longingly at the scotch bottle at the end of the counter.


“Remember I told you about Manitou Brewing Company? I’ve gotten to know the owner and I’m going to meet with him and his son tomorrow. They’ve planted five acres of hard cider apples. In another three years, he thinks they’ll be ready to process commercially.”


Silence. The Indiana road noise and the rumble of Alex’s Dodge Ram combined with the slap of windshield wipers to create a considerable sound barrier, making it hard to detect the meaning of the barely audible sigh that whispered from the phone.


“And I suppose you’ve got several PA job interviews scheduled for me too?”


I smiled and shook my head, for no one else’s benefit. “No, honey, but that’s a good idea.” Two people can play this game.


“All right. Well, I tried to call Shawn, but he hasn’t gotten back to me. I may text him as I head up 31, but even if I stop to see him, I should be up there before seven or eight. Although it’s probably snowing like crazy where he is.”


“Okay, just drive carefully. Take your time. I’ll be here when you get here.”


Stopping to see Shawn. Of course. He’s probably nervous. Why didn’t I think of that before? Alex’s birth father lived on the west side of Michigan, and Alex would drive right through his town to get to me.


Five years earlier, after his stint in the army and just shy of his twenty-second birthday, Alex had found Shawn. We had always told our two older boys, both adopted, that we would help them search for their birth parents as soon as they turned eighteen if they wanted to. Ultimately, Alex acted on his own and wrote a brief, neutral email to Shawn Field, announcing that he believed Shawn was his biological father and politely requesting contact. It was a classic, gutsy, Alex move. He prepared us for it, especially asking if Steven would be okay with Alex’s finding this “other” father.


The encounter went improbably well. Shawn immediately said all the right things: “I’ve thought of you every day since I learned you were born”; “I never knew where you were or who adopted you”; “we’ll take it at whatever pace works for you”; and especially, “Your parents must be amazing. You’re such a great kid.”


The images from the night Alex and Shawn traveled across the state to Ann Arbor to introduce us to each other are burned into my mind’s eye forever. Body types: check. Eye and hair color: check. Mannerisms, facial expressions, charm: check.


Steven had been brilliant. Warm, funny, easygoing, unthreatened. It had been an incredibly healing evening all the way around. Two fathers and a mom, all putting out the love for this complicated boy. It was the first time Alex had his biological and adoptive family together in one place.


Then came all the changes.


Alex got caught up in the young woman’s disastrous problems. Shawn’s own complicated web of divorce, another son, and a girlfriend got messy for Alex. They stayed in touch, but at this point I wasn’t sure where their relationship was headed. I hoped their visit today, if there was one, would be good.


The phone startled me again. I grabbed it, thinking Alex had forgotten to tell me something, but instead, I heard an older man’s voice.


“Hey Abbie, it’s Charles.”


“Hey Charlie, how are you?”


Charles Aiken and his son James had started Manitou Brewing Company nearly ten years earlier. Now they successfully produced craft beer. If all went well, I would be working with them to create my hard apple cider.


And if Alex would consider it, and if he could find the PA job that he liked, he might be the trusted technical advisor to help me move this project forward. There were many “ifs,” and Charlie was one of them.


“You coming down tomorrow?” he asked. “James can’t be here, but you come on anyway.”


“Absolutely! Alex is on his way and I hope he’ll come with me. You tell James he’ll miss a good lemon meringue pie.”


Charlie’s chuckle was deep and warm.


“Is there a cider tasting possibility?” I ventured. Manitou’s first test batch was in the barrel.


“Mmmm, not likely, but we’ll see.”


“Okay, I’m figuring about two. Does that work?”


“Yep.”


“Thanks, Charlie.”


I sighed as I hung up. Tomorrow would be an interesting day.


I walked across the kitchen and into the small office facing the front of the property. This had been the original bedroom in the core structure of what, with additions, had become a sprawling farmhouse. I moved to the window of the tiny room and sat on the wrought iron bed that had likely been in the same spot for most of the house’s existence. My hand traveled absently over the quilt as I looked down the long field that bordered the quarter-mile driveway, all the way down to the brick gateposts at the entrance from the road.


A subtle movement caught my eye. It wasn’t one of the area’s ubiquitous deer. I squinted into the darkening mist. A slender figure, hunched slightly against the drizzle, walked slowly back and forth at the posts, stopping occasionally to look up the length of the driveway. It looked to be a young woman—a girl, even—and if she was one of my scarce year-round neighbors, I didn’t recognize her. Tourists were rare at this time of year. She looked as if she couldn’t decide whether to come up to the house or not. What now? I should hop in the truck and see if she needs help.


The oven buzzer sounded and I returned to the kitchen to baste the brisket. When I got back to the window, the girl had retreated down the road.


Weird. I guess I don’t need to chase her.





Chapter 2


I sometimes wonder if parenting isn’t like what a famous novelist once said about writers—that they are anti-therapists who figure out the characters in a book and then give them damage, so they do whatever it is they need to do. Perhaps parents engage in a similar and dangerous creative process with their children, only in a less intentional, more convoluted way.


Alex and I were sliding down M-22 in my Ford Flex, trying to stay on the curving road along the west coast of the peninsula. Spare beauty filled the bleak and frosty landscape, a beauty that made me love to be here when others my age were basking in Arizona sunlight. The unseasonable rain of the previous two days had given way to a sudden freeze and windswept blue sky as high pressure dipped down from the north. Even through my Maui Jims, the ice sparkled on bare tree branches as the cold pulled all the moisture from the air, candy-coating every tree and shrub with a million prisms.


I knew better than to wax poetic with Alex. It was enough that he sat by my side, his knee bobbing incessantly, releasing the rest of his body to relax. He stared at the mesmerizing rows of orchard, occasionally interrupted by a snug farmhouse up a hill or down a snaking road from the two-lane. Maybe it would have been better to take the route through Suttons Bay, where the most activity on the peninsula happened, but I loved this stretch of road.


“How’d the visit with Shawn go?” I ventured. I’d not asked the previous evening when Alex arrived, not wishing to pounce on this other world of his the minute he showed up.


“He’s okay.” Alex’s voice was unguarded, and I waited for him to continue. “He and his girlfriend are heading out to California to see her daughter. I guess there’s a new grandchild. She will stay out there for a while, but Shawn’s coming back after a few days. Looks like his business is finally picking up some.”


“That’s cool. Did you see Rob?” I kept my voice entirely casual. Rob was Alex’s half brother, the son Shawn had raised. Rob was ten years younger than Alex, and the process of their getting to know each other had been tentative on both sides.


“Nope, he’s at school and couldn’t get away on short notice. Shawn seemed disappointed, but we’re in touch with each other when we want to be.”


I waited for Alex to say more, but he was finished.


I had spoken to him over dinner about the pressing, storage, and fermentation process I had in mind for the cidery and how helpful I thought he could be with his extraordinary skills at organizing spaces and maximizing efficiency. Now I wanted him to know more about Charles Aiken.


“So this guy Charlie—I think he’ll still be Mr. Aiken to you at this point—he knows all about the history of hard cider. It’s kind of interesting, actually. I want to go see this museum he’s been to in England. It’s in Hereford. You know that’s where I used to live, that year I spent in England.”


“Mm-hmm.”


“He’s had his apples planted for four years now, and what I’m proposing, like I told you last night, is that they’ll do the growing, I’ll get into the pressing and fermenting part of the business, and they’ll do the bottling and distribution from their operation downstate. You remember, they have a beer brewery there.”


“Why would you truck the cider downstate when there’s so much wine bottling and distribution up here?” Even at twenty-seven, Alex could sometimes talk to me like a long-suffering teenager. It was the tone.


“Because they already have the business down there. Maybe one day they’ll decide to bring it all up here. I don’t think we’re there yet.”


“We? Sounds like you’re already in it for sure. I mean, you re-roofed the shed, you’re talking like it’s already part your business. What does Dad think of all this?”


“He’s nervous. You know he thought I was nuts when I first started talking about it, but he’s gone over parts of a business plan with me and asked me good, hard questions, and I promised not to tie up any of our family money beyond what we decided I could put in from my inheritance so there won’t be pressure on him to support the business.”


“Oh, so your inheritance doesn’t count as family money?”


“Excuse me?”


“No, I think I have the right to ask! I’m trying to understand if Dad really supports this or if you just bypassed him by using the money from Grandma and Grandpa. It seems an awful lot like you’ve just imagined this whole business the way you want it to be, and you’re forcing everyone and everything around you to fit your little fantasy.”


My God, when is this son of mine going to blunt the razor edge of his inquiries? Why does he need to flay every deed to expose a perverse intent?


“So you obviously need to talk to Dad directly if you really want to know what he thinks,” I said. “The inheritance is money we didn’t ever count on, and so wasn’t part of our planning for our future. I don’t think Dad would have made the choice to put it into this property, but he didn’t strenuously object to it either. The land itself is a good investment.” My hands tightened on the wheel. “And yes, it’s been a dream of mine, Alex, and people should fulfill their dreams if they can do so responsibly.” I didn’t mean to get preachy with him, but goading gets me there quickly.


Alex wasn’t quite done. “So are you just going to live up here all the time without him? Is this some kind of separation or something?”


“Alex!” I shot a look at him before turning back to the road. His steady gaze appeared more provocative than disturbed. “Seriously? No! I’m traveling back and forth a good bit, with a preference for being up here, and Dad comes up too. He loves it here also, he’s just not ready to move here permanently. He’s just started scaling back his practice, but he’s not retiring yet.”


I slowed the Flex as we entered the town of Leland, sleepy on a winter afternoon, Christmas decorations draped lazily on the tree planters. I pulled over in front of a small shop and turned to fully face Alex.


“This is a time of exploration for us—a next chapter. This cider thing is something I really want to try—”


“Why?” Alex interrupted. “What’s the big deal with cider? And it doesn’t sound like ‘us,’ it sounds like only you exploring.”


I dropped my hands from their grip on the steering wheel and stared at them in my lap. Leave it to Alex to worry a sore spot. I knew what I had to say about the business was true to my core. I hoped what I had to say about Steven and me wasn’t only “fitting my little fantasy,” as Alex had just suggested.


I turned toward him again. “You know I’ve always been into gardening and growing fruit. Ever since I lived in England and learned to love hard cider, I’ve been fascinated with its making. I promised myself I’d find a way to make the farmhouse and the land pay for itself. And I love living in Northport. I don’t think I need to explain that to you after all these years of spending time here. I feel like I have another big life project in me, and creating a business out of these deep interests seems to pull it all together.”


Alex was still listening, so I continued.


“Dad is anxious about my getting into something that’s, from his point of view, so out of my wheel house. I recognize that starting this business is somewhat risky, as any new business would be, but I am being careful, and I’m doing my homework. And I’m enjoying everything I’m learning.” I sighed. “Sometimes in a marriage, you have to let the other person stretch, and this is definitely a stretch for us, but I would not do this if I thought it would damage our family. How all the arrangements work out is definitely a work in progress, and you know Dad and I are both pretty independent.”


Alex’s knee began to bob up and down again, signaling that I’d said more than enough. “All right,” he said.


Reflexively, I searched the window of the shop across the sidewalk. New sweaters, but nothing for spring yet. Fine with me. I wasn’t done with winter by a long shot. I needed some more time to think, to deliberate on what lay ahead.


I pulled the Flex out onto the road and quickly left the town behind.


Global warming aside, the Leelanau Peninsula was far enough north in Michigan that mother nature, the locals, and the tourists seemed to share an understanding that spring, summer, and fall were short, brilliant, and demanding, requiring energy and speed and a frantic level of growth and activity. I met and enjoyed that challenge when the time came, but for me, winter’s reward included long stretches of time for contemplation, and quieter activities of hand and mind. Even now, as we crossed the bridge over the Leland River and left the little town, part of me longed to be back in my sewing room, arranging yellow flannel triangles on a background of stylized clouds. I visualized the half-made sailboat quilt for a niece’s baby.


Deciding to lighten the conversation, I told Alex, “You know, thirty years ago, on our first trip together, Dad and I stayed at the inn where Charlie Aiken lives now.”


We were passing the road that bisected the peninsula; it was time to slow down and start looking for the Blue Heron Inn. The old white farmhouse appeared around a bend in the road and we turned into the dirt driveway. The Flex picked its four wheels over the crunch of ice and stones and came to a rest at the side of the inn.


I didn’t open the door right away; instead, I continued my story. “It was an October weekend, at the height of fall color. We’d spent a night farther south at a resort just north of Sleeping Bear Dunes and had a spectacular hike on the dunes and in the forest, with one magnificent view of Lake Michigan after another. We drove up the coast to Leland, where I’d sailed into the harbor before but never explored by land. We found this inn and stayed here.”


The Blue Heron had been cozy and our hosts friendly, though Steven and I had eyes for little more than each other at that point. We began that weekend as lovers and ended it engaged to be married. Now, a complicated lifetime later, I was greeting the inn again, possibly to enter another life project originating from this ramshackle but lovely old structure.


Alex swung his tall, strong body out of the Flex and surveyed the property. I saw in his eyes an appreciation of the neatly stacked woodpile between the house and the outbuildings and a critique of the outbuildings, solid but worn-looking. I led the way to the back of the inn and the staircase to the kitchen. Charlie had instructed me that only inn guests used the veranda entrance at the front facing the road.


Charlie’s daughter Melissa answered my knock with the tired smile of a woman with more to do than time allowed, but with a light in her pale blue eyes that signaled satisfaction in the challenges she faced.


“Hey Mel. This is my son Alex. We’re here to talk cider with your dad. Is he around?”


“Hi, Melissa Aiken.” Mel stuck her hand out to Alex as she leaned into the door to let us in. “Dad’s in the orchard checking on the ice. You can head out there if you want, or wait here and have a cup of coffee. He won’t be long.”


I looked at Alex. “I left the pie in the car. I’ll go out and get it. You want to take a quick look at the trees?”


Alex gave me the ‘You’re not leaving me here with a stranger’ look and said casually, “Sure.”


We stepped back into the icy afternoon and I led the way around the back of the inn, our boots crunching toward the five acres of cider apples Charlie and James had put in. We ducked between well-trimmed trees with strong central leaders and horizontal branching at two-foot intervals. I loved the vigor and order of an orchard, with mesmerizing rows marching across the landscape. I noted that the ice that had coated roadside branches farther up the peninsula hadn’t settled on this protected grove of trees.


Charles Aiken smiled as he strode up a path toward us. A handsome man of medium height, he was blessed with a full head of sandy hair streaked with gray. Trim and cleanshaven, dressed in upscale gentleman farmer style, he sported solid jeans, thick wool socks turned over leather boots, a good parka, and an Irish wool bucket hat.


“Hi, Charlie! Out checking the children for frostbite?” The shouted question died in the crackle of approaching boots and Alex’s silent scrutiny.


“I sure didn’t bring them this far to lose them to ice, I hope.” Charlie stuck his hand out, much as his daughter had done. “Charles Aiken.”


“Alex Stone. I’m pleased to meet you.” Alex grasped Charlie’s hand. Alex was always good at handshakes and eye contact, a skill that belied his innate shyness and basic premise that most people were fools that he wouldn’t suffer gladly.


I stepped back, quashing my usual urge to jump into the connection, facilitate commonality, and smooth transitions. I had a new mantra: Let things happen the way they’re supposed to. They would ultimately anyway.


“So these are the cider apple trees?” Alex asked.


“Yep. Don’t know if your mom told you or not, but we ordered these five years ago from a nursery in Virginia that’s been working on apple varieties going all the way back to colonial times. Some of the trees here are likely descendants of trees Thomas Jefferson cultivated at Monticello. We’ve got some russets, some Paula Reds, and Macouns. The first years are all about cultivating and pruning to establish a good fruiting tree. We got a decent crop this fall and are betting on an even better one next year. C’mon and have a look at the old pressing equipment we’ve salvaged.”


Everyone turned and headed back around the inn to the ad hoc cider house, the first of several outbuildings to our right. They strode together like manly men about the business of finding or fending off common ground and mining the entropy that would tell them whether they might work together. I tripped along behind the two of them, thinking, Men! These two either will or won’t get along, but in either case, it’ll be interesting to watch.


Charles slid the door to the small barn open and we stepped into the sweet dank warmth and the powerful smells of a packed earth floor, crushed apples, and hay. I couldn’t help myself: I broke into a delighted smile and tucked my hands into my jacket pockets. I’d arrived at the next step in a grand adventure.





Chapter 3


The late-afternoon sun ignited an orange and blue light show on the sand along the lakeshore as I drove the three miles into Northport.


I’d succumbed to the guilty pleasure of a single pork chop for lunch, compromising my otherwise pork-free life—in deference to Steven’s kosher background, I never bought it when cooking for him—and had just settled, with a glass of pinot noir, into our well-worn Norwegian recliner for some last moments of peace and quiet when I noted the flashing light on the answering machine.


There were three voicemails. The first two were solicitations but the third message revealed a soft, unfamiliar voice.


Hi Mrs. Stone, This is Julia Reiss at Dolls and More. The sock yarn you ordered is in. You can come in and pick it up . . . or I could bring it out on my way home one day . . .


Her voice dropped off to a lengthy pause. Then she left the store’s number, as well as her cell number. The message ended. Puzzled, I settled back into my chair. Who was Julia Reiss?


On the face of it, this was just an ordinary message, but I thought I knew all the people who helped the owner of the local knit shop. And the message seemed to go beyond simple customer service. I sipped my wine and wondered about her offer. I resolved to pick up the yarn at the store on my way down to Ann Arbor this afternoon—they’d be open for at least another hour.


I drained my wine, grabbed what I needed for the week in Ann Arbor, and headed toward town.
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