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Praise for the Orchard Mysteries

“Meg is a smart, savvy woman who’s working hard to fit into her new community—just the kind of protagonist I look for in today’s traditional mystery. I look forward to more trips to Granford, Massachusetts!”

—Meritorious Mysteries

 

“An enjoyable and well-written book with some excellent apple recipes at the end.”

—The Cozy Library

 

“A wonderful slice of life in a small town . . . The mystery is intelligent and has an interesting twist . . .Rotten to the Core is a fun, quick read with an enjoyable heroine, an interesting hook, and some yummy recipes at the end.”

—The Mystery Reader (4 stars)

 

“Full of rich description, historical context, and mystery.”

—The Romance Readers Connection

 

“There is a delightful charm to this small-town regional cozy.... Sheila Connolly provides a fascinating whodunit filled with surprises.”

—The Mystery Gazette

 

“A true cozy mystery [with] a strong and feisty heroine, a perplexing murder, a personal dilemma, and a picturesque New England setting . . . Meg Corey is a very likeable protagonist and her future in Granford hopefully guarantees some further titles in this delightful new series.”

—Gumshoe Review 

 

“[An] example of everything that is right with the cozy mystery . . . [A] likable heroine, an attractive small-town setting, a slimy victim, and fascinating side elements . . . There’s depth to the characters in this book that isn’t always found in crime fiction . . . Sheila Connolly has written a winner for cozy mystery fans.”

—Lesa’s Book Critiques

 

“A warm, very satisfying read.”

—Romantic Times (4 stars)

 

“The premise and plot are solid, and Meg seems a perfect fit for her role.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Meg Corey is a fresh and appealing sleuth with a bushelful of entertaining problems . . . One crisp, delicious read.”
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“[A] delightful look at small-town New England, with an intriguing puzzle thrown in.”
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“Thoroughly enjoyable . . . I can’t wait for the next book and a chance to spend more time with Meg and the good people of Granford.”
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[image: 003] Meg Corey surveyed the drifts of paper that covered her dining room table, and all but growled with frustration. The harvest was over—her first apple harvest, her first try at farming. Would it be her last? The apples were picked, sorted, and delivered. She’d started in January, and now in December she’d survived storms and accidents, and had learned more than she’d ever realized there was to know about apples and their cultivation. Now the question was, had she made any money, or was this just one extremely expensive hobby? One she couldn’t afford?

In an earlier life she had been a financial analyst. She should be able to sort out the mess of receipts and invoices scattered in front of her. The problem was, she had delegated the task of analyzing the results to Briona Stewart, her orchard manager and housemate—young, untried, and eager Bree. It was Bree’s responsibility, and part of her job description, to manage the financial side of the orchard operations. Unfortunately, Bree might be brilliant when it  came to judging when to prune and when to pick, but she was lousy at keeping records, and there were far too many bits of paper with pieces of essential information scribbled on them that Meg couldn’t begin to decipher. She was conscious of year-end looming. Sure, she could wait to file her taxes, but she wanted to keep on the good side of the IRS and the state. More important, she wanted to know whether it was worth going forward with the orchard, or whether she should cut her losses now and find some other way to make a living. If that was even possible in the current economy.

Meg abandoned contemplating the mess of papers when she was interrupted by a knocking at her back door. She went through the kitchen to open it and was greeted by a rush of cold air and Seth Chapin: next-door neighbor, renter of part of her ramshackle outbuildings, and good friend—or more. They were still negotiating the “more” part. But he wasn’t alone; not only had he brought Max, his still-young golden retriever, but Seth also was accompanied by two goats, around whose necks he’d tied a rope so he could control them. Meg recognized the goats because they were hers.

“Missing something?” Seth asked.

“I hadn’t noticed. Where’d you find them?”

“Over at my place. They just showed up and wanted to play with Max. Good thing I was home, or who knows where they might have ended up.”

Meg shuddered as she considered the less pleasant possibilities. “Thank heaven they didn’t head across the road. Or into the woods—some idiot hunter might have decided they were small deer. Well, we’d better get these two back where they belong, and see how much damage they did on the way out. Let me grab a coat.”

Meg reached behind the kitchen door for one of her grubby but warm down-filled jackets, pulling a hat and gloves from various pockets. “Okay, ready.” She closed the  door behind her. “Dorcas, Isabel, what were you thinking?” she said, as she took one rope from Seth and led the way to the goat paddock. “I give you nice food and a shelter, and I even talk to you now and then. What more could you want?” The goats gave her sidelong glances but otherwise ignored her.

When they reached the near side of the paddock, fenced in with sturdy posts and wire mesh around the perimeter, Meg examined the fence. “This side looks okay,” Meg said. “It’s cold out here! I thought maybe it would stay above freezing for a little while longer.”

“This is New England—get used to it,” Seth said. “Besides, your apples are safely harvested, so you don’t need to worry about weather for a couple of months, right?”

“If I don’t freeze to death first. That furnace is definitely not up to the job.” Meg followed Seth around the left side of the paddock, past the corner where the goat’s shed blocked her view from the house.

“Have you had it tuned up recently?” Seth asked.

“Uh, no. I took one look at it when I first got here in January and prayed it would survive until the spring, which it did. But this year it’s really limping along. Of course, I keep the heat cranked down, to save money. My sweater collection is growing by leaps and bounds.”

“I’ll take a look at it once we get your goats sorted out. Ah, here’s the problem,” Seth said, pointing. Meg could see where one post was splintered at the base, near the ground, and the wire fencing was trampled down.

“That wood doesn’t look rotten to me. To snap it off like that, the two of them had to have worked together, didn’t they?” Meg asked.

“Maybe. Goats are smart, and determined. Here, you hang on to them and I’ll get something to shore it up. Maybe we’d better inspect the rest of the posts while we’re at it.” Seth headed off toward his workshop at the end of the long driveway.

Meg stood with the goats’ ropes in hand and turned toward her house. She’d managed to get most of the trim painted over the past summer, but that only made the rest of the paint look shabby. The roof should be replaced sooner rather than later, but that was one expensive project she was going to put off as long as possible. Storm windows would be nice, but that was a pipe dream. Well, if her many generations of ancestors had managed to survive New England winters in this house, she could, too. She’d just have to toughen up.

Seth emerged from his workshop carrying several lengths of lumber and a toolbox, Max frisking around his feet. When he neared Meg he said, “I should train Max to carry my toolbox or something—he’s got far too much energy and not enough to do.”

“That would be cute. Maybe you could put him on your business cards. Do you need me to hold anything?”

“Just the goats, for now.”

That was enough to keep her busy, as Dorcas and Isabel kept tugging her in different directions, wrapping the rope around her legs, and fending off Max, who really, really wanted to play. She was relieved when Seth said, “That should do it. You can stick them back in the pen now.”

“Good.” Meg walked back to the front to let them in through the gate, and followed them in to check on their food and bedding. Everything looked okay. She scratched their heads one last time and let herself out of the gate again. “You want some coffee? Or are you busy?” she asked.

“Coffee sounds good. And I can take a look at your furnace.”

“Seth, you don’t have to do that.”

“Why wouldn’t I? I’m your tenant, sort of, so it’s in my best interest that you don’t freeze to death. Should I leave Max outside?”

“Won’t he be cold?”

“With his coat? No way.”

“Fine, then. Come on in.”

Meg led the way back into her kitchen, and while Seth stopped to secure Max to a handy hook outside her back door with a long piece of rope, she hung up her coat and put the kettle on to boil. Seth came in and started prowling around, and Meg suppressed a smile: he and Max shared the same kind of restless energy. They were a good match.

“What are you working on?” he called out from the dining room.

“Trying to sort out the financials for the orchard business,” she shouted back. When he returned to the kitchen she went on. “I didn’t have time during the season to keep any kind of running tally, although I probably should have. And Bree wasn’t much help—she still owes me a lot of information. I know we paid the workers what we paid them last year, but I have the feeling that’s not competitive. And I had no idea how to price my apples.”

“Are you worried?” Seth asked, finally sitting down.

“I really don’t know. At least I’ve still got a few dollars in the bank, but I don’t know what late invoices are lurking, and I know we haven’t been paid for some of the last deliveries.” Meg busied herself making coffee, then set a mug in front of Seth and sat down with her own. “Don’t laugh, but I really thought I’d have some more time to work on my family history, and to do some of the cataloging I promised the Historical Society. Silly me.”

“They’ll wait—they’ve waited this long. Any word from your folks lately?”

“We talked over Thanksgiving weekend. They send their regards.”

“I hope they’ll be back up this way sometime soon.”

“Wasn’t that one visit enough of a disruption for you? But I’m sure we’ll see them again soon. And it was lovely of Rachel to have me and Bree over for Thanksgiving dinner.” Seth’s sister and her family ran a bed-and-breakfast in  a ramshackle Victorian house in Amherst, and Meg, Bree, and even Bree’s boyfriend Michael had all joined Seth and his mother at Rachel’s feast. “She’s such a great cook—I’m jealous.”

“She’d be happy to give you some tips.”

Meg laughed. “I’m sure she would, but I just don’t have the time. Maybe once I get these numbers lined up I’ll feel better. Right now it’s nagging at me.”

Meg’s cat Lolly strolled in and sniffed at her half-full dish, then looked plaintively up at her. “No, silly,” Meg said. “Finish what you’ve got.” She turned back to Seth. “You have any big projects planned?”

“Not at the moment. Most people don’t want to work on their houses during the holiday season—it’s either before, so they can show off to the relatives, or after, when the relatives have said nasty things about how shabby their place looks. Speaking of which, let me check out that furnace.” He stood up and plunged down the rickety wooden stairs to the cellar before Meg had time to protest.

She shivered. Even in the kitchen it was cold. Lolly seemed to agree, because she jumped into Meg’s lap and curled up in a tight ball, her tail over her nose. “So it’s not just me, huh?” She could hear Seth clanking and banging around beneath her feet. That furnace had to be at least thirty years old, maybe more. The last owners of the house had been a pair of maiden sisters who’d been born in the house and lived in it their entire lives—and hadn’t changed anything, as far as Meg could tell. She had a vision of them weathering each winter, adding layers one at a time to keep warm—and probably going to bed as soon as the sun set, in order to conserve heat. When Meg’s mother had inherited the place, she’d continued the long tradition of neglect, renting the house out to a series of tenants. Had they ever complained about the cold? Meg wondered.

Seth came clomping back up the stairs and dropped into  a chair. When Meg cocked an eyebrow at him, he said, “It’s not good. Your firebox is cracked.”

“What the heck does that mean?”

“It means you’re losing heat, and possibly leaking fumes.”

Meg sighed: one more problem, and an expensive one, no doubt. “Do I have to do something right this minute? It won’t explode or anything, will it?”

“It’s not life-threatening, but I won’t promise it will last the winter.”

“There’s no patch job you can do?”

He shook his head. “Nope. It’s a cast metal heating chamber, and once it goes, it’s gone. From the look of it, it’s had a good long run, but it’s reached the end of its time. Sorry, Meg.”

“I guess I knew it was coming. Tell me, is the furnace more or less important than the roof? If I have to prioritize?”

“Can’t say without taking a look at your attic and seeing if it’s leaking, or maybe I should say, how badly it’s leaking. Have you been up there lately?”

“No. I don’t like it up there—it’s dirty, and kind of creepy. I took one look at it when I moved in and I haven’t been back since.”

“I can check it out for you.”

“Seth, I appreciate the offer, but you can’t do everything. You aren’t a roofer!”

“But I know some guys—”

Meg interrupted him, “Yes, and I’m sure they’ll give me a good deal.” When Seth looked hurt at her comment, she went on, “Sorry, I’m being ungrateful. It’s just that all these things that absolutely, positively must be done keep landing on my head, and I have no idea how I’m going to pay for them. That’s why I need to know if I’ve made any kind of profit this past year.”

Seth smiled. “I know. Houses—and businesses—will do that to you. You can plan all you want, but there’s always something that sneaks up on you. At least you don’t have to worry about floods. Or earthquakes—we don’t get a lot of those in New England.”

“Granford will probably be the epicenter for the first one in two hundred years, with my luck.”

Seth drained his coffee and stood up. “I’ve got some inventory to check, and I’ll let you get back to your paperwork. Let me look into options for a new furnace for you.”

There was no stopping him, the ever-helpful Seth. “Fine. Thank you. And thanks for catching the goats.”

“My pleasure. See you later.”

He headed out the door, leaving Meg at the table with her coffee and a warm and purring cat on her lap. On reflection, she realized she wasn’t devastated by the news of her ailing—no, dying—furnace; at least, not as much as she would have been a few months earlier. She’d proven to herself that she could cope with all sorts of crises, and at least this one had an easy solution, even if it was an expensive one. Funny, she’d left a job managing six- and seven-figure amounts of money for municipalities, and now she was worrying about a couple of thousand here and there.

She looked down at a very content Lolly. “Hey, cat, I’ve got work to do. Want to come along? The lap goes with me.”
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[image: 004] Meg was enjoying breakfast the next morning when Bree stumbled down the back stairs that led from her room. Her slight frame was buried under layers; she had on a turtleneck under a heavy wool sweater, corduroy pants, thick socks, and even a hat jammed down over her long dark hair. “Morning,” Meg said. “Are you cold?”

“Freezing. Is the coffee hot?”

“It is. I’m sorry, apparently the furnace is on its last legs. Seth diagnosed it as terminal yesterday. Besides, I think your room”—Meg nodded her head toward the room over the kitchen—“was intended for the hired hands, and they didn’t need heat, right?”

“Well, I do.” Bree sat down with a mug of coffee and wrapped both hands around it.

“Then let’s hope it keeps going a little longer, because I can’t afford to do anything about it right now. Speaking of affording, how’re you coming with those figures?”

“I’m working on it,” Bree said, avoiding Meg’s eyes.

This was the part of being “management” that Meg really didn’t like. “Bree, it’s important. We’ve talked about this before. Working out our profit and loss statements may not be much fun, but it is necessary.”

“I hear you!” Bree snapped. “Look, cut me some slack, will you? I’ve worked hard, and I need a little downtime. I want to spend time with Michael, ’cause he’s just as busy as I am during harvest season. You have a problem with that?”

“No, not at all. Look, this is still all new to me, and it’s the first set of numbers I’ve run through, with nothing to go on from prior years. I’m anxious about getting all the details right, and I need to know how we came out. We’ve both worked hard this season, and I really want to believe it’s paid off. But I won’t know until I see all the numbers together, you know?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Bree muttered. “What about that little surprise you and your mother found? You sell that, you’ve got a nice piece of change in the bank.”

Meg sighed: she’d thought of that, too, more than once. “I don’t feel right, doing that. I’m still thinking about it. But we can’t run a business here if we depend on windfalls to drop on our heads. We need to make this work. How about you get all the pieces together for me by midmonth? And by that, I mean all the invoices and statements and whatever other pieces of paper you’ve got, in some sort of order. Deal?”

“Whatever,” Bree said, sounding like a sulky teenager, and Meg had to remind herself that Bree at twenty-two wasn’t far past that age. “Listen, you need me for anything else? I thought I’d go over to Amherst to see Michael, maybe spend a night or two.”

“You tell me. We don’t have to think about pruning or anything until January or February, right?”

“You were paying attention!” Bree smiled. “Yes, you’re right. Right now, as you keep reminding me over and over,  is the time to catch up on record keeping and make some assessments about how we did. We also need to review the trees we’ve got, and what you might want to put in, thinking ahead. Assuming there will be an ‘ahead’?”

Meg smiled. “Depends on those numbers you give me. Go play with Michael, and have fun. I can keep busy here.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Good humor restored, Bree bounced out of her chair and snagged a banana from the counter. “I’m going to leave before you change your mind.”

Ten minutes later she came down the stairs with a bag slung over her shoulder. “Hey, before I forget—they’re talking about a big storm coming. Keep an eye on the news, will you?”

“Is there something I need to do with the trees?” Meg asked.

“No, they either make it or they don’t. But a bad storm can really mess things up—like power, and driving anywhere.”

“Okay, I hear you. But I really think you’re just looking for an excuse to stay over in Amherst a bit longer.”

Bree gave her a grin. “Maybe. Bye now!” And she slammed out the back door. Meg heard her car start up, and watched from the kitchen window as Bree pulled away. So did Dorcas and Isabel, from their now reinforced pen.

Meg turned away from the window, feeling lost. She’d been working her tail off since she’d arrived almost a year earlier, first trying to make the house livable—sealing up the worst of the cracks, and even refinishing the kitchen floor. And then she’d been caught up in the demands of the orchard, and her parents’ unexpected visit, and by the time she caught her breath it was December. She still had numbers to crunch, but she’d just given Bree a reprieve. She refilled her coffee mug and sat down, trying to decide what she should do.

She attempted to picture herself out shopping for some decent furniture, at least for the most visible front rooms,  since what she had at the moment had been handed down—and should have been thrown out—by decades of transient tenants. But buying furniture would take money, so scratch that. The home improvement wish list included the roof, storm windows, and somewhere in the mix, a second bathroom. Again, none of those was going to happen until she had figured out her financial situation. And she had to factor in the dying furnace, which was pretty close to the top of the list. More money. Funny—up until last year, when she’d lost her banking job, she had always had more than enough money. She hadn’t been rich, but her salary had exceeded her needs and even her wants, and she’d been content. Now she had to look at every penny she spent. She wasn’t used to it, and she wasn’t happy about it.

At least working online doing genealogy, her latest interest, was free. When her mother had visited recently she had begun to piece together the family tree, with some surprising results. In the thick of the harvest Meg hadn’t had time to digest what her mother had found; maybe this was a good opportunity to do that. And she could make a list of questions to ask Gail Selden at the Historical Society in town. Of course, she’d have to smooth the way with Gail by showing her some progress in the Historical Society records that she had agreed to catalogue—very slowly. The material was often fascinating, especially when she stumbled upon a document that shed light on farm life in the nineteenth century, and even her own house—the Warren house. She had a skeletal outline of her Warren ancestors, thanks to her mother, and maybe this was the opportunity to flesh them out a bit, so to speak.

But she’d blanketed her workspace, otherwise known as the dining room table, with business records, and she didn’t want to disturb them. So, where to go? It would have to be another room altogether. The kitchen was too busy, and she needed the table space to eat there. The two rooms across  the central hall were freezing: she wasn’t using them and kept their doors shut most of the time to conserve heat. But the front parlor was the only place she and Bree had to sit or do anything, so she would have to brave the cold and set up across the hall. With a sense of purpose Meg crossed the hall and pushed open the door.

The front room was absolutely freezing, its windows partially frosted over, and she hurried to open the heating vents. There was little furniture, but Meg had found a folding card table and a couple of matching chairs, and they would do. She needed a light, and a plug for her laptop and printer, and she’d be set. And maybe if she left the doors open to the rest of the house, the temperature in the room would rise above what she estimated was about fifty degrees. Could she keyboard wearing gloves?

At least moving furniture around and setting up her new workspace kept her warm for a while. She had placed the table so she had a view out the window (although not too near it, because she could feel cold eddies of air sneaking in around the sash), from which she could see the barest edge of the orchard up the hill. Funny—for the first few weeks she’d lived in the house, she hadn’t even known she had an orchard. How much things had changed!

Meg booted up her laptop and pulled out a folder of notes her mother had left for her. It seemed like a lifetime ago now, even though it had been only a month, but the harvest had taken all her energy and attention. She used to think that genealogy was for retired grandmothers with too much time on their hands, but that was before she’d found herself living in a house that her ancestors had built—by hand—over two hundred years earlier; ancestors who had farmed the land, raised families in the house. Who had, in some obscure way, made her who she was today—or who at the very least had contributed a fragment of DNA, without which she would have been someone else. So she felt she owed them something. Besides, once she had gotten  into it, she had discovered that the process was kind of fun. She opened the folder and started reading.

Four hours later Meg sat back and realized she had forgotten to eat lunch. Her pile of papers had increased twofold, and she’d managed to work her way back to the mid-1700s, when the paper trail, or at least what was available online, became sparse. She knew that Stephen Warren had built her house, probably in the 1760s, although there was no handy document saying “built house today,” so she’d had to make some inferences from land records. He’d been too old to fight in the Revolution, although both of his sons had fought. One of whose direct descendants had stayed in this house until some twenty years ago—that record might be hard to beat, in the modern world. What’s more, one of Stephen Warren’s grandsons had ended up living in the house next door, and handing it down to his descendants as well, although that house had passed out of the family much earlier in the twentieth century. So much history, and here she was living in the middle of it.

She was about to shut down her computer when she remembered Bree’s warning about the weather. She clicked onto a weather site and read with a mixture of anxiety and skepticism about a burgeoning storm that seemed to be headed right in her direction. Of course, it was still at least a day away, but already comparisons were being made to prior memorable storms: the blizzards of 1996, 1978, and even, for heaven’s sake, 1888. None of them meant anything to Meg. Still, she thought, it couldn’t hurt to stock up on the usual supplies—basics like bread and milk and batteries. And cat food. No doubt everyone in the Connecticut Valley would have the same idea, but she wasn’t in a hurry and wouldn’t mind waiting in line. And she should make sure the goats were battened down, or whatever one was supposed to do with goats, before the storm hit.

She turned off her computer and headed for the back door. Outside, wrapped in her warm coat, she looked up at the sky:  pale, wispy clouds moved slowly across it. Apparently they didn’t know about the storm. There was a slight wind, but all in all, everything looked very ordinary. As she walked to her car she noticed a glint at the end of the driveway, and she headed toward it to explore. Someone had thrown a glass bottle, which had shattered, scattering shards across the drive. Kids? She couldn’t recall hearing anything breaking, but from the back of the house she might not have noticed. It was a good thing she had seen the glass, though, because if she had driven over one of the larger pieces she could have lost a tire, and that was another expense she didn’t need right how. Meg carefully gathered up the pieces and deposited them on her back step to be disposed of later. Not thrown out, she reminded herself, recycled, as Seth kept telling her.

Meg got into her car and headed for the nearest supermarket, the next town over. Granford had no market of its own, unless you counted the one-room general store in the middle of town, which doubled as the local pharmacy and sold souvenirs and T-shirts as well. As she had predicted, the parking lot was jammed, even at this time in the afternoon, and she ended up parking at the far end of the lot, snagging a cart from someone who had just finished loading her own car. “Looks like a bad one,” the woman said as she slammed the trunk shut.

“Could be,” Meg agreed amiably, although she wasn’t at all sure about it. Inside the store people milled around looking mildly frantic. The bread was long gone, but Meg collected eggs, cheese, pasta, flour, and an assortment of other staples, not forgetting the cat food. She added some fresh vegetables—imported from some other hemisphere, which annoyed her—and declared herself finished, then joined the long line at the cash register. At least all the cash registers were staffed today, which was unusual.

Twenty minutes later she reached the head of the line. “Think it’ll be a bad one?” she asked the teenaged girl in front of the cash register.

The girl looked blankly at her and shrugged. “Paper or plastic?”

Apparently the panic hadn’t trickled down to the high school yet. And students would probably be thrilled at the prospect of a snow day. “I brought my own,” Meg said.

Back outside, Meg checked the sky again: no change. Maybe this monster storm was all media hype, or a vast conspiracy designed to sell bread and milk, or just to ramp up the anxiety level among the general population. At least she’d be ready—just in case.

She spent a quiet evening at home, watching television—a rare treat. She even managed to stay awake long enough to check the eleven o’clock news, where the approaching storm was the lead headline. The talking heads looked serious and concerned. When she flipped through the channels, she found the same thing on every station, although their time estimates varied a bit. Okay, she’d done her duty: she’d stocked up. There was nowhere she had to be the next day, and nothing she could do to prepare her trees for whatever was coming. She was willing to bet they had survived earlier storms, and losing limbs was a fact of tree life. Meg figured she was as ready as she was going to be.
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