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For my children

Author’s Note

A variety of apple called Sweet Melinda did not exist. The Sweet Melindas’ story in this book symbolizes the old and original orchard, hand planted by my husband’s great-grandfather over a hundred years ago and eventually destroyed by the codling moth. All of the scenes featuring the Sweet Melindas were drawn from the real-life drama and struggle to save the old orchard, which wasn’t as disease- and insect-resistant as the young orchard with its newer dwarf trees.
Names in The Orchard have been changed to protect the privacy of individuals, and Connie and Boyd are composites. In some places, the sequences of events have been changed, events combined, and timelines condensed for the sake of story flow. The standard farming practices described in this book took place over fifteen years ago, and the author has no knowledge of practices since that time.

The Legend of Lily

Lily’s father sold herbicide and pesticide to farmers. She sometimes came into contact with the world of farming, but never the actual soil and crops. Never the tractors or plows. No, only with the mysterious liquid her father sold in giant drums and big plastic jugs.

The child knew her dad sold important stuff that people needed to farm, but beyond that, she really didn’t care.

“If I sell enough this summer, I could win us a free trip to Disneyland,” the father told his daughter.

Lily sat in the passenger seat of the Monte Carlo as they headed for their third stop of the day. She hardly ever got a chance to sit in front, and it made her feel important and grown-up.

The windows were down, and Lily’s hair stung her face. Every so often, she would glance at her dad’s profile as he smoked and talked. He wore a new plaid shirt with short sleeves, and he smelled nice because of the aftershave he’d put on before they’d left the house.

“What kind of rides do they have at Disneyland?” she asked.

“Everything,” her dad said. “Everything you can think of. Boats that go through jungles, and caves with pirates. But my sales have to be good. You’ll help me with that today, won’t you?”

Lily nodded and bounced her legs in a sudden burst of enthusiasm. She was seven, and her feet didn’t quite touch the floor. “I’ll help you, Daddy.”

He reached across the seat and squeezed her arm. “Of course you will. You’re my girl.” They were a team.

Soon Lily’s father pulled the car around to the back door of the VFW, and Lily helped him unload. Dusty pickup trucks filled the lot. The VFW buildings they visited all looked the same. The ceilings were low and the lights were fluorescent. Long, narrow rooms with wood paneling on the walls. Flags on metal stands. Pictures of men in uniforms.

Eventually everyone sat down on folding chairs, and Lily’s father moved to the front of the room and began talking to the crowd of mostly men. Lily watched, amazed, because he suddenly seemed like somebody from television, like somebody who was on the news. Somebody she would believe and trust. Not that she didn’t trust him. She did, but this was different. He was her dad, but not her dad.

Lily didn’t understand a lot of what he said. He seemed so smart as he told them about his product. One of the things he talked about was how safe it was. The safest on the market.

Lily had brought her crayons, and her father had given her a sheet of paper that advertised the herbicide. Even though she’d turned it over, she could still see the design through the paper. She tried to pretend it wasn’t there, concentrating on drawing a house and family.

Some of the letters became part of the house’s roof. Lily pressed harder on the crayon, trying to cover up the design. Beyond the world of crayons and paper, she heard her dad telling things to the men.

He talked for a while, saying stuff about broad-spectrum herbicides and incentives. “I’ve got a ten-minute presentation I hope you’ll watch,” he finally said. “That will be followed by a demonstration I guarantee will sell you on our product if the film doesn’t do it for you.”

The lights were shut off, and Lily had to stop coloring.

She understood very little of the film, but a man’s voice used words she’d often heard her father use. Words like carryover and drift. Words you’d probably want to hear if you were a farmer and you wanted to kill weeds. Her father had told her that farmers couldn’t use the same kind of herbicide on all plants, and if they used certain stuff on corn one year, they might not be able to plant beans in that same field the next year. Which was why carryover was important. It made her feel special to know these words.

The heat, the fans, the dark room, and the hum of the projector caused Lily to fall asleep and stay asleep until she felt someone shaking her arm. Confused, she lifted her head and blinked, trying to focus.

The film was over, and the lights were on. Lily’s dad gave her a smile, then turned back to the crowd.

“At our company, we’re concerned about the farmer and the consumer,” he told them. “We care about the environment, and our products are safe. In fact, our new herbicide is as safe as drinking water. Safer than some drinking water, when you consider the number of wells contaminated with parasites and bacteria.”

That got a laugh from the men.

He popped the top on a gallon pesticide container. He poured clear liquid into a clear glass. He brought the glass to his lips, swallowed the contents, then held the empty glass high. “Safe enough to drink.”

Then he poured again and offered the glass to Lily.

“I’m not thirsty,” she said.

People laughed, but it was a nervous laugh.

“Come on.” Now she heard the command in his voice.

The contents of the glass looked like water, but it smelled like the trunk of her dad’s car. It was an odor she associated with him. An odor she could sometimes smell on his breath.

“Drink it.” He smiled, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes.

Lily took the glass. It wasn’t full. It wasn’t even half full.

At that point, Lily became aware of the silence in the room. She looked around, and it seemed like every person in the building was staring at her.

“Tastes like soda,” her dad whispered.

He was lying. Lily knew he was lying.

She lifted the glass to her mouth and drank. Fast.

It burned all the way down, and when it hit bottom, Lily’s stomach clenched and she struggled to keep the chemicals from coming up. It was like drinking fire. But they were a team and she wanted to go to Disneyland.

She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and smiled.

“Good?” her father asked.

She bobbed her head. Then, with her belly burning, she gathered up her picture and crayons while the men in the room placed their orders.

The Courtship


CHAPTER ONE

Burlington, Iowa, 1963

They say that as soon as we’re born we begin to die. I hadn’t spent much time thinking about death until I was eight and a neighbor lady brought over a bunch of mushrooms. They looked like white toadstools. Some were freshly picked, with black dirt clinging to their pulpy roots. Some were fried. No other adults were around as she crouched and lowered the plate to my level.

“Have one, Theresa. I’m sure your mother won’t mind.”

She smelled like soap and clothes that had just been ironed. She wore pink lipstick, yellow beachcombers, and white sandals. She was so unlike the moody women in my family.

I ate a mushroom.

Later my mother and aunt put their dark heads together and whispered their concerns about the food.

They could be poisonous.

Oh yes, they look poisonous.

A book on edible and inedible mushrooms materialized, and soon the neighbor’s gift was declared lethal. An innocent but serious mistake.

It seemed that the simple act of placing your hand to your mouth after touching one could bring about violent death within hours.

I didn’t tell anyone that my life was over. Instead I went to my room, lay down on the bed, and waited to die.

Waiting to die is strange no matter your age. If I’d mentioned the ingested mushroom to anyone, I’m sure I would have felt just as alone.

I mentally went through the list of symptoms.

Rapid heartbeat. Yes.

Sweating. Yes.

Dizziness. Yes.

I expected to hear an ambulance come roaring up the hill to collect the neighbor and her family. But if everybody in their house had eaten the poison mushrooms, no one would be able to call for help. Maybe they were all unconscious. Or dead, and we would soon catch whiffs of their bloated carcasses.

That night I didn’t sleep, and when I got up the next day, I opened the mushroom book, which had been left on the table, and revisited the symptoms. Fear made me weak.

“Are you feeling okay?” my mother asked, more with annoyance than with maternal concern. If I told her I was dying, she would get mad, because almost everything I did made her angry. Two years had passed since my father had left us. Once he was gone, he was gone. No phone calls. No letters. No visits. He just walked out the door and never looked back. “He didn’t want kids,” my mother later explained. I was relieved to discover he disliked kids in general and that his disappearance wasn’t caused by anything I’d done.

“I’m okay,” I said, and hurried from the house. In an attempt to distract myself, I crossed the street to a friend’s. She got out a board game, but when my plastic game piece ended in the Land of Poison Toadstools, I had to leave without explanation.

Outside, I spotted the neighbor woman in her straw sun hat and gardening gloves and blond loveliness. She gave me a happy wave, looking very much alive.

Death will occur within hours.

I gave her a wave back, much happier to see her than she was to see me.

What if time wasn’t linear? If you were to draw a line on a piece of paper, then fold that paper, the day I ate the mushroom would touch the future. Maybe the future was what I’d really felt.

I would live. But the mushroom incident set up a theme that would continue for the rest of my life, an acute awareness of human fragility and the knowledge that, consciously or subconsciously, we are all at the mercy of our fears, and we are all waiting to die.



CHAPTER TWO

Henderson County, Illinois, 1975

A farmer dressed in denim overalls took a seat at the bar. “Bottle of Blue.”

We served two kinds of beer, Blue Ribbon and Budweiser. All in bottles, nothing on tap. I opened the bottle and put down a cardboard coaster with a glass.

The bar was located on the ridge of what locals called the bottoms, where, before dams, the river had been miles wide and the fertile soil left behind was rich, almost too dense to cut with a plow blade. On a winter day, when the sun hit that shiny black gumbo, you could smell the river that used to be there.

Outside, the wind raged across ground that had been deliberately stripped bare of trees and fences. Through the glass double doors, the air was a yellow haze, and I could smell the chemicals from the fields. The man in front of me gave off a hint of something like garlic. I could taste it whenever he shifted his weight.

The scent recalled the story farmers told about a girl named Lily whose father made her drink herbicide. As it was with all tales passed from person to person, no one knew if the girl and the salesman really existed. While working in the bar, I’d heard various versions, and I never missed the opportunity to ask if the storyteller had ever seen the child or the father.

The answer tended to be variations of the same. “No, but my brother did.” “No, but my uncle did.” Always someone related who’d been there, who’d seen it, but I’d never spoken to an actual eyewitness and had finally come to the conclusion that the story was an urban legend that was rural, perhaps started by a rival herbicide salesman, or possibly an environmental group.

The farmer lit a cigarette. His arms were coated with a fine layer of powder that he was too exhausted to notice.

He came here a lot because only a truck stop and a gravel road separated his land and the bar. He could park his tractor and walk straight from the field. He was shy and polite, but I was an outsider. If I lived here fifty more years, I would still be an outsider.

Business was slow for a Saturday, and he hoped more farmers would show up so he had someone else to talk to. For his sake, I hoped so too.

Fatigue threatened to press him to the floor, but he made an attempt at polite conversation. “Windy.”

I looked through the doors and lifted my eyebrows in surprise, as if I hadn’t noticed. “Wow.”

He wouldn’t complain. He wouldn’t tell me that he’d just spent the last twelve hours on an old tractor with no cab.

He poured beer into the short glass and took a swallow. “Nice and cool in here.”

I did a mental shift as his words reminded me that it was spring outside. And hot. And even more unpleasant out there than inside the bar.

At that point, I realized the poor man had reached a mind-set I could only dream of achieving. I was almost jealous, and I wondered what it would be like to live in his skin.

The farmer slid some coins across the top of the bar. His square-tipped fingers were cracked and dry, and I imagined they would feel like rough sandpaper. “Get yourself a beer.”

I glanced at the clock. A little past six.

Eight o’clock. That was my target. But I rarely lasted that long.

When I unlocked the front door and flipped on the OPEN sign, I always swore I wouldn’t drink that day. But somebody usually ended up buying me a beer. And another. We didn’t have a dishwasher, so the glasses were sterilized in a bleach bath. I loved that hint of bleach mixed with beer. A whiff of bleach and I was licking my lips.

My drinking was justified, because if I got drunk enough I would perch at the end of the bar and entertain customers with my acoustic guitar and halfway-decent voice, my repertoire consisting of Creedence Clearwater Revival, Neil Young, Cat Stevens, and a few songs of my own.

“Thanks.” I smiled, put the money in the register, and served myself a beer, wondering if it was possible to be an alcoholic at twenty-one.

I came from a long line of people who embraced suffering and angst and their own dark nature while trying to drown it with anything that could numb the mind. Forget my mother, who’d been known to rant and wail: “Oh, I wish I were dead!” My uncle was the master. My mother had been way too melodramatic and heavy-handed. My uncle’s technique was subtle, and he wore his cloak of despair in silence. I liked that.

There was something infinitely reassuring in knowing things couldn’t get any worse. There was a comfort in not waiting to fall and not waiting to get knocked down. If you have vertigo, you want to be on the ground, not climbing a tower. This might explain how, at the ripe age of twenty, I’d joined my uncle in his cornfield bar along a sad, lonely stretch of highway not far from the Mississippi River.

I was in training.

Behind the hard liquor, on a narrow shelf just for display, were my uncle’s Avon figurine decanters. Cats and pheasants and ladies in long dresses, all covered in a layer of dust. He was the local Avon representative, and farm wives would slink into the bar to place their orders. Sometimes they sat on stools and bought a glass of soda, but never once had I seen any of them order alcohol.

Avon wasn’t my uncle’s only side business. He hid flat movie-reel boxes out back behind the bar. Shady characters took the boxes and left payment in a coffee can. The only reason I knew about it was because one of the shady guys had come into the bar, leaned close, and told me he was there to rent porn.

“Porn!” I’d been outraged. “We don’t rent porn here!” This was a family bar.

A couple of regulars had coughed in their hands and stared into their beers. Uncle Jim had appeared out of nowhere and given the guy a few strange eye signals, and they’d vanished together.

I’d felt like such an idiot once the truth was out. And I’d felt like an even bigger idiot once I realized everybody else knew about his little 35 mm side business.

But that didn’t keep it from adding another layer of scum to my life. And it bothered me that I actually lived in a bar where porn was sold under the table. Or in this case, out behind the building.

An hour later, the bell above the door jingled. The farmer was gone, and I’d finished my beer.

This customer was a regular named Larry. He had his whole family with him. His bleach-blond pregnant wife and three dirty, barefoot kids.

The alarming thing is that I was glad to see Larry and his wife and kids.

That’s what happened when you lived smack dab in the middle of bleak. Pretty soon everybody and everything became normal. Pretty soon it didn’t seem bleak. People adapt. But that bit of self-preservation could turn on you when you took it too far. Pretty soon you started thinking everything was fine and you lost all desire to do anything but sit around and shoot the shit with people like Larry.

This was my future. My future was a bell and the people who walked through that door.

Larry hefted the kids on bar stools and ordered a round of Stewart’s sandwiches—little prepackaged hamburgers heated in a small oven. They were good the way fake food was good.

The kids were already crying and fighting. I felt sorry for them and disgusted by them at the same time.

“I’m thirsty,” one of them whined. They all had white hair and blue scalp veins that just begged to be poked with a finger.

“Can they have some water?” Larry asked.

My uncle and I looked at the sign on the wall, put in place by the health department. The drinking water was unfit for children because of high nitrate levels. And if nitrates were in the water, no telling what other toxins were in there.

Which was why I stuck with beer.

My uncle opened the upright cooler and pulled a gallon of milk from the shelf he stocked with a few staples. He lined up three short beer glasses, filled them, and nudged the glasses toward the kids. “On the house.”

The pregnant wife was putting balls on the pool table. “Let’s play a game, Larry.”

“Not now, babe.”

“Oh, come on. One game.”

Larry had his elbows on the bar, his back to his wife. Weight of the world and all that. The kids finished off their milk, gummed up the sandwiches, and jumped to the floor, where they scuffled in front of the wooden rack that held the pool cues.

The door jangled again.

I looked up, expecting a different version of Larry. But this was someone new. Someone I’d never seen in the bar before.

I could hear the kids yammering away. Peripherally I saw one of them peek over the edge of the pool table and reach for the cue ball with one gooey hand.

My uncle was laid-back, but he didn’t like kids using the table. Right now, though, he was focused on the man who’d just stepped in the door.

The jukebox was playing, and the kids continued to yammer. Larry leaned across the bar. “You know who that is, don’t you?” His voice was a harsh whisper, and his eyes had that gossip glint. “Adrian Curtis.” Larry poured the rest of his beer into his glass. “His grandfather died of cancer a few months ago.” He inched even closer. “Some people say his farm is cursed.”

Adrian Curtis took a seat at a table on the opposite side of the bar, in front of the window.

I shrugged. “A lot of people die of cancer.”

“Yeah, but the grandfather also lost three kids, two in a freak accident. And then there’s the worker who had the tractor roll over on him. Crushed to death.”

On her way around the pool table, Larry’s wife paused to join the conversation. “And what about the guy who hung himself?”

“He didn’t do that on the farm,” Larry said. “That was later. After he moved away.”

“Like a week later.”

Larry glanced over his shoulder. There was no way the man in the corner could hear him—the music was too loud. “You know that missing woman from Oquawka? The one they’re still looking for? Police called in a psychic from the Quad Cities.” Larry laughed quietly. “You believe that? Psychic kept saying she saw a woman’s body in a grove of trees. Kept talking about straight rows of trees. Police looked all over Curtis Orchard but never found nothin’.”

“You really think the farm is cursed?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” Larry took a swallow of beer. “It’s just weird. That’s all. Weird. A lot of people connected to the place have died. That’s all I’m sayin’.”

My uncle picked up Larry’s empty bottle and placed it in the plastic tub under the counter. With a bar cloth, he wiped up an imaginary spill. “I’ll wait on him.”

“That’s okay.” I grabbed the round plastic tray with its nonslip liner. “I’ll do it.”

“You don’t have to.”

“What do you think he’s going to do? Put a curse on me?”

Larry laughed, and my uncle responded with a weak smile. I was the kid he’d never had, and he tended to be overprotective in odd ways.

At the table, I braced the tray against my stomach, setting an ashtray and coaster in front of the man named Adrian Curtis. He was the most handsome farmer I’d ever seen in my life, with light curls, a square jaw, bleached brows over eyes as blue as a Billie Holiday song. I planned to treat him the same as any other customer, but it would be hard.

He hadn’t come from the field. Instead of denim and dust, he wore black pants and a crisp white shirt. “Wedding or funeral?” I asked.

He blinked, as if noticing me for the first time.

People say I remind them of Audrey Hepburn. I’ve never seen the resemblance other than my short dark hair. I know my features can be a bit startling, with big eyes in a small face, but some guys occasionally find me attractive. I’d never really cared before. I always liked booze more than I liked guys, but my heart was suddenly beating a little faster than usual, and the air was spiked.

“Wedding.”

“You don’t sound happy. Weddings are supposed to be happy.”

He seemed caught off guard; then a reluctant smile touched his lips. “It brought back some memories—that’s all.”

His voice was exactly what I thought it would be. Smooth and mellow.

“I hope you at least got some cake.”

Whenever I stood on the edge of anything high, I always wanted to close my eyes, spread my arms, and fall forward. Did everybody feel that way? We spend our days struggling to stay alive, but the second we’re put on the edge of a cliff, we want to jump.

“So what can I get you?” I asked, watching as he tapped a cigarette from a new pack.

“Whatever you have on draft.”

“We only serve bottle beer.” I rattled off our two selections.

He patted his shirt, his hands searching for a pocket that didn’t exist. I grabbed a book of matches from my tray and held them out to him. Our fingers brushed. “Thanks.” He lit his cigarette, and I noticed his lips were full and sensual.

“What?” He’d caught me staring.

“Nothing.” I felt heat rise in my face and wondered if I’d ever reach a point in my life when I no longer blushed. No matter how cool I played it, blushing always gave me away. I shook my head. “Nothing. It’s just been a strange day.”

He smiled. “Oh, yeah. Tell me about it.”

A song finished playing, and the bottom dropped out of the room.

Behind me, the kids were arguing and balls were clacking. From outside came the sound of traffic. Through the window, I saw my uncle standing under the big road sign. He flipped the switch and most of the lights came on.

Pilot House.

I hadn’t been crazy about the name, but it was a fitting nod to the barges that carried grain and coal up and down the Mississippi River, which flowed on the other side of the levee. Before it was the Pilot House it had been the Coach and Four Lounge. Before that, it had been my maternal grandmother’s home until her death. Adrian Curtis now sat in the approximate area of the living room where years ago on Christmas Eve I’d opened a little china tea set decorated with delicate pink roses.

Right now I prayed there was still a song left on the jukebox, something that would fill the empty spots in the room. I heard a series of familiar mechanical clicks as one record was replaced by another. Music filled the space once more, making everything better.

“Get yourself a beer too. If you drink.”

Did I ever.

I felt a giggle rise in me, and I struggled to hold it down. Once those things got started… “Thanks.” I ducked my head, spun on my heel, and hurried behind the bar to fill his order.

Larry and his wife were in a huddle. “Wasn’t he supposed to marry somebody and they broke it off at the last minute?” she whispered.

Larry nodded. “I heard she dumped him.”

“I heard he dumped her. Probably got sick of her. You’d never get sick of me, would you, babe?” Larry’s wife asked.

I pulled a beer from the cooler and closed the curved, stainless-steel lid, then hooked the bottle under the metal opener, popped the top, turned a glass upside down on the neck, and carried the cold drink to Adrian.

He didn’t look up. “I should be used to it by now,” he said.

“Used to what?”

Elbow on the table, he removed the glass and lifted the beer bottle to his mouth, then placed it on the coaster. “People talking about me.”

“Nobody…” I stopped my obvious lie before I embarrassed myself more. “I didn’t think you could hear us.”

“I couldn’t. It’s the body language that always gives it away.”

“Sorry.”

“Did you get yourself a beer?”

“You still want to buy me one?”

“Sure. Why not? But you have to sit here and drink it with me.”

I thought about my uncle and his porn. Sometimes people got the wrong idea about me. “I can’t.” I pulled back on the friendly demeanor. “I’m working.”

“I didn’t mean to imply anything.” He flicked the ash from his cigarette and gave me a level look.

It was a cliché, but people come into bars and just start talking about things they wouldn’t tell their best friends or their family. It’s not the alcohol, because some customers dive in before they take that first sip. Subconsciously, they’re on a therapeutic mission.

“It’s just been a long time since I talked to someone about anything other than apples and weather and crops. It seems I only leave the farm for weddings and funerals.”

“How do you know I won’t talk about crops and rain?”

“Because you aren’t from around here. I can tell. And I’d really like to talk to somebody who isn’t from around here.” He smiled, and I smiled in return.

“Someone with news of the outside?” I pulled out a chair and sat down. “I can tell you that people are zipping around in flying cars. And that three-pill meal? It’s now a reality. So if you have vertigo and you like to eat, you haven’t missed anything.”

He was staring like I’d said something really interesting, which wasn’t the case. I could do better.

“What’s your name?”

I told him.

“That’s one of my favorites.”

I didn’t believe him. “My brothers and I were all named after saints.”

The chimes above the door sounded, and my uncle stepped back inside. I could feel his disapproval even though he was clear across the room.

I got to my feet, chair scraping. “I have to go.”

“What time do you get off work?”

I was already walking away. His words stopped me. At the same time, my mind struggled to figure out what he wanted, what he was really after. I wasn’t his type. I knew I wasn’t his type. “Never,” I heard myself saying. “I never get off.”

He laughed as if my answer was the most entertaining thing he’d heard in years. And maybe it was.

“I can’t believe you were so friendly to him,” my uncle said once all the customers had left, including Adrian Curtis. “You don’t want to get mixed up with a guy like that.”

“How am I getting mixed up with him? I served him a couple beers.”

“I saw the way he was looking at you. He’ll be back.”

“He’s a farmer.” Not that I had anything against farmers, but I couldn’t see myself hanging out with one. “He won’t be back.”

“Wait and see,” my uncle said.
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