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Chapter One

[image: ]


Barb 

I lost my sister when she took one step too far.

“Are we finished?” As she spoke, Retta backed up for a wider view and her right foot left the plank platform. Responding to the pull of gravity, her body followed the foot into space. As she waved her arms, fighting to keep her balance, I lunged forward to help. It was too late. One second she was there, her hair aglow in the billboard’s floodlight. The next she was gone. There was a soft thud of impact, but no scream of pain.

“Retta!” Fear made my cry louder than was prudent, since our mission was secret and not entirely legal. Dropping to my knees, I crawled to the edge and looked down, searching the darkness for a hopeful sign. Nothing moved. A pale spot below might have been a human face but could as easily have been the kind of limestone outcrop common in Michigan. “Retta!”

Had my campaign for better use of the English language gotten my baby sister hurt or even killed?

A muffled sound came from the ground below, and I turned my good ear toward it. A groan? An appeal for help?

She was giggling. “Lots of nice, soft grass down here,” she piped in her version of a whisper. “And the corrections on the sign look good from a distance.”

When we’d arrived at the billboard, it had read, Between You and I, Croll’s has the Freshest Food in Allport. With black paint, Retta and I had changed the word I to the objective case me. From her present position, it was apparently difficult to tell the change had been made.

Standing, Retta brushed off her black jeans, cupped her mouth, and called softly, “Bring our stuff down. I’ll go get the car.” She added with another giggle, “Use the ladder. My way was faster but the end was a little shocking.”

She was still looking amused after I’d tossed my tools in the back with careless thumps and clunks and got into the car. “You should have seen your face, Barbara.”

My heart was just getting back to a normal rhythm. “I thought you were dead for sure. If you’re going to be part of this, Retta, you have to be more careful.”

“Oh, I’m going to be part of it. That was the deal.” As if I’d never heard them before, she counted the terms of our agreement on her fingers. “I get to do Correction Events with you. I get to be a full partner in the detective agency you and Faye created. In return, I don’t tell anyone you go around fixing errors on roadside signs in the dead of night.”

“You’re part of the agency as long as you don’t order your sisters around,” I said firmly. “You agreed to that, too.”

“I didn’t think that needed to be said,” she countered primly, “because I never tell people what to do.”

Still relieved she hadn’t died in the fall, I left the comment alone. Pushy people seldom admit they’re pushy, and your sister is your sister, even if she is the original Miss Bossy-pants.
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Chapter Two
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Faye

It was one of Harriet’s better days—not that she looked good. Past ninety, her spine had twisted until her ribcage sat cockeyed somewhere over her right hip. Her dentures had been abandoned, since they no longer stayed in place on her shrunken gums. Her lanky gray hair had thinned to reveal large spaces of shiny scalp between wisps. Puny and weakened as she was, my mother-in-law still scared the heck out of almost everyone who had to deal with her.

For her first few years as a resident at the Meadows, Harriet had pretty much run the place, watching over less aware residents (She called it “walking them home” when she escorted dementia patients from the cafeteria to their rooms) and ordering nurses and even doctors to obey her will. After a recent stroke she’d failed, and lately there were times when she’d mistaken Dale for his dad. She often wasn’t sure who I was, but if I said, “I’m Faye, Dale’s wife,” I got a gruff, “Oh, yes. You.” Other times a glazed stare told me Harriet didn’t recall she had a daughter-in-law named Faye, or any daughter-in-law at all.

When Retta and I arrived on this day, Harriet was almost her old self. As soon as we entered the room she informed us, “The woman across the hall died last night.” Tilting her head like an elderly owl she added, “They try to hide it from us, but we know.”

As an alarm went off somewhere down the hallway, I said what one is required to say in such situations. “That’s too bad.” 

Harriet licked her scaly bottom lip. “Dying’s hard, but I bet you girls don’t know why.”

Retta had come with me, claiming she’d help me cheer Harriet up. Knowing Retta, I guessed she had a second motive I hadn’t heard about yet. My sister isn’t a bad person, but she seldom has fewer than three reasons for any help she offers, and two of them will fit her agenda more than they fit anyone else’s.

“Why is dying hard, Mrs. Burner?” she asked in her best caring tone.

Harriet grinned, showing her gums. “Because when you get to the end, you start wishing you’d done things different.” She gestured at her roommate, whose bed was only a few feet away. “Carrie over there? She let her kids run wild. Now one of them’s in jail and the other’s in and out of rehab so often they might as well adopt him and call him their mascot. Now Carrie’s old and sick, but she’s got nobody except the idiots that run this place.”

I raised a palm in warning, but Harriet merely chuckled, propelling her wheelchair backward with her foot so she faced Carrie. “She’s deaf as a post. Can’t hear nothing.” She smiled, and poor Carrie smiled back, her expression revealing the truth of what Harriet had said.

I might have reminded my mother-in-law that some of the “idiots” she’d mentioned might be in earshot, but concern for their feelings had never stopped her from speaking her mind before.

It was funny—and not ha-ha funny—that she spoke so casually of her roommate’s deafness. I was often embarrassed by Harriet’s similar condition, which resulted in loud comments about her dislikes among the staff at the Meadows, her discontent with the meals, and her disgust at having to wear adult diapers. After almost every visit, I promised myself that before I came to the point of living in a care facility, I’d jump in front of a city bus.

As of 2015, Allport didn’t have city buses. Unless the city progressed a bit, I’d have to settle for Dial-a-Ride.

Harriet went back to her point about the downside of approaching death. “When you get to be my age,” “you look back a lot, and it makes you understand what you should have done different. You could have treated some people nicer. You ought to have taken better care of yourself. Things like that.”

I knew my mother-in-law too well to fall into the trap she was setting, but Retta didn’t. Leaning toward Harriet sympathetically she asked, “What do you wish you’d done differently, dear?”

The old lady’s eyes widened. “Me? I wouldn’t change a thing. I was trying to make Faye see she should straighten up and fly right before she gets old and sick like Carrie.”

“But Faye isn’t—”

“You’ll see it someday, Rettie.” Harriet smacked her lips in her eagerness to predict my future. “Faye’s not going to have anybody when she’s old, because those boys of hers are shiftless.”

“That’s not true.” Retta said, but I nudged her and shook my head. Harriet had never warmed to my boys, and I couldn’t honestly say they were all that fond of her. Grandmas are supposed to bake cookies and adore their grandchildren. Harriet had once been a gem in the cookie-making department, but she never got the adoring part down.

“Faye just never had the will to stand up to those boys, and look at them now. Every one of them on welfare.”

It would do no good to tell their grandmother that none of my three sons was or had ever been supported by the State of Michigan. At times they’d been supported by Dale and me, but that was our business and no one else’s.

And “Rettie”? Where had that come from? Usually she called my sisters The Flibbertigibbet (Retta) and The Big Shot (Barb), even when they were within hearing distance.

Suddenly I wanted a cigarette. Due to rising blood pressure and my sisters’ disapproval, I’d quit smoking— well, mostly. I knew becoming a non-smoker was best for me, but there were times I regretted giving up the habit. Being around my mother-in-law was when I missed it most, perhaps because in the past I’d have excused myself to go outside and light up, getting that little nicotine high and at the same time escaping Harriet’s constant disapproval. I’d never gotten past being the girl who “trapped” her son into marriage, though Dale and I had been happy together for over thirty-five years.

I took a deep breath, reminding myself that Harriet needed me. How hard it must be for her that someone she wanted so much to dislike had become indispensable to her.

The best way forward was to change the subject. “What kind of candy would you like me to bring next time I come?” Any discussion of sweets drove other topics clear out of Harriet’s mind, so we proceeded to the relative merits of Dove Promises versus Hershey’s Bliss.
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Chapter Three
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Retta

I went with Faye to the nursing home to cheer up her old prune of a mother-in-law. The visit was as weird as Faye had predicted, with smells no one wants to encounter and Harriet raving about dying and deadbeat relatives and calling me Rettie. I hate it when people misuse my name, but Harriet is really old, so I didn’t correct her.

I’d planned that Faye and I would put up posters for the Fall Festival at my church when we were done visiting. I enjoy designing attractive notices on my computer and taking them to the printer, but I’ve never liked the distribution part. It feels low-class to me to be seen in store entryways and on street corners with thumbtacks and a hammer. I figured I’d drive, and Faye could do the posting. She really doesn’t mind.

It took longer than we expected at the Meadows, because one of the medical staff wanted to speak with Faye about Harriet. They went off together, and Harriet promptly fell asleep in her wheelchair, leaving me twiddling my thumbs. I checked my phone and answered a few emails, but Faye didn’t return. Finally I took a walk, glancing idly into rooms as I passed. I shouldn’t have done that, because it depressed me to see so many gaunt, blank faces staring into the hallway or worse, staring at the walls. When I found a small sitting room with a TV set playing, I went in, hoping to catch a weather report. October is a tricky month in northern Michigan, and it pays to watch for stormy surprises.

In a corner of the room, where she wasn’t visible from the doorway sat a petite woman with snow-white hair and extra-thick glasses. I apologized for bothering her, but she waved a hand. “It’s not private property. I just wanted out of my room for a while.”

It didn’t seem polite to turn around and leave, so I said, “I was visiting a friend, but she’s taking a nap.”

Her smile was rueful. “That’s about all there is to do around here—eat and nap.”

“It’s a nice facility, though. Very clean and attractive.” I probably sounded as fake as I felt.

“That’s true,” she allowed. “But I’ll be glad to get back to my house on Sweet Springs.”

“There’s nothing like being in your own place, is there?” I said, happy to have a common conversational thread. “My home is on the river out of town. I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

She agreed, and there seemed to be no more to say. I was about to leave when an aide came in, her soft soles swishing on the tile floor. “There you are, Clara. It’s time for your shower.”

The woman’s eyes clouded. “Are you going to do it, or is—someone else?”

Irritation flickered across the aide’s face, but she answered patiently. “You know Ralph does the showers, Clara. It’s a lot safer for you with him in there instead of us girls.”

Clara sighed. “I know, but it’s embarrassing, having a man—” She didn’t finish, but I got the picture. For women of Clara’s generation, being seen naked by a male, even a certified nursing assistant, had to be mortifying.

Faye insisted she’d never live in a nursing home; in fact, she was a little loony on the subject. From visiting the Meadows so often, she knew more about life there than I did. Seeing the poor old lady’s embarrassment gave me a deeper understanding. No matter how kind the caregivers and how considerate the administrators, giving up control of your destiny had to be hard. Being told when to do everything, having nowhere to go where there weren’t other people, and being bathed by Ralph didn’t seem attractive to me. I felt sorry for Clara.

A discreet beep came from a device on the CNA’s belt, and she sighed. “I’ve got to get this. I’ll be back in a few.”

When she was gone, Clara caught my eye and grinned, showing overlarge false teeth. “A last-minute reprieve.”

I couldn’t help but ask what was on my mind. “Is Ralph okay? I mean, he doesn’t—”

“Oh, no, dear. Ralph’s as nice as he can be.” She shrugged lightly. “That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

“But you’re going home soon, you said.”

Clara smiled at the thought. “Yes. My chickens are no doubt wondering where I am. My niece is feeding them, but they’ll be glad to have me home.”

I was trying to place Sweet Springs, which I thought was some distance from Allport. “Does your niece live near you?”

“Gail’s a city girl, so she lives here in town.” Clara shook her head in amusement. “She’s scared of any body of water bigger than a bathtub, and she wouldn’t recognize Mother Nature if the old sprite walked up and took her by the hand.”

“But she’s helping out with the chickens while you’re in here. That’s nice of her.”

“Yes.” Clara’s expression turned thoughtful. “It’s kind of a surprise. I hadn’t seen much of Gail in years, but for the last two months she’s been visiting every weekend.”

Since the woman was eighty if she was a day, it made sense to me that her family would want to keep an eye on her. “She’s probably worried about you living so far out of town.”

“Maybe.” She didn’t sound convinced.

When I left Clara, the CNA came out of another room, and we walked down the hall together. “That lady seems really nice.”

“Clara’s great,” the girl replied. “Not like some of them that think you’ve got ten hands and magical powers.”

“I’m glad to hear she can go home soon.”

The girl looked puzzled. “She’s not going anywhere that I know of. Her niece signed her in here because she forgets to eat, wanders around outside—” She tapped her own forehead meaningfully. “That sort of thing.”

I glanced back at the TV room. “She seemed okay to me.”

“Once we get them in here, they often do better. That doesn’t mean they can live on their own.”

“Oh.” Clara’s joyful expression when she spoke of home came to mind. “Will she ever—?”

Anticipating the question, the CNA shook her head. “Her house is way out in the country, and the niece can’t get out to see her very often. Doc figures Clara’s better off here.”

“But she seemed certain she’d be going home.”

The CNA smiled ruefully. “Talk to any of them who can still put a sentence together and they’ll tell you they’re going home. For a lot of them, that dream is the only thing that makes it possible to get through another day.”

When I peeped into Harriet’s room, she was still asleep and my sister was nowhere in sight. I went back out into the hall and chose another direction, hoping to see where Faye had gone. As I came around a corner there was Clara, sitting on a folding chair near a door with a sign: Shower—do not enter when door is closed. Running water sounded from inside. Seeing me, she raised her palms in a helpless gesture. “Hurry up and wait.”

Having no good answer, I went with Conversational Old Reliable, the weather. “It’s a beautiful day.”

“I know,” she replied. “One of the girls took me outside this morning. We went all the way around the building so I could see spots where the colors are starting to change. You can feel the crispness in the air.” She smiled ruefully. “They wouldn’t let me go by myself for fear I’ll fall and break a hip or something.”

“It’s a real problem in nursing homes, I understand.”

Her lips pursed briefly. “For some, maybe, but at home I fetch wood, feed the chickens, and putter around the lakeshore every single day. I haven’t taken a fall yet.”

“Sweet Springs is northwest of town isn’t it?” It seemed only right to let her talk about it, since she might never see it again.

“Yes. Do you know it?”

“I’ve lived here all my life, so I’ve heard the name, but I don’t think I’ve ever been out there.”

“It’s a spring-fed lake.” She looked away as if picturing it. “Most people don’t see it, because it’s privately owned.”

“You own a whole lake?”

Clara chuckled. “Not by myself. Back in the 1880s, my family came from Canada with three others. They settled around the lake and divided it equally.”

“The original families still live on the land?”

Adjusting her glasses, which had slid down her thin nose, she explained. “The Clausens moved to Wyoming in ’07 when the economy crashed. The Warners’ house burned last month, but they live in Detroit and only visit occasionally. That leaves just two old codgers as full-time residents, my old schoolmate Caleb Marsh on one side of the lake and me on the other.”

“And you’re here.”

“Temporarily,” she reminded me.

Avoiding her eyes, I nodded.

Clara sighed. “The niece I mentioned earlier is a real estate agent. She keeps saying she can get me a nice chunk of money for the property.” She shook her head as if I’d made an argument for selling. “She’ll have to wait till I’m gone to get the commission she wants so much. I can’t imagine not being able to look forward to going back home.”

***
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“THE POOR WOMAN IS SURE she’ll return to her lake in the near future,” I told Faye as we left the Meadows. We’d come in my vehicle, and she readily agreed to help with the posters. “She was sad,” I finished. “Her niece wants her to sell it.”

Faye pursed her lips. “Sometimes relatives of the elderly can’t hide their eagerness to make the shift from family to heirs.”

As I pulled up at the curb, she took the first poster, the hammer, and a couple of small nails and got out. As I watched, hearing the tapping of the hammer as she helped me do my errand, I felt a rush of love and sympathy for my sister.

Faye’s never had an easy life, and it seemed like if one thing got better, a bad thing happened to balance it. Starting our detective agency had been good for Faye, but now her mother-in-law’s condition was rapidly deteriorating. The consultation Faye had just attended concerned enrolling Harriet in hospice care.

Years ago Dale, Faye’s husband, was disabled in an accident in the woods. Harriet’s other children paid almost no attention to the old woman, which wasn’t surprising given her abrasive personality. That meant the staff at the Meadows considered Faye the old woman’s de facto guardian and had approached her about the need for hospice. Faye wasn’t looking forward to telling Dale that his mother was on a downhill slide likely to end soon. From what I’d heard around town, Dale’s sisters and brother would only take interest when the old woman finally died and it was time to divide her earthly goods.

More to take Faye’s mind off her troubles than anything else, I went on with my story after she’d hung the poster. “The CNA said Clara shows signs of dementia, but I didn’t see a single thing wrong with her thought process.”

We reached the next stop and Faye got out, making that grunt of effort I associate with old people. “Some days are probably better than others,” she said before heading off to tack up poster number two. “That’s how it goes.”

I accepted Faye’s assessment, since she was the one with experience. Harriet’s days were certainly up and down, and her least favorite daughter-in-law got to deal with all points on the Harriet spectrum.
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Barb

Michigan in autumn is one of my greatest joys. Not one for temperatures over seventy-five, I appreciate fall’s cooler days, and no one who has ever seen the change of color can deny its wonders. Maple, elm, and oak trees go from deep green to almost unbelievably bright yellows, reds, and oranges, often beginning at the tips of their branches. Within days the trees are decked out in eye-popping colors.

As fall approached, I suggested a drive through the countryside. My ’57 Chevy would soon have to go into storage for the winter, and I wanted to take the old girl out a few more times before I locked her up. Retta suggested the four of us could lunch at a little roadhouse famous for good Polish food. She fussed a little, as always, about her fear that a vehicle as old as mine was likely to break down at any moment. I ignored her. Due to my willingness to pay and the skills of a good mechanic, my Chevy hummed like a favorite tune.

It rained overnight, but the sun had warmed the air nicely by mid-morning. As we drove we pointed out trees that had begun to change. Even some of the roadside shrubs had started turning red. Behind and between the maples and elms, darker green pines and the boles of white birches offered contrast. We were the dullest part of the scene, four middle-aged people passing through miles of natural splendor.

Faye and Dale sat together in the back seat while Retta rode shotgun. A head injury years ago left Dale sensitive to movement, light, and noise, and being too close to Retta made him edgy. She gestured more than most people, and her voice was pitched higher than Faye’s or mine. In addition, riding in a car for any distance was hard for Dale, since the scenery rushing by made him dizzy. He generally looked down, so as we traveled, I pulled over periodically at scenic spots so he could snap pictures with the iPhone Faye had recently bought him. With Retta quiet for a change and the calming effect of nature, we were all pretty relaxed.

At one stop we parked along a ridge where the road overlooked hay fields rimmed in the distance with thick woods. We stood along the guard rail, sharing my binoculars as we pointed out spots of color to each other. Thirty feet below us, the hay had been cut and baled, and a tractor chugged along, picking up the huge rolls of hay to take them to storage. Its musty odor brought back memories of our childhood and as usual, the memories were quite different.

“Those huge round bales they make now are a lot better than the little square ones Dad made with that old New Holland,” Retta remarked. “Remember how scratched-up we’d get hauling those things around?”

“It took two of us to move one bale,” I said, “but Dad tossed them around like they were made of bubble wrap.” I paused, picturing him in the haymow, taking the bales off the conveyer belt and stacking them into a neat, crisscross arrangement. “The feeling of accomplishment when all that hay was in the barn was worth a few scratches.”

“If you wore pants and long sleeves, they weren’t that scratchy,” Faye put in. “And we all worked together to get it done. That was a pretty good life lesson.”

“Sweating, dirty, bloody, and exhausted, the way every family should be,” Retta said with a sniff. “Let’s go. I’m getting hungry.”

I stopped twice more after that, just to let Retta know she didn’t always get what she wanted. We made it to Kowalski’s just after noon. The place was crowded and noisy, but a cheerful waitress found us a table. We had a sinfully filling lunch of pierogis, kielbasa, and cabbage with noodles, followed by pie and coffee for Dale and Faye, just coffee for Retta and me.

On the way home I took a different road, one of Rory’s favorites. The chief of Allport’s police department and my boyfriend (for lack of a better term), Rory loved the spot because the trees grew so close to the road that their branches met overhead, making a tunnel. “This will be gorgeous when the leaves have all turned,” Retta said.

“The leaf-peepers will be out in droves by then.” Dale referred to tourists who drive north in autumn to see the colors.

The wind came up, sending waves through the foliage around us. A few leaves lost their hold and skipped across the pavement, reminding us that the year was dying. In a week or so the riotous colors would peak, and then the leaves would fall, leaving bare, gray trunks jutting from dull-brown leaf-beds. After that, snow would turn our world to shades of black, white, and gray.

As I slowed for a corner Retta called out, “Stop!”

My tires crunched on the gravel as I obeyed her command. In the rear-view mirror, I saw Faye put a reassuring hand on Dale’s arm. “What’s wrong?”

“The sign back there said Sweet Springs Lane. That’s where Clara’s house is.” I had no idea what she was talking about, but she filled me in, ending with, “I’d like to see it. Do you mind driving in?”

When Retta asks a question like that, it’s rhetorical. She expects you to do as she wants. I paused, considering how to say no without sounding crabby and having her pout all the way home.

“Are there signs saying to keep out?” Faye asked. She’d never trespass on someone’s privacy, which is one reason I’ve never told her about my Correction Events.

“Not that I can see,” Retta replied. “And there’s a real estate sign on that tree. They have to expect people will go in if there’s property for sale.”

Through a break in the trees I saw a sliver of water that glinted like a sword blade. “It looks like a pretty spot. I guess it won’t hurt.” Backing up, I turned into the road.

Before I’d gone ten feet Faye pointed out a small sign tacked on a tree. “That says Private.”

“We won’t even get out of the car,” Retta argued. “I just want to see the house Clara’s grandfather built.”

Sweet Springs Lane was a dirt road that twisted through a stand of pines, and for perhaps a quarter mile we drove in semi-darkness, the smell of wet needles wafting in through the car’s vents. When the road emerged from the trees and turned along the bright lake, it was as if a curtain had been drawn back. Like a turquoise gem, Sweet Springs shone in the October sunlight. The trees on its far side were already tinged with color, ready to burst into full autumn glory.

“You were right. It’s a gorgeous spot,” Faye murmured.

Despite being a city girl most of my adult life, I appreciate a great view—as long as I don’t have to sleep on the ground or sit on a rock to eat my supper. Pulling into a short driveway, past a mailbox with knight stenciled on it in red letters, I parked the car facing the lake. We all sat for a moment, looking at the beauty that was Sweet Springs.

On our right was a two-story house made of fieldstone, with dormer windows on the upper level and a spacious porch on the side facing the water. The place was tidy except for a large pile of firewood dumped in the yard in preparation for a long winter. Precisely aligned tools, a shovel, a rake, and a hoe, lined the garden fence, ready for use.

Though she’d said she wouldn’t, Retta slid out of the car and started snooping. Peering through the window in the front door, she turned to us with raised palms to indicate there was no one inside. Reconciled to waiting until her curiosity was satisfied, I got out and walked down to the lake. The water was so clear it looked like the depth at the end of the dock was only a foot or two, but a measuring stick neatly calibrated and attached to the last stanchion indicated it was actually seven feet. A small rowboat attached to a post was painted blue and silver with the stylized lion of Detroit’s pro football team stenciled on the bow. The boat was as orderly as the rest of the place, with neatly coiled rope under the front seat and a pair of plastic shoes and a fishing net tucked under the back one. Someone around here took very good care of things.

Steps sounded hollowly on the wood planking, and I turned to see that Faye and Dale had come up behind me. “Is this really a spring?” she asked.

Watching for a few moments, I detected spots where ripples broke the surface and pointed them out. “I’m no expert, but it’s definitely bubbling.”

“They say it’s better for you than other water,” Dale said.

“Why?”

“Spring water comes from an underground source, so it’s free of contaminants. It’s supposed to taste better, too. I bet all the houses out here have wells that tap into the springs.”

“A pretty spot and good water, too. Mrs. Knight is lucky.” Recalling she was now at the Meadows I added, “Well, she was.”

“There’s another house over there.” Faye pointed to the right, where the corner of a structure peeped out from the trees.

Boot heels tapped behind us, and Retta joined us at the dock, frowning into the harsh light reflected off the water. “And that must be the spot where a house burned recently,” she said, pointing straight across. “See the chimney sticking up?”

“I wonder how the other property owners get to their places.”

“The road we came in on must continue around the lake that way.” Dale circled counterclockwise with his arm. “The bank rises pretty steeply over there, so I doubt there’s a way to get back on the main road.”

My lawyer’s mind leapt to property rights. “The others have to be nice to Mrs. Knight, then, or she could block their access.”

“Clara’s not that kind of girl.” Retta pointed behind us. “There are chickens in a pen back there. They’re clumped around an empty water trough.”

“Where?” Faye said, her expression concerned.

“Back there.”

We followed Retta to the pen, a 20 x 20 space enclosed in—not surprisingly—chicken wire. Inside were a dozen Rhode Island Reds, huddled together to foster group courage. In one corner was a raised coop where the birds could retreat in bad weather and a roost where they could flock together at night. 

Neat, hand-sized holes along the back of the fencing had hinged coverings that recalled the chicken coop we’d had on the farm. I’d often been sent to collect eggs for breakfast, and the little doors let me reach them without having to go inside and get my shoes dirtied with manure. I’d learned to be careful when reaching in, however. It’s never a good idea to surprise a setting hen, and a chicken’s beak on a bare arm feels like a spike driving into the skin.

The water fount—a five-gallon bucket fitted with metal nipples, was dry. Beside it, a trough that should have been scattered with feed was also empty. The chickens’ muttered outrage said they weren’t happy about it.

Never able to abide suffering animals, Faye turned to the outbuildings along the wood line, intent on finding a bucket. Opening doors, she peered in until she found one and took it to an outdoor spigot. Following her lead, Dale rummaged through the sheds looking for feed.

“I wonder why she didn’t get someone to take care of them,” Faye said as the bucket echoed with watery splashes. “Maybe the woman does have mental issues.”

Retta regarded Faye and Dale with fond amusement. “Clara’s niece is taking care of them. She probably hasn’t had a chance to come all the way out here yet.”

“Then she’s not doing her job.” Faye hauled the bucket of water to the pen and untied the piece of twine that held the gate closed. Sidestepping piles of manure as best she could, she filled the water feeder. The chickens clustered around, getting in her way so that some ended up with wet feathers. Finished, she stepped back, still disgusted that someone hadn’t followed through on a promise and left helpless critters to suffer. “Dale, did you find these ladies something to eat?”

“I did.” He stood in the doorway of an elderly plank shed, holding a metal lid. “There’s a can full of grain in here.” Taking up her bucket, Faye went into the shed and emerged with what she judged the right amount. Returning to the pen, she shook the contents into the trough, tapping the bucket to get the last of the seed out. The chickens swarmed her again, clucking as they jockeyed for position. I might have felt sorry for them, since it had obviously been some time since they’d fed, but I knew from experience that chickens act the same way if it’s been five minutes or five days since their last meal.

“I wonder if we should let the poor things go free,” Faye said. “They could manage on their own this time of year if they weren’t closed in.”

“The niece might not be as diligent as she should be,” I replied, “but that doesn’t give us the right to release domesticated animals to the wild.” I gestured at the woods around us. “There are bound to be predators in there eager for a chicken dinner.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Faye was obviously unhappy with the situation. “The pen protects them from foxes and such.”

“Tell you what,” Retta suggested. “Clara said her niece is a real estate agent. I bet she works for the realty representing the neighbors’ property. What if I stop there on my way home and remind her she has a job to do?”

“Let me know what she says,” Faye replied. “If she can’t do it, somebody has to.”

Images of a chicken coop in our back yard sprang into my mind. “You can’t take in a flock of hens, Faye.”

Tossing the bucket onto the grass, where it clunked to a stop against the pen wall, Faye tied the gate closed. “If the niece doesn’t want them and Clara isn’t coming back, we have to do something.”

“Calm down, both of you,” Retta’s manner suggested Solomon deciding which mother should get the baby. “I will make sure the birds have a caregiver, so Barbara Ann doesn’t smell bird poop when she goes out her back door and Faye Elizabeth doesn’t lay awake nights fretting about them.”

“Lie,” I corrected automatically. “People lie awake. They don’t lay awake.”

“Everybody says lay except you, Barbara,” Retta shot back. “With the lie/lay verbs, that whole present-tense-here-but-past-tense-there thing is just too confusing.”

Before I could argue my case Faye broke in, sounding as irritated as Faye ever gets. Retta does that to a person, because she thinks her opinion is superior to everyone else’s. “I didn’t mean I would take the chickens in myself. The boys could take them on the farm.”

“That’s true.” Faye’s two younger sons, Bill and Cramer, had moved to our family farm in early summer. For Cramer, the bunkhouse he’d converted to an apartment and repair shop was a great place to work on his beloved computers. For Bill and his wife Carla, the farm offered a life they’d always wanted: self-reliance in a natural setting, with various herds, flocks, and colonies for company. Though not expert farmers yet, they were happily learning the ropes.

Before we left Sweet Springs, we decided (well, Retta did and nobody objected) to follow the lane to its endpoint, circling the lake to get a look at the other properties. The edge of Clara’s section was delineated by a rail fence. The second quadrant of the lake shore went with the house we’d seen to the west as we stood on Clara’s dock. Similar in structure to hers, its ancient fieldstone gatepost was festooned with an elaborate c and a realty sign advertising its availability for purchase.

“People named Clausen used to live here.” Retta pointed. “Pull into the driveway, Barbara, so we can get a better look.”

The condition of the property was as different from Clara’s as possible. Everything was run-down, piles of junk lay at intervals between the house and the lake, and the roof looked like it wouldn’t last through another Michigan winter.

Retta’s frown indicated disapproval. “Clara said the owners moved away.”

“Doesn’t look like they’re coming back,” Dale observed dryly.

Returning to the lane, we drove on. The road became even less of a road, and, hearing mud hit the underside of my car, I resigned myself to the fact that the Chevy would need a carwash when we got back to town. Finally, almost directly across the springs from Clara’s house, we came to the ruin we’d seen from her dock. “This place belongs to someone named Warner, or maybe Werner,” Retta said. “They live somewhere else, so this was just a vacation home.”

“They’d torn down the old place and built a new one.” Dale pointed to a pile of rotting logs and clumps of the old mineral wool type of insulation that had been hauled to one side of the yard. In the center of the area was what was left of the newer structure, which had been much larger, judging from the scorched area. Both structures were heaps of rubble, just different kinds.

“The fire crew wouldn’t have stood much chance of stopping the blaze,” Dale said. “Long trip from downtown Allport.”

With not much to see there, we went on. The last property on the lake sat on the sharp rise we’d seen from Clara’s dock, almost hidden by trees. The house was small and cramped-looking, and repairs had been made with mismatched materials that gave it an unbalanced look.

“Clara went to school with the guy who lives there,” Retta informed us. “He’s the only full-time resident left on the lake.”

At the top of the rise the road leveled off, running past the house before looping around a clump of maple trees, signaling we’d come to the end. As Dale had predicted, there was no access to the main road down the steep incline, though we could see bits of pavement through the trees.

As I navigated the turnaround, doing the best I could to avoid potholes where the primitive road had washed out, the view before us opened up. Bumping through one last hole, I stopped the car to give everyone a good look.

We sat above the lake about twenty feet, with the Marsh place on our left. The green-blue water rippled gently in the breeze. Green dominated along its perimeter, but streaks of autumn color caught the eye. The three other properties were visible in the distance, like the four corners of the globe laid out in miniature. “Mr. Marsh has the best view of all,” Retta said.

“I hope we don’t scare him,” I said. “He probably doesn’t see strange cars out here very often.”

“I hope he doesn’t keep a shotgun behind the door, in case he does get spooked,” Dale said with a wry grin.

Retta gazed across the empty lake. “I can see why the niece doesn’t want Clara out here. Two eighty-somethings living on opposite sides of a lake isn’t safe for either of them.”

“It sounds like Clara would rather die alone out here than spend the rest of her life with CNA’s and Hoyer lifts at the Meadows,” Faye said. “I know I would.”

“Don’t be silly,” Retta ordered. “Neither you nor Barbara is going to spend one minute in a nursing home. When the time comes, you’ll move in with me, and I’ll take care of you.”

I dared not meet Faye’s eyes in the rear-view mirror, lest one of us let out a snort of laughter. Having Retta “take care” of me would drive me insane within twenty-four hours. At least at the Meadows, a person gets to think what she wants to.

“Something odd down there.” Dale pointed at a spot on the shore below us. On the lake side of the house, rough log steps led down to the water. Set into the hillside and leveled with dirt, they made a cheap and effective means of descent. Now, however, there was a splash of bright orange near the bottom step that didn’t belong on the green lawn. Craning my neck to see better, I made out a pair of jeans, gray sneakers, and a shock of white hair.

Retta was out of the car first, hurrying down the slope at an intersecting angle. Her high-heeled boots sank into the soft ground with every step, but she staggered on.

I followed, fumbling for my phone as I ran. When I reached her, Retta was checking the prone man’s neck for a pulse.

“Is he—?”

“Dead,” she finished. “The poor old guy must have tripped on those steps and broken his neck.”
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Chapter Five
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Faye

Dale and I were the last to reach Mr. Marsh’s body. We went up the driveway, around the house, and came carefully down the steps the owner hadn’t been able to navigate. I held Dale’s arm, which was necessary though embarrassing for him. He did well enough on even ground, but vertigo kicked in when the way wasn’t flat, and he needed me to lean on. Despite being his anchor, I was the one who was huffing and puffing by the time we got there.

Barb had called 9-1-1. Stiffness of the limbs indicated Mr. Marsh had been dead for some time, but Retta stroked the man’s wrinkled face as if he could feel it. “I’m sorry,” she told the corpse. “It’s a terrible way to die.”

Shocked as I was, my mind argued the point. In this beautiful setting, at this gorgeous time of year, on his own property, at eighty-whatever, it seemed to me Caleb Marsh’s quick death, with perhaps only a moment of realizing his time had come, wasn’t a bad way to go.

But then, I’m weird that way.

In just over twenty minutes, we were joined by an ambulance and a sheriff’s car. The deputy, one we knew from cases we’d worked on, took our statements and told us they’d be in touch if they needed anything else.

“Bad thing,” he said soberly. “The logs on these rustic stairways get mossy
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