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CHAPTER ONE

The Farm in Mourning
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Ellen Price had forgotten the kitchen sink faced east.

That was the first thing that unsettled her.

Not the smell of funeral lilies wilting on the table. Not the sight of Ruth’s good blue cardigan hanging from the peg by the back door, one sleeve turned inside out as if her sister had only just shrugged it off. Not even the steady procession of women carrying casseroles into the house with soft voices and wet eyes.

It was the sink.

The way the morning light came through the window above it, pale and slantwise, catching the steam from the dishwater until the whole room seemed to be breathing. Ellen stood with her hands submerged to the wrists, her black dress sleeves pushed up, washing a glass bowl that had held potato salad, and felt the sharpest, strangest urge to call out.

Ruth, where do you keep the extra towels?

As if Ruth might answer from the pantry.

As if Ruth had not been buried two hours ago beneath the white oak at Willow Bend Cemetery, under a sky so blue it had felt indecent.

A woman Ellen vaguely recognized from church touched her shoulder. “You don’t need to be doing that, honey.”

Ellen smiled without looking up. “I’m fine.”

“You ought to sit.”

“I’ve been sitting all morning.”

The woman hesitated, then set another plate beside the sink. “Your sister was loved.”

“Yes,” Ellen said.

It was the safest answer. It was true, and it required nothing else.

The woman drifted away, swallowed by the low murmur of mourners filling Ruth’s farmhouse. People stood in clusters in the dining room, the hallway, the front parlor no one had used when Ellen was growing up except for Christmas and bad news. Their voices rose and fell around Ruth’s name.

“She never complained.”

“Worked that land till the end.”

“Stubborn as June thistle.”

“Don’t know what’ll happen to the place now.”

That last one came from a man near the back door, speaking in the tone people used when they pretended concern was not curiosity.

Ellen tightened her grip on the bowl. It slipped in the soap, knocked against the porcelain sink, and made a small hollow sound.

What would happen to the place now?

Everyone wanted to know.

The answer, as far as Ellen was concerned, was simple. She would settle the estate. She would sell what needed selling. She would return to her townhouse in Staunton, where the roof did not leak, the neighbors kept their opinions indoors, and grief could be folded into private hours instead of laid across a kitchen table beside deviled eggs.

She had spent thirty years teaching teenagers how to identify unreliable narrators. She knew one when she heard one. This farm, with its soft hills and sentimental light, had been lying to people for generations.

Outside the window, Price Hollow Farm rolled away from the house in tired winter-brown fields. Beyond the nearest pasture, the barn leaned slightly toward the orchard, as though exhausted from standing. The apple trees were still bare, their branches black against the bright March sky. Farther down, where the land dipped toward the creek, a line of daffodils had opened early along the fence.

Ruth would have noticed that.

Ruth noticed every green thing before anyone else did.

Ellen rinsed the bowl and placed it upside down on the towel.

Behind her, someone laughed too loudly, then stopped at once.

The back screen door creaked.

A cold thread of air crossed the kitchen.

The room changed before Ellen turned around. Conversations thinned. A fork clicked against a plate. The woman arranging pies on the counter went suddenly still.

Ellen knew, without seeing him, who had come in.

Daniel Mercer stood just inside the back door, holding his hat in both hands.

Twenty years had not made him smaller, which seemed unfair. He was older, yes. The dark hair Ellen remembered had gone iron-gray at the temples, and the lines around his eyes were deeper, carved there by sun and weather. But he still had that steady, rooted look, as if storms might pass through him but never move him.

He wore a charcoal jacket over a clean white shirt, his boots carefully wiped. There was mud along one cuff anyway. Men like Daniel Mercer carried the land with them no matter where they went.

His eyes found Ellen.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

She remembered him younger, laughing beside Ruth near the old tractor shed, his head bent toward her sister as if Ruth had said something secret and bright. She remembered Ruth after him too—quieter, thinner, moving through the farmhouse like someone listening for a sound that never came.

Ellen dried her hands slowly.

Daniel stepped farther into the kitchen. “Ellen.”

His voice was the same. Low, gravel-soft. A voice that belonged to fence lines at dusk and weather reports muttered from porches.

She folded the towel once. Then again. “Daniel.”

“I’m sorry about Ruth.”

The words were ordinary. That made them worse.

Ellen looked at him then, really looked. “Are you?”

The kitchen seemed to inhale.

Daniel did not flinch. That was another thing she had always disliked about him. His calm had the shape of innocence if a person was foolish enough to mistake it for that.

“Yes,” he said. “I am.”

A younger Ellen might have said everything then. She might have told him he had no right to walk through Ruth’s kitchen after what he had done. She might have asked whether he had stood at the grave and felt even a fraction of what Ruth had carried. She might have said his name like an accusation sharp enough to draw blood.

But Ellen was fifty-two years old, recently retired, and tired in her bones.

So she said, “There’s coffee in the dining room.”

His gaze moved over her face, searching for something she had no intention of giving him.

“Thank you,” he said.

He did not move toward the dining room. Instead, he looked past her to the window, to the fields beyond it, and grief crossed his face so quickly Ellen almost missed it.

Almost.

Then Alma Jenkins came bustling in from the hallway, saving them all.

“Daniel Mercer, you take that coat off before you roast.” Alma was small, round, and silver-haired, with the commanding gentleness of a woman who had organized church suppers, blood drives, and other people’s lives for half a century. She reached for his sleeve as though he were a misbehaving boy. “Ruth would scold you for standing in her kitchen dressed like a mourner in a painting.”

Daniel’s mouth softened. “Wouldn’t want that.”

“No, you would not.” Alma took his hat and placed it on the counter, then turned to Ellen. “Your lawyer called. He’s on his way.”

Ellen blinked. “Now?”

“That’s what he said.”

“During the reception?”

Alma’s expression shifted, just slightly. “He said Ruth requested it.”

Of course she did.

Even dead, Ruth Price had not lost her gift for inconvenient timing.

Ellen looked toward the hallway, where neighbors had begun pretending not to listen. “Fine.”

Alma lowered her voice. “He said it was important.”

“Lawyers always think things are important. That’s how they bill.”

A faint smile touched Alma’s mouth, but it did not last. “Not this time, honey.”

Ellen felt the first real unease of the day move through her.

Across the kitchen, Daniel’s gaze had dropped to the worn pine floor.

He knew something.

The thought arrived with such certainty that Ellen’s grief found a new shape. Not sorrow. Not even anger.

Suspicion.

She turned back to the sink and began scrubbing a plate that was already clean.

The farmhouse had always held sound strangely. Footsteps in the upstairs hallway carried down through the walls. A closing door could be heard in the pantry. Wind slipped through cracks and made the house whisper to itself at night. As a girl, Ellen had hated it. Ruth had loved it.

“Houses talk,” Ruth used to say.

“No,” Ellen would answer. “People talk. Houses creak.”

Ruth would smile as if Ellen had missed the point.

Now the old place seemed full of half-sentences. The clink of silverware. The soft scrape of chair legs. Someone clearing their throat in the parlor. Daniel speaking quietly to Alma. The name Ruth, repeated and repeated until it no longer sounded like a name at all.

Ellen dried the last plate and set it in the cupboard by memory.

That unsettled her too.

She had not lived here since she was eighteen. Had not spent more than a handful of nights under this roof in years. Yet her hand still knew where Ruth kept the plates.

Her body remembered what her mind had tried to leave behind.

The lawyer arrived twenty minutes later in a navy suit too thin for the mountain air.

His name was Mr. Whitcomb, though Ellen privately thought of him as Pale Arthur. He had been Ruth’s attorney for years, a narrow man with anxious eyes and a habit of holding his briefcase against his ribs like a shield. He stepped through the front door looking apologetic before anyone had accused him of anything.

“I’m sorry,” he told Ellen. “I know this is an unusual time.”

“So people keep implying.”

“Yes. Well.” He glanced past her. “Your sister was very specific.”

“That sounds like Ruth.”

“She asked that certain matters be discussed today, after the service, before any decisions were made regarding the property.”

Ellen looked over her shoulder.

Daniel stood at the edge of the dining room, one hand resting on the back of a chair. He was not speaking to anyone. He was not eating. He was waiting.

Her stomach tightened.

“What certain matters?” she asked.

Mr. Whitcomb adjusted his glasses. “Perhaps we should sit somewhere private.”

“There are forty people in this house and three pies on every flat surface. Privacy may be ambitious.”

“The study, then?”

Ellen almost laughed.

The study had been their father’s room once. After he died, Ruth had turned it into a farm office, which was a generous term for a desk buried under seed catalogs, ledgers, soil reports, and old coffee mugs. Ellen had avoided it since arriving yesterday. There were rooms grief made sacred and rooms it made impossible. Their father’s old study was both.

“Fine,” she said.

Mr. Whitcomb lowered his voice. “Mr. Mercer should join us.”

The hallway behind Ellen blurred slightly.

“No.”

The word came out calm. Teacher calm. The voice she had used when breaking up arguments before they became fights.

Mr. Whitcomb swallowed. “I understand this may be uncomfortable.”

“You understand incorrectly. Uncomfortable is finding out the grocery store stopped carrying the tea you like. This is absurd.”

Daniel had heard. Of course he had heard.

He came forward, not quickly, not defensively. “Ellen, I don’t have to—”

“You don’t,” she said. “That’s the first sensible thing you’ve said today.”

His jaw tightened, the only sign the words had landed.

Mr. Whitcomb opened his briefcase halfway, then closed it again. “The documents involve both of you.”

“There are no documents involving both of us.”

“I’m afraid there are.”

The murmurs around them faded. Ellen became aware of Alma watching from the kitchen doorway, her hands clasped at her waist. Laura Mercer stood beside the sideboard with a glass of tea she had not touched. Daniel’s daughter. Ellen recognized her from the funeral—tall, dark-haired, watchful. She looked at Ellen with undisguised dislike.

Good, Ellen thought.

It was always efficient when feelings were mutual.

Ellen turned back to the lawyer. “The study.”

She walked ahead of them before anyone could mistake her agreement for surrender.

The study smelled of paper, dust, and Ruth’s lavender hand cream.

That nearly undid her.

Ellen paused just inside the doorway. The room was smaller than she remembered. Or perhaps everything from childhood shrank eventually. The old rolltop desk sat beneath the west window, its surface stacked with folders. Ruth’s reading glasses lay open on top of an almanac. A mug sat beside them, half full of tea gone dark and cold.

Ellen stared at that mug.

People should not be allowed to die with tea unfinished.

Daniel stopped behind her. Not too close. She hated that he had the manners to leave space.

Mr. Whitcomb closed the door.

The sounds of the house dulled.

“Please,” the lawyer said, gesturing to the chairs.

Ellen sat in the wooden chair beside the desk. Daniel remained standing until Mr. Whitcomb looked at him twice. Then he took the chair nearest the door.

Of course he did. Men with guilty consciences liked exits.

Mr. Whitcomb opened his briefcase and withdrew a folder labeled in Ruth’s handwriting.

Ellen recognized the slant of the letters instantly. Strong downward strokes. No wasted loops. Ruth had written grocery lists like legal documents and birthday cards like weather reports.

“Your sister updated her will six months ago,” Mr. Whitcomb began.

“Was she ill then?”

The question escaped before Ellen could stop it.

The lawyer’s face softened. “She was aware of her condition, yes.”

Her condition.

Ellen folded her hands in her lap. “She didn’t tell me.”

“No.”

Something in his tone made Ellen look at Daniel.

He was staring at the floorboards.

“You knew,” she said.

He lifted his head. “Some.”

“Some?”

“Enough.”

She gave a small, humorless laugh. “How nice. Everyone got a chapter but me.”

Mr. Whitcomb cleared his throat. “Ms. Price—”

“No, please. Continue. I’m fascinated to learn what other parts of my sister’s life were distributed around the county.”

Daniel’s hand curled once on his knee, then relaxed.

Mr. Whitcomb removed several pages from the folder. “Ruth left the entirety of Price Hollow Farm to you, Ellen. That includes the house, barns, equipment, livestock, remaining accounts, and all acreage not already under easement.”

Ellen nodded.

She had expected this. Ruth had no children. Their parents were gone. There were cousins somewhere in Ohio they had not seen since the Carter administration. The farm would come to Ellen because there was no one else.

Still, hearing it aloud felt like being handed something too heavy to carry.

“However,” Mr. Whitcomb said.

There it was.

Ellen looked at him.

“Before her death, Ruth entered into a binding agricultural partnership and conservation agreement with Mr. Mercer.”

The room became very quiet.

Ellen turned slowly toward Daniel. “A what?”

Daniel said nothing.

Mr. Whitcomb continued, each word careful. “The agreement concerns shared grazing rights, restoration of the north orchard, soil rehabilitation on the lower fields, and the establishment of a seasonal flower crop connected to the spring market cooperative.”

Ellen stared at him. “I’m sorry. Did you say flower crop?”

“Yes.”

“Ruth grew hay, apples, and stubborn opinions.”

“She had begun diversifying.”

“She was dying.”

Mr. Whitcomb’s expression flickered.

Ellen regretted the sentence at once, but not enough to take it back.

The lawyer glanced at the papers. “The contract was designed to keep the farm operational during her illness and preserve eligibility for a regional conservation grant. Mr. Mercer contributed labor, equipment, and capital improvements. Ruth contributed land use and crop revenue share.”

Ellen’s eyes moved to Daniel. “Capital improvements?”

He met her gaze. “Fencing. Irrigation in the lower field. Orchard work.”

“You put money into my sister’s farm?”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

His silence was immediate and complete.

Ellen leaned back in her chair. “Right. Of course. Why start answering questions now?”

Mr. Whitcomb pressed on, a man crossing thin ice because the far bank was the only option. “The agreement remains active for five years. Four years and seven months remain.”

Ellen laughed once.

Neither man joined her.

“Oh,” she said. “You’re serious.”

“Yes.”

“No.”

“Ms. Price—”

“No. Whatever Ruth signed, she signed. I didn’t. I’m not farming anything with him.”

Daniel’s eyes narrowed slightly at the word him.

Mr. Whitcomb placed another document on the desk and turned it toward her. “If the agreement is broken without cause, the grant must be repaid in full, along with penalties. The estate does not have the liquid assets to absorb that loss.”

Ellen looked down at the page.

Numbers had always calmed her. They were honest in a way people rarely managed. But the figure printed near the bottom of the document did not calm her at all.

It opened beneath her like a trapdoor.

“This can’t be right.”

“It is.”

“She had savings.”

“She used much of it for medical expenses and farm operations.”

Ellen swallowed. “Then I’ll sell.”

Mr. Whitcomb’s face tightened.

Daniel looked away.

“What?” Ellen demanded.

“The conservation terms restrict sale for development during the contract period,” the lawyer said. “You could sell to a qualifying agricultural buyer, but not quickly, and not at the price a developer would offer. Not without satisfying the penalties first.”

Ellen pressed her fingertips to the edge of the desk.

The old wood was scarred beneath her hands. She remembered Ruth sitting here late at night, pencil behind one ear, adding columns in a ledger while Ellen did homework on the floor. Their father would be out in the barn or at the VFW or wherever men went when they wanted women to manage the consequences of their absence.

Ruth had always managed.

Until now.

Now she had left Ellen a farm tied by legal rope to Daniel Mercer.

Ellen looked at him. “Did you talk her into this?”

“No.”

“Did you know she was leaving it to me?”

“Yes.”

Something hot moved through her chest. “And you signed anyway?”

Daniel’s voice stayed low. “Ruth wanted it done.”

“Ruth wanted many things she shouldn’t have had to want.”

“Yes,” he said.

The agreement in that one word angered her more than an argument would have.

She stood. The chair scraped back hard enough to strike the wall.

Mr. Whitcomb flinched.

“I will have my own attorney review this.”

“Of course.”

“I will not be pressured in my sister’s house on the day of her funeral.”

“No one is trying to pressure you.”

Ellen turned toward Daniel. “Aren’t they?”

He rose too, slowly. “I didn’t come here to fight.”

“Then why did you come?”

His eyes moved once to Ruth’s mug on the desk.

For the first time all day, he looked old.

“Because she asked me to.”

Ellen hated him then. Not with the bright, clean hatred she had carried for years, the one polished smooth by distance and certainty. This was messier. It had cracks in it. It let in things she did not want: his grief, his restraint, the possibility that Ruth had trusted him with pieces of herself Ellen had never seen.

No.

She would not allow it.

“Ruth is gone,” Ellen said. “Whatever she asked of you is finished.”

Daniel picked up his hat from where he had set it on the corner of the desk. He held it carefully, turning the brim once between his fingers.

“That’s not how promises work,” he said.

She almost answered.

Then Mr. Whitcomb spoke.

“There is one more thing.”

Ellen closed her eyes for half a second. “Of course there is.”

The lawyer reached into the folder again and removed an envelope.

Cream paper. Ellen’s name written across the front in Ruth’s hand.

Her breath caught before she could discipline it.

“For you,” he said.

Ellen did not take it.

The envelope lay between them on the desk, quiet and impossible.

Daniel looked at it, then at Ellen. Something in his face shifted—not surprise. Recognition.

“You’ve seen this?” she asked.

“No.”

“But you knew about it.”

“I knew she wrote you something.”

“What does it say?”

“I don’t know.”

She studied him.

For twenty years she had believed Daniel Mercer’s greatest talent was leaving. Leaving Ruth. Leaving explanations. Leaving damage behind him like weather.

Now he stood in her father’s old study with his hat in his hands and looked like a man who had stayed too long inside someone else’s silence.

Mr. Whitcomb gathered the documents with nervous precision. “Ruth requested that you read the letter privately.”

Ellen’s laugh came out thin. “Ruth requested quite a lot for someone no longer here to answer questions.”

No one replied.

From somewhere beyond the closed door came the sound of dishes being stacked. A burst of laughter, quickly hushed. The farm continuing its old habits around the newly dead.

Ellen picked up the envelope.

The paper was heavier than she expected.

Daniel moved toward the door.

She spoke before he reached it. “Did she suffer?”

He stopped.

The question surprised both of them. Ellen felt the shame of it rise in her throat. She should have asked the doctor. Alma. The hospice nurse. Anyone else.

Not him.

But Daniel did not look triumphant. He did not look pleased to possess an answer she lacked.

He looked at the window, where the fields waited under the pale March sun.

“Some days,” he said.

Ellen’s fingers tightened around the letter.

“And other days?”

His voice changed then. Softened until it was almost too quiet to hear.

“Other days she was Ruth.”

That did it.

Not the funeral. Not the grave. Not the lilies or the casseroles or the blue cardigan by the door.

That sentence.

Ellen turned away quickly, but not before the tears came. She hated them. Hated their timing. Hated that Daniel Mercer was in the room to see them.

Mr. Whitcomb suddenly became fascinated with his briefcase.

Daniel opened the study door.

The sounds of the house returned all at once.

Before stepping into the hall, he looked back at her.

“Ruth knew you’d be angry,” he said.

Ellen wiped her cheek with the heel of her hand. “Ruth underestimated me. I’m furious.”

For the first time, almost painfully, Daniel smiled.

Not fully. Not happily.

But as if he had heard Ruth say the same thing once and it had broken his heart then too.

“Yes,” he said. “She did.”

Then he left.

Ellen stood alone in the study with her sister’s letter in her hand and the farm pressing close around the house.

Outside, the wind moved through the
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