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To Lisa and Ike,
apple magicians and North Stars each





STAND FAST ROOT, BEAR WELL TOP
PRAY THE GOD SEND US A HOWLING GOOD CROP.
EVERY TWIG, APPLES BIG.
EVERY BOUGH, APPLES NOW.

—APPLE WASSAIL SONG, NINETEENTH CENTURY, SUSSEX
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The Apple

THIS IS THE APPLE IN YOUR HAND.

Some would say it is so red that it looks black, but that’s not quite right. It’s the color of wine and offal, of liver soaked in Pinot Noir. Bruise-dark and blood-bright.

The skin shows little russeting, if any. But it is home to a peppering of lenticels—the little white dots you sometimes see on appleskin. These lenticels feel somehow deeper than the skin itself. As if you are staring into a thing that is nothing as much as it is something: an object of depth, of breadth, like a hole in the universe. In this way the lenticels are like the stars of a moonless evening.

The skin is smooth and cold, always cold. It is a round apple, not oblong, not tall, but also not squat. The Platonic ideal of an apple shape, perhaps: roughly symmetrical, broad in the shoulders, narrow toward the calyx. The apple is heavy, too. Dense-feeling. Heavy enough to crack a window. Or break a nose.

Even before you bite it, a scent rises to meet you. It’s the smell of roses—not unusual, because apples are related to the rose. Same family, in fact: Rosaceae.

What is unusual is the moment, a moment so fast you will disregard it, when the smell makes you feel something in the space between your heart and your stomach: a feeling of giddiness and loss in equal measure. In that feeling is the dying of summer, the rise of fall, the coming of winter, and threaded throughout, a season of funerals and flowers left on a grave. But again, that moment is so fast, you cannot hold on to it. It is gone, like a dream upon waking.

Of course, what matters most is the eating.

In the first bite, the skin pops under your teeth—the same pop you’d feel biting into a tightly skinned sausage. The flesh has a hard texture, and if you were to cut a slice you’d find it would not bend, but rather, it would break like a chip of slate snapping in half. That snap is a satisfying sensation: a tiny tectonic reverberation felt all the way to the elbow.

In the chew, the apple is crisp, resistant to its destruction, with a crunch so pleasurable it lights up some long-hidden atavistic artifact in your brain, a part that eons ago took great joy from crushing small bones between your teeth. The flesh is juicy; it floods the mouth, refusing to be dammed by teeth or lips, inevitably dripping from your chin. But for all its juiciness, too, the tannins are high—and the apple feels like it’s wicking the moisture out of your mouth, as if it’s taking something from you even as you take from it.

The taste itself is a near-perfect balance of tartness and sweetness—that sour, tongue-scrubbing feel of a pineapple, but one that has first been run through a trench of warm honey. The skin, on the other hand, is quite bitter, but there’s something to that, too. The way it competes with the tart and the sweet. The way the most popular perfumes are ones that contain unpleasant, foul odors secreted away: aromatics of rot, bile, rancid fat, bestial musk, an ancient, compelling foulness from the faraway time when crunching those little bones made us so very happy. And so very powerful.

The bitterness of the skin is a necessary acrimony: a reminder that nothing good can last, that things die, that the light we make leaves us all eventually. That the light leaves the world. A hole in the universe. So we must shine as brightly as we can, while we can.

It speaks to you, this bitterness, this foulness.

It speaks to some part of you that likes it.

Because part of you does like it.

Doesn’t it?
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Nomenclature

CALLA PAXSON, NOW AGE SEVENTEEN, STOOD IN THE MIDDLE OF their gravel driveway, nose down in her phone, trying very, very hard not to be distracted by her father, Dan, as he hurried back and forth from the shed to the pickup to the house and back again. Every time he went past, he had a new question for her—

“Is Marco coming?”

“Yes, Dad, Marco is coming, Jesus.”

Back and forth.

“What time is it again?”

“It’s nine A.M., Dad,” and as he went past, she added loudly, “aka entirely too early, okay?”

Back and forth.

“Did Marco say he’d be here at nine?”

“Yes? No? I dunno, I’m not his boss, you are.”

Back and forth.

“You know, you could help me? Carry these—oof—boxes?”

“That’s not really—like, not my thing.”

He eased the wooden crate of apples into the back of the pickup, but Calla wasn’t paying attention. She held her phone up, blocking the view of him. With the camera reversed, she checked herself in the screen—saw a thousand tiny flaws but steeled herself against caring about them. (Eyebrows too thin, ugh, mouth too wide, ugh, left eye with that odd golden fleck hiding in the green, a green that wasn’t a pretty emerald but a muddy hazel the color of algal muck, uggggh.) She chided herself for feeling that way. Be better, say something nice about yourself, and she told herself today was a damn good hair day thanks to the humid September weather. She was all golden locks with the center part, framing her face with long layers, but the negative thoughts kept nagging her from the back of her mind. Calla shook the bad thoughts out of her head and (since Insta was over) checked her follower count on Faddish, then (since TikTok was almost over) checked her followers on Appy, then on Nextra, and of course also on Insta and TikTok because obviously. The classics were the classics for a reason. Her follower counts hadn’t budged since this morning. Or since last night. Or the night before.

Gently, a hand reached out and eased the phone aside.

The same hand, her father’s hand, lifted her chin.

Her father stood there in front of her.

“It’s not your thing,” he repeated.

“What?”

“That’s what you just said. ‘That’s not really, like, my thing.’”

“Oh god you’re about to give me a lecture, aren’t you?” She sighed. “I just mean I don’t know that I can move those boxes. They’re heavy. I already tried to clean myself up this morning and I don’t want to look like some farm girl—”

“No lecture. I promise, Calla Lily. You’re right. This is your thing.” He did a faux-game-show gesture toward her phone.

“I feel like you’re being sarcastic right now.”

“No sarcasm! I’m saying you wanna be a—what’s it called? An affluent—”

“Influencer. Jesus, Dad.”

“An influencer.” He smiled. He was fucking with her, wasn’t he? Was he fucking with her or was he just this goofy? “Right. So I need your influence.”

She winced. “What?”

He did this awkward moonwalk toward the truck, and then did an even-cringier spin, snatching up one of the apples from the crate resting on the pickup truck’s open gate. Dance-walking his way back, he thrust the apple at her.

“I told you I’m not eating one, apples are gross,” she said.

Dan Paxson put his hand over his chest and feigned injury. “You hurt me. You know that, right? My own daughter still won’t try my apple. My pride and joy insults my other pride and joy. It’s like my children are fighting. Sibling rivalry.”

“So dramatic.”

“I don’t need you to try the apple, but the apple needs your … influence. You know what I mean?”

She confessed: “I don’t.”

Her father sighed.

“Look, this is our first day at market. It’s not just tables and produce anymore. You’re right, it’s not enough to be the farmer anymore. People go there to sell their … fancy puddings and their honeycombs, it’s all pasture-raised beef and duck eggs. It’s produce you’ve never heard of like mizuna and kabocha and micro-cilantro. And though I know this apple is beautiful with a taste that’s—” The words seemed to catch in his mouth. Was he getting emotional? He probably was, the big dork. (She loved her father’s profound dorkiness. He was such a nerd because he cared so much about this stuff. She wouldn’t admit any of this, not for a million followers on social. Maybe for two million.) “I need help selling it.”

“That’s not what I do.” Or what I want to do.

“But you do. I see how much you put into your videos. You want people to … love the things that you love, and I love that about you. Maybe you could sprinkle a little of that pizzazz on this apple? Though I think there’s an actual apple named Pazazz, come to think of it.” He shrugged. “I’m just saying, you’re my little branding genius, you have these explosive, firecracker thoughts, and I think this apple is really something special. Like you. But nobody will know if they don’t try it. I need your magic, Calla Lily. I need your sparkle.”

She rolled her eyes (trying to hide that, ugh, it felt nice when he said nice things about her). “Fine, I’ll give a glow up to your dire little fruit.” And it was dire. Pretty, maybe. Gothy, definitely. In the sun, it was a rich, black-blooded red.

But she couldn’t say any of that. Gothy, black, red. It wasn’t a Hot Topic apple. It did need something. “Does it have a name already?”

He hesitated. Acting a little cagey.

“I gave it a name. It—” He flinched. “Didn’t have one before.”

“Okay, fine, what did you name it?”

Her father shrugged, like, Oh, no big deal, don’t mind me. “I’m calling it the Paxson apple. After us. Our family. Our home.”

“Really. The Paxson.”

“Yeah. Why? Apples are—you know, the heirlooms, anyway, they’re named after the people who grew them. Baldwin, Ortley, or, uhh, Esopus Spitzenburg.”

Calla made a face like she’d just licked a moth. “No. You can’t—you can’t use those as your comps. Those sound like Old People apples. Esopus? We’re not Amish, Dad, god. No, you, like, go to the grocery store and the apples there have fun names, right? Honeycrisp, Pink Ladies, ummm—”

“SweeTango! Oh, Cosmic Crisp, too.”

“Yeah, okay, yeah. Whatever. So, you can’t call it the Paxson. You just can’t.” She made a disappointed face. “Promise me you won’t. It’s mid. It hurts me on the inside. Please promise. Please.”

“Our name matters, Calla,” he said, stiffening. She’d hurt him. But then his face softened and he leaned forward to take a big, sharp bite of the apple. His eyes closed and he breathed through his nose as he chewed. For a moment he seemed lost. He moaned around it. (Gross.) Finally he said: “You’re right. It’s too good for a boring name. So you’re up, Little Miss Influencer. Influence me. Name this apple.”

Calla scrunched up her nose, plowing little furrows in her brow as she grabbed his wrist and moved it this way and that, pivoting the apple in her view. (She wasn’t going to touch the apple because it was drooling juice from its bite wound.) “Dark, red, pretty. Like I’m staring into something deep—” It almost pulled her gaze to it, even into it. As if she were staring into the hall-of-mirrors aspect of a gemstone’s facets. That’s it. “It’s like a ruby. You wanted to name it after us?” At the end of the gravel drive, she saw the old sign that hung there, a wooden sign with their name carved into it. A name signaling their house. Their home. That’s it, she thought. “There’s no place like home.”

“What?” he asked.

“Ruby Slipper.” She paused. “There’s no place like home. Ruby Slipper. It’s like from that movie. The one with the scarecrow.”

Aaaaand her father hated it. She could tell immediately. He seemed struck by it, like the name was a bad taste wiping away the flavor of the apple in his mouth, like her suggestion had ruined the entire experience for him. She instantly felt humiliated for screwing up—he could run hot and cold sometimes when she displeased him. Like she was embarrassing him somehow.

She stammered, “I mean, whatever, I don’t care, use the name or don’t, that’s what I came up with.” And she put up her phone again, placing the screen between her face and him, a shield, a wall, a world away.

“It’s perfect,” he said, quietly.

She lowered the phone. “What?”

He had tears in his eyes. “It’s absolutely perfect, Calla Lily. My gosh. You really have a gift. Your mother would’ve been so proud of you.” Normally, she hated when he said that. Calla had barely met her mother. The woman died when she was five—an aggressive blood cancer took her from the world. So it always felt like a sour off-note to suggest somehow this woman that Calla didn’t really know would have some grand opinion of her. But suddenly, now, it hit different. She had to blink back her own tears.

“Cool,” she said, trying to pretend this wasn’t the best thing ever. But she gave a smile. For him, of course. Not for her. Not because she meant it or anything, she told herself.

“What’s cool?” came a voice from the end of the driveway.

“Hey, M&M,” she said, spinning on her heel to greet her boyfriend walking his bike down the driveway. M&M. Her nickname for him sometimes. Marco Meza. MM. He was long and lean, like a series of taut ropes rigging a boat, his joints like cinched knots. He could run like nobody’s business—it’s why he was the best of their track team. Sprinter. Destined for a scholarship.

(And he needed it. As did she. But Dad was sure this orchard was going to take off and help pay for school …)

“Mister Meza!” her father said, “Not right on time, but just in time.”

“Sorry, Mister P,” Marco said, dropping the bike’s kickstand. “Thought I was going to get the car today but my sister has to drive down toward Philly to pick up the Inca Kolas and—”

Dad clapped his hands. “It’s all right, Mister Meza, I’m just messing with you. It’s something my father used to say about me. Not right on time, but just in time. I was always showing up right under the wire, you know?” Dad picked up another apple, turned it over in his hand. “How’s the family? The restaurant?”

“Good, good, Dad says hi.”

“Here, tell him to put this on the menu—”

And at that, Dad slapped the inside of his forearm to launch a fresh, red apple (a Ruby Slipper) toward Marco—who caught it handily out of the air with a downward swipe. He looked down at it with practiced awe. He’s so fucking hot, Calla thought. “Apples aren’t really a big thing in Peruvian cuisine, Mister P, but uhhh, is this—is it what I think it is? Is this the apple?”

Dad spread his arms wide. “Finally unveiling it.”

“Do I—? Can I—?”

“Have a bite? It’s time. You’re one of the first people to try this apple, Marco.” At that, Dad shot her a glance that was a caricature of guilt. “This one over here doesn’t like apples, but I know I can trust you to give me the real-deal review, right? Go on.”

Marco looked at her with a smile and she shrugged with a dismissive laugh. “Just be glad he likes you,” she said. Under her breath, Calla muttered, “I think he likes you more than he likes me.”

“All right, let’s give this a go,” Marco said, polishing the apple with his shirt, eyeballing it. Marco gave her one last cheeky look and then opened wide, taking a big, loud bite. Cronch. He chewed a few times—

That’s when he stopped.

The smile fell away. His face went almost blank, like he was staring past her father, past the driveway, into someplace beyond. Like a memory. Then his eyes went wide and he held the apple close, staring at it as he resumed chewing. Juice dripped from his chin and he didn’t even wipe it off.

“Well?” Dad asked.

Marco laughed around a mouthful of apple. This wasn’t a show. She could tell that much. “This is the best apple I’ve ever eaten,” he said. Then he greedily devoured the rest of it right there, without pause. Like he was starving.

“Okay, don’t eat the seeds, weirdo, god,” Calla said, walking over and snatching it out of his hand before he did exactly that.

Dad whooped with success. “I got a good feeling about today. A real good feeling.”
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No Place Like Home

THEY HAD A DOCK NOW, AND EMILY BERGMANN STOOD AT THE END of it, staring at the dark water of the Delaware River.

The river wanted to drown her.

All rivers did, but this one felt keenly hungry, to her.

Her heart raced.

Emily’s wife, Meg Price, must’ve sensed Emily’s agitation. She came up alongside Emily and watched her, curiously, carefully. Meg was Scandinavian in design and attitude. A true silver fox: sharp, silverware hair. All of her drawn with a confident, steady hand. Nothing ever out of place; even her chaos was meticulously arranged. Emily, Korean on her mother’s side, German on her father’s, was—well, depending on when you asked, either a complement to Meg, or her opposite. She wore dark clothes often (aka always): presently, a black Yeah Yeah Yeahs T-shirt and yoga pants the color of a coming thunderstorm. Her hair, black as her mother’s, but with errant curls—those, a gift from her father. Emily appeared nervous, ever-worried. Where Meg stood still, Emily fidgeted. Where Meg was clean lines, Emily was a messy scribble.

The river only made it all worse. She chewed a nail. She gnawed her lip.

(Scribble, scribble.)

Above and behind them stood their new house, a little hyper-modern two-bedroom cottage nestled in among the quaint, village-like homes of the county’s river towns. Up there, the movers unloaded their furniture. They stood down here, out of the way.

Though only the two of them stood there at the small riverside dock, they were not alone. They were never alone, not anymore. Between them stood the thing that was known but unspoken, detected but unacknowledged. A ghost, of sorts—a presence with no body and no face and a name that they trapped on their tongues but would not let slip, not now, maybe not ever again.

They did as they had been doing: They ignored it, they talked past it, they pretended like That Unspoken Thing was not a thing at all, had never been a thing.

“We have a river,” Emily said, plainly. Still staring at it.

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Meg asked, taking it all in.

“Sure.”

Emily heard it in her own voice: the wary, weary eyedropper of sarcasm dispensing one sardonic drop, bloop. Just enough to perfume the word. Sure. She didn’t mean it that way. (Or so she always told herself.) But there it was, just the same. Put down for Meg to pick it up, and of course Meg picked it up.

“You don’t like it.”

“It’s not—I mean, I like it, it’s beautiful, you’re right. It’s just—” I’m afraid of water. Emily was hydrophobic. Not so bad she couldn’t stand here, but enough that she felt the river’s hungry waters easing past like a starving crocodile with black, dead eyes. Christ, she couldn’t even take a shower without having to grab a towel every five minutes to dry her eyes. But she didn’t want to say any of this. Meg knew it already. It wasn’t a secret that Emily feared water. “A river.”

Meg sighed through her nose. “Are you okay with this?”

“Totally. Very.”

“Moving out of the city was a big deal, I know.”

“Right, but now—now you’re home.”

“We’re home.”

“Right, yeah, I just mean, you grew up here. This is your home. Your parents are ten minutes away. You have a new job at your father’s old law firm. It’s good. This will be good.”

“It will be good. Thanks for making this work.”

“Obviously, yeah.” Because it’s on me to make this work, she knew. Meg knew it, too. Not that she’d say it. You don’t speak the unspoken. Speak of the Devil and the Devil shall appear.

“It’s early yet. Mimosa?”

Emily offered a dramatic, almost-whole-body nod. “Mimosa.”

They had gotten married five years ago, when Emily was thirty, and Meg was forty. Emily wanted a small wedding, maybe in another country. Costa Rica, maybe. Meg said no. She wanted the pomp, the circumstance, the hundred guests and the rustic farm-to-table vibe with a cake from Factory Girl down in Coryell’s Ferry. They had the wedding not far from this spot where they stood now.

They lived in the city until Recent Events, and Emily loved Philly, loved its attitude, its vibrancy, its art and its big loud mouth. Meg wanted quiet, but stayed because she had a good job at a prestigious firm in Center City. They had an apartment just off Rittenhouse Square. They ate omelets at Parc, one of their shared loves. For most everything else they were out of sync, but Emily told herself that was a good thing, that you didn’t want to be with someone who was just like you, otherwise the seesaw plonked down at one end and you never had the fun of the weeble-wobble ride. Besides, Emily knew she was a ship adrift, a ship that needed ballast to give her stability, to keep her on course, and Meg was that. Once more she told herself that it was good they were two different people, that it was only proper they balanced each other out like this. Except this time, Emily feared it was a lie. But maybe that was okay, too. Maybe the lies you told yourself became true enough, eventually. Like a magic spell. An incantation of deception; an illusion made real.

MIMOSAS ON THE DOCK. BY THE HUNGRY RIVER. WITH THE UNSPOKEN Thing. The movers would be doing this all day. Inside the little modern bankside house—their new home up past a set of long, zigzagging steps—it was a high-traffic zone. They’d get trampled. So down here they remained. Trapped, Emily thought, but did not say. Meg sidled up next to her—no hand-holding or arm-linking, but her elbow touched Emily’s and that felt like a kind of offering. Whether as a peace treaty or a sacrifice or a promise, Emily didn’t yet know. Meg would know. Meg didn’t do things without knowing what they were, what they meant. And she didn’t care if everyone else was playing catch-up.

You’re being uncharitable, Emily said. Meaning, she felt like a judgy bitch. God, was she a judgy bitch? She was, wasn’t she? She knew she was, why was she even asking? Shit. Get out of your own head, idiot.

Meg said: “So, starting the week after Labor Day, I’ll be in the office all day, most days.”

“Yup.” Emily resisted snarking: Yeah, that’s how jobs tend to work, Meg.

“You’ll be home and can handle a lot of the unpacking and arrangement and such?” It was framed as a question, but Emily knew it was a statement.

“I dunno. You have the, the way you want things—I don’t know if I’m up for that task, Meg. I thought maybe I could look into some of the local community service NPOs, find some people I could help. There’s a local women’s shelter—”

“Emily, c’mon, no.”

“What?”

“I know that was your life in the city. And you’re good at it. So good at it. It’s what I love about you, how much you care, how much you want to fix things. But maybe we need to spend some time working on what we have here.” The Unspoken Thing, almost summoned, almost conjured. Meg continued: “Like the house. Like our stuff. I could use you here.”

“But people could use me out there. It’s hard out there right now, Meg. The local school board has screwed over LGBT kids, they’ve removed books by Black authors, homelessness is up—even out here, even in the rural burbs. I just think I could do some good. You know?”

“And you can and will. Eventually. Just not right now.” Meg rubbed her arm. “Look. This is a beautiful house. This county is gorgeous. Lots of history. It was the seat of the American Revolution. We’re ten miles from where Washington crossed this very river. And we’re almost on the cusp of autumn. It’ll be gorgeous here when the leaves change. Let’s sit with this for a little while. Okay?” At that, Meg offered her mimosa glass to the air. An invitation.

Emily was not one to resist an invitation.

Pinkies out, they tinged glasses. It felt nice. The Unspoken Thing was here, still. But it didn’t stand between them. Drown in the river, Unspoken Thing, Emily cursed it. Drown in the waters and let the river take you far, far away from us.
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The Ruby Slipper Makes its Debut

DAN PAXSON BACKED THE TRUCK UP, POPPED THE GATE, AND SET UP their table right in front of it. Marco helped him unload the boxes while Calla set up the chalkboard, writing on it: RUBY SLIPPER APPLES! SWEET AND JUICY! FRESH PICKED! BUCKS COUNTY GROWN & CREATED! She also drew cartoony little apples at the corners. Dan put out the card: $2.99 a pound. A good price. Matched what apples went for at the grocery store even though his beauties were a thousand times better. Hell, a million times better. (Besides, those grocery store apples sat in crates for weeks, even months, in storage. Too-sweet, cardboardy lumps.)

Market bell rang and it was off to the races.

All around, the market was abuzz with other vendors. You name it, it was here: all the cuts of meat, all the curious veggies, baked goods, jams and jellies, herbs, greens, homemade hot sauces, mushrooms from Chester County, peaches and plums from the Lehigh Valley, local sweet corn (not from Jersey because that would be heresy), soup, cookies, pickles, goat milk, pottery. His own table was at the end, across from a local coffee roaster (Pebble Hill Roasters) and next to a place selling their own dog bones (Cooper’s Cookies 4 Canines). And at the other end, the far end of the market, almost out of sight—

Lambert Hill Vineyards. Already lining up business, from the look of it. He spied the owner, Claude Lambert, glad-handing market-goers, and when Dan saw that too-familiar shock of white hair and beard, he felt his hands curling into fists.

It was busy at the other end of the market, but down here? At this end?

It was a ghost town.

The market itself took place in the center of the town of Doyle’s Tavern, which thanks to the curious way the commonwealth was set up, existed technically as a borough inside the larger township of Harrow. That township also featured a number of small municipalities called villages tucked away—villages tended to be more rural, mostly just an intersection or two, not enough of anything to feel like a proper town. Markets like this brought people from all over midcounty—this one took place in the parking lot of the old Community Bank. Of course, Dan’s booth was facing the dead-end Doyle Drive, the one with a fresh dumpster sitting only fifty feet behind them. The wind turned sometimes and you caught that sour trash stink. Nobody wanted to come down to this side.

That’s what I get for joining the market late, he thought. The fees were outrageous. He was paying through the nose for this spot. It was like concert tickets: You bled for some seat a thousand miles from the stage, behind a post, next to the bathroom.

He looked at the crates of apples in front of him.

And the crates of apples behind him.

He imagined the stacks of unpaid bills sitting back at their house.

The truck wasn’t inspected yet because he couldn’t afford it, and if he got caught, he would have to pay a fine he further could not afford.

His bank account was swan-diving toward zero. And once it hit that, there’d be fees, because of course they charged you more money for having no money. As a kid they’d always made it sound like you’d be worrying about quicksand all the time, but this was the real quicksand. Debt drew you down deeper and deeper, held you firm, so you never, ever got out no matter how hard you tried. Trickle-down economics? Yeah, right. Only thing that trickled down was that debt. Like piss on your head. And it would run down onto Calla, too. Her last year of high school started next week, and then what? College? At this rate, she’d need a full ride or have to take on predatory student loans for the rest of her life. Debt spackled upon debt, upon debt, upon debt: all mortar, no brick.

He feared he’d made a huge mistake. He’d staked everything on—on what? Seven trees producing one kind of apple. (Ruby Slipper, he repeated to himself again and again. To remove the taste of the original name.) Was this really Dan’s dream? Or only his father’s? And yet here he was, charging forward with a blindfold on, not seeing what was probably obvious to everyone else. They’d laugh at his failures. Sure as they laughed at his father’s.

Panic throttled him. His chest hurt. Sweat slicked the space under his jaw. He felt cold and hot at the same time.

He snatched up an apple. It pulsed in his hand. Like it was angry at his failure to sell it. It’s just your own heartbeat, you dope.

“Nobody’s coming over here,” Calla said.

“I know,” he said sharply. Too sharply.

“Free samples,” she said.

“What?”

“People want free shit, Dad.”

He made a sound that he wanted to be a laugh but was something more desperate, more worried. He failed to contain his anger when he said, “Free isn’t a pricing strategy, Calla Lily.” Calla Lily: a nickname. Her real name was Calla Leeann Paxson, Leeann for his wife, who passed away when the girl was young. Another debt, another burden. But the calla lily was the flower the two of them had at their wedding. And given how his daughter was conceived on that wedding night, well.

“Dad—”

“We need to make money.”

“I know but, like, people aren’t going to just buy some random-ass apple.”

Marco jumped in. “She knows her stuff, Mister P. It’s like—the internet is all about that free taste. Free apps, free e-books, free videos, but then you want more, or the better version … it’s like, you gotta pony up.”

“No,” he said firmly, because this apple was too good—he was too good—to treat this all like some throwaway charity. They’d think him a bigger fool than they already did, giving away apples like cups of water to marathon runners. His product had value. And that value was not a big fat stinking zero.

At that, a shadow darkened their table.

A customer? No.

Broad, trunk-chested Claude Lambert. The buttons of his shirt open too low so he flashed wisps of bone-white chest hair. Ruddy, pocked cheeks and a nose so empurpled it looked like he’d been dipping it in his own wine. He let loose with a rheumy, growly chuckle: Heh-heh-ahem-heh, and said, “Little Dan. Look at you here. Finally bringing something to the table.”

“Mister Lambert. A pleasure,” he lied. The apple in his hand throbbed. Like he could feel something crawling in it. A worm under its skin.

(or under his own)

The older man looked over the table, sucking air between yellow teeth. “You got lucky, Little Dan. Usually we have an orchard set up here—Fleecydale Orchards. But that storm that came through last summer? They said it wasn’t a tornado, just shear winds, but—it took most of their trees. Then that dry spell put the rest down. Shit luck for them.” He narrowed his eyes. “Good luck for you.”

“The Bentrims are good people, good farmers. Mighty fine apples.”

“Nnn,” Lambert said. The Bentrims weren’t rich, so Lambert didn’t care.

The man’s eyes roamed to Calla, and Dan watched his daughter give the old bastard a withering stare. (She was good at those.) “You know, young woman, you’re now living on land once owned by your grandfather, Big Dan.”

“Actually? We’re all living on stolen Lenni-Lenape land,” she said.

Lambert ignored her, kept talking. “Big Dan worked for me. He was a good friend, one of my best, to tell the truth—”

(worms slithering faster and faster)

“But eventually he left my employ to start a—well, to start an orchard, like your father here. The ground was bad, though. The trees that came up didn’t produce fruit. Didn’t even survive. It was a bad investment, and he lost it.” Here, Claude’s stare flicked back to Dan. “Be a shame to see that happen again.”

“It won’t,” Dan said. It was false, hollow bravado and he feared the old goat was exactly right. But even the thought of Claude Lambert being right made him want to take this apple and smash it so hard into the man’s mouth that the old bastard’s teeth broke, like shards of peppermint candy. Pushing that apple and those busted teeth down his throat, his esophagus bulging and splitting open—

Fingers snapped in front of his face. “You there, Little Dan?”

Dan blinked. The apple was still in his trembling hand. Claude leaned in, leering. “Yeah,” Dan said, his voice distant.

“I was saying, it’s funny that you even got that property back.” Claude’s voice was shot through with the cold rebar of resentment. “Judge Carver looked favorably upon you in overturning that decision. That land was for the conservancy. It was preserved land, not to be developed. Honestly, Dan, this area is getting overfull, we’re trying to keep a certain pristine nature, for the birds and such—”

“It was already developed. It was, like you say, my father’s. House and acreage. That was my land, by right, with my father’s passing and it should’ve never gone the way it did. Carver saw clear to that.”

“Huh,” Claude said. “Guess he did. People are puzzles, aren’t they? Wonder what moved him to change his mind. Something very special to move a man stubborn as that.” A big greasy grin anchored itself between the ruddy hills of Claude Lambert’s cheeks. In one grab, he snatched the apple out of Dan’s hand. “Let’s see how this tastes.”

Dan’s hands balled into fists—

He took what was yours—

You own that apple; he doesn’t deserve a bite—

Push his soft fat throat into his spine—

But instead, Dan bit down on his own teeth as Claude chewed the apple with a messy, open mouth. He wore a smug smile on his face as he ate, and what was coming was telegraphed so plainly it might as well have been written in the sky: He was going to make some glib, dismissive comment about the apple. Nothing so castrating as an outright insult. It would be passive-aggressive, less a sword through the heart and more a razor nicking an artery.

But then the chewing slowed.

Claude’s lids dimmed, but then his eyes brightened. He resumed chewing faster, and after swallowing he cleared his throat a little, an involuntary reflex.

“This apple,” he said, like the words were barely his, like they came up out of him, summoned without his consent. “This is a damn good apple, Little Dan. It’s like—” But here he seemed to catch himself. Whatever words were crawling up out of him, he bit off their head and swallowed them, too. “Good luck with your orchard,” he said hastily, before hurrying off.

Eating the rest of the apple as he went. Head bowed to it. Penitent, almost.

“That was sort of fucked up, Dad,” Calla said. “Who was that guy?”

But Dan didn’t chide her for her language, as he usually would. He didn’t really even answer her question. All he said was, “He liked the apple. That apple was so damn good, he couldn’t help but say it. You were right, guys. We need to give out samples.” He handed Marco his pocketknife. “Cut up slices. Let’s get—wait, we don’t have anything to put them on. Forget it. No slices. Just whole apples. Calla, Marco, grab a crate, walk around here with apples, hand them out. One per person. Tell them it’s free. Tell them who we are—Paxson Family Orchards, Table Forty-Two, down by the end. And for god’s sake, tell them our apple’s name. Tell them about the Ruby Slipper. Got it?”

The two kids nodded.

This was going to work.

Fuck you, Claude Lambert, you old vampire. Fuck you and your shitty wine and your broken-vein nose and your lies about my father. Dan would show him.
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The Poison Lives Inside the Seeds

CALLA HAD MARCO CARRY THE CRATE AS SHE PLUCKED APPLES from the box, handing them out to market-goers and vendors alike. As she did, she practiced hand placement: It mattered on video how you held a thing and showed it off.

“That apple really was amazing,” Marco said, staring down into the crate with wide eyes. He smacked his lips. “I didn’t know fruit could taste that good.”

“Cool,” she said, drolly.

“I’m serious! You need to try one.”

She looked at the apple in her hand. It felt heavier than it looked. “Apples are gross, M&M.” At that, she said, “Free apple?” and before receiving an answer thrust the apple into the gooey hands of some toddler held aloft by her mother. The mother objected but the kid seemed happy, and Calla didn’t wait for consequences—she kept moving forward, like a leaf on a river, pulled by its current. “You know what free sample I want?”

Calla danced in front of Marco and leaned across the crate. She kissed him hard, tilting her head just so, tasting for a moment the apple on his mouth: lips slicked with lingering sweet-sour tang, laced with appleskin astringency.

And then—

Click.

Her phone, held up and out in her left hand, captured the moment.

Marco laughed and rolled his eyes. “Really?”

“For the ’gram,” she said with faux-innocence. “So to speak.”

“I’m just content for you, aren’t I?” The way he said it, it sounded like he wanted her to think he was joking.

“The whole world is content.” On her phone, she tapped open the app, selected the photo of them kissing, put a warm summer-sun filter over it, then swipe-typed a quick message—

hanging with my sprinter stud M&M at the hashtag farmersmarket hashtag doylestavern hashtag makeoutsesh hashtag sellingapples

—and uploaded it to Faddish. She turned the screen toward Marco, said, “We look cute. But here’s one for just us.” She bounced up and kissed him again. This time, she held the kiss. A reward for … well, whatever Marco was feeling.

“Hey,” came a sharp voice. “Put some air between those bodies.”

While the rest of the market-goers passed by them, one person stood there watching them. It was a cop. Short guy. Red hair clipped tight to the scalp. Intense eyes, too—cold blue, a stare like a pair of icicles sticking into you.

“Excuse me?” she said.

“The farmers market isn’t your bedroom,” the cop said, mouth in a flat line.

“Who are you? The PDA police?”

“No, I’m the real police. You wanna mouth off again?”

Marco used his body to ease her aside, gently, putting some space between them. “Sorry, Officer Boyland, we will … keep it clean.”

“You better.”

At that, Calla put on the sweetest, most syrupy face she could muster—the fakest, shittiest, suck-up-but-also-fuck-you face. She held out an apple. “Apologies, Officer, would you care for a delicious, flavorful apple? They’re free, you know.”

The cop leaned in. She smelled his breath: a biting Listerine stink. He snatched the apple from her grip. “I would. Have a nice day.”

Cocky prick strutted past, plainly proud of himself.

“What a fucking asshole,” she said. “Let’s report him. Cops have managers, right?”

“Settle down, Karen.”

“Hey.”

“Sorry. You just—you can’t mess with the police, especially when you’re standing next to your brown-skinned boyfriend, okay? I don’t need the heat, and my parents definitely don’t need this kind of hassle at the restaurant. My father would deep-fry my ass if I brought this to their door.”

She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’ll be good, I promise.” She arched an eyebrow at him. “Wait, you knew him. You knew his name.”

“Boyland, yeah. He’s a dick. Hassles my family sometimes for free food. Like, he eats the food, but then pretends we run some unclean restaurant and if we don’t give him free food he’ll call the health department on us.” Marco rolled his eyes. “It’s such a scammy scummy trick, but, y’know. Cops.”

THEY’D BE TOGETHER FOREVER. THAT WAS THE PLAN. HIGH SCHOOL sweethearts and all that. They were going to go to the same college: Princeton was the dream, U-Penn the backup. They’d get married after. Maybe live on the West Coast because they weren’t going to be like all the other high school sweethearts from this area, the ones who got married and found they’d planted roots too deep and either came back or never left in the first place. Calla knew it was all a cliché. And she wondered if she deserved something different. Not better, she told herself—scolded herself—because Marco was the absolute best, obviously. Still. Some nights she worried long and hard about it all. If this was a mistake. If she’d put herself on a highway without off-ramps. Was it too early to commit her heart and her head in this way? She told herself no, it wasn’t. This was her dream. Their dream. But. But. Dad always said some dreams were wings, and others were cement shoes. Something his dad used to say to him. She didn’t really get it.

THEY KEPT HANDING OUT APPLES. BUT CALLA COULDN’T GET THAT cop out of her head. “I hope that cop eats that apple and chokes.” Her mouth formed a wicked, toothy grin. “I wish we were handing out poison apples, instead.” She scowled, then wiggled her fingers over the apple in her hand like she was casting a spell. “Magic, cursed apples. The Sleeping Death! Only true love’s kiss can save you. Except that fucking dick will never have anybody love him. Isn’t that right, Mister Apple?” At that, she leaned in and gave the apple a little kiss. No sweetness there. Just a thumbtack bitterness on her tongue. She made a yuck face and chucked the apple onto some wool vendor’s table. It nearly rolled off the edge.

“Apples are kinda poisonous,” he said. “The seeds anyway.”

“Oh yeah. They have like, what, cyanide in them?”

“Amygdalin. A cyanogenic glycoside. But you’d have to eat, I dunno, three dozen apples’ worth of seeds to get even a little sick.”

She whirled around him, handing off another apple to some rando. “You’re really smart, anyone ever tell you that?”

“Oh! Hah, huh. I dunno about that.”

“Humble, too.”

“I might wanna be a doctor or something. Who knows.”

“My genius doctor studbeast boyfriend.” She shrugged. “Maybe that could be my angle. You could help me. On TikTok, sci-comm is pretty popular—like, people sharing cool facts and stuff, or debunking stupid bullshit. You could help me write it, and then I’ll rewrite it because you totally won’t get my voice right, but we could make it work.” She reached into the crate, then saw that the apples were almost all gone. “Guess we need a refill—”

“Call, look—” Marco said.

They’d made it around the horseshoe shape of the farmers market, and from this spot had sight of the far end of the other aisle, where her father’s table waited.

A small line had formed already. She spied people walking away with whole bags of apples.

“It worked,” she said, surprised anybody cared about apples.

“You did it,” Marco said. He repeated her own words back to her in a goofy pantomime. “You’re really smart, anyone ever tell you that?”

“They don’t have to,” she said, and kissed him again.
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The Family Orchard

AT THE MARKET, IT TOOK ONLY ABOUT FIFTEEN MINUTES FOR CALLA’S free apple plan to take root—already people came to the table, poking around, marveling about That Apple, and each time Dan corrected them: “It’s not That Apple—that’s a Ruby Slipper, because there’s no place like home.” And he told each of them, “My daughter came up with that, you know. My Calla Lily makes me look so good.”

An hour in, he had a line—a proper line! And occasionally he looked over and past the crowd, eyeballing the vineyard booth at the end—and he spied Claude Lambert staring balefully in this direction. Good. Spite was one helluva motivator. Selling the apples was made all the more satisfying by seeing that old prick look saltier than a soft pretzel.

All the while, people—some he knew, a lot he didn’t—asked him questions.

Oh, where’s the orchard at, can we visit?

Not yet, Mary, but maybe one day I’ll open our doors, sell applesauce and apple cider donuts and the like—but right now we’re just this one table.

You guys got Honeycrisp or what?

No, sir, no Honeycrisp here, this is our signature apple. The Honeycrisp is too sweet, you ask me—it’s an apple for children, but people like you and me, with discerning tastes, want a little tartness to go with our sweetness, don’t we?

Would this be good in pies?

You bet





























































































ACKNOWLEDGMENTS, OR HOW I ATE THE APPLE

STORIES ARE FUCKING WEIRD.

And the writers who write them are fucking weird.

It’s all weird.

Let’s rewind and talk about ideas.

IDEAS ARE MOSTLY BULLSHIT. WHICH IS TO SAY, WRITERS IDOLIZE ideas unnecessarily. We treat them like precious gems, but ideas are costume jewelry: It’s all in how you wear them. We doubly expect that our ideas must be original, that the stories we tell around those ideas must also in turn be original, and we further idolize originality and, ultimately, originality is bullshit, too. Stories are stories are stories, told again and again throughout time, the bones of them the same even when their shape looks different.

What are original, however, are the authors themselves. Not to lean too hard on the whole writers are special snowflakes thing, but we are, in a way, special snowflakes. (Sometimes prone to melting.) Each of us has no repeat. We are a unique culmination of our anxieties, our fears, our experiences, our traumas, our joys, and of course, our obsessions. And it is the combination of those things, and how we apply them to stories, that is ostensibly timeless—that’s the narrative alchemy that matters. But that only matters if we let it.

This book is me letting that matter, for better or for worse.

FIRST THING IS THIS:

In my couch I found a note.

The couch is orange. It’s in my shed, and, yes, I write in a shed. (Writers’ sheds are awesome.) When I moved this orange couch into my shed, it puked up a little slip of paper written in handwriting that is decidedly not my own.

This paper said:


ADRAMELECH

MEPHISTOPHELES

BAPHOMET

!



I did not write this.

I do not know who wrote this.

My couch is not a previously owned couch. It was new when I bought it. I had it for a couple years before I ever found this note.

Nobody ever really sits on my couch except me, because nobody ever really visits my writer’s shed.

And yet, somehow, the couch contained that note, which had that list of three demons on it, and the letters M and E underlined in each.

ME. As in, me.

Well, that’s fucking weird, I thought. So I pinned it on my corkboard.

(Where it remains to this day.)

SECOND THING:

I once didn’t care much for apples.

Apples, generally speaking, were not very good, I thought. I mean, they were fine. That word, fine, said with an aggressive wince. I did not pursue them. I did not buy them. They were hard-skinned, bitter-on-the-outside, too-sweet-on-the-inside shiny red baseballs. Good for throwing. Less so for eating. My only interest in apples was their usage in the form of pie. Apple pie is one of the ten foods given to us by the gods (included in this non-exhaustive list: tacos, Pop-Tarts, gin and tonics). But apples themselves? Ennh.

Fast-forward to my adult years, where we discover, unsurprisingly, that I am the kind of person who goes to farmers markets. I fucking love farmers markets. Gimme those grass-fed meats, those duck eggs, those goat soaps.

Came a point when our farmers market of choice was the Emmaus Farmers’ Market (shout-out to a favorite bookstore, Let’s Play Books, which is in town there), and in the middle of our first summer attending, a new vendor showed up: North Star Orchard.

And I thought, Well, it can’t hurt to look. Apples, meh, whatever, but maybe I’ll try one.

I walked over there, and looked at the bounty of bins, each heaped with apples of every color, shape, and texture.

I read the names of these apples.

I did not recognize a single one of them.

They sounded like they had crawled out of a fantasy novel. Limbertwig. (A hobbit, obviously.) Lord Lambourne. (Vampire, for sure.) Husk Spice. (Magical reagent, obvs.) Red Berlepsch. (Obviously the stage name of a goblin doing a stand-up act—And now, the comedy stylings of Red Berlepsch!) Ashmead’s Kernel, Tompkins King, Cob’s Quince, Razor Russet, all of which I’m sure I read about in a George R. R. Martin novel. Didn’t Cob’s Quince get killed in the dragon brothel by Razzor Russet during the funeral of King Tompkins?

So, I knew I was being punked. None of these were real apples. This was bullshit.

Just to make sure, I bought a bunch and brought them home, and figured, okay, let’s try these out. Here I thought I knew what apples tasted like. They were apples. They tasted like apples. Same way oranges taste like oranges. The thing defines the thing.

I was wildly incorrect.

I ate all of those apples.

(Head’s up: Apples contain a lot of fiber, do not eat a shitload of them in one go. Because shitload becomes literal, not metaphorical.)

In those apples I tasted a panoply of flavors I’d never before tasted in an apple, or, really, in any other fruit. I tasted spices you’d normally add to applesauce or pie, somehow present in the flesh itself: cinnamon, ginger, anise. I tasted other fruits: pineapple, banana, kiwi, melon. Sometimes you’d taste rose, or elderflower, or other mysterious floral esters. Some were crunchy, others soft. Some snapped when you broke them, others bent. One would be sweet as bubblegum, another so tart it tasted like licking a lime dipped in battery acid. A juicy apple might give way to an apple that seemed like it vacuumed the moisture from your mouth.

It was wild.

And I thought, Wow, we really fucked up apples, didn’t we? The apples I’d just eaten were forgotten apples. We’d lost the best and kept the most mediocre. We all know that the Red Delicious is neither red nor delicious. It’s purple and bitter: a liar apple, a Judas fruit. (Though, confession: It’s not as bad as you think. There are far worse apples on grocery store shelves.) It’s similar to eating an heirloom tomato: The flavors present are so much better, brighter, more interesting than what you buy at the local grocery store. Except with apples, the deviation swings wider. While we find maybe, maybe a dozen varieties on our store shelves, there are literally thousands of apple varieties you won’t ever find unless you land at an orchard growing them.

Apples as they are to us in the grocery store represent a monoculture—apples grown for hardiness and, generally speaking, their sugar, but there is such wild diversity in deviation across all the fruits that it saddened me that most people will never know that, never experience those apples, never have that weird moment of tasting something they’ve never tasted before (and may never taste again).

You dive a little deeper, too, and you find that there are varieties remembered but lost, discovered in old journals or talked about around town—and there are people out there, like OG apple hunter Tom Brown, who do their best to find rare trees of these apples in order to rescue them from obscurity by grafting. Then you read about Johnny Appleseed and how he was a Swedenborgian who believed grafting was against God’s plan. Or how, as in the book, colonists brought apples to America, giving the fruit to the Indigenous Americans only to ultimately kill their orchards in order to run them off their land so they could steal it. Or how the apple itself may originate in Kazakhstan? Look to folklore or mythology and you find the apple of Eris, the apple of Eden, or the old wassailing songs.

Needless to say, I got real interested in apples.

Obsessed, even.

WHY AM I TELLING YOU THIS?

Because I think there’s not much point to writing and telling stories if you’re not going to just be the weird that you are. We are weird. Stories are weird. We shouldn’t resist that. The things that made this a story I want to tell were my obsession with apples and that weird little note about demons I found in my couch, the one that maybe indicates the thing that binds these demons together is … the self? Selfishness? I don’t know.

I think it’s very easy to fall into a trap where we avoid our own voices, our own obsessions, our own anxieties and wonders, in the hopes of finding something more universal. But the reality is, our own weirdnesses may not be universal, but they are, at the same time, something someone else can understand. Storytelling is a cry in the dark. We just want someone else to hear us. We each have jagged edges cut out of us, and we hope that others have complementary cuts taken out of them, so that we’ll fit together like puzzle pieces. Authors want to fit with their readers, too, and while it might be tempting to try to file down as many of our edges as possible in order to fit with more readers more easily, that’s also what makes stories boring. Boring to readers, but boring for us to tell, too.

Point is, this story is a culmination of all that fucking weirdness inside of me. It’s apples and demons and the area in which I live here in Pennsylvania, and it’s some of who I was growing up and some of what I saw with my own family and other families. I just went with it. And I hope if you’re a writer, you go with the weirdness, too. And if you’re only a reader, then I hope you like the weirdness, because it’s all here. Glory be.

Of course, I don’t get to display my weirdness without a lot of other people. It takes a village to raise an orchard, and this is that village:

Thanks to Lisa and Ike Kerschner of North Star Orchard—Ike calls what he does being part of an “apple cult,” which I love so much. (Also, I apologize to both of them for any apple-related information I get wrong.) Their orchard is in Cochranville, PA, and you should go visit them immediately if you can.

Thanks, too, to Scott Farm in Vermont, where I also procure weird, wonderful apples. And, local to me, Manoff Market Gardens & Cidery and Solebury Orchards, too.

Good books to read on the apple subject: Apples of Uncommon Character, Rowan Jacobsen; The Ghost Orchard, Helen Humphreys; Apples of North America, Tom Burford; and of course, The Illustrated History of Apples in the United States and Canada, a seven-volume, roughly 3,500-page encyclopedia about apples (!) by Daniel J. Bussey.

Thanks to everybody who lives here in Bucks County and has so far resisted emailing me about all the stuff I got wrong. (Hopefully some of you realize this takes place in a very alternate-universey version of Bucks County.)

Thanks to Katelyn Lucas and the Museum of Indian Culture and also to Basil Wright for the invaluable early read of the book.

Thanks to Margo Price and Jeremy Ivey. If you’re not listening to Margo Price’s music, who even are you?

Thanks to my editor, Tricia Narwani, and my agent, Stacia Decker. Thanks, too, to Scott Shannon, Bree Gary, Alex Larned, Keith Clayton, Greg Kubie, David Moensch, Ashleigh Heaton, and the whole wonderful publishing team at Del Rey.

It’s also worth noting that right now, horror is in a particularly excellent place—horrific in the best way. It’s really having a moment, and so it’s worth noting those horror authors who are currently very inspiring to me: Paul Tremblay, Christopher Golden, Hailey Piper, Eric LaRocca, Cina Pelayo, V. Castro, Alma Katsu, Erika Wurth, Stephen Graham Jones, Gabino Iglesias, Kiersten White, Clay McLeod Chapman, Nat Cassidy, Catriona Ward, and—well, that list goes on and on and on. And also thanks to the authors who are both talented and keep me sane, folks like Kevin Hearne, Delilah Dawson, Aaron Mahnke, Adam Christopher, Lin-Manuel Miranda, Matt Wallace, Erin Morgenstern, Stephen Blackmoore, and—well, that list goes on and on as well. Thanks especially to Sadie Hartmann who, as Mother Horror, really carries the torch for the genre and the writers who write it. It’s a huge help.

Thanks to booksellers, librarians, and most of all, the readers.

And finally, thanks to Michelle and B-Dub, who are the reason I do this whole thing, and at the end of the day, are very kind to put up with Daddy as he wanders the dark orchards and black rivers in his mind when he should be, like, cooking dinner.
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