

    
        
          Grave Secrets Food For Thought

        

        
        
          A Tasteful Trilogy, Volume 1

        

        
        
          M.B. Sparling

        

        
          Published by M.B. Sparling, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      GRAVE SECRETS FOOD FOR THOUGHT

    

    
      First edition. October 22, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 M.B. Sparling.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8227120441

    

    
    
      Written by M.B. Sparling.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Epilogue

Sign up for M.B. Sparling's Mailing List

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
     
 
 
 
To C, N, S and L; you offered real encouragement and read with such enthusiasm, I believed I could do this! Thank You!

      

    

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue
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Mama Anna Bello

As a young girl, I was interested in how dinner came together in my house. Different ingredients were assembled from the pantry, jumbled together in a casual sort of way, and good things were served at the table. It seemed to be an analogy for life; order from chaos and all that. I lived in a house where the progress of my day was measured in meals. Yes, meals.

I was the middle child in a big, extended family; meals were loud, raucous affairs where food was served in generous portions and everyone talked at once. And dinner was a big deal.The whole family was required to be present, no matter what. The table was set, silverware gleamed, and food was brought to the table on platters, steaming hot and filling the air with spicy aromas. I enjoyed these affairs, for that is what they seemed to be in my mind, elevated from the everyday by good food and the festive atmosphere that accompanied every meal I ever enjoyed at our table, in my youth.

Which brings me back to learning to cook. I wanted in; in to all of the preparations and anticipations and taste testings that seemed to be part of this awesome ritual of preparing meals. I watched. I memorized technique, and little by little I was given tasks to accomplish, such as stirring the sauce or mixing the dough or better still, making the pasta! I’m not sure when it happened, but I absorbed all the infinitesimal nuances that signal when something is right. I became a cook. I could cook it all. Everything in my mother’s recipe repertoire was now in me. And then it expanded outward—the next phase—experimentation.

I began adding different ingredients—things my parents and grandparents never ate, but I was eager to try. Most were delightful and delicious. Some, not so much. Not everyone is successful at this stage, or wants to be. Following recipes is cooking. Creating recipes,  this elevates you from cook to chef.

I had no formal training, learning from my mother and grandmother, but I was confident in the kitchen, and I began to feel confident in life. No matter how jumbled the ingredients, I knew I could create marvelous dishes. And no matter how jumbled my life was, I knew I could take control of the chaos and create harmony.

Except with my sister Angela. We were like oil and water growing up. It didn't stop when we were adults, with our own families...

***
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Gwen

Food is my passion —How food is created and used by different cultures; how food somehow translates into family. I felt a strong connection towards family dinners and how holidays seem to be focused around meal preparation and serving.

When I went to college, I had a plan. Sort of. It was a hard decision to go to school so far from where I grew up, but I wanted to be at a school that I thought would help me to articulate my ideas and find my niche. So I went east for college. Aunt Jane wasn’t happy at first. But she saw my determination and applauded my resolve. With a degree in business, a minor in sustainability, and some practical experience, I knew I could do something wonderful with my life. I just didn’t know what, exactly. The school wasn’t a perfect fit, but my choice placed me on a path I could not have imagined. Ever.
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Chapter 1
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This semester, my classes end early on Fridays, and on this particular Friday, I thought I’d enjoy a little of the warm afternoon sunshine and walk back to my rented cottage, rather than wait for my roommate Jill, like I usually do, and catch a ride. I scribble a note and leave it under the windshield wiper of her car in the school lot, certain that Jill will see it and know I’ll catch up with her later. I'll text her too, but sometimes cell service is a bit sketchy this far from campus.  I cap the pen and toss it in my pack and zip it closed. Slinging my backpack jauntily over one shoulder, I start across the back parking lot towards the riverwalk. It’s my favorite part of town. The riverwalk, as it’s called, is really not an accurate name. The water is actually a protected inlet of Stony Brook Harbor and not a river at all. A paved pathway that crests the hill above the water looks out over the tended gardens below. You can walk in the gardens as well, but I would first have to traverse the entire length of the path, and only at the far end, descend a stone staircase that leads to the water and surrounding grounds. If you keep walking, you can walk all the way up to the old tide mill that harnessed the power of the tide to mill grain for the town and surrounding villages, back in the eighteen-hundreds. It’s a peaceful spot I've become quite fond of, but today I decided to stay on the raised walking path above and just enjoy being in the fresh air and sunshine, without venturing below.

The campus grounds end at the main town road. I cross over to the scenic walkway with the high railing and granite curbstones. I love watching the water and listening to the sounds of waves breaking on the sand.

When I reach the end of the walkway, I cross back to the road, heading to the center of town. I pass a walled off section of someone’s property that I can’t see into or over. I hadn't really noticed it before now. Curiosity has me trying to stand on tiptoes to see over the old wall. I can’t. I’m only five feet tall, and the wall is at least six feet, maybe even seven. Sighing, I continue on my way. At the cross street, the wall curves away to my right, following the side street for another block or so. I look down the side road. I haven’t ventured down this side road before, but this afternoon, and I feel compelled, somehow, to explore and find out just what the wall is hiding. Or is it protecting? Is there someone or something that needs to be concealed from my busybody scrutiny?

Home is straight ahead on the main street that leads directly into the town center. Deliberately, I hop off the curb to cross to the empty side street. I walk down the center of the road, feeling tensed up and oddly excited at the same time. It’s not deja vu—I know I’ve never been here before. I just can’t explain my reaction to this street, this wall, and whatever lies at the end of this road.

I walk slowly, measuring my steps, trying to look nonchalant in my walking, just a student out for a stroll, but I feel my heartbeat fluttering in my chest, and a decided tingle runs up the back of my neck. The hairs on my nape are standing on end, and I know that my decision to venture down this side street is monumental in some way.

The block dead-ends in front of me about a hundred yards down. I should turn around and go back. I choose to turn into the arched doorway in the old wall instead. The elaborately scrolled metal gate is standing ajar, as if someone knew I would venture here today and wanted to make sure I saw it and came in.

As I step through the old gate, there's an air of abandonment to the area, as though it hasn’t been occupied or visited for many years. The path is just a small, scarred track through the underbrush and weeds, but I can still follow where it leads. To the left is now a wild meadow of sorts, grasses grown high, seed heads fluttering. To my right is a row of trees, which I now see runs parallel to the giant wall and back towards whence I came. I continue along the track, heading up the hill as I cross the meadow. As I come to the top, I realize I’m at the back end of the property. I can see the back of a massive old mansion and what’s left of formal gardens and paths leading up to a terraced tiled patio and what looks like the remains of a greenhouse. To the right, under the stand of soldier straight trees is an iron fence, elaborately scrolled, like the gate. Choked with weeds and vines, it looks ancient. It draws my attention. I can see something red swaying in the distance. I leave the track I’m on and make my way toward this marked out area. It’s a cemetery plot, complete with an old, leaning headstone and a carved marble cherub watching over it. The red I saw from a distance is actually small red roses on an unkempt bush, strangled by some weed-like vine. The deliberately planted flora was still fighting to keep living.

It was eerie and unnaturally quiet. Shaded by the giant trees and blocked from any normal noises of modern day existence by the wall, I felt as though I had traveled many miles away and hundreds of years back in time. I venture closer to the iron fencing, grasping it in my hands. Its cold. Heavy. It grounds me to the moment and lets me know that I am really here. I’m staring at a small headstone. The cherub is on the other side of the plot, staring down at me. I feel the weight of its stare. Unnerving, but I can’t move away. I look at the stone again, greenish grey with age. I can’t make out too much. Just one word, Beloved and the dates 1899-1930.

I wonder who it is. Or was. Why no name? Is it just worn away, or did the person buried here not need a name to be remembered? I assume it's a woman by the endearment, but if she was 'beloved', wouldn't the person burying her want her name on the headstone? A marker to be known by for future generations?

Why do I feel such a crazy connection to this place? She, for I am sure it is 'she', was only thirty years old when she died. What a shame. I wonder how...? I close my eyes.

When I open them, I'm startled to see someone standing across from me, next to the stone cherub. A woman, I think. And then I don't. See. Anything. I swear I saw a figure, but it's gone. Feeling spooked, I release the top rail of the fence and with deliberate effort, step away from the grave and turn my back to it, walking briskly away, back towards the ruined gardens and the track that will take me over the hill and out to the road beyond. It seems imperative that I get back to the road. I don't want to telegraph my fear, but I’m running now, my breath catching in my throat, my heart pounding wildly. Blood rushes to my head, and I feel faint.

Unsteady on my feet, dizzy in my head, and now totally freaked, I stagger down the last of the hill. I can see the open gate, the wall, and the road beyond. I manage to make it through the gate and back onto the road.

As soon as my feet hit the road, a wave of relief washed over me, dispelling my unease. The swirly, dizzy feeling is gone, my heart is beating normally in my chest, and I’m ok. With a parting look to make sure I'm not being followed (by what?) I jog back to the main road towards the center of town and home.

***
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When I get home, I put the kettle on for tea. My roommate Jill isn’t back yet. I wish she were; I’m still a little weirded out. I can't believe that what I experienced wasn't real. It seemed real, and I'm pretty sure I was not hallucinating. I also wasn't sleepwalking or daydreaming either.  So what was it?  I just don't know. I make my tea and sit in the comfy old chair that came with the place, set up in my favorite spot in the whole cottage. It’s a small nook really, just a carved out little space with a wide-sashed window that lets in the afternoon sun. I pull an afghan over my lap and brood into my steaming cup. I don't know what Jill can do, but I can’t wait to tell her about my afternoon.

***
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I startle awake when I hear a key scrape the lock at the front door. Darkness has fallen, and the apartment is dark. I lean over and snap the light on just as Jill breezes in.

“Hey, girl, how’s your day been? I got your text and figured I'd stay and hang at the Student Union. I’m going to get some food with Ben in a bit, wanna tag along? His friend is coming too—the one I told you you have to meet!”

Jill skips across the landing, tossing stuff everywhere as she goes. Bag on the hall chair, coat flung onto the hall tree, keys and phone on the small table put there just to collect her stuff.

“Whaddya say? Are ya in?” She turns to me and sees me tucked up in my chair and blanket.

“Honey, what’s wrong?” She kneels at my feet, looking up at my face.

“I had a really freaky thing happen today,” I say quietly. “I don’t know why or what it means, but I have to find out. If I don’t, I think  it’ll drive me crazy.”

I quickly describe what happened as I was returning from the river walk and how I felt drawn to and yet repulsed by the old place and the grave I had discovered under the trees. (I leave out the little detail of the figure watching me.) When I finish my tale, Jill stands up and pulls me from my chair to stand facing her.

“Look, I don’t know what it means either, but I DO know that you’re not crazy and you’re not going crazy! We’ll figure this out. You'll see.” She pulls me along into the kitchen and pushes me onto a stool at the counter. She grabs a water bottle from the fridge and tosses it to me.

“Have some water.” She opens her own bottle and takes a generous swig. “It all started after we came here, right? The weird dreams, the feeling that you're being watched?”

I nodded.

“Well, then it has something to do with being here...maybe it’s this cottage! It can’t be school; it only started this semester, right? Not the town, either.” She flops onto her own stool and faces me. “We’ll figure it out, Gwen. Honest!  It must be something that triggered this; we're just not looking at the full picture... You’ll see.”

She continues, “We don’t know much about this place, but maybe there's a history here that you’re picking up on—psychic vibes and all. We should go to the library and see what we can find out in the archives.”

I nod.

“Hey, remember freshman year when we found out we both loved Scooby Doo? And how we both had wanted to be a part of the gang, solving mysteries when we were little.” She chuckled.  “I always wanted to say, ‘It’s not a ghost; it’s Mr. Taylor from the mining company!’ or something like that. This mystery will be solved...and it won't be too long before we figure it all out.”

I have to admit, Jill makes me feel better. I smile at her silliness and vow to cheer up and put the weird feelings aside. For now. But in the back of my mind, I know what happened today will haunt me.

***
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Jill runs ahead of me into the divey place, searching for her boyfriend Ben. She squeals with delight and shouts “Over in the corner booth!” as she races to greet Ben. I’m a little slower paced. I sedately follow, sizing up the boy she’s been trying to fix me up with all semester.

He’s dark. Dark, wavy hair falls across his brow and brushes over his collar. He has a strong jaw, I muse, noticing the five o’clock shadow only makes him seem more rugged somehow. He looks up, and his eyes find me staring at him. I look down and away quickly, not wanting to be caught staring, even though I know he caught me. When I glance back, he’s got a slight smile lighting up his deep amber eyes.  He stands up as I approach, extending his hand towards me. “You must be Gwen.” I take his hand and feel the warmth envelop me. His grasp is firm yet gentle, and I feel confident that this man is going to somehow, be significant. How? I’m just not sure. I try to pull my hand from his without seeming to be rude. He squeezes gently, one more time, and releases my hand.

I can tell from his expression that he knows what I’m thinking. Jill is already next to Ben; she’s practically in his lap and they’re already kissing each other like their very lives depend on it. She pulls back from Ben’s lips long enough to tell me, “This is Gray.” And then leans back in for another tongue swallowing kiss.

“Hi. I'm Gwen,” I say. I sit in the space next to him; I have no other choice. The waitress appears at my elbow before I’ve even settled. She looks past me and smiles at Gray.

“Hi, my name’s Tiffany, and I’ll be your server tonight,” she croons. Gray smiles at her and tells her we need a moment to order. She beams that 100 kilowatt smile meant to entice her prey, then sashays away, figuring he’ll be watching her backside all the way to the kitchen. In my head, I’m calling her and him all kinds of names. But he surprises me. He’s not watching her; he’s watching me. I feel kind of defensive - and a bit unsettled with this guy. Who is he to be looking at me like that? Like he knows how irked I am at the bimbo waitress. I didn’t want to meet him—Jill wanted me to meet him. Jeesh! I don’t need this BS tonight—or any night! If I wanted a guy to be looking at me, I’d go out of my way to find a guy to have him look at me!

I pretend I don’t feel self conscious. I pretend I can’t feel my galloping heart and the electricity zinging through me. Or his hard, muscled thigh next to mine. Or that I want to inhale his subtle, male scent with a touch of expensive aftershave. I fidget with the menu and pretend to ignore him for a bit longer. When I can’t stop myself anymore, I glance up through my hair, kind of secretive-like, and he’s still watching me intently, with a slight grin on his too handsome face. As if he knows. As if every girl he meets swoons in his presence. Not me!

“Jill, hey Jill! Come up for air, you guys! It’s time to order!” I blurt out, rapping my knuckles on the tabletop to emphasize my point. Irritated at my reaction to this guy. Tiffany the flirty waitress, comes back over and makes a show of placing his water in front of him, oh so gently; she plunks mine down and Ben’s and Jill’s too.

“Are you ready?” she purrs, staring only at Gray. As far as she’s concerned, we don’t exist.

Gray ignores her and asks Ben if we should order some apps first, or are they ready to order? Ben stops kissing Jill long enough to order wings, loaded nachos, and two bottles of Bud. They don’t want anything else. Gray turns to me and politely asks if I’m ready. I nod my head and send a small smile his way (for ignoring the bimbo). “Yes, I’d like a small Caesar salad; do you want to split a pizza?” I ask him while the waitress harrumphs. We’re taking too long, and she’s not getting any attention.

I tell him pepperoni and mushrooms would work for me. Gray nods and tells the waitress to bring a large pepperoni and mushroom and a large salad for us to share instead. “A drink, Gwen? Wine?” I nod, and he orders a bottle of chianti too.

She writes down our order and leaves, obviously in a stew over Gray’s lack of attention. He doesn’t even notice. I, on the other hand, notice her lack of enthusiasm straightaway. It makes me feel good. (Is that bad?) And I notice that he’s been polite to her, but she’s not anywhere near his radar. Feeling a little better about things, I settle into the booth, getting comfortable, and decide I need to enjoy myself tonight.

***
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Gray

I’m sitting in this back booth with Ben, waiting for his girlfriend Jill and Jill’s friend, Gwen. She’s been trying to set us up all semester. I told Ben I didn’t care either way. If it made Jill happy and Ben could capitalize on it, then sure, I’d meet this girl. Couldn’t hurt, right? It’s only one date, one meal. We sit and talk, waiting for the girls. They’re late. Not the best way to start a date. I haven’t ordered a drink yet. Neither has Ben.

Blind dates are fraught with danger. Not towards your date, but towards the well-meaning friends that set you up. Many times blind dates go bust, and the friends that nudged you to “see if it works out” end up in the acquaintance category. Not completely, but enough to know that your lack of connection with the person they thought was perfect for you gets in the way. I call it the haunting of relationships that might’ve been. I don’t go on many blind dates.

A few minutes later, I see Jill skipping through the restaurant, grinning broadly. Behind her, I see a girl walking slowly. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she’s walking to her execution instead of to a date. I smile on the inside. She is petite. Has long, dark blond hair and amazing hazel eyes that right now are a bright yellow green, cat’s eyes, with a dark fringe of thick lashes. Her mouth is serious, but I can see the full bottom lip, and I imagine the sexy smile she could give, if she chose to. I can’t see her figure through the long coat, but I know it matches the rest of her. Gorgeous. Sexy. I was told her name is Gwen, and she’s been Jill’s friend since freshman year in the dorms. Everything else is a mystery. I like mysteries.

She sits in the booth next to me, and I can feel the slight pressure of her leg up against mine. I’m totally aware of her, and my entire being is focused on the small area where we touch. I’m a little surprised by my reaction. I’ve dated lots of pretty girls, and I’ve felt instant pull before. But not like this. A small frisson of electricity jolts through me, and I look over to Gwen and see an awareness in her face. I think she felt it too. Interesting.

Just then the waitress comes over with our water glasses. The menus have been on the table since Ben and I got here. Ben and Jill are oblivious to everything; they’re all over each other, well, as much as you can be, fully clothed and stuffed in a restaurant booth, in front of witnesses. The waitress gives me her practiced “come hither” smile and ignores Gwen and the others. I sense Gwen’s withdrawal rather than see any manifestation of it, but it concerns me. I’m not sure why.

We order our food, and I sit back. I know I want to learn more about her.

***
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Gwen

Surprisingly, the dinner date has gone well. I wasn’t really in the mood, but after scaring myself silly this afternoon, I needed to let go and have a good time. I’m not into being set up, and I haven’t been on a lot of dates, but this date has been incredible.  His name is Grayson Phillips, but he goes by Gray. It suits him. I think there’s a lot more to him than meets the eye, although he is spectacular eye candy. I could look at him all day. Or night. Forever, maybe. (did I really just think that?)

And he was polite and funny and made me feel as though I was the most important person in the whole room, and he wanted to be nowhere else but with me. Forever. Pretty heady stuff. I didn’t feel anything special when he took my hand, but when our thighs touched in the booth, well, I had never felt anything quite like it before, and I knew right then that Gray was special. We stayed out well past midnight. The boys offered to drive us back to our cottage, but we decided to walk. It was only a block. Jill and I chatted the whole way home. She could tell I was smitten; I couldn’t deny it.

“Jill, you were right. I freely admit it! Gray is everything you’ve been telling me for months, and I can’t believe you let me get away with NOT meeting him earlier!” I tell her. “I bow to your superior dating wisdom and prostrate myself at your feet, the humble doubter begging for mercy,” I joke. I kneel in front of her on the sidewalk, blocking her path.

“Get up, you nut! Let’s get home. I’ve got an early class that I can’t skip.” She pulls me to my feet and we walk on. People are walking about, even though it’s so late. College kids live on a different timetable. There’s a few more bars and restaurants ahead of us, but we’ve almost cleared the center of town. No more businesses, no more students, just some well-kept homes, their perfect exteriors exemplifying the status of ambitious owners with money and position. We continue walking.

The houses around our block are older. Most have seen better days but are still not derelict in condition or atmosphere. They seem earnest and hardworking, like their inhabitants. A lot of them have been converted into apartments for students and faculty. It’s a short walk to campus, and yet it feels completely different than being at school. I prefer our little house over dorm life. Jill and I aren’t too different. We like to have fun, date boys (Jill dates more than me) and be silly, but we both know that a college education can propel us to a lucrative and fulfilling career when we finish. She’s a business major. I’m majoring in business management and sustainability, with an eye on an accelerated master’s in gastronomy. It’s a new program I’ve heard about and I’ve been hustling to get in as many classes as I can so I can graduate on time next year.

We make it home, lock up, and go to bed.

***
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The next few weeks were a blur. Classes all day, homework, and meeting up with Ben and Gray almost every day. We were all engrossed with school, but we found snippets of time to spend together.

Gray and I were still feeling our way as a couple. We knew things felt different, special, and fragile, and we wanted to make sure not to break the spell between us. I didn’t want this time to end. It was magical, and I felt free. We hadn’t yet broached the L-word, but I knew it hovered on the horizon. We double dated with Ben and Jill all semester, and our foursome could be seen all around campus, at local hangouts, and around town on weekends. We were busy, happy, and our lives
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