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Chapter One
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I came back to Odell's Reach with two suitcases, a wooden recipe box, and hands that had forgotten how to make anything but resentment.

The bus let me off at the top of the dock road because the bus went no farther; nothing went farther. Below me the town sat in its cove the way it always had, a scatter of clapboard and tin roofs and the long silver reach of Lake Verrin behind it, so bright at noon it hurt to look at. The air smelled like water and cut grass and, underneath that, sweet — the particular sweetness of a place where half the families kept bees. I had smelled that smell every summer of my childhood. In the city I had gone four years without it and told myself I didn't miss it.

I was, it turned out, a liar.

I hitched the recipe box higher under my arm and started walking. My grandmother's apiary sat a mile out along the shore, past the mercantile and Josie Vane's mead-house with its amber sign, past the fairgrounds where men were already raising the striped tent poles for August. A boy on a bicycle slowed to look at me. I didn't recognize him and he didn't recognize me, and that was the first small grief of coming home — that I had been gone long enough to be a stranger in the one place I'd sworn I never would be.

I had left this town at twenty-two with a knife roll and a scholarship and a certainty that I was going to make beautiful things for a living. And I had. That was the joke of it. For nine years I had made beautiful things in a restaurant that got written about in magazines, under a chef whose name you would know, and somewhere in the last of those years the making had gone out of me like heat out of a stone. I plated a dessert one night — a pistachio thing, gold leaf, forty-one identical components — and I felt absolutely nothing. Not pride, not even the old clean fear. Just a hum, like a refrigerator. I stood at the pass in a kitchen worth more than my grandmother's whole life and I thought: I am going to die in here and the last thing I make will be perfect and it will mean nothing.

I gave notice the next morning. My chef told me I was throwing away a career. He was probably right. I found I didn't care, and not caring felt so much like freedom that I mistook it for the real thing.

So: home. To Ada. To the bees.

I heard the apiary before I saw it, that low working drone, and then the roofline came up over the rise and my stomach dropped, because even from the road I could see it was failing.

The white boxes of the hives leaned in their rows like bad teeth. Half the supers wanted paint. The clover in the near field had gone tall and gone to seed unmown, and the little honey-house where Ada spun and jarred had a blue tarp lashed over one corner of its roof where the shingles should have been. My grandmother had written me letters for four years in a firm, dry hand that said everything is fine, don't fuss. Everything was not fine. Everything was one hard winter from over.

"You going to stand up there gawking," a voice called, "or come let me look at you?"

Ada was on the porch. Smaller than I remembered and straighter than she had any right to be, silver braid over one shoulder, a fat orange cat pouring itself around her ankles. I dropped both suitcases in the grass and went to her, and she held my face in her two soft hands and looked at me the way she looked at a frame of comb — reading it, counting, deciding.

"There you are," she said. "You look terrible."

"I love you too."

"You look like a girl who hasn't slept since Easter." She thumbed the shadow under my eye, gently. "Come in. There's tea. The cat's called Bramble and he bites, so don't get familiar."

* * *
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It was over that tea, in the kitchen that still smelled of beeswax and woodsmoke, that I first saw him.

I was standing at the window with my cup, looking out at the meadow — because past Ada's near field the land opened into the wildflower meadow, and that was a sight nothing in the city had ever matched. It ran the property line between our land and the Renn place next door, an unfenced acre and more of clover and vetch and wild bergamot, a whole feral drift of lavender along the far edge where somebody's garden had escaped a generation ago and never been recaptured. A single crab-apple tree stood at the center of it, leaning, and the hives — the good hives, the working ones — sat in a warm row along its south side. The whole meadow moved. Not with wind. With bees.

And a man was walking through it.

He came from the Renn side, tall, in no hurry at all, a smoker in one hand trailing its thin white rope of smoke. He wore no veil, no gloves, just a faded shirt with the sleeves shoved up, and even at that distance I could see the sun-brown of his forearms and the honey color of his hair where it caught the light. He walked among the hives the way you'd walk through a room of sleeping children. He put his bare hand flat on the top of a super and left it there a moment, feeling for something. The bees did not mind him. He was part of the noise they made.

"That's the Renn boy," Ada said, behind me, and I could hear the smile in it. "Though he's hardly a boy. Silas. You'd have been what, twelve, the last time you paid him any notice. He runs the whole of it alone now, since his father."

"I don't remember him."

"You will," Ada said, which was a strange thing to say, and she said it into her tea so I couldn't see her face.

Out in the meadow the man straightened. And whether it was the tilt of my head at the glass or just the animal sense some people have of being watched, he turned and looked straight up the slope at the window where I stood.

He didn't wave. He didn't smile. He just looked, steady, unhurried, the way he'd touched the hive — reading it, deciding — and even across all that bright moving air I felt it land somewhere under my ribs like a hand set flat against a warm box, feeling for the life inside.

Then he lifted the smoker in a small salute, turned, and went back to his bees, and I stood there with my tea going cold and my heart doing something I hadn't given it permission to do.

"Careful," Ada said mildly.

"I didn't say anything."

"You didn't have to. You've got your mother's face. It tells everything." She set down her cup. "Sit down, Marlow. There's something I have to tell you, and you're not going to like it, and I'd rather you were sitting."

That was how I learned we were about to lose the meadow.
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Chapter Two
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She laid it out on the kitchen table the way she'd have laid out a hand of cards she already knew was losing.

There was a folder, soft-cornered from handling. Inside it: tax notices in escalating shades of official yellow, a surveyor's plat map, and a letter on heavy cream stock with a logo at the top — a stylized reed, and the words Larkspur Shore LLC in a font that cost money.

"Start with the taxes," Ada said, "because the taxes are the true thing and the letter is the wolf that smelled them."

I read while she talked. It was worse than the tarp on the honey-house roof, worse than the unpainted supers. My grandfather had died owing more than anyone knew, and Ada, being Ada, had spent four years quietly not-fussing her way through it, paying what she could, letting the rest ride. What she hadn't understood — what the county in its kindness hadn't made plain until this spring — was that the meadow was the problem.

"The meadow's its own parcel," she said. "Always has been. Your great-great-grandfather and the first Renn split the cost of it a hundred years ago and neither would let the other own it outright, so they had the county carve it off separate and put both names to it. Prentice and Renn, joint. It's why nobody's ever fenced it. It's why the bees have that whole acre. It was the smartest thing two stubborn men ever did together and it is now going to be the death of me."

Because the meadow parcel, being separate, carried its own taxes. And those taxes hadn't been paid — not by Ada, who assumed the Renns were paying, and not fully by the Renns either, in a tangle of half-payments and misdirected notices that I couldn't follow and didn't need to. The sum of it was a lien. The lien had a redemption deadline. And after that deadline the parcel went onto the county's auction list, and the first name on the list of interested parties, circling like it had all the time in the world, was Larkspur Shore.

I picked up the cream letter. It was courteous. That was the awful part. It expressed great respect for the heritage of the Reach, it acknowledged the beloved character of the shoreline, and it offered, should the parcel become available, to work closely with adjoining landowners to ensure a harmonious transition. Harmonious transition. I had spent nine years in rooms where people said things like that. It meant: we are going to take it, and we would like you to feel calm while we do.

"They want to build on it," I said.

"They want to build a resort," Ada said. "Boat slips. A hotel with a spa. Little cabins along the water where the lavender is. A man came out in the spring in good shoes and stood in my meadow and told me how lucky we were that they'd chosen the Reach. Corvin Shaw. Smiles
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