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      The big rectangular football field behind the sprawling brick high school had been freshly mown, with bright white lines painted every ten yards just that afternoon. All the trees on the mountains rising up behind it on three sides were bursting with autumn color after a few cool nights.

      Red, yellow, and orange set off the dark, healthy green of the grass perfectly, and the crisp rustling of the leaves in the cool breeze sounded fantastic.

      Laura Michaelson leaned against the rough red brick of the school she’d graduated from four years ago, staring up at the perfect deep blue October sky. She would have known it was her favorite time of year from the smells alone back there.

      Besides the fresh-cut grass, she caught traces of a wood fire from somewhere close by. The one-story brick building across the wide parking lot between the school and the field added another distinctive aroma. The long, low building with a distinctive peaked metal roof had the words Wolf Branch Cannery painted in fading purple along the front.

      Someone inside was cooking apples, maybe for applesauce. Laura couldn’t see through the big windows in front from this angle, but the smell was more than enough to get her attention.

      She hated the way the cannery had gotten run down over the last ten years or so. Her father talked about how the vast steel pots used for boiling jars or the ranges along the back wall or some other bit of equipment stopped working, and never got repaired.

      Neither she nor anyone in her family had the skills or time to do anything about it, though, and most people in Wolf Branch, Virginia, didn’t seem to care. Too easy to run down to one of the grocery stores or order whatever anyone could want online.

      A handful of cars were parked more or less within the spaces drawn on the faded black asphalt, most of them old enough to still run on gasoline. Laura’s little white hatchback was a 2024 model, already three years old itself. But at least it was electric rather than spewing pollution into the mountain air.

      The hand-me-down cars probably meant mostly students parked back here this late on a Thursday, just like when Laura was driving her own junker and going to classes. A bunch were still at school for some kind of band practice she could hear off in the distance with staccato snare drums and brassy trumpets. Or they were scattered around inside for debate team practice or a play rehearsal or something equally dramatic and important to life in high school.

      No football practice on this field, not with the grass all dressed up and fancy for the big game in a couple of nights. That at least would have been something to watch out here while she waited. With the much-despised rivals from Laurel Gap playing the strongest they had in years, the Wolf Branch team was certainly practicing hard on their secondary field a couple of blocks away.

      Laura shook her head, amazed that she knew all of that when she didn’t go to school here any more and only rarely attended a game. The awareness floated in the very air of these small mountain towns, a vital part of the social fabric.

      She was already good and bored with the three groups of middle-aged men and women walking slowly around the springy brown track around the edge of the field. Walking very, very slowly, so they were probably as old as her parents. Maybe in their forties. Maybe even older.

      Laura sighed, pulling her curly blonde ponytail forward over her shoulder. She wasn’t exactly old by most people’s standards at twenty-two. But compared to those kids inside, playing scales or mock-arguing or rehearsing lines, sometimes she felt absolutely ancient.

      Her clothes were close enough to acceptable around here today, or at least they would have been if they were a bit more stylish or maybe more beat up. And anyway, she wasn’t here to fit in with a bunch of high schoolers. A pair of new blue jeans and a red button-up shirt would do for the people she was supposed to meet.

      People who were later than they’d said they’d be and then some. She resisted the urge to check her watch, but she knew six o’clock had already come and gone.

      Sure, they’d only arrived from Chicago last night after what had to be a long, unpleasant drive, bringing all their belongings with them. She’d heard they had family back here or something like that, but Laura still couldn’t quite imagine why anyone would move from such a big exciting city to a sleepy little town in Appalachia.

      Peace and quiet? Oh yeah, this town had that to spare.

      Not much else as far as she was concerned, though she was doing her best to make sure what they did have got better. So here she still was.

      A car slowing on the sloping road that passed by the school and the cannery caught her attention. Sure enough, the blue gas-powered sedan turned in and parked in an empty spot in front of the cannery. Whoever was driving at least got it perfectly between the lines.

      Laura squinted to make sure, but she couldn’t read the license plate on the back well enough to tell whether it was from Illinois. When a man and a woman with hair shot through with silver got out, she walked toward them.

      She’d never seen them before, but she did know Anne and Evan Griffith were somewhere in their mid-fifties.

      And what the hell, she was here on behalf of the town council and the high school anyway. Might as well greet whoever had arrived, even if it wasn’t her tardy newcomers.

      Laura missed a step and nearly stumbled when a guy her own age got out of the back of the sedan and stretched with his arms over his head. He wasn’t as tall as the man who had to be his father, but had the same shape to his face.

      But the young guy had the same brown hair as the woman. And even from several paces away, Laura could see how green his eyes were.

      No one had mentioned a son her age making the trip. And a very handsome son at that. Even better, an exotic son who she assumed had grown up in Chicago.

      Jim Blevins, the guy Laura had been dating for the last couple of years, popped up in her mind for a brief second. In their case—and Laura was certain it was true for both of them—familiarity had done nothing at all to keep things lively between them over the last few months.

      At least for her part, they were still as together as they were because he was so familiar.

      Safe. Predictable.

      And maybe because nothing better had come along.

      Maybe not until now.

      The dull prospect of this little meet and greet brightened considerably, along with Laura’s mood.

      And her smile.
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      Connor Griffith unfolded himself out of his parents’ sedan and stretched as tall as he could, groaning as his cramped muscles shifted and relaxed. They’d made the drive down from Chicago several times while he was growing up, so he should have been used to it.

      The back seat of what had to be the last new production model car that ran on gasoline was plenty spacious enough, he had to give it that. But sitting back there for ten hours with only a couple of stops left him achy and sore.

      Apparently his deciding to skip it for the last few years had eroded his road trip tolerance.

      That or he was prematurely old and creaky at a positively ancient twenty-five.

      Deciding to ride with them rather than drive himself made plenty of sense a couple of weeks ago. No sense putting even more miles on his already battered work truck, especially when it wasn’t exactly built for comfort to begin with.

      Renting a nice, new sedan for the return trip sounded like fun, too.

      All the hours on the road—with his parents wanting to get here fast rather than stopping more than they had to—left him wishing more than once for his own ride.

      Even with all those visits over the years, the mountains jutting up behind the flat space of the pretty little football field looked strange to his eyes. The fall color was much brighter and more vivid than back in Chicago, too. The difference in getting several hours further southeast was startling this time of year.

      An especially warm fall with hardly any rain had left most of the leaves up north simply turning brown and falling off, even as they’d driven southeast all day long into more forested countryside in Illinois and Indiana. The trees in Kentucky, though, and here in Virginia, were like moving fire. Sounded a bit like a crackling campfire, too, as the leaves shifted and danced in a cool breeze that felt like heaven against his skin.

      The air smelled fantastic down here in the mountains, better than he remembered. Fresh and crisp, with an earthy, warm scent he couldn’t identify, and another he knew for certain. He missed the constantly changing smells of the big lake, but he’d be back there soon enough.

      After a quick glance to make sure his parents were out and moving around, he pulled out his phone and tapped a quick message to his girlfriend back home, letting her know they’d made it to Wolf Branch.

      Well, girlfriend might be a little strong for what he had going with Trish.

      Special friend, maybe? Extra friend? Or he could fall back on the shockingly old-fashioned and terribly embarrassing term his mother used when they’d talked about his situation on the drive down.

      Friends with benefits.

      Connor shook his head, determined that they were finished talking about him and Trish until there was something new to talk about. Which there wouldn’t be until he got back to Chicago and they continued trying to figure it all out.

      The happiest couple he knew or had ever heard of seemed like a strange choice to dissect his rather uneventful love life, anyway.

      He’d dated on and off for ten years, sure. A couple of his breakups had been dramatic, yes. But not especially life-changing. Not like what he’d heard about in stories of his parents.

      The two of them had been in love pretty much since birth, and that showed no signs of slowing now that they were in their fifties. As he watched, his father put his arm around his mother, then leaned down and kissed the top of her head.

      A few of what his mom called sparkles showed in her brown hair, but it was mostly still the same color as Connor’s. Streaks of silver were more visible in his dad’s black hair, but he still had the same curiosity and enthusiasm for everything around him as ever.

      And both of them would have laughed and laughed—lines deepening around his dad’s pale blue eyes and his mom’s green—if Connor had dared breathe a word of thinking either one of them were even in the neighborhood of old.

      He mostly appreciated their insistence on being honest and open about his mother’s…odd dreams and visions and such. The way they’d both started talking about this move for months before his father got the opportunity for early retirement from teaching at the university. How they’d found the perfect house online almost the instant it went for sale. A house they’d both been inside, but never talked to the owners about buying.

      Too many things to mention, and all too reliably correct to doubt. Connor had always known about all of that, and how it had affected his mom’s whole life.

      What he didn’t know, what both of them were extremely careful to make sure he never knew, was anything about himself. His own future. Never a blurted out warning or unusual encouragement.

      Once in a while, like when it came to Trish, he wished they’d give out the occasional tidbit.

      He turned away from them to check out the big red brick high school and stopped. He was surprised and a little embarrassed to realize his jaw had actually dropped, but that didn’t change the effect.

      An absolutely gorgeous woman walked toward them, with a smile brighter than the leaves on all those autumn trees.

      She was around his age, and moved with all the strength and confidence he’d ever seen from women in the city and more.

      The early evening sun seemed to start a fire all its own in her curly blonde hair, caught back in a bouncy ponytail that struck Connor as a real shame. He wanted to see her hair loose and falling around her shoulders, shifting with every move of her body. Every breath.

      He shook his head, not sure where on earth such thoughts could be coming from inside his normally calm and pretty much orderly mind.

      But no one had ever struck him so deep and hard on first sight. Not even Trish.

      Definitely not Trish.

      “Anne?” she said holding her hand out. “Evan? I’m Laura Michaelson, so glad to meet you.”

      And her voice…

      Smooth and rich and deeper than he expected, with a soft, musical lilt to her words. So different from the long vowels and clipped words, the nasal voices he was used to up north.

      His mother held out her own hand with a big grin, as if she were meeting a long-lost best friend.

      “I’m delighted to meet you, Laura, and I’m so sorry we’re late. Had a little bit of trouble getting organized out at our house.”

      “That’s fine, I understand. Moving can be more of a challenge than you expect.” She switched to shaking hands with Connor’s father, and shot more than one pointed glance Connor’s way.

      “This is our son Connor,” his dad said, with an odd little smile of his own. “Made the trip to help us get settled in. He’ll be heading back up north in a week or so.”

      Connor tried not to grimace or scowl at his father’s words. Never mind that they were true.

      The beautiful woman—Laura—took his hand and stared into his eyes for a second. Hers were a lovely shade of blue, much darker than his father’s.

      “Nice to meet you, Connor,” she said, still holding his hand. “Shame you’ll be leaving us so soon.”

      “Well, you know,” he said. “Sometimes these things are flexible.”

      His phone and watch buzzed, and even having them both set to silent didn’t stop Laura and his parents from glancing at his wrist. Connor didn’t have to look to know who the message was from.

      “I’ll let you attend to that,” Laura said, dropping his hand. “I understand you’re interested in doing a bit of teaching here, Evan? And Anne, we’re delighted to welcome an expert librarian to Wolf Branch.”

      Connor tried to ignore how cold his hand felt after Laura let go. How strangely lonely.

      He turned away, trying even harder to ignore how the message from Trish felt like an interruption.

      This was going to be a long visit no matter how long he stayed.
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      Laura did her best to push down her absurdly strong reaction to speaking with Connor, touching his hand. Reasons why it didn’t matter floated through her mind.

      He was going back to Chicago, and soon.

      She got the strong impression from how he looked at his phone that he wasn’t exactly single.

      She herself wasn’t exactly single, either. Jim might be as bored in their relationship as she was, but that didn’t change the fact that they were indeed in it.

      No, she needed to do her job, welcome their new residents, and move on. The town hadn’t hired her before she even finished her degree just to pay her to flirt with unavailable guys.

      She’d almost forgotten asking Evan Griffith a question when he answered.

      “I’d love to keep teaching, sure. Stay involved for certain. The early part of early retirement means I’m not exactly ready to hang everything up and sit around the house.”

      “Good! We’d be thrilled to have someone with your skills and qualifications teaching here in Wolf Branch. You teach history, right?”

      Evan smiled, and Laura saw the same natural charm that she’d caught in Connor.

      Who was now standing off to the side, focusing on his phone, and ignoring everyone else.

      Maybe not so charming.

      “History, sure,” Evan said, smiling at his wife. “I do my time with the general classes in U.S. history. Or I should say I did. But I concentrate on the history of agriculture when I can. Pesticides of all kinds, organic and manufactured, and pollinators, how that all works together. Until it doesn’t.”

      Laura rubbed her arms, wondering at the goosebumps running all over them. It wasn’t so much what he’d said. More the ominous, somehow final way he’d said it.

      Anne seemed to catch her unease, or maybe she’d been just as disturbed by what Evan said.

      “I’ve been here a few times,” Anne said, “but I don’t think I’ve ever been to this school or seen your cannery here. I’d love to know more about that.”

      “I don’t know as much as I should about our cannery,” Laura said, noticing the way Evan perked up. Connor still stared at his phone, or at least he pretended to. “It’s been in operation for more than fifty years. From what I understand, people from miles away used to come here to put up their harvests of vegetables, fruit, even meat. But it’s been in decline for a while now.”

      Anne nodded slowly, with an odd light in her green eyes. She didn’t look like she was being polite or that she was surprised or disappointed that the cannery wasn’t doing well.

      Anne Griffith looked like she’d found a mission.

      She took Evan’s hand.

      “That might go very well with what you’re teaching, Evan. What you might want to teach here. Maybe we should drop in and introduce ourselves. Anyone you’d recommend we speak with, Laura?”

      Laura blinked, trying to get her thoughts moving in a different direction.

      She’d expected to be talking to Evan about teaching, and to Anne about getting involved with the high school and the community as well. Her decades of work as a librarian in a huge university library system were every bit as rare and valuable in a small town as a history professor’s. Probably even more so.

      Noticing the cooking apple smell was the first time Laura had thought of the cannery since…well, since she’d been in high school here herself.

      “I’d suggest Linda Burns. She teaches sort of a home economics class, works with the Future Farmers of America, the 4-H club, things like that. I remember her talking about having classes over at the cannery whenever she had enough interest. And enough funding. I’d imagine you have research skills Linda will be thrilled to learn more about, Anne.”

      Anne nodded, again like she’d known exactly what Laura was going to say. It was less creepy than strangely comforting.

      “We’ll walk over there, then,” she said, then she winked at Laura. “Don’t worry, we’ll be fine. We’ve got your contact information and you have ours. I’m certain we’ll be in touch.”

      Evan put his arm around Anne and smiled.

      “Maybe you can talk to Connor a bit, Laura. He hasn’t been to Wolf Branch for a few years. I’m sure he’d like to know more about where we’re living now.”

      And they turned and walked away.

      Laura took a deep breath, determined to be pleasant, no matter how hard that might be with an annoying guy. Still cute, absolutely. Not to mention easily distracted and not even aware that his parents were walking off on their own.

      He seemed like the type that would wander off, maybe right into traffic, fussing with his digital nanny. She’d probably have to track him down right now.

      She turned and nearly crashed right into Connor.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his eyes wide and stricken. “I didn’t expect you to… I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “I’m fine, nothing to worry about. I was going to speak to you, anyway.”

      He tilted his head to the side, and the setting sun caught the green in his eyes.

      Laura forced herself to ignore that. Or at least she tried.

      “Your parents are off to the cannery to introduce themselves. I think that could be a nice fit with your mother’s research expertise and your father’s teaching. Any questions I can answer for you about Wolf Branch?”

      Connor drew back, looking startled himself. He glanced toward the cannery just in time to see his parents go through the double glass doors.

      “I wouldn’t even know where to start. We drove around the whole town
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