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September 2004

         
         Soft morning sunlight filtered through the leafy boughs of the tall elms behind Elm Creek Manor as Sylvia nudged open the
            back door and lugged a five-gallon glass dispenser of fresh apple cider outside onto the landing. After catching her breath,
            she carefully descended the four stone stairs to the gravel parking lot, nearly empty now during the off-season, with only
            the Elm Creek Quilts minivan and the few vehicles belonging to the manor’s year-round residents basking in the sunshine or
            keeping cool in the shade, according to their drivers’ preferences.
         

         
         Awaiting Sylvia at the foot of the stairs was a much smaller four-wheeled contraption better suited for her current errand:
            a sturdy red wood-and-steel wagon with rugged wheels, slat sides, and a long handle with a secure grip. Just minutes ago,
            she had placed a container of apple-oatmeal muffins and a sleeve of paper cups at one end. Now she muffled a grunt as she
            carefully set the heavy dispenser beside them, bending her knees to prevent strain to her lower back. After checking to make
            sure the dispenser’s spigot remained tightly closed, she grasped the wagon’s handle, gave it a firm tug to get the wheels
            turning, and set off for the orchard.
         

         
         The wagon rattled cheerfully over the hard-packed dirt and gravel, but an axle squeaked and a bit of rust flaked off in Sylvia’s palm when she adjusted her grip. She made a mental note to ask Matt McClure, the estate’s young caretaker, to give the wagon a tune-up when he could spare time away from the apple orchard. She supposed it was a wonder the antique contraption still rolled along at all, but things had been built to last back in the day when her father had brought the shiny new wagon home for her younger brother—1932, if memory served. The gift had been a surprise in more ways than one. Before the dreadful stock market crash, the Bergstrom family could well have afforded to celebrate a birthday with a delightful new toy, but such expenses had become extravagances during the Great Depression, what with so many of their formerly wealthy customers suddenly penniless and the family horse-raising business in precipitous decline. “You were supposed to buy yourself a new pair of boots,” Sylvia’s great-aunt Lydia had reproached Sylvia’s father afterward, but she fell silent when she spotted Sylvia eavesdropping in the doorway. 

         
         Sylvia smiled wistfully to herself, remembering how her father had patched his worn boots and carried on, perfectly satisfied
            with his choice. What were a few blisters compared to his son’s joy? Richard had loved that wagon, and when he wasn’t careening
            wildly down the steep slope behind the stables, his imagination transformed it into a speeding locomotive, a pirate ship,
            a rocket to the stars.
         

         
         If Richard had survived the war, perhaps he would have passed it on to his own children one day, but that was not to be.

         
         Over the decades the once-beloved wagon had been entirely forgotten, slowly rusting away in a corner of the barn amid a tangle of antique farm tools. Only a few months ago, Matt and Joe, the husband of another resident Elm Creek Quilter, had discovered it while making room to expand Joe’s woodshop. Struck speechless from astonishment, flooded by memories, Sylvia could only nod when Matt asked if he could fix it up for his own children. Now it was nearly as shiny and sound as when Richard had first taken it for a spin, with only a few dings and dents to remind her of her brother’s boyish misadventures. 

         
         Matt and Sarah’s eighteen-month-old twins were still too young for the wagon, but in the meantime, Sylvia found it quite useful
            for transporting heavy or awkward things around the estate—including, that morning, refreshments for her hardworking friends.
            Though the worst of the summertime heat and humidity was behind them, it was still rather warm for mid-September, and she
            suspected the more senior members of the construction crew would appreciate an excuse to take a break.
         

         
         And if Sarah playfully accused Sylvia of trying to delay the orchard’s grand opening—well, Sylvia was used to her younger
            friend’s fond teasing by now, and she wouldn’t take offense. Hadn’t Sylvia agreed to Matt’s “Pick-Your-Own” scheme, despite
            her misgivings? She wanted his new venture to succeed as much as anyone did—in fact, she was counting on it. Sarah was responsible
            for the company’s finances, and if she said their accounts were tilting dangerously toward the red, it must be true. Elm Creek
            Quilt Camp was the most popular quilter’s retreat in the country, but recently, unexpected financial difficulties had beset
            them. They still broke even every month, and at the height of the quilt camp season they eked out a modest profit, but their
            operating expenses rose every year, and the nineteenth-century manor badly needed essential repairs and upgrades.
         

         
         “We could raise tuition,” Sarah had tentatively suggested earlier that summer, tucking a long strand of her reddish-brown
            hair behind her ear as she studied a meticulously detailed spreadsheet. “We could offer fewer classes or simpler meals—”
         

         
         “Absolutely not,” Sylvia had interrupted, although when Sarah’s expression turned dejected, Sylvia wished she had at least let her younger friend finish her thought. “A week at Elm Creek Quilt Camp must remain within the budget of an average quilter, and we’ve worked too hard to establish our excellent reputation to lower our standards now.” 

         
         “Then we need to find other sources of revenue,” Sarah had replied, her tone reasonable but firm. “The only other alternative
            is to take on debt, and I’d rather not resort to that unless we have no other choice.”
         

         
         “Certainly not,” Sylvia had replied, a faint tremor in her voice betraying her sudden emotion. She and Sarah had worked too
            hard to bring the estate back from near insolvency to risk losing it now. Elm Creek Manor had been in the Bergstrom family
            since Sylvia’s great-grandfather, his wife, and his sister had immigrated to Pennsylvania from Germany in the 1850s. They
            and their descendants had labored tirelessly to establish Elm Creek Farm and Bergstrom Thoroughbreds—prosperous, widely respected
            enterprises that had sustained the family through three wars, an influenza pandemic, the Great Depression, and innumerable
            personal losses.
         

         
         Or so it had been for four generations.

         
         When Sylvia’s elder sister, Claudia, had assumed control of the Bergstrom estate after their father passed, she and her spendthrift
            husband had driven it to the very brink of bankruptcy. It was a small mercy that Sylvia had not witnessed the decline. In
            the early summer of 1945, Sylvia had fled Elm Creek Manor, reeling from grief and anger after Claudia had refused to break
            off her engagement to the man whose cowardice had led to the deaths of their younger brother, Richard, and Sylvia’s first
            husband, James, in the war. Irreparably estranged from her sister, Sylvia had built a life of her own in Sewickley, near Pittsburgh.
            Fifty years later, when she inherited the estate upon Claudia’s death, she had returned to find the manor in such wretched
            condition that she had contemplated cutting her losses and selling the estate—the manor, the furnishings, and every last acre
            of forest, creek, and wildflower meadow.
         

         
         Fortunately, before Sylvia could make a decision she would later regret, she had hired Sarah McClure, then a young, unemployed accountant new to Waterford, to help her clean out the manor and prepare it for sale. One prospective buyer had spoken of turning the manor into an apartment complex for students of nearby Waterford College, and Sylvia had been tempted to accept his offer. In all the months the estate had been on the market, no one else had suggested a more appealing plan, and as a retired teacher, it had pleased Sylvia to imagine students enjoying such a beautiful, comfortable home. 

         
         Sylvia had been very close to signing away her ancestral estate when Sarah had become suspicious of the developer’s plans
            and secretly investigated his company. When Sarah learned that the developer intended to raze Elm Creek Manor and build condos
            on the property, Sylvia had immediately broken off negotiations. At a loss for what to do next, she had asked Sarah to help
            her find a way to bring the manor back to life. Sarah’s ingenious and unlikely suggestion was to turn Elm Creek Manor into
            a retreat for quilters, a place for them to stay, to learn, to find inspiration, and to enjoy the companionship of other quilters.
         

         
         How fortunate it was that Sylvia had accepted Sarah’s proposal—otherwise her beloved home would now be rubble in a demolition
            landfill, and the local quilters she and Sarah had invited to become founding members of the faculty would not have become
            her dearest friends. Together they had restored the once-neglected manor to the elegance Sylvia remembered from her youth.
            Indeed, in many ways Elm Creek Manor was even more wonderful than before, for rather than belonging to only one fortunate
            family, it had become a second home to quilters the world over, if only for one glorious week each summer. At Elm Creek Quilt
            Camp, aspiring and longtime quilters alike could explore their untapped artistry and take creative risks within a nurturing,
            supportive community.
         

         
         What a blessing indeed it was that Elm Creek Quilts had prospered, or Sylvia might have been more than a hundred miles away when Andrew Cooper, her younger brother’s childhood friend and fellow soldier, pulled up in his motor home for the surprise visit of a lifetime. She had been astonished to discover that he had never forgotten her, and they had quickly resumed their old friendship. In time their feelings had grown deeper, and they had fallen in love and married. 

         
         Sylvia often paused in the middle of a busy day to marvel at her good fortune. To think that in her golden years, she had
            forged cherished new friendships, founded a thriving business, rediscovered the artist within herself, fallen in love with
            a dear, long-lost childhood friend—and somehow still felt as if the best was yet to come.
         

         
         But that would not be so if Elm Creek Quilts did not regain solid financial footing.

         
         It was too beautiful a morning for such anxious thoughts, so Sylvia set them aside with the same deliberation with which she
            steered the wagon around an errant tree root. Her good mood was quite restored by the time she reached the bridge over Elm
            Creek, which murmured a familiar melody as it flowed over rocks and fallen branches on its winding journey through the Bergstrom
            estate. She was halfway across when she detected the distant, industrious noise of hammers, drills, and circular saw. The
            sounds grew ever louder as she reached the opposite bank and continued along the gravel road, glancing over her shoulder now
            and then to confirm that the dispenser had not toppled over and crushed the muffins.
         

         
         Slowing as she descended a low hill, she passed the red banked barn her great-grandfather had built so long ago, and the green,
            shaded forest behind it, resonant with birdsong. Up ahead, the gravel road curved left and disappeared into the shade of the
            leafy wood, a route she had traveled countless thousands of times and knew well. What still jolted her with its unfamiliarity
            was the new fork continuing straight ahead along the southern edge of the orchard. The extension had been completed a few
            days before, but only once had Sylvia followed it to its terminus at a new gravel parking lot between the orchard and the
            forest.
         

         
         “Our customers will park here,” Matt had explained as he showed her around, a worn, sun-faded baseball cap tugged low over his unruly blond curls, his smile endearingly hopeful as he searched her expression for signs of approval. He stood about a head taller than Sarah, with a muscular build, a ready grin, and a perpetually sunburned nose from spending nearly all his time working outdoors. “It’s closer to the orchard, so they won’t have to carry their heavy bags full of apples very far. This will also leave the lot behind the manor open for quilt campers and visitors.” 

         
         “And for those of us who live here,” Sylvia had reminded him, resting her hands on her hips as she inspected the scene. “You’ll
            need to put up a sign at the intersection so drivers know to turn left for the orchard, right for quilt camp.”
         

         
         “Joe’s on it,” Matt had assured her. “I told him it didn’t have to be fancy, but knowing Joe—”

         
         “It’ll be a work of art,” Sylvia had finished for him. “A master craftsman like Joe wouldn’t settle for anything less.”

         
         But when she reached the fork and found no evidence of a sign yet, she wondered if she should encourage Joe to lower his standards
            just this once, to sacrifice artistry to efficiency and necessity. She didn’t want crowds of confused would-be apple-pluckers
            pounding on the back door of Elm Creek Manor at all hours every autumn weekend until the first frost, interrupting her meals
            or quilting or conversation at the most inconvenient moment.
         

         
         Grimacing at the thought, she paused to admire the orchard, what she could see of it from its southeast corner, acres of thriving
            trees heavy with fruit. Although she still worried that entrusting the harvest to paying customers would prove to be a lamentable
            mistake, her heart gladdened as she inhaled the sweet, tantalizing fragrance drifting on the intermittent breeze.
         

         
         Throughout her youth, she had found solace and joy in the orchard, nurtured through storms and droughts by generations of Bergstroms before her. Her mother had taught her to observe the trees through the changing seasons, to watch in wonder and awe as buds formed on the bare branches, faint green leaves deepened and grew lush, blossoms burst forth and sweetened the air with their perfume, and apples, gold and red and green, ripened in the sun. Whenever Sylvia had passed the orchard on horseback, on a solitary stroll, or even through the window of a car, she had found reassurance in the orchard’s promise that patience and endurance would be rewarded. She remembered well how in the darkest, loneliest days of her life, she had walked alone through the orchard, brokenhearted and angry, certain that her future held only bitterness. And yet, somehow, among the trees her ancestors had planted, she had found her grief easing. As the breeze had moved through the budding branches, it had seemed to whisper a promise that one day she would taste sweetness again. 

         
         Was it any wonder she felt protective of the orchard in a way her younger friends couldn’t possibly understand?

         
         Sighing, she tugged the wagon’s handle and continued on her way. Matt cared about the orchard too, she reminded herself. In the few years he had served as caretaker of her estate, Matt had patiently restored the neglected orchard to an even greater abundance than she remembered from childhood. Their harvests yielded more than enough for their household use, so Matt had begun selling the surplus to local grocers, restauranteurs, and a dried fruit company, earning profits he reinvested into the orchard. Earlier that summer, she had risen early to meet him in the orchard before breakfast to discuss the upcoming harvest of the early fall varieties. As they strolled through the rows of trees, the fragrance of apples sweet and heavy in the warm summer air, Matt had updated her on his experiments with organic farming and his plans for expansion the next season. Sylvia had congratulated him on a job well done and had instructed him to proceed as he thought best. “I have no intention of interfering in what is obviously working exceptionally well,” she had assured him. He had taken her at her word, and she could hardly fault him for that. He had never given her reason to doubt his stewardship, and it would be unfair to start second-guessing him now. 

         
         A few paces down the new road, the sound of familiar voices and laughter reached her in the brief pauses between construction
            cacophony. A smile came to her lips as she imagined her friends’ delight when she turned up with a surprise delivery of sweet
            apple treats, and she picked up speed in anticipation.
         

         
         When she reached the new parking lot, she shaded her eyes with her hand and turned in place until she spotted her friends
            on a gentle, grassy slope beside a wide footpath leading to the nearest rows of trees. From the look of things, Matt, Joe,
            and her own dear Andrew were nearly finished building the market stand, a one-story, square structure with half-walls open
            on four sides, wide counters, and a pitched roof with a generous overhang to provide customers with cooling shade on bright,
            sunny days, or shelter from an unexpected cloudburst when ill-timed but essential rain caught them by surprise.
         

         
         Sylvia’s admiring gaze lingered on Andrew, her husband of almost three years, who stood solidly halfway up a ladder leaning
            against the market stand roof. He cut a fine figure in his sturdy tan work trousers and navy blue T-shirt, neatly tucked in.
            His steel-gray hair was cut short, and his eyes were such a rich, clear blue that they seemed to shine for Sylvia even through
            his wire-rim glasses, which he wore when reading the newspaper or tying flies. For the task at hand—nailing shingles in place,
            if she was not mistaken—he had donned a pair of plastic safety goggles instead. Despite his limp, a remnant of his wartime
            service, Andrew carried himself with almost military precision, but although his bearing gave him a stern and measured air,
            he was the kindest and gentlest of men, and she loved him dearly.
         

         
         At a safe distance, but still close enough to observe and to call out teasing suggestions to the toiling men, were Sarah; her twin toddlers, Caroline and James; and Joe’s wife, Gretchen, all seated comfortably on a faded Nine-Patch quilt spread in the shade of a stand of elms. Gretchen was showing Caroline how to make a daisy chain, except with dandelions. Sarah and young James were rolling and bouncing a ball back and forth, although James frequently forgot the game in his fascination with the construction site a few yards away. 

         
         The rattle of the wagon drew Gretchen’s attention, and she rose, smiling, with young Caroline in her arms. “Wave to Auntie Sylvia,” she instructed cheerfully, and the golden-haired girl obliged, welcoming Sylvia with a bright smile and an energetic wave of a chubby fist. Gretchen Hartley was in her late sixties, with gray hair cut in a pageboy and a thin frame clad in comfortable light blue capris and a yellow long-sleeved T-shirt rather than the prim skirts and blouses she wore for teaching. Although she had joined the Elm Creek Quilts faculty only two years before, she was one of their most experienced quilters, with flawless technical skills and a passion for traditional quilting that equaled Sylvia’s own. She and Joe had been married for more than forty years, and anyone who saw them together could tell that they were absolutely devoted to each other. When they first met, Gretchen was studying to be a teacher, the first of her family to attend college, while Joe had gone straight from high school to a Pittsburgh steel mill, where he soon worked his way up to machinist. They had been married only a few years when a devastating workplace accident had left Joe with a broken back. Although his doctors warned the couple that Joe would never walk again, he had resolved to prove them wrong. Thanks to his union, Joe had received disability payments and a modest pension, which Gretchen had supplemented by working as a home economics teacher, leading workshops at quilting guilds, and, for a time, managing the most successful quilt shop in western Pennsylvania. As for Joe, as the years passed and he regained his mobility, he had built a second career as a skilled carpenter and expert restorer of antique furniture, a successful business he had relocated to a new woodworking shop in the estate’s red barn when Gretchen joined the faculty of Elm Creek Quilt Camp. 

         
         Yet for all his experience, Joe was not the foreman this morning. That honor belonged to Matt, not only because the market
            stand was his idea, but because Matt had spent many years working for his father’s construction firm in Uniontown. His father
            still hoped Matt would eventually come to his senses, resign from Elm Creek Manor, and take over McClure Construction so he
            could retire, confident that the company he had built from nothing but a toolbox and ambition would endure. It confounded
            the elder McClure that his son had ambitions of his own, and that while Matt was willing to drive three hours to Uniontown
            to pitch in on crucial projects when he could be spared from his duties at Elm Creek Manor, he always returned to Waterford.
         

         
         “Hank is actually a very nice person except for this one incredibly annoying thing,” Sarah had confided to Sylvia soon after
            the twins were born. “He has plenty of employees who want the work, but as far as he’s concerned, only Matt will do.”
         

         
         “Perhaps it’s fortunate that Uniontown is one hundred thirty miles away,” Sylvia had observed.

         
         “One hundred thirty-five,” Sarah had corrected her, as if every mile mattered.

         
         “What did you bring us?” Sarah called to Sylvia now, rising and holding out both hands to help little dark-haired James climb
            to his feet. Spotting Sylvia, James grinned widely and began toddling her way, releasing Sarah’s fingers and picking up speed
            as he headed downhill.
         

         
         “Slow down, sweetie,” Sylvia cried out as the boy’s gait became increasingly unsteady, but in two quick strides Sarah caught
            him from behind and swept him into the air. He shrieked with joy, and for a moment the hammering clamor fell silent as the
            men looked up from their work, Matt looking mildly alarmed, Joe and Andrew smiling indulgently.
         

         
         Andrew’s gaze traveled to Sylvia, and when their eyes met, his face lit up with affection. “What’s in the wagon?” he asked, tucking a hammer into his belt and removing his safety glasses before descending the ladder. 

         
         Sylvia tugged sharply on the handle to get the wagon rolling again as her friends met her at the edge of the new parking lot.
            “Fresh apple cider from our first press of the season,” she proclaimed, gesturing grandly to the dispenser. “Also, the last
            of Anna’s apple-oatmeal muffins.”
         

         
         “Not the last ever, I hope,” said Sarah, kneeling to steady the wagon as James, back on his own two feet, grasped the top
            edge and attempted to haul himself over the side.
         

         
         “Heaven forfend,” Sylvia replied as her friends gathered around the wagon and began helping themselves. “No, only the last
            of this batch. When camp resumes in March and Anna returns as our full-time chef, I’m sure she’ll keep us well supplied with
            delicious treats again.”
         

         
         “I doubt we’ll have to wait that long,” said Andrew, pausing to rest a hand on Sylvia’s shoulder and kiss her cheek before
            pouring himself a cup of cider. “Mark my words, in another week or two, we’ll find Anna in the kitchen testing a new recipe
            she’s invented, offering us samples and asking us if something needs less salt or whether she should add more chocolate.”
         

         
         “The answer to the last question is always yes,” said Sarah, breaking a muffin in two and handing one half to each twin. “Lucky
            for us, the oven in Anna’s apartment is too small for most of her baking pans.”
         

         
         Lucky for them, Sylvia thought, but unfortunate for Anna and Jeremy, her husband, a graduate student in history at Waterford College. When the couple had married in March, Sylvia had invited them to move into Elm Creek Manor, but they had declined, explaining that Jeremy needed to be close to campus. Sylvia took them at their word, but she suspected the newlyweds also wanted more privacy than living in the manor would allow. It was just as well. During quilt camp season, they needed every available room they could spare for paying guests. 

         
         “Since you’re here, Sylvia, let me show you around,” said Matt, devouring a muffin in two huge bites and rubbing his hands
            briskly to brush off the crumbs.
         

         
         “I’d be delighted,” Sylvia replied.

         
         When Andrew gallantly offered her his arm, she took it, and together they followed the burly caretaker up the footpath to
            the market stand, which, she had to admit, was shaping up quite nicely. “This is where we enter,” he said, swinging open a
            low hinged door that wasn’t visible from the parking lot. “There’s plenty of room to move around, and since the stand is open
            on all sides, we can have four workers helping customers at the same time.”
         

         
         “Apparently you’re anticipating vast crowds,” Sylvia remarked, the smell of fresh wood and sawdust tickling her nose as she
            strolled around the small, square building.
         

         
         “Maybe not during our first season, but eventually.” Matt gestured to the market stand’s four counters. “We’ll sell bags here,
            or customers can bring their own. Sarah got a good deal on reusable bags made from recycled plastic bottles. Eventually, we
            might upgrade to a version with our logo printed on the sides.”
         

         
         Sylvia regarded him, curious. “Do we have a logo?”

         
         “Not yet. I figured we could adapt the Elm Creek Quilts logo. The name too. I was thinking Elm Creek Orchards. Or Bergstrom
            Orchards, if you prefer. Or we could call it Elm Creek Farm, as your great-grandparents did.”
         

         
         Sylvia mulled that over. “I’m touched by the homage to my great-grandparents, but I think I like Elm Creek Orchards best.
            May I take a day or two to consider it?”
         

         
         “Of course,” said Matt. “Take all the time you need.”

         
         “Not too much time,” said Andrew. “We should decide on an official name before we advertise.”

         
         “Yes, of course,” Sylvia said, wondering what they could spare for an advertising budget. She didn’t want to complain, not with Matt and Andrew smiling at her, clearly hoping she would be pleased by all that they had accomplished thus far, but it pained her to imagine how many bushels of apples they would have to sell before they recouped their expenses. Likely she didn’t need to imagine; the exact figure was probably recorded in one of Sarah’s spreadsheets. 

         
         Matt thumped the nearest counters with an open hand. “I figured we could set up one set of scales here, and another on the
            opposite side. Customers will stop by on the way from the orchards to the parking lot, we’ll weigh their bags, give them the
            grand total, and we’ll attach a wristband to the bag—you know, like those Tyvek admissions bracelets you get at a concert—to
            show that they’ve paid.”
         

         
         Tyvek wristbands—yet another expense. “The concerts I attend require tickets, not wristbands or bracelets, but I think I know
            what you mean,” Sylvia said. “But this is all rather dependent upon the honor system, isn’t it? There’s nothing to prevent
            people from strolling right past with their bags full of apples without paying, isn’t that so?”
         

         
         Matt hesitated. “When you put it that way, yeah, we are kind of counting on people’s honesty and goodwill. I figure most people
            are generally decent, and they wouldn’t want to steal apples from a small family orchard.”
         

         
         Sylvia shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not.”

         
         “We could erect some barricades,” said Andrew, giving her a wry, sidelong glance. “Set up security cameras. Hire a few bouncers.”

         
         “Don’t tease,” she retorted. “Whoever is working the stand will just have to keep a sharp eye out. I suppose the loss of a
            few apples here and there is the cost of doing business. After all, we’ll never account for the overly eager customers who
            munch on an apple or two while they’re picking.”
         

         
         Matt’s smile faltered. “I think we can spare a free apple or two per customer, don’t you?”

         
         “Consider them free samples,” said Andrew. “Once folks have a taste, they’ll want to buy more.”

         
         “Assuming they pick only the ripe ones,” countered Sylvia. “If they pick apples before they’re ready—”

         
         “I have a plan for that,” Matt broke in. “We’re going to make a sign with a map of the orchard. Every week, we’ll update it
            with markers to indicate which varieties are ripe. We’ll also explain the system to customers when they purchase bags. Just
            to be safe, we’ll rope off the rows of trees that aren’t ready to be picked yet, are past peak ripeness, or have already been
            picked clean.”
         

         
         “That’s another thing,” said Sylvia, ignoring her husband’s increasingly deepening frown. “Picking the apples. Most people
            have no idea how to pick an apple properly. They grab one and give it a good yank, damaging the branch and shaking loose other
            apples that fall to the ground, wasted.” She mimed the proper technique. “One is supposed to gently lift and remove the apple,
            as if one is unhooking it.”
         

         
         “I think Matt knows that, honey,” said Andrew.

         
         “Well, of course he does, but we’re talking about amateurs running amok in my orchard.”
         

         
         “Running amok? Sylvia, honey—”

         
         “Andrew, it’s okay. She makes a fair point.” Grimacing, Matt removed his hat, ran a hand through his blond curls, and tugged
            his cap back on again. “Okay, how’s this? We’ll put up another sign explaining how to properly pick an apple, with photos.”
         

         
         “Yet another sign?” Sylvia turned to gesture toward the gravel road—and was surprised to find her other friends gathered around
            behind her, watching the exchange with expressions that ranged from puzzlement to exasperation. Even the twins looked bemused.
            “We don’t even have a sign marking that intersection yet.”
         

         
         “I’m on it,” said Joe reassuringly. “It’ll be in place by tomorrow afternoon. I’ll start the new sign immediately after that.”

         
         Gretchen smiled and raised a hand. “I volunteer as apple-plucking demonstrator.”

         
         “And I’ll take the photos,” Andrew chimed in.

         
         It seemed they had an answer for every possible objection. “Even so,” said Sylvia, deflated, “I can’t imagine how we’ll possibly
            be ready to open a week from Saturday. Perhaps we should postpone.”
         

         
         Matt and Sarah exchanged a look of wide-eyed alarm. “We have to open then,” said Sarah. “I’ve accounted for it in our budget.”

         
         “And the fall varieties are going to be ready for harvest,” said Matt. “If our customers don’t pick them, I’ll have to do
            it myself. I didn’t hire a crew for this part of the season.”
         

         
         “We went over the schedule a few days ago,” Sarah added, regarding Sylvia quizzically. “You said everything looked good. Nothing’s
            changed, but now you seem worried. What’s wrong?”
         

         
         “Nothing’s wrong,” Sylvia said, a bit flustered. “I’d simply rather be ahead of schedule than running behind. We have much
            to do and little time to do it.”
         

         
         At that moment, the sound of a car approaching drew her attention. Shading her eyes with her hands, she watched as a small
            compact car emerged from the woods, slowed as it approached the new intersection, and turned right toward the manor, disappearing
            from view behind the sheltering trees before it reached the bridge. “This is exactly what I was afraid of,” she declared,
            gesturing to the car as it drove out of sight. “Apple pickers are showing up early and going the wrong way, all for the want
            of a sign.”
         

         
         “That was Gwen’s car,” said Sarah, infinitely patient. “She must be here on quilt camp business.”

         
         “On a weekday morning, with college back in session? Very unlikely.” And yet the car had looked familiar, even at a distance.
            “I suppose I should see what’s going on. Andrew, dear, would you bring the wagon back when you’re finished?”
         

         
         “Sure, honey,” said Andrew, his expression troubled. She thanked him with a tight smile and hurried off before he could ask her what was bothering her, really. 

         
         Oh, she had made such a mess of things, she scolded herself as she retraced her steps to the manor. She had brought refreshments
            to show everyone that she supported Matt’s scheme, but she had probably convinced them of the exact opposite. She vowed to
            make it up to them, especially to Matt. She would decide on a name for the orchard by the end of the day, wholeheartedly endorse
            any logo Matt recommended, and pay for a half-page ad in the Waterford Register out of her own pocket. If she showed enough enthusiasm, her friends might remember only the cider and muffins, and none of
            her fretting and frowning.
         

         
         The sounds of construction resumed while she strode briskly across the new parking lot, but they faded behind her as she crossed
            the bridge over Elm Creek. All at once the manor came into view—three stories of gray stone and dark wood, its unexpected
            elegance enhanced by the rambling, natural beauty of its surroundings. Sure enough, Gwen’s fuel-efficient hatchback was parked
            in the shade of the elms on the near side of the lot, but someone else was sitting on the bottom step leading up to the back
            door to the house—Gwen’s lovely, auburn-haired daughter, Summer.
         

         
         “Hello, dear,” Sylvia exclaimed as Summer rose and bounded across the lot to meet her halfway. If Gwen would have been an
            unexpected visitor, Summer was only slightly less so. She was newly enrolled in the Waterford College Master of Library and
            Information Sciences program, and Sylvia would have assumed she was as busy on campus as her mother, a professor of American
            Studies. “What a delightful surprise!”
         

         
         “I called, but no one picked up,” Summer replied. “I figured you were around somewhere, so I decided to come by anyway.”

         
         “I’m sorry no one was here to meet you. It’s rare to find no one at home at Elm Creek Manor.” Sylvia gestured vaguely to the west. “Everyone else is up at the orchard, working on the market stand, or watching others work, as the case may be.” 

         
         “I’ll stop by to see them on my way out,” Summer said as they headed to the manor, side by side. “How’s construction going?”

         
         “Oh, fine, fine.” Sylvia didn’t want to linger on the topic. “How are you, dear? Is your semester off to a good start?”

         
         “Yes, it’s been great, actually,” said Summer, her face lighting up with a smile. “I really like my professors, my classes
            are interesting, and I love working in Rare Books and Special Collections.”
         

         
         “I figured you would. You’ve spent so much time there through the years, delving into archives, researching one historical
            mystery or another.” Sylvia paused at the foot of the back stairs to regard her young friend fondly. “And how is the quilt
            exhibit at Union Hall? You’re still the official curator, correct?”
         

         
         “Officially, yes, but now that the gallery is complete and I’m back in school, the docents from the Waterford Historical Society
            have taken over the daily tasks.” Summer hesitated. “Actually, that’s what I wanted to discuss with you, the quilt exhibit.”
         

         
         “Oh? Is there a problem? Has attendance dropped off since the grand opening gala?”

         
         “No, not at all. We’re seeing more visitors every week, thanks to word-of-mouth and positive reviews in the press. There’s
            no problem with the exhibit. Well, there’s an issue, but it’s so minor it doesn’t even qualify as a problem.”
         

         
         “Don’t leave me in suspense, dear.” Sylvia leaned against the railing and studied her, curious. “An issue that isn’t a problem.
            What is it, then?”
         

         
         Summer sat down on the top step, her gaze level with Sylvia’s. “When Sarah loaned her quilt to the exhibit—you know, the twelve-block
            sampler she made when you taught her how to quilt—”
         

         
         “Yes, of course. I know the one.” Sylvia wasn’t likely to forget it, ever. Stitch by stitch, as Sylvia had taught Sarah how to quilt, she had shared stories from her past as well as quilting lore. Those stories and the other confidences had not only bound them together in friendship, but had also inspired Sarah to save Elm Creek Manor from the malicious real estate developer’s wrecking ball. It was no exaggeration to say that Sarah’s Sampler had changed both of their lives for the better. 

         
         “I’d love to keep Sarah’s Sampler in the exhibit longer. It’s a classic example of the sampler as an instrument of learning,
            and everyone at the historical society loves the story behind it.” Summer pulled a face, comically woeful. “But when Sarah
            loaned us the quilt, I promised that I would return it to her before the weather turned colder.”
         

         
         “A reasonable expectation on Sarah’s part,” Sylvia remarked. “She made it for her bed, not for a museum wall.”

         
         Summer gestured from the clear, sunny sky above to nearby trees, whose leaves were only beginning to take on their autumn
            hues. “I know it doesn’t seem like it today, but it’s nearly fall, and I’ll need to return Sarah’s quilt to her sooner rather
            than later.”
         

         
         “Which will leave an empty wall in the Union Hall gallery.” Sylvia offered her a knowing smile. “Am I correct to assume you’d
            like me to provide you with a replacement?”
         

         
         “Yes, I was hoping you would.” Summer clasped her hands together in her lap and regarded Sylvia expectantly. “Actually, I
            have the ideal quilt in mind.”
         

         
         Sylvia hesitated, reluctant to disappoint her. “I’ve already loaned you the Log Cabin quilt my great-aunt Gerda Bergstrom
            made, and we discussed my other antique quilts when you were planning the exhibit. As I said then, those that would suit the
            exhibit’s theme of having some significance to local history are too fragile for me to loan out.”
         

         
         “We didn’t discuss all of your antique quilts,” Summer reminded her. “My mom mentioned another quilt you showed her about two years ago, one you made with your sister. She said it would be perfect for the exhibit.” 

         
         “A quilt I made with Claudia?” Sylvia gave a dry laugh. “That would be a rare thing indeed. We usually didn’t get along as
            well as sisters should, and that made us very poor quilting partners.”
         

         
         And yet, they had worked together from time to time when they were young, on especially important projects—a crib quilt for Richard, a wedding
            quilt for his bride, a few others. The memories they evoked filled her with regret. If only she and Claudia had not squandered
            so many opportunities to be kind to each other, to be tolerant and forgiving, to admit their mistakes and reconcile—
         

         
         Sylvia gave her head a little shake to drive the melancholy thoughts away. “Which quilt was your mother referring to?” she
            asked. “Did she describe it to you—the style, the block pattern, the colors? Did this quilt perhaps have a name?”
         

         
         “She said it had a pieced border surrounding about a dozen appliquéd scenes, and that you and Claudia made it when you were
            in your early teens,” Summer said. “As for a name, she called it the World’s Fair Quilt.”
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January 1933

         
         As icy snow crystals scoured the windows of her room on the third floor of Elm Creek Manor, Sylvia lay on her side on her
            bed propped up by pillows, contentedly lost in The Tenant of Wildfell Hall. Suddenly, a distant metallic thud resounded from elsewhere in the manor, followed immediately by her great-aunt Lydia shouting,
            “Richard David Bergstrom!”
         

         
         An answering call followed in a calmer voice, likely her great-aunt Lucinda’s, but not a peep from Richard. Sylvia sighed
            and turned a page.
         

         
         Moments later, she heard footsteps swiftly approaching in the hallway outside her room. The door burst open, and there stood
            her younger brother, panting. “Hide me?” he begged, darting inside without waiting for an answer and slamming the door behind
            him.
         

         
         Barely glancing up from her book, Sylvia raised the edge of her quilt and gestured beneath the bed. Flashing a grateful grin, Richard scampered across the room and ducked out of sight, jostling the mattress, muffling grunts of discomfort as he collided with books and boxes of keepsakes and whatever else she had forgotten down there. Sylvia released the quilt and rolled over onto her back, adjusting the pillow behind her head. 

         
         She managed to read another page before two sharp knocks sounded on her door. Before she could respond, it opened—Did no one
            in this family understand the rules of a closed door?—and Claudia stepped inside, her hand lingering on the doorknob. Nearly
            fifteen, she was two years older than Sylvia, but she seemed to believe she was far wiser and more mature, more like the youngest
            of the grown-ups in the household instead of the eldest of the children. This was a frequent source of irritation for Sylvia,
            who was nearly as tall as her elder sister, definitely more clever, and absolutely certain they should be treated as equals.
         

         
         “Is he in here?” Claudia asked, craning her neck to study every corner of the room. Her thick light brown hair rippled in
            shining waves down her back, held away from her pretty oval face by an emerald headband that set off her green eyes. The elder
            members of the family claimed that Claudia was the very image of Great-Grandmother Anneke Bergstrom, a known beauty, but they
            respected their ancestors too much to blame any of them for Sylvia’s appearance. Her darker brown hair, “the color of wet
            tree bark,” as Claudia put it, always looked unruly no matter how vigorously she assailed it with comb and brush. Her eyes
            were the color of faded denim, sometimes appearing more blue, sometimes gray. Her mother had fondly called them the color
            of the sky before a storm, smiling as she smoothed Sylvia’s untamed locks away from her face and kissing her brow.
         

         
         With Mother gone, no one had said anything nice about Sylvia’s eyes in more than two and a half years.

         
         Raising a finger, Sylvia read to the end of the paragraph before marking her place with a scrap of fabric and setting the
            novel aside. “Is who here?”
         

         
         “Richard, obviously,” Claudia retorted, exasperated. “You must have heard Great-Aunt Lydia calling for him.”

         
         Sylvia furrowed her brow and shook her head. “I heard something, a bang and then a shout.”

         
         “The bang was Richard crashing into the foyer wall in his wagon. He left a hole in the plaster.”

         
         Sylvia winced. “Is he okay? How’s the wagon?”

         
         “I don’t know about the wagon, but considering how fast Richard sprinted up the stairs to flee the scene of the crime, I’m
            sure he’s fine. But he won’t be for long if he doesn’t come out and accept responsibility.”
         

         
         Accepting responsibility was very important to Claudia, but Sylvia figured the longer Richard eluded capture the better, to
            give their great-aunt’s anger time to subside. Still, she decided not to say so rather than provoke her sister, who didn’t
            seem any happier to be searching for Richard than he would be to be found. Claudia adored their younger brother as much as
            Sylvia did, and if she caught him, she would only reluctantly drag him off to face Great-Aunt Lydia’s justice.
         

         
         Maybe Richard ought to go willingly. It wasn’t as if he would be spanked or sent to bed without supper, not so close to his
            sixth birthday, not even for the crime of careening around the foyer in the wagon he knew was meant for outdoor play. Richard
            could be mischievous—especially on a day like this, with a fierce winter storm confining him to the house—but he was good-natured
            and kind. More than anything, he wanted to make their father, their uncle William, and their aunties proud. It was little
            wonder that none of the grown-ups could bear to bestow any punishment upon him more serious than a stern lecture.
         

         
         With a pointed look for her sister, Sylvia gestured around the room. “I don’t see him in here. Do you? Feel free to check
            the wardrobe.” She picked up her book and shifted to a more comfortable position, but when Claudia didn’t leave, she added,
            “Do you mind? You interrupted me in the middle of a chapter, and I want to finish before dinner.”
         

         
         “Aren’t you going to help me look for him?”

         
         “No, but I’ll wish you good luck. Shut the door behind you when you go, would you?”

         
         Scowling, Claudia stepped back into the hallway and yanked the door shut with a bang. Sylvia read on, listening for Claudia’s
            footsteps receding down the hall.
         

         
         A minute passed, and then another. Eventually Sylvia heard scuffling beneath her bed, followed by Richard poking his head
            out from beneath the quilt. “Is she gone?” he asked in a stage whisper. His tousled hair was the color of dark honey, the
            same as their mother’s.
         

         
         “For now.”

         
         “Good.” Richard scrambled out from his hiding place, rubbing his nose with the back of his hand. “I couldn’t hardly breathe
            under there. Did one of the barn cats get in the house?”
         

         
         “That’s not cat fur,” Sylvia said as he brushed himself off. “Those are dust bunnies.”

         
         “No wonder I had to pinch my nose so I wouldn’t sneeze. Don’t you ever clean?”

         
         “You’re a fine one to talk. Have you seen your own room lately?” Sylvia set down her book and swung her legs over the side
            of the bed. “For goodness’ sake, Richard, why were you riding your wagon in the foyer? You’re almost six. You know better.”
         

         
         “I couldn’t ride it outside, could I?” Richard gestured to the window, where icy snow pummeled the glass so fiercely it was
            as if a giant were flinging gravel at it. “Father said we had to stay inside until the storm passed. If I’d left my wagon
            outside, it would’ve gotten buried.”
         

         
         “Fair point, but that doesn’t mean—”

         
         “I only meant to bring it inside to keep it safe, but the marble floor in the foyer looked so smooth, I just had to see how
            fast the wagon would go on it.” He spread his hands helplessly, his blue eyes earnest. “There must have been some snow on
            the wheels, and I guess it melted, and then the wheels slid, and then—crash.”
         

         
         “You’re lucky it wasn’t your head that hit the wall.”

         
         “I was careful.” Something in her expression made him hastily add, “But maybe not careful enough.”

         
         “Obviously not, since you left a hole in the plaster.” She patted the bed, and he took a seat beside her. “You can’t hide
            in my room forever. Want my advice?”
         

         
         He shrugged, glum. “I guess so.”

         
         “Go to Great-Aunt Lydia and tell her what you told me. Apologize for breaking the rules and promise to fix the wall. Father
            or Uncle William will help you. Then promise never to ride your wagon in the house again.”
         

         
         His face fell. “But that means I won’t get to ride until spring!”

         
         “Ride your sled instead. Outside.”

         
         “My sled is too small. I can’t even fit my legs on it. It’s like trying to slide downhill with two anchors dragging behind
            me.”
         

         
         Sylvia could see how that would be a problem. “You can borrow my sled.”

         
         He brightened. “Really?”

         
         “Yes—after the storm passes, and after you make things right with Great-Aunt Lydia.”

         
         He hesitated, wincing, but then he nodded. “Okay. Will you come with me?”

         
         “Sure.” She stood up and held out her hand to him. “Let’s get it over with.”

         
         Richard took her hand, but he released it the moment they stepped into the hallway, and he fell a pace behind as they headed
            for the stairs. Sylvia glanced over the railing to the foyer floor far below, but although she heard a murmur of voices, she
            didn’t glimpse anyone. No doubt the aunts were conferring in the parlor, well aware that Richard would eventually turn himself
            in, if Claudia didn’t find him first.
         

         
         They headed downstairs, Richard’s pace slowing with every step until Sylvia had to pause halfway and wait for him to catch up. “You can’t even see the hole from here,” he said, gesturing vaguely, too quickly for her to know where to look. “That’s how small it is.” 

         
         Sylvia smiled wryly and tousled his hair before continuing down the grand oak staircase, lightly resting her fingertips on
            the banister, worn smooth by the hands of the many Bergstroms who had inhabited the manor before her. It had been polished
            by the seat of Richard’s trousers too, for he occasionally saved time and gained a thrill by sliding down the curved oak rail,
            although this was also forbidden. On their left, on the far side of the foyer, the black marble floor that had so tempted
            Richard ended in two long stairs descending to the tall double doors of the front entrance. On the wall opposite the staircase
            were the double doors to the ballroom, while on their right, an identical set led into the banquet hall. The newer, grander
            wing of the manor included not only the three-story foyer, banquet hall, and ballroom, but a vast library on the second floor,
            and the children’s playroom on the third, as well as bedrooms and suites for the family and guests. Their grandfather David
            Bergstrom had added the new wing to the original farmhouse when their father was a boy, after Bergstrom Thoroughbreds had
            become one of the most successful horse farms on the East Coast. It was the only home Sylvia, Claudia, and Richard had ever
            known.
         

         
         Once, not very long ago, Elm Creek Manor had been home to the entire extended Bergstrom family, grandparents and aunts and uncles and cousins all living together happily, mostly, and working for the family business. As far back as Sylvia remembered, though, a good many of the bedrooms went vacant except when relatives returned for important occasions like weddings or Christmas. Some of their father’s brothers and cousins had found other work in other cities, and several cousins and aunts had married and moved away with their husbands. Two of their father’s brothers had been killed in the Great War, and a sister and a sister-in-law had perished in the Spanish flu epidemic soon thereafter. Sylvia had never met those Bergstroms, but she had seen photographs and had heard so many stories that it often felt as if she had known them. But even though Elm Creek Manor was less bustling than it once had been, it still felt far from empty. Father, Claudia, Sylvia, and Richard called it home, of course, as did the great-aunts Lucinda and Lydia, who had never married. Father’s youngest brother, William; his wife, Nellie; and their three children completed the family circle still residing on the ancestral estate. 

         
         The cook, the housekeeper, and the caretaker lived in the manor too, but the farmhands and grooms stayed in the mews north
            of the manor near the round pen and the pasture. Great-Aunt Lydia said the Bergstroms kept on more staff and hands than they
            could afford, but Father refused to send anyone away. “Where would they go? How will they make a living?” he asked, and of
            course no one had a good answer. Father and Uncle William paid what wages they could, with promises to make it up to them
            when times got better. In the meantime, if the staff and hired hands were content to work for room and board alone, Father
            and Uncle William would at least do that much for them.
         

         
         But at the moment, no one else from their rather large household was there to observe as Richard led Sylvia across the foyer
            and showed her the hole in the plaster. To Sylvia’s relief, it wasn’t much larger than the wagon’s handle grip. “It’s not
            so bad,” she said in an undertone, and her brother brightened a trifle.
         

         
         Together they followed the murmuring voices into the older, west wing of the manor, the original gray stone farmhouse built by their great-grandfather Hans Bergstrom in 1858. Sylvia suspected Richard was tempted to turn left and flee down the hallway past the kitchen and out the back door, heedless of the snowstorm, but she nudged him toward the first room on the right, the formal parlor, where visitors were welcomed with coffee or tea, and if they were very lucky, some of Great-Aunt Lucinda’s delicious cookies or Great-Aunt Lydia’s scrumptious cakes. Sometimes the ladies of the family sewed and chatted there in the warmth from the fireplace and the bright glow of lamplight, but mostly the parlor was reserved for company. When it was just family, the Bergstrom ladies preferred the cozier west sitting room off the kitchen for its natural light and brighter, more modern colors. 

         
         Placing her hands on her brother’s shoulders, Sylvia steered him toward the doorway, then gave him a gentle push forward.
            Richard squared his shoulders and stepped into the parlor.
         

         
         All at once, the murmuring voices fell silent as Great-Aunt Lydia, Great-Aunt Lucinda, and sweet Aunt Nellie too all turned
            to regard him from their seats, resting their needlework in their laps, a sure sign that a serious conversation was about
            to begin, as unmistakable as the room they had chosen to deliver their inevitable judgment. Grandmother Elizabeth had brought
            the parlor’s overstuffed sofas, embroidered armchairs, beaded lamps, and ornate cabinets to Elm Creek Manor when she married
            Grandpa David. Her new in-laws had looked askance at the antique furnishings, but to spare her feelings they had arranged
            everything in the little-used parlor and proclaimed it too fine for everyday use. Yet over time, as their affection for Elizabeth
            grew, the other Bergstrom ladies had acquired a nostalgic fondness for the Victorian décor. The parlor was still one of
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