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CHAPTER 1

It was a necessary inconvenience. Driving two hours for what amounted to a meal and most likely polite conversation. But it was time. Way past time for a little family get-together. David felt the guilt only a son and a father can feel growing with every passing mile. I should have made time to visit sooner. I should have stayed in touch. A lot of shoulds.

“Why are we driving all this way again?” The question came out a bit more abruptly than Meghan wanted.

“Look, your grandfather’s been asking us to drive up north to his place for a Sunday since Labor Day weekend. It’s November. I think it’s time we finally get up there.”

“Oh yeah, the apple harvest thing at the end of the summer. A bunch of old people who always stay at the cabins in the canyon going on and on about ‘how sweet the apples from the orchard are.’ I mean, big deal. It’s an apple. Apples are everywhere. Is today going to be like that?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think there’s anything going on at the resort this weekend, but I’m bracing myself for anything. You know your grandfather. He might be 82, but he is a businessman and a bit of a social butterfly. The resort he created where I grew up is loved by the people who visit it every year. When he’s with all those folks, like at the apple harvest festival, he’s kind of like a celebrity. He mixes it up with them and doesn’t have a care in the world. And say what you want about those ‘old’ people—they were having a pretty good time with my dear ol’ dad.”

David clung to those words as he drove north on I-17 toward Sedona, Arizona, to his dad’s house, his own childhood home nestled deep in the canyon on Oak Creek. What was once the family’s home is now Orchard Canyon Resort, a charming 12-acre getaway with just 18 cabins and surroundings that attract countless people—many of whom are now Ron’s friends—from around the nation. How could his dad not have a care in the world? He’s running a resort and an orchard and a restaurant and dealing with all these people. The place takes a lot of care and maintenance. Maybe when we saw him last September it was on a good day, when the demands were few.

David couldn’t grasp it. His own life was anything but carefree. Here he was, 57, divorced, spending time—part time—with his only daughter, Meghan, who had one more year before she left for college. She’d soon be gone and David was feeling the regret of missing her life. Where did the time go? Her childhood, her teens, now it’s her senior year. David and his wife divorced and Meghan lives in a historic district of Phoenix with Susan, about twenty miles from the Scottsdale mini-mansion they all shared years ago and where David still lives.

Glancing in his driver’s side mirror, David could see the left lane was clear for the moment and veered over. He and Meghan were at the part of the drive where you just climb, climb, climb, climb from the lower deserts to the higher elevation of northern Arizona. It’s easily a 5,000-foot change in elevation. Vehicles hauling any weight struggle to make that climb, and David carefully passed three trucks and a motor home that were burning a lot of fuel to make it up the steep grade.

Once he got past the road hazards—You just never know with trucks, he thought—his mind went back to trying to make sense of his week and his life. He spent his entire career in banking, gave his weekends, put his family second, if truth be told, only to find himself as of two days ago, a casualty of his company’s latest merger. How many mergers, how many deals had he brought together for that place? Busted his ass, gave up holidays and school plays and Meghan’s soccer games and family dinners. He even poured through the analytics on this latest deal and the numbers looked good. But then, with no warning, he’s out! Laid off. Laid off! Who the hell did I piss off? He was driving numb.

“So what do you think we’ll be having to eat?” Meghan, whose eyes were still glued to Instagram on her phone, attempted to break into his internal dialog. “It better not be something disgusting because I’m not eating it if it is.” She got no response. “If it’s like broccoli and meat on a bone, we’re stopping at McDonald’s on the way home. Just warning you.” Meghan then peered out the window, then back down to her iPhone, then back out the window. “Is there a cell tower somewhere around here? I only have two bars.”

The drive up from the lower deserts of Arizona onto the Mogollon Rim looked almost surreal in the morning. The light cast long shadows from the saguaro cactus dotting the mountains near Black Canyon, the tan earth looking reddish gold in the morning light, and the bit of frost that tipped the sagebrush as their car crested the rim. “It’s freezing up here,” Meghan said, and pulled her jean jacket around her.

“Well, it’s a pretty big altitude change. Looks like it’s just 43 degrees here.” David said. It was 70 in Scottsdale where they lived. The rangeland looked a little tired and depleted, she thought. Meghan had no idea that her opinion of the scenery whizzing by was not too far off from how her dad was feeling about his own life at the moment. And how it was passing by almost as quickly.

“Hey, before we get to Orchard Canyon …” David paused. “I’m not going to tell your grandfather about my job situation. I’m just telling you so you don’t say something. I mean, it’s just a matter of time before I’m back into the grind.” How humiliating to have to bring this up to his daughter, and how unsure he was if what he just said was true. How much worse if his father knew. “I just want to make sure. It’s a private thing.”

Meghan interrupted, “I wouldn’t say anything,” a little surprised. “Do you think I’m a blabbermouth?” In truth, she might have said something. What was the big deal anyway? There are other jobs; how hard is it to find another job? Is it some big secret?


“No, you’re not a blabbermouth. I just want to make sure we keep the developments of last week to ourselves. When I’m ready to tell him—if I’m ever ready to tell him—I’ll do it. Like I said, this is very temporary.” Truth was, David had no intention of telling his dad that he was a midlife unemployed banker. How does that happen? He did everything for that damn company. Bastards. Just like that, “Thank you, but I’m sorry to tell you …” The anger and the hurt began to swell in him again. …We have to let you go.”

David had been a loyal company man, always figuring that the company and the people he worked with for years would protect him. That wasn’t the company anymore. The new management came in and they didn’t know him from Adam. Didn’t want to know him from Adam. All his relationships — though there weren’t that many — were gone. The new guys at the top brought along their friends, and the pawns, like David who got the company to where it was, were dead weight. Pawns, That’s really what I was, wasn’t I? he thought. A professional pawn, completely removable from my company’s chess board.

A little more than an hour after they left Phoenix, they were winding their way through the red rock country nearing Sedona. There’s something magical about the place the first time and every time you visited. “I’m always in awe of those red rocks,” David said, interrupting himself from his own self-deprecating thoughts. Even though David grew up near here and couldn’t wait to graduate and start college at Arizona State University, in Tempe, coming back and traversing the scenic byways always gave him a peaceful feeling. Coming back so seldom made the scenery even more striking. His nerves calmed for the remainder of the trek, until he got through town and hit Route 89A. From the moment he made that right turn onto that narrow road through Oak Creek Canyon, his tension was back. “Well, we’re almost there,” which came out a little ominous and not quite as positive as he intended. He wasn’t ready to face his dad.

He slowed down and took the left-hand turn, hidden amongst the trees, onto the little access road of the resort. It had been a rainy month so Oak Creek was flowing strong. David’s tires carefully crossed through the rushing water of the creek and began the final mile up to the resort. As he turned into the stone driveway of the main house, now the Orchard Canyon Resort lodge, Meghan looked up from her iPhone. There wasn’t any cell service anyway, so why not look out the window? That road surface always made such a distinctive sound with the rubber on gravel. It was like a popping noise, as the random stones flew back from the tires. To him that sound always signified he wasn’t in the city anymore. It signified being out of his element. It used to mean failure because to him, the big city of Phoenix was his next stop in life. But now he didn’t need the stones on the rock drive to remind him of failure. He had plenty reminders of his own.

They approached the main house and, not surprisingly, it looked just like it always had. Same dark log-beam front porch. Same heavy wood door. Same curtains visible through the windows. The shadows appeared longer, more severe, in the morning autumn sun that always took a long time to make its way into the canyon. It was colder, too, with the canyon walls rising up on both sides. And the greenness from Labor Day, the optimism of the summer foliage, now lay dead on the ground. The scent of autumn, of decaying leaves, was rich in the air. David had a feeling of despair as he slowed down in the drive and pulled into one of the guest parking spaces. He threw the car into park and did his best to shake off his earlier thoughts.

Looking at his daughter with false enthusiasm, he said, “Okay, let’s get this show on the road.”

“You mean over with?” Meghan absentmindedly said as she shifted her gaze to the front window, her elbow leaning on the door and her head resting in her hand. Meghan was sensitive and could pick up on what surely must have been in the air: dread. She was right. Get this over with.

Letting that comment slide, the two climbed out of David’s black BMW, closed the doors, and, through force of habit, David pressed the lock button. Then unlocked it. No need for that here, he remembered. The cabins the guests stayed in didn’t even have locks on the doors. It’s a step back to another time, David thought.

Meghan grabbed her purse, her long scarf, and more importantly her phone and began walking toward the front door that was now the reception area for the resort. She was lagging behind her dad. “You coming, Meghan?” She picked up her pace.

David approached the front door and looked down to see that same wood latch mechanism that was part of that house when he was a kid. Home is where the heart is, a sign said. Is it? he thought. For him and the life he led, home was where he slept, and not much more. Just as he began pondering what home was or wasn’t and thinking, Who in this day and age doesn’t have a real lock on a door? it flew open.

“David! Meghan! Come in, come in! I’m so happy to see you!”





CHAPTER 2

Ronald Reynolds, lifelong fruit grower, also answered to the names Ron, Dad and your grandfather. He really wished there was a Gramps thrown in there, but the fact was, he and Meghan just didn’t have that kind of relationship. They didn’t know each other that well. He aimed to fix that.

For eight years now, David and he both lived in the same part of the world. Ron on the family farm along Oak Creek and David a few hours south in Scottsdale near Phoenix. The drive to northern Arizona used to feel much farther away, David thought, but as Phoenix has grown and the freeways got bigger, it made getting to his childhood home much easier and faster. The very land where the family home stood in the Sedona/Oak Creek Canyon area used to be one of many in the region with apple, peach and pear orchards. Now it was one of the last. Ron will tell you it’s because people sold their land to developers who build too many houses and too many stores. That was his point of view. But even with more houses and more stores, Sedona was still very much a small town compared to Phoenix.

Ron grew up here. The son of a farmer who was the son of a pioneer who made the trek west from somewhere in the heartland of America. Hard work and working with your hands was bred into the family. Well, bred in until Ron’s son David. David was a hard worker, it was just a different kind of hard. He worked hard at an office job, and before that a different office job and before that a different office job, about five or six times over in his 30-year career. Hard work didn’t mean putting in a good day’s labor with sweat and grit, then sitting down to dinner with the family. It meant commuting, working all day, missing lunch, eating a quick burger from Wendy’s at about 3:00, then getting home too late to eat more than whatever was left on the stove from dinner. Often pizza, or on a good night, maybe some cold pasta.

Born in 1935, Ron was the son of Eleanor and Fred, two determined, self-made success stories. They were the ones who took a family orchard with a house, which grew enough for them to live on then sell what was left to the community, and turned it into a business. They purchased more land when it came up for sale, another orchard down the road. Now they owned 12 acres. They invested in the future, which, given the industrialization going on in the Eastern cities, meant they looked for ways to do the same thing on the farm. Improvement and efficiency along with scale. Getting bigger meant getting more efficient, and that was good.

Working was a way of life for young Ron. From the time he could pick up a farm implement — which was about the same time he learned to pick up a spoon — his work life began. In essence, if you can feed yourself, you can work. That’s the way it was on the Reynolds’ orchard. Down the road, the Sauer’s farm in Cottonwood and the Littleston’s ranch beyond that all operated the same way. The Sauers and the Littlestons, they had a bunch of kids who all worked. That was the way it was. Fred and Eleanor had only one child, Ron, and a few hands, who picked apples, pressed cider, and kept the place up. Eleanor kept the house, raised Ron, did the canning, and sold preserves and pies at the corner stand. Work started before dawn and often lasted until after dark. There were no days off. Something always needed tending to. For Fred and Eleanor, it didn’t feel like pressure; it felt like simply living.


But, as America continued along its inevitable shift from farm to city, Eleanor believed that the future for her only son, Ron, wasn’t here. The world was changing and life on the farm, while noble and “what Reynolds do,” wasn’t the life she had in mind for the son she adored. She saw how smart he was, how good he was. “Ron, you are a smart boy. When you grow up you are going to do great things,” she would promise him. She was really promising herself.

Fred had no time for or interest in Eleanor’s aspirations for her son, of wanting something more for him than just being part of the family business. It became a sore spot from time to time in the family. “That boy should go to a better school, Fred. He’s smarter than the rest of the kids. He can do more. He can be more!” Eleanor exclaimed one evening. Twelve-year-old Ron was listening from inside while his parents were talking on the front porch. They thought he was in the barn. But he heard it all.

“Smarter than the other kids? Kids are kids, Ellie. They need to know what they need to know. That’s it. Then they learn the things to make a living right here on the job. They learn to farm, to raise chickens, grow and press apples, to repair and maintain equipment, to buy and sell. Those are the things that boy needs.”


Ron sat quietly thinking to himself that he liked the farm, the canyon, and the creek. He loved all the places on it to hide and think and explore. He liked farm work, taking care of animals and even repairing stuff. But what if there is something more? He’d never been to Phoenix, the biggest city in the Southwest. There is a college near there. He wondered …

Life on the farm happened day-by-day, week-by-week and eventually year-by-year. Talk of Ron going to a better school never went anywhere. A brief discussion about college didn’t go anywhere either. Fred simply closed the two-minute discourse with, “College? What do you mean, college? Who’s going to help me here, Eleanor? You? Forget it.”

Ron didn’t miss not going to college, but he never forgot his father’s words. One day—he was all of 16—he got his nerve up to ask his father, “So, Pop, I think I’d like to maybe go to college one day.”

“Son, that’s the kind of place for people who don’t have nothing to do. We got a lot to do here. I need you here. You can forget college.” And that was the end of it … for Ron.

Ron fell in love with a local girl and married his wife Mary in 1956. They attended the same small Sedona High School and Ron was three years older. They had their first dance at the county stock show. And their first official date followed shortly after. It wasn’t long before they got married and had three children.

Right from the start, Ron was determined to give each of them the opportunity to go to college. For all his days running the orchard, the resort, and everything else in the canyon, he felt he had a good life …. but what if he had gone to college? He wondered what else he might have been able to do. Who knows? He may have ended up right where he was, except with a degree. Regardless, that life was not open to him and he vowed things would be different for his own kids. Ron encouraged college all through their upbringing, and all three went to universities.

Mary didn’t go to college either. She fell in love instead. Then the babies came and her responsibilities were to the family and to Ron. She was happy being the matriarch of all that was Orchard Canyon. It gave her all the time and opportunity to do the things that she loved. Nurturing children, cooking, welcoming guests at the resort, entertaining, managing the restaurant, and keeping the books. Yes, Mary was the bookkeeper with a natural gift for numbers. That’s where David got his financial genes. Sometimes he would help his mother keep track of the resort’s weekly earnings.


Both David’s younger brother and sister became business owners living north of Sedona in Flagstaff. Michael got into real estate investing in Arizona and was branching out to Colorado. Kathi started a non-traditional private school for K-12 and was getting ready to open her second location. Both were married and both had children. They’d stop down to the canyon on their travels since work took them to Sedona rather often.

Ron told all three of his children that they were going to grow up strong and smart. On the day David was born, Ron looked at him and said, “You’re going to be the first one in our family to go to college.” It was his birth wish for every one of his kids, and he meant it, reciting the same birthday wish every year with increased zeal. He became more and more convinced the way to get ahead was by getting a college degree. And it seemed he was right. All three of his children became successful professionals.

It seems like yesterday to Ron. He would be walking in from the barn and the cider shed and spot his oldest son.

“David, are your chores finished?”

“Yes, sir.”

“How about your homework,” he asked even more sternly.


“Almost,” David replied.

“Well, get to it then!”

That’s pretty much how it went in the Reynolds’ house in the 1960s, ‘70s, and ‘80s leading up to David’s acceptance and scholarship to Arizona State University. Ron had achieved his dream for his first-born. With a college degree, life would be perfect for his son David.

Now here David stood, at the front door, his father beaming at both him and his granddaughter. They had the perfect life, it seemed. David, successful, beautiful daughter in tow. Sure there was the divorce, but we do live in the 21st century. As much as Ron hated to see David and Susan split, it happens. At least it is amicable. Susan, she is another one, Ron thought in a momentary flash as he saw the two. Another ASU graduate, highly accomplished in business and now a business owner herself. I bet her parents are so proud of her. She’s a wonderful girl. Just like my son is a wonderful son.

Ron ushered the two in the door, “What took you so long? I was beginning to think you might not be coming.” As David and Meghan walked in, Ron picked up a vibe from his son. David seemed distant and he wondered why. Ron always wanted more for David than he could have gotten in the canyon. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe life for David wasn’t so good, and that maybe life in the orchard, in the canyon, was a pretty good life after all.

“Oh, geez, Dad. We just got a bit of a late start this morning and everything took longer than expected. You know how that goes. I should have called. Sorry,” David said, immediately feeling bad for dragging his own feet to get here. He just didn’t feel up to this visit. He knew there’d be questions he didn’t want to answer. Not probing, nosy questions. Just conversation that he knew would be … uncomfortable.

“And you, Meghan! Look at you, getting prettier every day, growing up,” he cheerily said as he greeted her with a hug and a kiss on the forehead. “It’s been forever since I’ve seen you. And we all live just up the road.” Ron let his thoughts escape and instantly he knew the words he said aloud sounded like a guilt trip. He didn’t mean it that way. “What I’m saying is, it’s just great to have you both here. C’mon, let’s go to the house so I can show you what I have in the kitchen.”

As they walked from the old lodge across the orchard to the residence that Ron called home, it was as if nothing had changed. They walked through the entry hallway, past the living room, complete with the old family couch, Ron’s favorite velour recliner, and a second-generation flat-screen TV that was 10 years old but still looked new. It blared CNN virtually all day long. Even though Ron was in excellent shape, maybe his hearing wasn’t what it used to be. “TV’s a little loud. I like to be able to hear it from the kitchen,” Ron said as he lowered the volume. Ron’s hearing was fine, as was everything else. He was as healthy as the proverbial horse. The fresh air and physical work had a way of keeping you young.

As they made their way to the kitchen, both David and Meghan felt like they had stepped back in time. The place looked no different than it must have looked in the ‘60s when David was born. Same tile walls, same tile countertop, same cabinets and old-fashioned faucets, punctuated with a few modern conveniences like a microwave oven and an espresso machine. While in the army, Ron spent a year in Italy and brought his love of good coffee home with him.

What’s with the separate controls for the hot and the cold water in the kitchen sink? I never noticed that before. It’s so weird, Meghan thought as she stood near the sink and recalled the never-ending shopping and continual discussions about sinks, cabinets, appliances, countertops, when her parents completely redid the kitchen several years ago. Even though she thought the whole thing was an inconvenience, the remodel process made her aware of design and now she’s the first to admit she kinda’ likes having the newest and the best at her dad’s and in her own home with her mom. Last year Susan took her historic house in central Phoenix and updated it.

David was the same way. He liked the best of everything and had achieved it in most areas of his life. All those niceties might not be fully paid for yet, but he has them. He was not foreign to using home equity loans to buy what he wanted. With house values going up so quickly in Scottsdale, he thought, what was the harm? That’s why you buy a house, right? The appreciation.

Ron eagerly walked over to the counter and picked up a Ball canning jar with a shiny gold lid. Holding it proudly, “So what do you think of this? Mrs. James—you remember her don’t you, David? She’s Jeanie’s mom.” Then interrupting himself, “Did you know that Jeanie—she’s now Jean—is a bigwig on Wall Street in New York? She works with money like you do. They’re so proud of her. Anyway, Mrs. James brought over these peaches she canned from this season. I’ve been wanting to have them with some vanilla ice cream, but I thought I’d wait for you two to visit. That’s our dessert. Doesn’t that sound good?”


“It does, Dad,” said David, wondering exactly how long his dad’s been waiting to have those peaches. Has it really just been since August? David had to cancel or decline at least four invitations to visit over the last few months. Something always got in the way. Most of the time, he had work commitments and the rest of the time, he was too tired from work commitments. It was just easier to grab something to go and bring it home on the way from the office. The office. Yeah, I don’t have an office anymore. The thought interrupted his guilt trip. “Sorry if I made you delay enjoying those peaches. They look great. You should have just dug in.”

“No, it’s okay, it’s okay. So I hope you like baked potatoes, home-smoked ham, and Brussels sprouts. I know you do, David; how about you, young lady?” Ron asked, suddenly directing his attention at Meghan who was still blown away by how oddly the faucet was mounted on the wall OVER the sink, not ON the sink. It actually was kind of cool retro.

“That will be fine. Sure,” Meghan said. “Um … is there any cell service or Wi-Fi here?” She didn’t address her grandfather directly because she didn’t know what to call him. She just didn’t see him that often, so she didn’t feel comfortable calling him “Gramps” or “Grandpa,” and “Grandfather” sounded so formal. So she just didn’t ever call him anything. She hoped he didn’t notice. Should she ask, “What do you want me to call you?” There were no other kids around whose lead she could follow, so it was always awkward.

“Yes, there’s Wi-Fi here …” Ron said, but David interrupted.

“Brussels sprouts will be more than fine, Dad, and Meghan, give the phone a rest, okay?” said David, recovering a bit from both Meghan’s unenthusiastic answer and her request. He knew that the Brussels sprouts they were going to eat his dad grew. The ham, his dad raised and smoked. The potatoes, he planted and dug up. Food wasn’t just food. To Dad, food was life. There was no such thing as GMO foods. Just organic, farm-raised food the way it should be, David thought.

“So how are things with you, David? You getting along? I know it’s been over a year since Susan moved out, but there still must be some settling in,” Ron asked, hoping for a positive response. Maybe that’s why David didn’t seem present. He’s still getting his life together after the divorce.

“No, things are good, they’re good. It is nice to have Meghan every other weekend—how about it Meghan, we have fun, right? You have friends near my house.” Meghan nodded. “But yeah, we’ve settled into our weekend routine. Of course, Susan isn’t far away, so we help each other.” And then avoiding any more talk about personal stuff, he added “Hey Dad, Meghan is a senior this year!”

“Well, by gosh, I can’t believe it,” he added, as he ushered everyone to the front porch to enjoy the first sunlight making its way above the canyon walls. “I just love this time of day and this view. The sun cresting the canyon, the light just hitting the orchard. The blue sky and the trees, still a bit dewy. Reminds me of how your mother used to love this time of day. Makes me think of her. She’ll be gone seven years here coming up.”

“Yeah, I know. It doesn’t seem that long ago. You’re doing okay, right?”

“Oh, I’m fine. I’ve got this beautiful place, the resort and all the nice people who visit here—there’s always something I need to do around this place—I’ve got neighbors, good friends who look out for me and I look out for them. And I’ve got security. I don’t owe anything to anyone. What more could I ask for?”

What more could I ask for? David thought.

“And of course I have you both. Cheers!” The three
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