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            “TouchÃ©,” was Belle's admiring reply.

A Partridge in a Pear Tree

F
OR SALE
. Rosco spotted the sign a full block and a half from the old, but immaculately maintained house. The highly colored and geometrically decorated placard was exactly how his former college buddy, Steve Sutter, had described it in his letter. “Remember, we do things differently down here in Bird-in-Hand. We're Pennsylvania Dutch through and throughâ€”right down to the old-fashioned lettering on our real estate signs. No cell phones â€¦ No e-mail â€¦ Yet. Folks around here may be practical, and they may be hard-nosed when it comes to business, but they don't like the look of â€˜modern' and they probably never will.”

Rosco agreed with the assessment; his drive through rural Lancaster County had allowed him ample time to notice how intent each resident was on forestalling the pernicious winds of change. Dairy barns still proudly bore old-world hex signs; teams of woolly mules pulled wagons along unpaved farm lanes; plain, gray-black Amish buggies were led by high-stepping horses; smoke from hardwood fires rose from stone chimneys; tidy laundry lines abutted each house: the black trousers, shirts, and dresses worn by a traditional Lancaster County family flapping stiffly in the cold winter breeze. While settling around every house corner, every furrow in the plowed and now-barren fields, lay thin ribbons of snow, so white they looked like frosting on a new-made cake. Yes, it was a picture from another era.

But just as Rosco considered the charms of the world he was now entering, an enormous tractor-trailer sounded its air horn, then barreled past, roaring twenty-first-century impatience at the sleepy town.

For sale
, he told himself.
For sale
. This wasn't going to be an easy visit. But then, things hadn't been particularly easyâ€”or pleasantâ€”in the old house for some time.

He drove across Maple Avenue, and parked in front of the venerable brick home that had once belonged to Steve Sutter's aunt. Miss Meg, as she'd been affectionately known, had been a village institution, once as famed for her gregarious wit as for her caramel-glazed
schnecken
. Miss Meg, born in this house to a father who'd also been born hereâ€”an entire line of Sutters: grands, great-grands, cousins, and siblings, all congregating within these walls for as long as anyone could remember.

Rosco stepped onto the porch, reflecting back fifteen years to his days at U-Massâ€”and then his first visit to the tiny town of Bird-in-Hand. He and Steve had been polar opposites in school, and unlikely friends: Rosco, the hard-nosed poli-sci major, grandson of Greek immigrants who'd disembarked in Boston Harbor and never left coastal Massachusettsâ€”and Steve, a BFA student whose family tree extended over three hundred years to the German settlers who'd first begun farming this bucolic region of Pennsylvania.

What the two men had shared was a firm belief in right versus wrongâ€”albeit in a college sort of way, and their friendship had survived despite different careers in very different locations. After serving as a police officer in the city of Newcastle, Massachusetts, for eight years, Rosco had segued into the private detective line; while Steve, on the other hand, had become a master carpenter and builder of fine furniture. His studio in Bird-in-Hand had garnered a national reputation, and he'd married a local woman, also a crafts person, and also of Pennsylvania Dutch descent. Hannah was as renowned in the field of quilt design as her husband was in turning a piece of mahogany.

Rosco knocked on a paneled front door that looked as ancient and scrupulously preserved as the house itself. The door flew open a few seconds later. “Hey, buddy! Thanks for coming down on such short notice. I owe you one.” Steve Sutter beamed. His laconic manner, full, sandy brown beard, wire-rimmed glasses, and rumpled plaid shirt stood in stark contrast to Rosco's urban hustle and bustle. Rather than a handshake, Steve gave Rosco a large hug, and Rosco stiffened slightly at the intimate gesture.
Not a New England thing
, he thought, then:
Yeesch, these artists
â€¦

“Sorry to hear about your aunt Meg's passing,” he said when he was finally released.

Steve didn't answer for a moment. “A blessing â€¦ I guess that's what some people would say.” He paused. “You remember her from the old days: fun-loving, sharp as a tack, a real pillar of this community. She knew everyone's nameâ€”even knew their great-grandmothers' names. But that's not how her life ended. The doctor over in the hospital in Lancaster referred to it as dementia â€¦ said it wasn't uncommon in people her age. Meg used to call it â€˜fate'â€¦ But it's tough watching someone who was once so vital â€¦ and the symptoms came on so fastâ€”” The words broke off. Even so, Steve attempted another smile for his friend's benefit.

“It can happen that way â€¦ And sometimes it's people like your aunt who lose their will to live quicker â€¦ Maybe it is better she didn't linger.”

“That's what I've been trying to tell myself.”

The two men stepped into the parlor. Like the home's exterior, like the village itself, it was the product of another era: early American settles, Lancaster County dower chests lettered in German, candle stands painted with the traditional Pennsylvania Dutch
distelfink
â€”the good luck goldfinch. On the walls hung dozens of framed needlepoint samplers and
frakturs
, the records of births and baptisms intricately spelled out in colors as rich as autumn leaves.

Rosco stared at one sampler. “I don't remember seeing that one before â€¦ OEHBDDE.” He read the letters aloud. “Is that a word? Because if it is, I've never seen it before.”

Steve smiled softly, memories dancing deep in his black eyes. “It's German â€¦ An acronym, I guess you'd call it â€¦ OEHBDDE stands for
O Edel Herz Bedenk Dein End
. Translation: â€˜Oh, noble heart, consider your end.' It was Meg's favorite sampler. It used to hang in her bedroom, but she had me move it into the parlor near the end when she couldn't negotiate the stairs very well. Said she wanted to be reminded of its message every minute of the day.”

Both men remained silent for a moment, then Rosco attempted an upbeat, “Belle would be in seventh heaven surrounded by all these letters and words.” He looked at a dower chest boldly painted: BARBARA ANNO 1782, and an 1833 sampler in which the alphabet had been painstakingly stitched among birds and woodland animals. “She'd start seeing hidden messages â€¦”

“I'm sorry she and Meg never met. They would have hit it off like house-afires â€¦” Steve's words trailed off.

“Why don't you bring me up to speed on the latest developments,” was Rosco's attempt at an unobtrusive response.

Steve took a long and troubled breath. “Nothing new to report â€¦ Just what I told you over the phone. But I still want to contest Meg's will â€¦” He raised his hands, anticipating Rosco's objections. “You know how much she loved this house, and how much she loved sharing its history. Before she took ill, she'd sit on the front porch, talking by the hour â€¦ Any passerby was her friend â€¦ Heck, she'd even flag down tourist busses and invite them to stop on over â€¦ Then she'd give each and every visitor the entire history of the community and of this house â€¦ She could tell you where each of these pieces originated. The OEHBDDE, for instance, was made by a great-great-great-aunt way back in 1832. Meg wanted this place to stay in the familyâ€””

“Look, Steve â€¦” Rosco interrupted, scratching at his chin as he spoke. “Don't you think a probate lawyer would be a better person for this job than a PI?”

But he remained firm. “You're an old buddy, and Meg liked you. The Pennsylvania Dutch put a good deal of trust in community. I don't want to deal with someone I've never seen.”

“Contesting a will ain't easy, my friend.”

“You told me that. And I appreciate your honesty â€¦ But I feel it's my duty as the last remaining Sutter living in Bird-in-Hand to keep the house and collection together â€¦ I feel it's my duty to
Meg
. It was the one thing she wanted. She said so over and overâ€”and over again.”

“But sheâ€””

“Let me back up for a minute â€¦ I told you my aunt's will originally named her brother Amos as beneficiary?”

“Right â€¦ But that he predeceased her.”

“By only four months, in fact. His passing was totally unexpected. A real shock for the entire community, not just family.”

“I remember you telling me that when it happened,” Rosco interjected, then waited for Steve to continue his tale.

“Well, a few days after Uncle Amos's death, Meg said she was creating a new will â€¦ She was going to leave the property and its contents to meâ€”knowing full well it would remain intact.” Steve paused. “But you know how it is when old people start talking about their own deaths â€¦ It's uncomfortable, and it's sad.”

Rosco only nodded.

“Anyway, my response, whenever she brought up the issue of revising her will, was to tell her I didn't want her having gloomy ideas like that. I said Amos's death was just a terrible accident, and she was going to live to be one hundred or even moreâ€”which everyone in the town believed â€¦ But she always found a way to sneak her worries into our daily chats â€¦ She said she needed to â€˜safeguard the future' and make sure the place didn't â€˜fall into the wrong hands'â€¦” Again, he paused. When he resumed speaking, his tone had turned pained. “And then, I don't know â€¦ she just fell apart. You wouldn't have recognized her, Rosco â€¦ All the old spunk was gone, and then her brain â€¦” Steve's voice broke. “I mean, it was weird how quick she went.”

Rosco nodded again, more in sympathy, while his friend shook his head sadly.

“What was really peculiar was that she was in great shape for nearly a month after Uncle Amos's passing â€¦” He drew another troubled breath. “Meg was a great gal. I wish I'd paid more attention when she started talking about wills and things. Maybe she had a premonition she was going to die. Maybe instead of doing the hearty â€˜you're going to outlast us all' routine, I should have been more attuned to her fears â€¦”

Rosco didn't answer for a moment; when he did, his voice remained low-key. “You did what you believed was best.”

“I try to tell myself thatâ€””

“It's tough â€¦”

“The guilt's the worst.”

Rosco tried a lighter tone. “Hey, come on â€¦ Your aunt wouldn't have wanted you to feel guilty, you know that, not in a million years.”

But Steve's shoulders sagged. “I know,” he said, clearly unwilling to lighten up.

Both men were silent while Meg's home, as if in sympathy with their feelings, echoed with the quiet sounds of all empty houses: a creak on the stair, a shift of a floorboard, the winter wind in the chimney flue, a clock still wound, still counting out its lonely minutes.

It was Steve who finally broke the mournful spell. “I know I'm tackling the impossibleâ€””

“I wouldn't say
impossible
,” Rosco responded. “But it sure ain't gonna be easy â€¦ So, there's definitely no evidence of a new will, I take it?”

“None whatsoever â€¦ When we spoke on the phone, I mentioned that everything's controlled by Amos's third wife, Gretaâ€”and I mean
everything
. Hannah and I call her Greedy Greta. â€˜Take the money and run' is definitely her motto. That's why Meg's collection is about to be packed up and sent to a New York auction house. After that, Greta intends to sell the house. â€˜To the highest bidder,' she keeps saying. And she doesn't give a hang whether it remains standing or succumbs to the wrecking ball.”

“But why would anyone want to tear the place down?”

“The street's zoned commercially. It happened a long time agoâ€”when the Farmer's Market went in. Back then, the townsfolk thought commercial was the way to go: local produce sold locally, and all that â€¦ Now, everyone's beginning to worry â€¦ Real estate's gotten real valuable around here â€¦”

Rosco released a frustrated sigh and dropped his hands into his pockets as he looked around the room. The exposed beams had been hand-hewn, the wide floor planks lovingly polished, and every object seemed to embody the town's credo of honest work and wholesome living. “You're not painting a very optimistic scenario about Bird-in-Hand's future.”

“It's the truth, though, Rosco. Every one of these small communities in Lancaster County is facing the same challenges. The same threats, I should say.”

Rosco nodded. “And I'm sure this collection contains some seriously valuable items.”

“You can say that again â€¦ Greta's positively got dollar signs dancing in her head.”

“No â€˜visions of sugarplums,' huh?”

“Not unless the plums are prunes.” Despite the gravity of the situation, Steve gave a brief laugh, then crossed to a painted sideboard decorated with unicorns and tulips, and opened the center drawer. “You know, my aunt had a lot in common with your Belle â€¦ Take a look at these.” He pulled out a stack of crossword puzzles clipped from various newspapers. “Meg was a puzzle fanaticâ€”had a shop in Lancaster mail her out-of-state newspapers. And even at the end, with her memory blinking on and off, it was her favorite hobby â€¦ Needless to say, the auction house isn't interested in my aunt's completed word games.”

Rosco perused the puzzles. “Wow â€¦ Here's one from 1952 and another from 1969 â€¦ and here's one from a 1948
Philadelphia Inquirer.
” He squinted at it. “Huh? Thomas Dewey and Harry Truman both have eleven letters in their names. Did you know that?”

“Don't get started; you'll never stop â€¦ Meg liked to tell me she was as fascinated with the shapes of letters and words as I am with pieces of wood. Speaking of which, I should close up my shop on the way home. Hannah warned me not to be late. She's making her famous chicken
bot boi
for you.”
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