
 Fall Apples 1 
 

 

 

Fall Apples 

By Cheri Ause 

 

 

Willie disappeared into the thicket at the far end of Greeley’s orchard.  He wasn’t 

supposed to be there, let alone pick apples, but he had to warn Big Boy and Henry.   The apples 

were “just desserts” the way he saw it. 

That morning Willie had been looking after the horses in the barn when Greeley drove 

into the yard.  He pulled his old Model T truck up next to where Willie’s dad was repairing the 

baler.  Willie moved into the shadows at the end of the stalls and listened as the old man’s anger 

rose up over the low growl of the Ford engine. 

“Your boy and his pack have been trespassing on my place again,” Greeley said.  “A man 

shouldn’t have to fence off his property to keep a bunch of layabouts away from his apple 

trees—not that a fence would matter to them anyhow.   And I don’t know whose black and white 

mongrel runs with them, but that devil got into my chicken yard and took one of my best layers.” 

Willie wanted to object.  No way had Big Boy’s dog ever gotten into Greeley’s yard.  

Instead he kept quiet, more fearful of witnessing the old man’s wrath head-on. 

“I have a right to protect what’s mine.  I’m giving you fair warning.”  Greeley jammed 

the truck into first gear and began a slow turn out of the yard.   The old man’s last words, 

shouted back over his shoulder, were muffled by more grinding gears, but Willie was sure 

Greeley said something about shooting first and asking questions later.    
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Willie’s father never said a word to Greeley, but he had a few for Willie.  “Best you 

remember Samuel and keep off that man’s property.”  

His dad’s youngest brother never saw his tenth birthday.  He was out hunting arrowheads 

with his friends when they heard a gunshot.  The bullet ricocheted off a tree and caught Sam in 

the chest.  The shooter said he was very sorry, said he was tracking a coyote that had been 

raiding his sheep pens; others said that was just an excuse to teach the boys a lesson.   

Willie had heard the story a hundred times, but it all seemed long ago and far away.   He 

made a half-hearted promise to his dad to stay out of the orchard, but he couldn’t resist the juicy 

sweetness of crisp, fall apples.  Old Man Greeley wouldn’t miss the dozen or so Willie tied up in 

his flannel shirt.  Sure, he was an old codger, but was he really the kind of man who would shoot 

a kid for sneaking a few apples?  The dog, on the other hand, he wasn’t so sure about. 

Willie emerged on the other side of the thicket and headed for the gully.   The creek 

running down through its middle was the accepted boundary between their farm on one side and 

neighboring spreads on the other.    Deep, low, and filled with aspen, maple, and scrub oak, the 

gully was perfect for adventure: hide-and-seek, treasure hunts, and the best thing, their shanty.  

The three of them patched it together from scraps of lumber they scavenged from wherever they 

could find them.   He headed there now.  The apples would be a good addition to their survival 

stash. 

 

* * * 

 

Kathleen carried a cup of tea into the family room and settled into her favorite chair near 

the fireplace.  It had been a busy day.   At 7:30, she’d packed Bill and the kids off to work and 
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school before the real work began.  Eight hours later her job was done—the house decorated, the 

turkey trussed, the stuffing made, the table set for twelve.  Her “world-renowned” pies, now 

cooling on the counter, filled the house with the aroma of pumpkin, cinnamon, and clove.  The 

rest would all come together tomorrow when family and friends gathered for the annual 

celebration.   

A comfortable satisfaction warmed her as Kathleen surveyed the room.  She loved this 

house.   It had sheltered four generations of Bill’s family, including their boys, and had been 

bestowed on Kathleen and Bill eighteen years ago come Christmas when his parents moved to a 

condo nearby.   At first, it seemed to Kathleen like too much house to manage, especially since 

she was still teaching.   But year by year, with each new remodeling project or piece of furniture, 

she became increasingly connected to it.  Now she couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.   She 

sometimes regretted the fact it was no longer horse property.   Most of the outlying land was sold 

to the country club as part of its golf course expansion a decade before she and Bill moved in.    

 A gust of wind shook the maples outside the window.  Their branches scraped against the 

mullioned panes.  Through the almost bare branches, a storm sky threatened, dark and gloomy.   

A fire would certainly cheer things up, but before she could light the kindling, the side door 

slammed and boy sounds filled the mudroom: the twins.  Kathleen shook her head and smiled. 

 Would her fourteen-year-olds ever learn to open a door without slamming it shut afterwards?   

 A mound of book bags and jackets occupied the middle of the kitchen floor.  Sam 

inspected the contents of the refrigerator while J.W. stood over the pies, his nose inches from the 

warm custard.   Kathleen nudged him away with her hip. 

 “Can we have some when they’re cool?” he pleaded. 

 “Thanksgiving is tomorrow, J.W.” 
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 “But, Mom, we’re so hungry!” Sam swung the fridge door shut, rattling the bottles and 

dishes inside. 

 “Okay.  Tell you what.  You guys put your stuff where it belongs, and I’ll make you 

some mac and cheese.”    

 A twinge of guilt colored her face—Bill’s dad.  When did she last see him?  She’d made 

sure he was settled in his room after breakfast, but that was hours ago and she’d been too busy to 

check on him since.  

 “Maybe Grandpa would like a little something before dinner, too.  Someone go ask him.”  

Both boys sprinted off, crowding through the doorway together.  “No running in the house!”   

The rumble of feet stopped abruptly in the living room then just as quickly clamored up the front 

stairs.  “Walk, please!”   

 

* * * 

 

At the edge of the gully Willie paused. The sun, low on the western horizon, slid behind a 

thick band of purple.   Wind gusts sent dried leaves swirling around him, raising the hair on his 

arms and sending a chill through his body.  His thin undershirt was no match for the falling 

temperature.  Once the apples were stored in the milk can they’d scavenged as a larder, he’d 

welcome having his shirt on his back again.   

He started down the steep slope, grabbing bare branches as he went to keep from slipping 

on the rotting leaves.  Damp cold seeped through his moccasins and stung his toes.  He shook it 

off.  If they were good enough for the Indians, they were good enough for him.   He peered up 

through the trees.  The sky, now a darker shade of gray, made everything look like an old black 
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and white photo.  Before he knew what was happening, a rock grabbed his toe and he pitched 

forward down the incline, tumbling past trees and jagged stumps, all flashing by in a 

kaleidoscope of reds, yellows, and browns until he finally came to a stop at the bottom in a snarl 

of scrub oak and pyracantha near the creek.    

Untangling himself from the prickly undergrowth, he leaned his back against the stump 

of an old maple and pulled his knees to his chest.  His ankle hurt and the scratches on his arms 

felt like a thousand mosquito bites.   This close to the creek, the air was colder.  The sky grew 

even darker and a strong wind rattled the branches high above his head.  A shiver gripped him.  

He looked around for his shirt.  Hadn’t he brought it, or was that some other day?   

  Somewhere above him, near the top of the hill, a dog was barking.  Big Boy!  He still had 

to warn him about the old man’s threat.  Another noise echoed close by, like a twig snapping—or 

someone releasing the safety on a rifle.  He hunkered further down behind the stump, held his 

breath, and listened.  A warm drop trickled down his nose and fell onto the toe of his moccasin—

blood.  Then came another, and another.  He pressed the heel of his palm against the gash on his 

forehead.  Cold, sore, bleeding—none of that mattered.  He could wait, forever if he had to.   But 

he was so tired.   He had to close his eyes, just for a minute. 

 

* * * 

  

Sam and J.W. appeared in the kitchen doorway.  “Grandpa’s not in his room,” Sam said.   

“We looked everywhere,” J.W. added, “the bathroom too.” 

Not again, Kathleen thought, please, not today.   
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 When Bill’s mom died, it was clear Bill Senior would move home again with them.  

Things were fine at first, but little by little his condition worsened.  The task of taking care of 

him and tracking his whereabouts every minute of the day fell to Kathleen who by then was a 

full-time wife and mother.  When his father started wandering off, Bill suggested they consider 

an alternative solution. 

But Kathleen objected.  “You can’t mean that, Bill.  Turn the man away from the only 

home he has ever known to live in some facility?   We can do better than that.  I can do better 

than that.”  But times like these made her wonder.   

 “He’s got to be around somewhere," she told the boys, trying to keep her voice steady.   

“Check the usual spots.” She handed her cell to Sam.  “Call me as soon as you find him.”   They 

headed for the back door.  “And take Chloe with you.”   

From the kitchen window, she watched them let the dog out of its kennel.  The trio made 

their way to the line of trees separating their property from the golf course.  Any other day the 

sight of the boys capering across the lawn, their Springer spaniel in the lead, would have filled 

her with pride.    She scanned the lowering sky.   It had an ominous appearance.  Wind tore at the 

tops of the spruce trees.  The morning weather report said snow early tonight.  

She’d have to call Bill, of course, but maybe not.  Not yet.  She tried to keep down the 

fear rising in her throat, but the idea of having to tell Bill about this latest escapade and then 

explaining to the others at dinner tomorrow, or worse...no, she couldn’t think that.   “He has to be 

out there somewhere,” she said aloud, finding small comfort in the sound of her own voice.   

 

* * * 
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“I see him!  He’s down here!”   

The voice brought Willie back.  A second voice called; then a dog barked.  He wanted to 

stand and yell, but he was freezing and so weak.   A boy appeared next to him. 

“Grandpa!  We’ve been looking all over for you!  Are you hurt?”    

“Big Boy?”  Willie managed to get to his feet, but his ankle hurt so bad, he had to lean on 

his friend. 

“No.  It’s me,  J.W.” 

“Where’s Henry?”  Then Willie remembered.  “The dog—where’s your dog?”   

Just then a black-and-white-speckled dog burst out of the brush with a near duplicate of 

the first boy running close behind.   

“Henry?”  Everything felt all mixed up in Willie’s head.    

“It’s Sam, Grandpa.  You know me.”   

The boy who called himself Sam talked into what looked like a Buck Rogers space 

communicator, but somehow Willie knew that wasn’t right either.   

“Mom’s on her way,” the boy said.  

The dog was sniffing around something a few feet away. 

“Grandpa, your shirt!”  J.W. picked up the plaid bundle, spilling its contents on the 

ground.  “Better put this on before Mom gets here.”   

The boys took Willie’s arms and led him toward the path, leaving behind a pile of rocks 

and old golf balls, the only sign of Willie’s ever having been there. 

 

### 


