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Praise for
a   c a n   o f   p e a s


“Lake Emily is populated with fresh faces, intriguing relationships, and heartwarming stories that bring a community to life. Whether you live in a high-rise or a remote home, you'll recognize the people who fill this satisfying Can of Peas. Lake Wobegon? I'll take Lake Emily.”

—JANE KIRKPATRICK, award-winning author of the
critically acclaimed Kinship and Courage series




“Traci DePree has created a charming story that held me captive from page one and didn't let me go until the last page was turned. I laughed, and I cried, but mostly I fell in love with the characters and town of Lake Emily. I want to live there! Traci is a lively new voice in Christian fiction. I cant wait to read more of her work.”

—DIANE NOBLE, award-winning author of Heart of Glass




“Traci DePree is a fine new writer, though I've been reading her work for years. She's one of the few who can make me cry with her well-written, poignant scenes that read like real life and also laugh out loud at sweet, funny situations. Enter the world of Lake Emily, get to know her people, and enjoy.”

—LISA TAWN BERGREN, award-winning author of The Bridge and Christmas Every Morning




I can't believe what a slice of my life growing up on a farm A Can of Peas depicts. Exchange peas and corn for wheat and milo, and Traci s farming community of Lake Emily is where I grew up, right down to the extension meetings. As I read, I felt as though I were reliving my childhood. Lovely!”

—DEBORAH RANEY, author of Beneath a Southern Sky and A Vow to Cherish




“A charming story, gently told, A Can of Peas blossoms in the readers heart, like the land bringing forth crops for harvest. I fell in love with all the people of Lake Emily, and so will you!”

—ROBIN LEE HATCHER, award-winning author of 'Firstborn
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ROY MORGAN

It was an early June day in 1985. Ten-year-old Peter Morgan sat on the seat next to his Grandpa Roy as he drove the Chevy pickup along the dusty road. Peter's nose itched, and he gave it a scratch. Gravel pinged as it flew up under the truck.

They neared the rich green fields of peas. Peter could see the huge red combines from the canning factory moving like a procession of snath across his grandpa's fand. The blades circled in precision like a pinwheel in a breeze, gathering the tender plants and pulling them hungrily into the machine's stomach.

Peter hoked across the checkerboard of black and green and felt a warm contentment fill him. It was a perfect day, the kind of day when the sun shone bright and everything smetted new. The view from the cab stretched and yawned for miles. Peter could see the water tower at Lake Emily shimmering silver in the morning light, and the fake was a pale blue in the June sunshine. There was nothing like the harvest.

One of the big machines moved to the grain truck waiting at the side of the field and positioned the fang auger's arm over the bed. Soon the peas came out in a flow of green. The door of the pickup squeaked as Peter and his grandfather got out to watch. Roy leaned against the grille while Peter climbed on the hood.

“Did you always want to be a farmer, Grandpa?” Peter asked, turning his head to hok at the older mans strong profile.

Roy's gray eyes wrinkled into a smile. His gaze trained ahead, he said,

“I suppose I did, Peter. Same as my father. Some people are just meant to be out here in God's creation, breathing the spring air, working the soil.”

“I wish my dad was a farmer, “Peter said, sighing.

“Your dad has his own gifts, Peter, just as you do.” Roy laid a comforting hand on his grandsons head, tousling his bbnd hair. Roy was quiet for a moment before he spoke again, “You see this field?”

Peter nodded as the scent of dark, rich earth and fresh-cut peas lingered in the air.

“People are like these here peas. They come in all sizes, you know. Some are big, some small. There's floaters and sinkers, but it takes all kinds, working together and helping each other out. Than what makes a family, a town, work.” He ghnced over at Peter as the combine finished filling the truck and started back up the rows. “Your father makes beautiful music-its a gift God gave him.” There was a long silence between them, filled with the rumble of the combines.

“What will I be when I grow up, Grandpa?” Peter lifted his blue eyes to his grandfather's.

“You'll be who you are now, plus or minus the choices you make abng the way. Now, what you do, that's another matter altogether. You'll have to follow your heart&and God's leading. But it'll come to you, Peter.”

Peter thought about that for a while before remembering the suitcase in his room, already packed for his father's next concert tour. “I don't want to go to Spain,” Peter compUined. “Why can't Mom and I stay here while Dad goes with the orchestra?”

“You'd miss your dad, Peter. Besides, he needs you, “Roy said. “Before you know it, you'll be back here again. Maybe you can help bring in the corn.”
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It's a crying shame,” Lillian Biddle said in a loud whisper, hovering a bit too close to Peter Morgan. They stood on the dormant lawn on an unusually warm day in early April. Bare crab apple branches draped overhead, creating a somber, webbed shadow that encased the mourners who stood in scattered clumps across the lawn like faded dandelions. Steaming black coffee warmed hands, and napkins held sweet bars.

“You know, she'll have to sell the place now,” Mrs. Biddle continued, “what with Roy gone. They hired my Bert over a month ago to do all the milking, ever since Roys cancer got the best of him. A cryin shame, a cryin shame. I've seen it happen all too often. The man dies and the wife has to sell out, auction the equipment and move to town, even though she worked as hard as him to keep the place going. I remember,” Lillian went on, “Cora Jorgenson, she was just devastated after Richard passed on. Heart attack in the middle of church, right after the benediction. They're Catholic, you know.”

Peter didnt have a clue who she was talking about. His mind was on his grandfather-gone three days-and finding his grandmother in the crowd.

“When Richard died, Cora didn't have much choice. The bank was pushing to foreclose, could hardly wait till Richard was buried to get their hands on it. So she sold that beautiful farm. It had been in their family for four generations. But then during the farm crisis they had such a hard time of it. Almost lost the place then. I don't know how your grandfather fared. He seemed like a levelheaded man, but then you can never tell.”

Peter scanned the crowd, trying to catch a glimpse of his round-cheeked, gray-haired grandmother. Virginia had been so constantly surrounded by well-wishers that he'd had no chance to speak with her since he arrived in Lake Emily that morning. At least he'd been able to sit with her during the service, but there had hardly been an opportunity to talk then. Peter felt his wife, Mae, slip her hand into his. She was beautiful, her delicate figure draped in funeral black and a dark wool coat. Her long brown hair framed her fine-boned face and compassionate brown eyes. They'd been married all of six months. Six of the happiest months of his life, and then came the news of his grandfathers death.

“Couldn't she hire someone long-term? Like a farmhand?” Mae kept the conversation going. “To do the hard work for her?”

“Farming's all hard work, dear,” Lillian scolded, then turned to Peter. “I suppose you'd know that-you visited the farm when you were growing up, didn't you?” When Peter didn't respond, she continued, “Oh, I suppose not-your father moved away first chance he got. Does he still play the fiddle? Boston. He was out in Boston for a time, wasn't he? Your grandma sure liked to brag about her David. He wasn't like my boys. It's a shame he didn't stick around after he finished high school.

“Besides…,” she droned on. Lillian wore a blue polyester suit that was a good decade behind the times, with matching blue shoes, white hose, and a hand-knit shawl. She was a large woman, not heavy as much as big boned, with a sculpted, almost-pretty face betrayed by her overworked mouth. She was no doubt used to taking charge and keeping the menfolk in line. Peter had only met her on a couple of occasions before, but Lillian was a woman not easily forgotten. She'd come visiting whenever they were in town. Had probably diapered him as a baby. Maybe spanked him when his parents weren't watching.

Peter focused on Lillians mouth, ignoring the words pouring out of it, wondering how she could be so oblivious of her effect on others. “A hired hand costs money. Virginia isn't one of those company farmers who have cash to throw around. What s the point of having a farm if you're paying someone else to work it? My Berts been helping, but he cant keep that up forever. Farmings a family business, where everyone pulls together. Does for each other. That's what my boys would do…” Her words dangled in the air.

Peter followed her glance toward the old brick farmhouse where her sons, Albert and Alfred Biddle, stood talking, plates piled high with potato salad, Jell-O, and an array of hot dishes in hand. Peter had played with them on a couple of occasions as a boy. Their names, Peters grandma had once told him, had been shortened to Bert and Fred shortly after they were born, when Lillian became outraged that the Lake Emily Herald listed the twins in the birth announcement as “the Als.” Most folks still referred to them as “the Als,” especially when Lillian wasn't around. They were a little older than Peter, in their early thirties, single, living at home. They worked the farm with their father, who couldn't bring himself to retire. Bert wore spanking new denim overalls with a gray suit coat. He had dishwater blond hair that stuck out in a curly mess, with a permanent ringed halo from wearing his seed cap. Fred wore a snug dark suit with a wide tie. His hair was cropped short. Both wore black work boots.

“I don't really know what Grandma's plans are,” Peter said, taking a bite of the lemon bar he was holding.

“She'll have to face it sooner or later,” Lillian persisted, her voice trailing off. She turned to say hello to another neighbor. Peter took the opportunity to pull Mae away in a quick escape.

The wind blew, rustling the dried leaves on the ground around the snowball bush as they swirled upward, then settled down again. Peter recalled the white flowers that would hang in thick, pregnant clusters in a month or two, their beautiful bouquets complementing the dark green of the leaves. His confirmation picture had been taken in front of that ageless shrub. The same year his mother had died. Laura had been so proud of him. He could almost see her green eyes and proud face shining in joy as she snapped the shutter on the Brownie camera.

Peter lifted his gaze to the house, a two-story square farmhouse with intricate woodwork along the eaves and a porch that wrapped around three sides. The bricks were a yellowish tan-Chaska brick, Grandpa always called it. Red shutters and a matching scroll-worked screen door accentuated the home with a crispness that was classic turn-of-the-century farmhouse.

Peters childhood memories lived here. At least the good memories of visits between all their moves from one place to the next. Reading on the front porch swing on warm summer days while the smell of Grandmas cookies fluttered to him on the breeze. The cicadas' buzz in August and September as he watched Grandpa Roy combine beans or corn in the field, surrounded by a cloud of dust that obscured the big tires so the machine appeared to be floating across the golden acres.

In the summer, flower beds would flow around the lawn like streams of color, wide and rounded. One thing Grandma always complained about was a square flower bed-“too predictable,” she would say. Peter wished that the ribbons of pink and purple and gold crocuses were already in bloom. He needed their cheer today. They would be followed by an array of rich perennials, each timed perfectly to bloom in full when its predecessor petered out.

Peter could still see his grandfather, pipe hanging from his bottom lip as he read the paper out on the porch, or sitting on the old yellow Minneapolis Moline tractor, a proud grin on his face as he rode in the Fourth of July parade. When Peter stayed over, Roy would play checkers with him long after he was supposed to be in bed. Peter sighed. There were so many things left unsaid. He wished he had asked his grandfather what it had been like to live in the same town his whole life, to live through the Depression and a world war, what it was like to know his place in the world.

Peters gaze shifted to watch friends and family across the lawn. He didn't know most of the names or faces anymore, but they each had in turn offered their condolences as they passed. He caught a glimpse of Jerry Shrupp-J. D., Peters father always called him. He had been David Morgans closest friend in high school. /. D. came, but Dad couldn't get back from another tour Peter thought bitterly.

Mae touched Peters shoulder, reminding him of her presence. “Are you okay?” She smiled sweetly.

“I'm fine. I was thinking about Dad…” He let his words trail off, then gazed into her face. He cleared his throat. “I wish he couldVe been here.”

“I know.” She gave his hand a squeeze.

The screen door slammed, and Peters grandmother emerged from the house, a weary expression on her wrinkled face. She was shaking hands with a tall, stoop-shouldered man. Peter noticed that a yellow calico apron with a V embroidered on the pocket had found her since she arrived at home. She was likely cooking something in the kitchen again, waiting on others in the midst of her own suffering.

Peter knew with certainty that his grandmother was better equipped to deal with the grief, better equipped to carry on after the loss of her spouse, than his grandfather would ve been. If she had died, Grandpa Roy would Ve died himself, if not at once, then bit by bit. Peter had seen it in his counseling practice countless times-widowers, lost men without a compass, searching for what to do, where to go with the tail end of their lives, alone with empty expressions and emptier hearts.

Couples who spent a lifetime together drew strength and courage from each other. It was a silent arrangement, typical of those who had survived the Depression, and especially of farm families. They received no fanfare of flowery thank-yous, but theirs was a steadfast surety. A surety that, together, they would keep life on the straight and narrow. Perhaps it came with age, with the wisdom of seeing decades pass and gray hairs emerge, when health failed and the window toward eternity seemed clearer, vulnerability less an issue of manliness than of necessity.

Peter caught his grandmothers gaze. She waved and made her way toward them.

They met beneath the old cedar. Its rough-barked branches had weathered with the years. The dried blades of the previous years tiger lilies surrounded the base of the trunk and whispered coarsely in the breeze.

“Grandma, how are you holding up?” Peter said, bending down and giving her a long embrace. When he pulled back, he could see tears shimmering in her eyes. “Were all going to miss him.”

She sniffled and nodded her head before reaching for Maes hand. “He's where he longed to be now,” she said. “With the Savior he loved so much.”

Peter felt a lump grow in his throat, and he was afraid his own tears would begin again.

“I'm so glad you're here,” Virginia said. “It was a nice service, wasn't it? Roy would've liked it.”

Everyone said that at funerals, Peter thought.

“Everyone has been so kind,” she went on. “I wasn't prepared for that-how kind everyone would be…” Virginia's voice trailed off. “Did you two get anything to eat?”

“Yes, plenty,” Peter and Mae said in unison. Mae went on, “You didn't do all that cooking yourself, did you?”

“Heavens, no, dear. The ladies' circle brought most everything. Seems we were just together for your wedding,” Virginia said wistfully. “It was so beautiful. Roy really enjoyed his dance with you, Mae.”

“I cant believe its been six months either.” Mae glanced at Peter. “Roy danced a mean polka. I'm glad I had the chance to get to know him a little.”

Virginia smiled up at her, her pale blue eyes tired and profoundly sad. Mae was a good head taller than the older woman, her slim, tan frame a sharp contrast to Virginias ivory, double-chinned form.

“Seems to be the way things go these days,” Virginia said. “Families only gather at weddings and funerals. We need more weddings in our family…” There was a long silence. “So how is your job going, Peter?”

Peter glanced uncomfortably at Mae, then said, “I&uh…I got laid off, actually. About a month ago. It was all very political. That s why we moved in with Mae s mom and stepdad. I wouldVe told you, but with Grandpa so sick I didn't want to worry you.”

“I'm sorry, Peter,” Virginia said. “Have you been job hunting then?”

“I've had lots of interviews and a couple of good offers,” Peter said. “To be honest, I'm glad for the break. Work was pretty cutthroat, everyone competing for the big-dollar clients. I'm not sure it's for me anymore. I don't know.” Peter shook his head. “Maybe I need to buck up and take whatever comes my way-”

“No,” Virginia said. “Money, there's no lasting value in that. You should look for your heart's desire.”

“I guess I need to find out what that is then,” Peter chuckled, “because sitting in a chair listening to rich people complain about how depressing their life is just isn't doing it for me.” Peter paused and gazed across the empty fields at a farm in the distance. It reminded him of the miniature farm set he'd played with as a boy. Two red barns, one bigger than the other, and between them three indigo silos, a long, low hog shed in white, and a small bungalow farmhouse. “I'd forgotten how beautiful it is here,” Peter said almost to himself, breathing in the dusty tang of early spring.

“Remember the time your grandfather taught you to ride that draft horse?” Virginia said.

Peters lips lifted in a smile as the lost memory came flooding back. He was ten years old and eager to ride. His grandpa had lifted him onto the big, strong back and told him to hang on to the mane. The Belgian had glanced at Peter with a knowing look in his eye, and his grandfather slapped his rump with a solid whack. That beast had taken off across the field at a full run straight through the soybeans, with Peter holding on for dear life. Peter could still see his grandfathers amused expression when the horse came back to the barn door.

“I'm so glad you're here,” Virginia said, breaking into his reverie. “Its good to be reminded that people care.”

“I'm sorry that Dad isn't here,” Peter said, unable to keep the disappointment out of his tone. “He should have been.”

“I told him not to come-he has commitments to keep.”

“But he's your son. You need him here.”

“I'll need him more later, after everyone's forgotten. Don't be so harsh on your father, Peter. He's a good man. He hasn't been the same since losing Laura.”

“Grandma, Mom's been gone fifteen years. How long are you going to make excuses for him?”

“He's my son. David got to see Roy before he left, and he'll be back soon enough. I know his thoughts are here.” Then she smiled and patted Peter's arm. “Did you see the bouquet of roses he sent on the dining room table? They're yellow-my favorite. Besides, when he gets back, I'll need his help to get the old place ready to sell.”

Peter looked at her in alarm. “Sell? What are you talking about?” “I dont have much choice,” she said in reply. “I cant run this place by myself, and I can't afford to let it rot. Your grandpa and I talked it over before he died-that cancer gave us time to make plans. Besides, it's not as if the kids can take it over. That was what Roy always hoped for. Don't look so troubled, Peter. It happens all the time.”

A dark feeling overtook Peter as he thought about someone else living in the old, beautiful house. This farm was the only stability he had ever known. The place they came back to between their moves from city to city after his mother died. “You should give it some time-”

“I've had time, Peter. Too much time. I wanted to move when Roy first got the cancer, but-” Her voice broke off, choked by emotion. She wiped her blue eyes with the edge of her apron, then looked at Peter. “He couldn't bring himself to leave. Roy loved this place. I guess we thought he'd beat the cancer…” She straightened her bent back. “The longer I wait the harder it'll be to sell. The fields need to be worked now to get peas in, and I can't do it. You wouldn't want to see these fat old legs climb into that big John Deere. Besides, it'll be nice to be in town, close to my friends. Most of them live there now. Truth be told, the farm keeps me from doing some of the things I enjoy. It's time for a change, hard as it may seem.”

The lone bulb shone in Peter's eyes. He stood before the mirror, brushing his teeth, in the basement apartment in Mae's parents' home. One idea kept haunting him like an echo in a canyon. Look for your heart's desire, his grandmother's words of two days before reverberated.

What was his heart's desire? To sit in some stuffy office for the rest of his life? He'd had two offers to work as an in-house psychologist for prestigious companies in St. Paul, but he hadn't been able to bring himself to accept either one. And lately, whenever he considered it, the memory of harvesting peas with his grandfather filled his consciousness again. The image was so vivid. He could feel the cool April breeze caressing his cheeks, could hear the whirring of the blades as they cut the tender shoots, could smell the dark earth tinged with diesel fuel. He put his toothbrush away and meandered back to the bedroom.

Mae was settled in bed reading the latest best-selling romance novel. A beaded lamp glowed golden on the table beside her. Peter flipped back the thick comforter and slipped between the sheets, his head resting in his hand. He faced her and watched her lips move ever so slightly as her eyes scanned the page.

“What?” she said feigning annoyance.

“You're beautiful.”

Her face flamed. A smile deepened the dimples in her cheeks. Her brown eyes sparkled beneath dark hair and perfectly sculpted brows. Peter reached up to kiss her softly on the lips. When he pulled back, she ran her fingers through his sandy hair.

“I've been thinking about Grandma,” he said after a long moment.

“I know. Me too. It must be horrible to lose someone you love and especially to watch him die such a long, agonizing death. How long were they married?”

“Fifty-seven years. They eloped when she was nineteen.” There was a long pause and he stared at the sheets, trying to think of a way to propose what was in his thoughts.

“You're thinking something else,” Mae prompted, sitting upright. “I know that look.”

“What look?” Peter tried to act innocent.

“Okay, out with it.”

“I've been thinking about the farm, too,” he began tentatively, finally meeting her eyes. “I've been thinking about taking it over.”

“Taking what over?” She set her book on the side table and gazed suspiciously at him.

“The farm.”

Mae laughed. “You're serious? What do you know about farming?”

“Nothing, really. Just the few tidbits I picked up from Grandpa.”

“My point exactly.”

“Grandma said it was Grandpas dream to pass the farm on, and I think I'd really like it. Being outdoors, setting my own schedule. Putting down roots. I don't want to move around anymore-I had enough ofthat as a kid. I want to live someplace where people know each other. I spent my childhood jumping from town to town, not making any lasting friendships. I don't want that for our kids. And I can't stomach the thought of losing that beautiful old farm on the open market. It's my history…”

“Honey, it sounds very romantic, but don't you think you're being idealistic?”

“And I suppose living in a musty basement under your mother's watchful eye is ideal? And the way she treats you-”

“Hold your voice down,” Mae shushed, then said, “I know you don't like it here, but it's only temporary.”

“Until what? I've been thinking about it, and I don't want to resume my practice. Maybe that's why I've been putting off accepting an offer. Maybe God has something else in mind for me, and maybe I haven't been listening. I know this is quick, but I think it's right. The right thing for me. At least say you'll think about it. Pray about it?”

“Peter, I can't even fathom this. You're a professional psychologist. You have a good future ahead of you.”

“It depends on what you mean by 'good,' doesn't it? Don't you remember how I was when I'd come home from work? How tired I was of the game playing, the backstabbing? I don't want that stress again.”

Maes expression softened. “I know it was hard-”

“Think about it?” Peter persisted.

“What about my job?”

“They have a flower shop in Lake Emily, and I'm sure St. Peter has a couple. Maybe you could work there. Or open your own shop.”

“Now you're being silly.”

“No.” His eyes searched hers. “I'm dreaming. For the first time in my life, I'm dreaming.” Peter sat straighten “Can't you see? We have a chance to make a different kind of life for ourselves, a life that counts for more than a paycheck.”

Mae sighed and uncrossed her arms. “Haven't you seen all those farm documentaries on public television? No one makes money farming,” Mae said.

“I'm not afraid of a little hard work. We would learn as we go. Besides, we could be together. I wouldn't have to head off to the office every morning, get stuck in traffic, come home late. We could eat breakfast in Grandmas kitchen, take off whenever we want to. It would be an adventure.”

“You are an optimist, aren't you?” Her eyes crinkled into a smile.

“I think we could really make a go of it, and Grandma will still be nearby if we need a little advice.”

“You're assuming she'll be thrilled with your idea.”

“You heard her-it was Grandpa's dream. She'll think this is perfect.”

“It all seems so sudden. I can't believe you're ready to throw away all that time in college. Your degree will really come in handy milking cows!

“You never know. There are probably a lot of depressed heifers- maybe I could help them work out their childhood issues.”

That brought a smile to Mae's lips. “Peter, be serious.”

“I feel right about this, Mae. I really do. The timing is perfect-I'm in the job market. We're young, eager… Besides,” Peter continued, “the house is wonderful.” He looked around their tiny room. “It sure beats this dump.”

“It is a beautiful house, isn't it?” Peter knew by the twinkle in her eye that he had piqued her interest. “You're tempting me, Mr. Morgan.” She quirked a brow teasingly.

“Who? Me? I'd never do that, Mrs. Morgan.” He pulled her to him for another kiss.

“Ooh, Farmer Pete, your hands are cold!” She giggled.

“Think about it?” Peter asked.

“I'll think. But not right now,” Mae said.

The next morning sunlight streamed through the single narrow window at the top of the wall, bouncing around the cabbage-rose wallpapered bedroom and filling it with a sweet welcome to a sunny spring day. Mae stretched, realizing Peter wasn't beside her. She lifted her head toward the door as her mother appeared with a tray bearing two steaming cups of rich coffee.

“Have you seen Peter?”

“He went for a run.” Mae's mother, Catherine, was a smaller version of Mae-same dark hair and eyes. But where Mae preferred the casual, relaxed, outdoorsy look, Catherine was a dyed-in-the-wool Saks Fifth Avenue woman. Her nails kept their weekly manicure appointment, and her hair was obediently in place at all times. Mae couldn't remember seeing her mother without makeup on.

Mae sat up in bed and took the steaming brew her mother held out to her.

“I wanted to talk to you while Peter was out.” Catherine sat on the edge of the bed.

“What about?” Mae took a sip.

“Well…there's no easy way to put this, honey,” Catherine began. “You know your stepfather and I are happy to have you here for as long as you need. But it's difficult for us to sit by and watch Peter take advantage of you.”

“Advantage? What are you talking about?”

“He doesn't seem to even want a job. How many has he turned down now?”

“Mother! Peter's not lazy, if that's what you're implying. He worked faithfully at Krentz and Krentz before they laid him off. It's not as if he had a choice in the matter.”

“Dear.” Catherine patted Mae's hand. “I know you love Peter, and I'm sure he tries his best. But we-Paul and I-don't see how he can provide the kind of lifestyle you deserve if he doesn't get out into the job market and start climbing that ladder. I knew he wasn't right for you when he first proposed.”

“I can't believe we're having this conversation.”

“But he's still waiting around, and for what? For you to support him? Or does he expect us to foot all the bills?”

“If you and Paul want us to move out, just say so.” Mae felt her ears burn.

“No, sweetie, I'm not saying that. I think maybe you should talk to him, get him motivated…”

Mae chewed on her lower lip. “Okay, Mother,” she conceded, wanting her to leave. “I'll talk to Peter.”

“Thank you, honey. Really, it's for his own good and for your best interest,” she said. “It's probably a self-confidence thing. Sometimes men need a little shove, that's all. You'll be glad in the long run.” Mae resisted the urge to scream into her pillow.

Peter appeared in the doorway, his shirt and hair wet with perspiration.

“Who'll be glad in the long run?” he asked innocently.

Catherine smiled her dinner-party smile. “I better go get breakfast on for Paul. You know how he gets if he has to wait for his omelet.” She gave Mae a pointed look and then walked past Peter without another word. Peter made a face at Catherine s back as she retreated up the stairs.

“What was that about?” Peter said when he turned back to Mae.

“Mother,” Mae said the word tersely, then sighed. “Maybe you were right. Living with Mom and Paul is growing stale fast.”

“What are you saying?” Peter sat on the edge of the bed and peeled off his T-shirt, wiping his face and head with it and tossing it onto the heaping laundry hamper.

“Maybe…I'm considering what you said last night.”

“The farm?” His eyes were hopeful, like a little boy who'd been told he could have a new puppy.

“Maybe we should go out next weekend and see what Virginia thinks of this harebrained idea.”

Business had been hopping all day. Mae had made six floral arrangements-one for a wedding anniversary, two for the births of new babies, and three for a funeral downtown.

Lynn, Mae's boss, came in the back room that was a hodgepodge of pots and vases, baskets, stuffed animals, and picture frames, all the accouterment of bouquet making. “Mae, we have four more orders, and the ones you've finished need to be out before ten.” She handed Mae the order sheets with the specifications for each arrangement.

“I'll get right on it,” Mae said, reading over the instructions.

“The way todays going,” Lynn continued, “I'll need you to stay late tonight if we're going to be ready for the wedding tomorrow.”

Mae felt her heart sink. She and Peter had planned a night out. “I'll have to call Peter,” Mae said.

“Well, do it quickly.” Then Lynn turned at the sound of the front doorbell and went to wait on a customer.

As Mae trimmed daisies for a spring bouquet, her mind wandered to the conversation with her mother that morning. Mae had known moving in with her and Paul hadn't been the best of ideas, and it wasn't just that Catherine disapproved of Peter and everything he'd ever done or said in his life. Truth was, it wouldn't have mattered whom Mae married, her mother would've found him lacking. She found everyone lacking. She had a way of turning the screws on Mae's daughter-guilt without even batting an eye, and Mae was tired of it. Tired of pleasing someone who wouldn't be pleased.
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