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We/come Home

At the corner of the driveway to the house, there was a sign, hand-painted by Lindsay and decorated with ladybugs and a garden scene, that said, Welcome to Ladybug Farm. It never failed to make them smile. As they made the turn and started down the gravel drive, lined with tall oaks, the anticipation of some grand destination always made the heart beat a little faster. And then, coming out of the shadows and rounding the curve where the full, emerald lawn with its purple hydrangeas and brilliant pink peonies and carefully cultivated beds of hollyhocks and impatiens and showy, old-fashioned dahlias spread out like a ruffled quilt designed to show off all the colors of nature, there was always a catch of breath. In the background, the majestic blue mountains spilled their shadows onto a bright green meadow dotted with sheep. And in the foreground the big old house with its faded brick, painted columns, and tall, high windows seemed to reach out to them, and welcome them home. Bridget and Lindsay shared a glance as they pulled up in front of the wide front steps, each of them understanding what the other was thinking: I can’t believe we live here. [image: 001]
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The recipes in this book are included for entertainment purposes only and have not been tested. In fact, I would be very much surprised if any of them are at all edible!
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A Day to Remember

There was a magical quality to the hours just before twilight at Ladybug Farm. The June air was balmy and scented with roses, and the golden light filtered across the lavender-shadowed lawn like something imagined by the brush strokes of a Renaissance master. Hummingbirds darted back and forth between mounds of ruffled pink peonies. A bluebird family chirped chattily over its evening meal, and a barn swallow dipped and soared in graceful, silhouetted arcs against the pale violet sky.

A wayward breeze stirred a set of wind chimes hung from the low branch of an apple tree and scattered a froth of white chicken feathers across the lawn. An apricot chiffon ribbon, limp and tattered now, tugged away from the porch column it decorated and floated across the grass. A bedraggled-looking border collie, dragging a length of mud-spattered lace that was caught on his back paw, pricked his ears forward as though he might give chase, then decided against it and plopped down onto the grass with an exhausted sigh.

Strands of wilted ivy were twined around the porch railings, each two-foot interval accented by a bouquet of drooping Apricot Delight roses and ribbon-wired bows in Hint of Spring green. Potted ferns, now slightly askew in identical white stands, flanked each of the windows and the door along the deep front porch, and baskets of what once had been freshly arranged Apricot Delight roses, augmented generously with live oak, poplar, and maple leaves, hung by ribbons from the rafters.

The floor was littered with apricot petals and paper cock tail napkins, monogrammed in Apricot Delight and Hint of Spring green. A banner of ivory silk hung drunkenly over the front door, and when Cici pushed open the screen door, it ripped. She did not even glance up.

She was a tall, slender woman with an athletic build, abundantly freckled skin, and sun-sparked blue eyes. She liked to describe herself as being in her midfifties, going on forty, but the truth was that she was closer to the end of that decade than the beginning. Today despite her elegant suit, carefully coiffed hair, and perfectly applied makeup, she felt every year of her age, and then some.

Nudging aside an overturned champagne glass with the toe of her ivory brocade pump, she made her way across the debris-strewn porch to a rocking chair, and sank down heavily. Her honey-colored hair was beginning to come loose from its upsweep, and she had lost an earring. Her lipstick was long since gone. She undid the pearl button on the jacket of her ivory satin pantsuit, kicked off her shoes, and leaned her head back, pressing a pack of frozen peas to the side of her face.

The screen door gave another tentative squeak, the silk banner ripped further, and Lindsay came out, approaching Cici cautiously. “Did the aspirin help?” she asked.

Cici did not open her eyes. “A little.”

Lindsay was four inches shorter and five years younger than Cici, and on a good day could easily pass for forty if she bleached the faint brownish splotch on her right hand. But today was not a good day. She was still wearing her apricot lace sheath with its flirty sweetheart neckline, but she was barefoot and bare-legged. She had complained all week that the dress was too young for her and that it clashed with her auburn hair, but she was too tired now to change into something else. As for the stockings—Nearly Nude Shimmer & Silk and specifically mandated by the bride—they had been the first to go.

She picked her way through the litter of spilled birdseed, scraps of apricot netting and spring green ribbons, torn napkins and white-and-silver wrapping paper, then removed an empty wine bottle from the chair next to Cici’s and sat down. “Well,” she said after a moment, “the good news is that everyone had a swell time.”

Cici opened her one good eye and stared at her.

“I mean,” Lindsay tried to explain, “not that everyone wasn’t worried about you, but you saved the cake, and after the first little excitement, everyone forgot about it and moved on, and, if you think about it, at least you gave everyone a good story to tell. And no one was mad. Not really.”

Cici looked at her for another moment, then closed her eyes again. Her tone was flat. “I’m so glad.”

The screen door opened again, and the silk banner pulled  away from the wall and sagged down on Bridget as she came through the door. She wrestled with it for a moment, her petite stature and frothy chiffon dress making her look like an Easter egg doing battle with a marshmallow. Finally she simply jerked the fabric away from the remaining staples that held it to the wall and let it cascade to the floor like a fallen flag. She kicked it aside unceremoniously.

Bridget was the oldest of the three, with a sweet round face, a bouncy platinum bob, and an earnest innocence that made her lookyounger than either of her two friends. She was wearing Hint of Spring green in a delicate peau de soie with an empire waist and matching two-inch heels. The Nearly Nude Shimmer & Silk stockings actually did make her legs look longer, as promised by the manufacturer.

“Feeling any better?” she ventured hopefully to Cici.

Bridget winced as Cici removed the package of peas from her face to reveal the ugly red and purple bruise that had half closed her left eye and was beginning to discolor her cheek.

“Oh, yes,” Cici said without expression. “I’m just fine. Thank you for asking.”

Bridget hurried over to her. “It was an accident, you know. She’s really sorry.”

Cici returned the peas to her eye. “What did I say about goats?” she demanded simply.

Bridget wisely declined to answer that. “I found your earring,” she said instead and offered up a mud-encrusted seed-pearl drop pendant.

Cici just stared at her for a moment, clearly debating whether maintaining her pique was worth the effort. Then a  corner of her lips turned down ruefully, and she held out her hand. “Thanks.”

Bridget smiled, dropped the earring into her hand, and took a chair, and the three of them sat in exhausted silence for a while, watching the birds and the changing patterns of muted light. In comparison to the chaos that had reigned only hours before, the muffled sounds of activity from the house sounded like a benediction.

“You know,” Bridget observed after a time, “all things considered, it really was a lot of fun.”

Cici tried to lift her head to look at her, winced in pain, and settled back again. “You did not just say that to me.”

“Well, I mean, except for the storm.”

“Tornado,” corrected Lindsay.

“That hasn’t been confirmed yet,” Bridget objected.

“And the dog,” Cici said without opening her eyes.

“And the groom’s mother.”

“And the groom.”

“And the explosion.”

“And the goat.”

“Like I said,” Bridget said uncomfortably. “All things considered.”

No one spoke for a measure of time. No one had the energy.

“You know what the problem was, don’t you?” Bridget said after a moment.

“Personally,” replied Lindsay, a rather tired smile twitching at her lips, “I blame Michelle Obama.”

Bridget smothered a giggle, and even Cici, without opening her eyes, managed a lopsided smile.

“Okay,” Cici said, “Tell me what the problem was.”

“Sex.”

Cici opened her eyes and lifted her head to look at her two best friends. The three women thought about that for a while. Then Cici gave a slow, reflective nod of her head. “Do you know, Bridget,” she said, “this time I think you’ve got it exactly right.”

Lindsay agreed regretfully, “Sad but true.”

“But it was a beautiful ceremony” Bridget said.

Cici glanced at one of the half-empty champagne glasses on the small table beside her chair. She had no idea to whom it belonged. She picked it up dubiously sniffed the contents, gave the rim a cursory examination for lip marks, and drank it down.

“Yeah,” she said, and smiled just a little. “It was.”
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What a Difference a Year Makes

Three weeks Previously

Excerpt from Virginians at Home magazine

 

 

Cecile Burke, Bridget Tyndale, and Lindsay Weight are like the Three Musketeers—if the Three Musketeers wielded hammers and saws instead of swords, if they fought dry rot instead of highwaymen, and if they were ... well, girls.  



The “girls” in question, just enough past middle age to consider it a compliment, each gave a considering tilt of her head, purse of her lips, or waggle of her eyebrows.

They were gathered around the oiled hickory table in the kitchen, a vase of fresh-picked daffodils between them. The raised fireplace at their backs smelled of last night’s fire, and the breeze that came through the open back door tasted of snow not long melted, clean and clear, with the cool base notes of the winter that had barely passed. The ancient bricks  that paved the floor beneath their feet and the walls around them gleamed in the sun that flooded through the freshly washed windows. The last of the asparagus and spring onions were on the cutting board, a chicken, aromatic with sage, rosemary and garlic, was roasting in the oven, and a package of last year’s peaches was thawing in the sink, waiting to be made into a pie. A ladybug landed on the magazine page, and Cici absently flicked it off as she read aloud.

The three ladies are part of a growing trend of young retirees who, having completed successful careers, seek a different  kind of a success in the second half of their lives. Burke, an attractive blonde ...



Cici lifted an eyebrow. “Attractive,” she repeated, preening a little.

The other two ladies gave her an impatient wave. “Go on.”

She started the sentence over.

Burke, an attractive blonde who knows her way around a power saw, owned her own real estate company in Baltimore. Tyndale spent most of her life as a homemaker and Wright is a retired school teacher. They were best friends and neighbors in the same suburban cul-de-sac for over twenty years.

When the three of them came across an abandoned old mansion during a vacation trip through the Shenandoah Valley, it was love at first sight. Within the year, they sold their Maryland homes, combined their resources, and took on the challenge of their lives.

“Our dreams were a lot bigger than our abilities,” confesses Burke, who likes to be called “Cici” by her friends. “We knew that none of us could have taken on a project this big alone. But together, we can do anything.”



Bridget said, “Well, just about anything, anyway. I guess you didn’t mention the chicken coop.”

“What about it?” Cici challenged.

“It was a disaster!”

“We got it built, didn’t we?”

“Will you go on?” Lindsay said. “Read.”

Cici returned her attention to the magazine.

Blackwell Farms Estate—now called Ladybug Farm—was rich in history and even richer in challenges. The sprawling, hundred-year-old mansion came complete with an orchard, vineyard, barns, and livestock. Ida Mae Simpson, who has been keeping house at Blackwell Farms since the 1950s, recalls the heyday of the Blackwell Farms winery, and tells stories of the famous Blackwell Farms cheeses having been aged in the same caves that the Confederate army used to store munitions during the Civil War.



Cici smiled. “That was nice of them to mention Ida Mae. She’ll get a kick out of it.”

“If she doesn’t sue the magazine for misquoting her,” Bridget said.

“She has been crankier than usual lately...”

“Read?” prompted Lindsay.

But when the ladies took possession of the estate two years ago, the roofs were collapsing, the vineyard was so overgrown as to be practically unrecognizable, and the house was completely overrun by ladybugs—thus the name.

“The first few months were a little daunting,” admits Bridget. “Well, okay, the whole first year. I don’t think any of us really knew what we were getting ourselves into.”

With determination and elbow grease, the ladies restored the beauty of the heart pine floors, the mahogany banisters, and the stained glass window overlooking the staircase landing. They uncovered two hand-painted murals flanking the fireplace in the first-floor sitting room, and reclaimed the six large, sun-flooded bedrooms on the second floor.

They trimmed berry bushes, pruned fruit trees, and brought back the rose gardens and fountains. They built chicken houses and saw a flock of sheep through a bitter winter. Room by room, they painstakingly restored the Blackwell mansion to the glory of a forgotten age.

“Financially, it’s been a fiasco,” Cici says frankly. “Old houses are expensive, and that’s the bottom line. We never know where the money for the next project is coming from. But emotionally ... this has been the time of my life. I wouldn’t trade it for the world.”

The next project for this ambitious crew is to restore the vineyard, with an eye toward eventually reopening the Blackwell Farm winery.

“We don’t have the faintest idea what we’re doing,” says Lindsay with a laugh, “but that never stopped us before. The  great thing about wine is that it takes a long time to make,  and we can learn on the job.”

Meanwhile, the vivacious redhead...



Lindsay grinned. “That’s the part I was waiting for.”

Cici obligingly read it again.

Meanwhile the vivacious redhead is fulfilling her lifelong dream by opening an art studio in the old dairy barn of Ladybug Farm.

“It’s something I’ve wanted to do all my life,” Lindsay says.  “It’s why I became a teacher, really. I only have a handful of students right now, but I’m thrilled to be teaching them. And of course, my prize student is Noah.”

Noah Clete, age sixteen, came to work at Ladybug Farm soon after the ladies purchased it, and almost immediately established himself as one of the family. Lindsay took his education in hand, nurturing his talent for art, and today Noah is an honor student at John Adams Academy in Staunton, as well as the holder of the prestigious “Young Artist of the Year” award from the Virginia Council for the Arts.



“Oh, my God!” exclaimed Cici excitedly. She flipped the magazine around to show them. “They included one of Noah’s paintings! He’ll die! Where is he, anyway?”

“I sent him to town to get more copies,” Lindsay said, beaming as she snatched the magazine away from Cici to study it. “Oh, look, it’s the oil painting he did of the crow in the apple tree. Hey Bridget, look at you!”

Bridget peered over her shoulder to admire the photograph of her putting the finishing touches on a red velvet cake in the kitchen. “They printed my recipe,” she noted happily. “The writer said she wasn’t sure if there’d be room.”

“Wait, there’s a whole section on you.” Lindsay continued to read out loud.

Bradget Tyndale is the driving force behind Ladybug Farm’s newest enterprise, Ladybug Farm Fine Foods and Catering. Her exquisite homemade wine jams and delightful gift baskets can be purchased at many local shops and through the Ladybug Farm website.



Bridget wrinkled her nose. “One,” she repeated. “One local shop. Which sold exactly a dozen jars of pinot noir jam.”

“But the gift basket was a huge success at the church bazaar,” Lindsay pointed out.

“Come on girls,” Cici said, “the website has only been up a couple of months. What do you expect?”

Bridget sighed and Lindsay read on.

With the help of Cici’s daughter, Lori Gregory, who graduates  next year from the University of Virginia, Charlottesville,  Bridget a/so runs a blog on which she shares her favorite recipes and observations about life on Ladybug Farm. You can enjoy this authentic taste of Virginia for yourself at www.ladybugfarmcharmsblogspot.com. .



Bridget groaned. “I hate blogging.”

“We know, we know,” Lindsay and Cici replied in unison.

“How’d they get the address anyway? No one ever reads it.”

“Your own personal PR agent, how else?” Cici gave a shake of her head that was half amazement, half amusement. “It’s nice to know all those marketing courses Lori’s been taking have paid off. She probably e-mailed the editor just to make sure no self-promotional stone was left unturned.”

Lindsay lifted a hand for attention. “You close the article, Bridge. Listen.”

After almost three years of hard work and sacrifice, the house is still not fully restored, and the farm is a work in progress.  Every day is an adventure for the residents of Ladybug Farm, and not every adventure has a happy ending. If they had it all to do over again, would they have made the same choice? Do they have any regrets?

“When we bought this house,” Bridget says, “we all had our ideas of how it was going to turn out, and big plans for what we wanted to do. Of course nothing turned out like we thought it would.” And she gives a slow, shy smile that seems, in a way, to exemplify the charm of Ladybug Farm. “It turned out better.”



Lindsay looked up, smiling, and the three women shared a moment of silent appreciation for the memories they had made together. But it was only a moment. The screen door squeaked and banged, and Noah exclaimed, “Hey did y’all see this? They put one of my pictures in the magazine!”

He came in with a magazine upheld, page turned to the pictorial display, and Lindsay grinning, held up her own copy to match.

“You’re famous,” Cici said, pulling one of the six copies of  Virginians at Home out of his hand.

Noah hooked an ankle around the leg of a chair to pull it out from the table and plopped down, his head buried in his own copy. “Pretty cool,” he admitted. “Of course, they didn’t say much about me.”

“A picture’s worth a thousand words.”

“I guess. I wonder how come they only used one.”

Cici rolled up her magazine and rapped him lightly on the shoulder. “Because the article wasn’t about you. It was about us.”

“You’re going to have lots of articles written about you,” Bridget assured him soberly. “But we’re old. This could be our last chance.”

“Well,” he agreed thoughtfully, “there is that.” And then he laughed when all three of the ladies rolled up their magazines and pummeled him indignantly.

Noah Clete bore little resemblance to the sullen, gangly, greasy-haired teenager they had taken in a little over two years ago. He had lost his awkward angles and gained confidence. Two part-time jobs—one at Ladybug Farm and another at Family Hardware in town—had given him long muscles and sun-golden skin. His dark hair had remained neatly trimmed since a girl—now long forgotten—had mentioned she liked it that way, and was now worn short and spiked as much as the school dress code would allow. His voice had deepened, and he shaved regularly to keep the faint bristle of beard at bay.

When he had first shown up at Ladybug Farm, secretly sleeping in a shack in the woods and stealing from their  garden to live, he had attended public school only sporadically but treasured a sketch pad on which he chronicled scenes from everyday life. Lindsay bribed him with art supplies and homeschooling, and discovered he was an excellent student, given the right motivation.

Last year he had won Young Artist of the Year in a competition of over three thousand students sponsored by the Virginia Council for the Arts. His charcoal drawing of a soldier at a train station was entitled “Homecoming.” The award had included his choice of a cash award or a one-year scholarship to the college preparatory school of his choice. The women had brought all their persuasive powers to bear, but in the end all three were surprised by how easy it was to convince the once-mercenary young man of the advantages of spending his windfall on higher education.

Within weeks of applying, he had been accepted to the John Adams Academy for the Arts and Sciences, a privately funded college prep in Staunton, Virginia. The open-campus nature of the school, which was an hour away, made it possible for him to attend classes only three days a week and still keep up with his responsibilities on the farm, his part-time job, and his art. It was Lindsay’s proudest accomplishment that, even though the majority of his education had been obtained at home, through her own rather inventive and sometimes bizarre curriculum, he was an honor student.

Before he had come to Ladybug Farm, it hadn’t occurred to Noah that a boy with his background should even want to go to college. A year ago he had to be wrestled into a shirt and tie for church services once a week. Now he complained that the school uniform—khakis, blue shirt, and maroon  tie—made him look like a used car salesman, but he got up early every school day morning to iron his shirt himself, and he had proudly paid for the uniforms out of his own earnings. He had spent most of his life trying to avoid school out of boredom, and downplayed his own intelligence in a misguided effort to escape notice. Winning the Young Artist award had changed what he believed was possible. But having the opportunity to attend a school like John Adams had changed everything else.

The phone rang. Lindsay looked exasperated as Bridget got up to answer it. “People have been calling all day” she said. “Does everyone in the county subscribe to that magazine?”

Noah grinned. “Hey, we’re celebrities. Deal with it.”

Bridget said into the telephone, “Wait, Lori. I’m going to put you on speaker.”

She pushed a button on the wall phone and Lori’s voice burst from the speaker in an excited squeal. “O! M! G! You guys are rock stars! Have you checked the traffic on the blog?”

Bridget said, “Well, I’ve been kind of busy. I harvested two rows of carrots and dug asparagus and gathered three dozen eggs and that crazy rooster tried to kill me—”

“Sixty-one comments!” exclaimed Lori.

Bridget’s eyes widened. “Sixty-one?”

“Since this morning! I told you this would be a gold mine! I told you!”

Bridget said, “I’ll be right back! This I’ve got to see. Talk to your mom.” She rushed from the kitchen in search of her laptop.

Cici said, “How was the economics exam?”

“Aced it. Mom, listen. What we need to do now is get you on one of the local news segments—”

Cici choked on a laugh. “Doing what?”

“And Aunt Lindsay if you’re serious about getting your art school off the ground this is going to give you the boost you need.”

“What I need,” Lindsay pointed out, “is students.”

“It’s called synergistic marketing,” Lori went on enthusiastically. “And this is just the beginning. Is that boy there?”

Noah said, “Hey, kid.”

“Noah, listen. What I need you to do is ... oh, wait. I have a text.”

Cici demanded, “You’re not texting and driving?”

“Walking, mom. I’m walking to class and talking on the phone and I really have to call you back. This could be important.”

“Are you coming home this weekend?”

“I’ll call you back.”

“Don’t text and drive!”

“I love you guys. Call you back.”

“Good luck getting through,” Lindsay said. “The phone has been—”

But she was talking to dead air.

Noah called toward the phone, “Glad I could help!” and turned back to the magazine.

Cici shrugged. “Ah well, the price of fame. She’s probably fielding calls from Hollywood.”

“Hey there’s a whole other page of photographs,” Noah observed. “Nice one of the fountain and the patio.”

Lindsay and Cici shared a smile as they returned to their  own copies of the magazine. The restoration of the fountain and the patio had been Noah and Lori’s Mother’s Day gift to them the year that Noah had decided to join the family permanently.

“Look at that vineyard,” Lindsay observed. “It’s as pretty as anything you could see in France.”

“Prettier,” Cici said. “They don’t have mountains in France.”

“Well, I think they have the Pyrenees.”

“Not in wine country.”

“Hey look,” Noah pointed out, trying, and not entirely succeeding, to sound casual about it. “My grandma’s paintings.”

Cici read the caption out loud. “‘The murals flanking the fireplace depict spring and winter views from the front porch of Ladybug Farm. They were painted in the 1960s by regional artist Emily Hodge, and uncovered during the restoration project.”’

“They could have mentioned that she was related to me.” Noah frowned a little.

“There wasn’t room to write everything, Noah. They had to save some room for advertising.”

Until the murals were uncovered, and Ida Mae had related their history, Noah had known nothing of his family, or even that he had one. Discovering that his grandmother had been an artist, too—and that she had left her mark on the house where he now lived—had planted the first seeds of pride and purpose within him.

Bridget returned to the kitchen with her laptop open, tapping the keyboard with one hand. “Eighty-four!” She was practically chortling as she settled down at the table with her  computer. “Eighty-four comments since this morning! That’s more than I’ve gotten in the past month!”

Noah shrugged and turned another page. “Not much of an article, for all the time they spent out here.”

“Well, they took a lot of pictures,” Lindsay said, “and most of the exposition is in captions. That’s the way they do it in magazines like this.”

“‘The eight-foot-wide chandelier,’ ” Cici read by way of example, indicating a color photograph of the chandelier that hung over the grand staircase, “‘was imported from Belgium in the 1920s. It lowers on a chain and pulley system for cleaning.’ ”

“They should have used the soldier drawing,” Noah said.

Lindsay glanced up. “What?”

“Instead of the oil painting. They should have used the picture that won the prize.”

“It’s not all about you, Noah. Look!” Grinning, Lindsay flipped the magazine around, proudly pointing to one of the pictures. “They used my room!”

“ ‘Although the public areas of the house are restored to period, the sleeping quarters are decorated in individual styles. Artist Wright used a faux-plaster technique to create this mystical nature wall treatment in her bedroom.’ ”

Cici glanced up. “Say Bridget. You should have Lindsay be a guest on your blog and write about how she did the plaster stencils.”

Bridget, typing away, laughed out loud in delight. “Eighty-six! Eighty-six comments! And listen to this—ten of them want to know where they can buy the jam.”

“Do we have ten jars left?” Cici inquired innocently and  Bridget made a face at her. Every shelf in the pantry was lined with jam.

“Announcing...” Bridget read out loud as she typed. “Next week’s special guest blogger, artist Lindsay Wright, on how to create the special painting technique featured in this month’s issue of Virginians At Home magazine.” She clicked Post and grinned at Lindsay. “Lori’s going to love that.”

“Synergistic marketing,” observed Cici absently, still reading.

“It would’ve been even more synergistic,” Noah added, placing slight, teasing emphasis on the word, “if you’d added a link to the magazine article.” He tossed his copy of the magazine on the table and stood. “Here’s the mail.” He pulled a couple of envelopes from his jeans pocket. “I stopped by the PO when I was in town. Save the driver a trip out here.”

“That was nice of you, Noah,” Cici said, reaching for the envelopes. “Bills,” she added as she glanced through them.

Noah said, “I’ve got to finish patching that fence before dark. I’ll be gone all day tomorrow. Jonesie’s got a big shipment coming in.”

Cici said, “Do you want to borrow a car? We don’t like you on that motorcycle at night.”

“I’ll be back before dark,” he assured her. “Besides, I’m low on gas money.”

Noah still owned and lovingly maintained the motorcycle he had purchased with the money he had earned his first summer at Ladybug Farm. None of the women was entirely comfortable with his using it to commute two hours roundtrip to school, however, and even Noah had come to see the advantages of having alternate transportation in case of rain.  One of the three SUVs—four, when Lori was at home—was almost always available for his use.

Bridget looked in dismay at her post. “Rats,” she said. “He’s right about the link.”

“Maybe Lori can fix it,” Cici offered.

Lindsay frowned at Noah. “You’re putting in an awful lot of hours at the store. Your scholarship depends on maintaining your grade point average, and you can’t do that if you start working on the days you’re supposed to be studying.”

“It’s cool,” Noah assured her, although Lindsay thought she noticed a brief shifting of his gaze. “All I’ve got Friday is an art history essay and it’s done. Do you want to read it?”

“I certainly do.”

“I’ll print it out tonight.”

Cici said, still reading, “My car is gassed up if you change your mind.”

“That’s okay, I’m good.”

Ida Mae was coming up the back steps as he reached the door, and he propped the door open for her with his hip. “I’ll be leaving early in the morning,” he added casually as the older woman edged her way past him, carrying a basket filled with cut dandelion greens. “And it might be after supper before I get back. So don’t look for me.”

He glanced into the basket Ida Mae was carrying and made a face. “We having greens for supper? Maybe you better not count on me tonight, either.”

All three women braced themselves for the tirade they knew Ida Mae was about to unleash on him, and even Noah seemed surprised when she merely plopped the basket  down on the soapstone counter next to the sink and started washing the greens, ignoring him.

Lindsay cast a quick startled look at Ida Mae’s back. “Don’t be a smart-mouth. And don’t forget I want to read that essay before I go to bed.”

“Yes’m.” The screen door slammed and Noah bounded down the steps.

Ida Mae shouted after him, “Don’t slam the—”

Noah reappeared before she could finish, an angelic smile on his face. “Farley’s coming,” he announced, and this time closed the door with barely a squeak.

“Hope he’s got my pressure cooker fixed,” Ida Mae grumbled as the sound of the sputtering pickup truck grew closer. “It’s been two weeks he’s been messin’ with it.”

“The safest two weeks I’ve ever spent in this house,” Cici said, without looking up from the magazine. “That thing is scary.”

“Even scarier now that Farley has worked on it,” Lindsay added.

“Wimps.” Bridget got up from the table. “Cooking is not for the faint of heart.” She went to the kitchen drawer where they kept the household cash and withdrew a ten-dollar bill. “Ida Mae, let’s pack up the rest of the breakfast muffins for Farley, okay?”

“You spoil that man.” Ida Mae began piling the dandelion greens into the sink.

“Well, it seems the least we can do, after all he does for us.”

Farley—none of them knew whether that was his first name or his last—was their closest neighbor, at three miles north, and their all-around handyman. Whether it was  repairing a broken pipe, replacing a single roof tile, or plowing their driveway after a snowfall, he always charged ten dollars: no more, no less.

Ida Mae turned on the taps to rinse the greens and took the plate of leftover muffins from the cabinet. “Somebody needs to go get me a basket.”

Lindsay got up and went to the pantry.

Cici said, “Ida Mae, the magazine article is out, did you see it?”

Ida Mae was a tall, rangy woman of indeterminate age with iron gray hair and a brusque manner that left most people completely intimidated. Today she wore cotton jeans and steel-toed work boots underneath a belted red flannel dress and a pilled blue sweater, all topped with a cotton apron printed with bright red roosters. Her weathered face showed absolutely no signs of interest as she glanced over her shoulder at Bridget. “You gonna help me pack up these muffins or not?”

Rebel, their antisocial border collie, charged forth with a murderous round of barking as Farley’s truck pulled around the drive, and Bridget cast an anxious glance toward the back door before she hurried to take the basket that Lindsay had retrieved from the pantry. Rebel had been raised by Farley and had, in fact, been his gift to them when they discovered they had inherited a flock of sheep. But no one trusted the dog not to bite the hand that had fed him for the first three years of his life—particularly since he regularly tried to bite theirs.

Cici got up and came to help, the magazine in her hand. “Look, they even said something about you.”

“I’ll bet you never thought you’d see yourself in a magazine,” Lindsay encouraged.

And Bridget added, tossing muffins into the basket, “It’s a really nice article, Ida Mae.”

Ida Mae turned off the faucet and shook out the greens, spreading them out to dry on paper towels.

“You worked so hard helping us get the house ready for the photographers,” Cici said, urging the magazine on her. “Don’t you even want to look?”

Ida Mae reached deliberately for a dish towel and took her time drying her hands. She looked at Bridget, sourly, then turned the look on Cici and Lindsay. She took the magazine.

The three women watched her closely as she slowly turned the pages, anticipating comments about “Dang fool Yankee trash tramping all over m‘flower beds” and “fuss and bother just so a bunch o’ rich biddies can look at how we live” and “working like yard hands for three damn weeks just for this?” Not to mention the inevitable derision over whatever mistakes had surely been made in the recipe, or the quotes. They waited, hardly aware of holding their breaths, until she flipped the magazine closed and returned it to Cici.

“Right nice,” was all she said, and they stared at her as she placed the last of the muffins in the basket and turned back to the sink. “Thought these greens’d make a good salad with some nuts and cheese. How’s that chicken coming?”

“Oh, um ...” It was at that moment that Farley knocked politely on the screen door, and Bridget glanced anxiously toward the oven as she waved at him. “Hi, Farley.”

“Afternoon, ladies.”

Farley was a big man in faded overalls and a camo cap,  with a ginger-colored beard and a perpetual wad of chewing tobacco forming a small lump in one cheek. He carried a highly polished steel pressure cooker under one arm, and a soda can in the other hand. He spat a stream of brown juice into the can before adding, “Got your cooker.”

Cici grabbed an oven mitt and opened the oven to check on the chicken. Bridget opened the screen door and stepped aside as Farley came in, leaving his soda can on the porch rail. He set the pressure cooker on the counter and Bridget handed him a ten-dollar bill. “Thank you so much for fixing this,” she said. “Canning season is coming up and I don’t know what we’d do without it.”

Farley swept off his cap, mindful of being indoors, and tucked it into his back pocket as he somberly took out his wallet and placed the ten-dollar bill inside. “Weren’t no problem,” he replied. He added, without looking up, “Hear you ladies got your pictures in the paper.”

Cici closed the oven door and smiled at him. “It was a magazine,” she corrected. “Would you like to see it?”

“No thank you, ma‘am,” he replied, and returned his wallet securely to his back pocket. “Don’t have much use for that kind of foolishness.”

Lindsay raised an amused eyebrow but said nothing.

Ida Mae retrieved her pressure cooker and Bridget took the basket of muffins from the counter. “These are for you, Farley,” she said. “They’re fresh made this morning. Wild strawberry.”

He looked surprised as he accepted the muffins, even though Bridget almost always had some kind of baked goods for him whenever he came by. “Why,” he said, “that’s right good of you, Miss Bridget.”

Bridget smiled. “I hope you enjoy them.” She smiled as she added, “See you in church Sunday?”

It was almost a running joke, since everyone knew the only time Farley went to church was on Easter and Christmas. But he looked back at her somberly and replied, “No, ma‘am, I don’t reckon you will. But I thank you for the thought just the same.”

He removed his cap from his pocket, nodded at Cici and Lindsay, and left with his basket of muffins, settling the cap on his head as he reached the back steps.

“Strange bird,” murmured Cici as she heard the truck engine start.

“Oh, he’s a good soul,” replied Bridget fondly, smiling after him. “Just lonely, I think.”

“I hope he knows how to fix a pressure cooker, is all,” Ida Mae said, and there was a certain amount of menace to her tone as she returned from placing the appliance on its shelf in the pantry.

“For ten dollars,” Lindsay cautioned, “I wouldn’t expect too much.”

But the look Ida Mae gave her suggested consequences too dire for words should her prediction happen to be correct.

Cici started gathering up the magazines. “Well,” she said. “It’s been quite a day. But I guess it’s back to scattering chicken feed and shoveling sheep manure.”

“Damn,” said Lindsay, “and I just had my nails done.”

Bridget sighed. “Well, it was fun while it lasted.”

But just then the phone rang, and the fun, such as it was, had just begun.
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