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Your editor, left; your author, right. 
From my family to yours.

About My Sister, the Editor
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When my sister, Brenda, was born at home in an upstairs bedroom, I remember hearing her first cry. 
Who knew that a wonderful editor had just made her entrance into the world?
As I neared the end of the Mitford series, I noodled my noggin, as Uncle Billy would say, about finding someone to tackle the absolutely whopping job of pulling together a bedside companion that would give you, I hoped, the very cream of the Mitford novels.
It would require, first of all, a reader who relished the printed word, and who knew the Mitford novels intimately. Someone who knew Esther Bolick from Esther Cunningham, and Bill Watson from Bill Sprouse. It needed someone with a sense of humor, and the common sense to know when a scene out of context should begin—and end. It also needed something more than text and a few drawings, it needed…maybe lots of trivia? Maybe even a crossword puzzle? Yes!
In the end, it would be a mammoth task, to be undertaken only by one who’d do far more than methodically excerpt text, and one who would care about the story lines, the characters, and the spirit of the work. That person would also need a great work ethic, as plowing through a million-and-a half words is no day at the beach.
I made a few inquiries. All led nowhere.
Then here’s what happened.
As I had spoken to God about this, He did what He so often does: He spoke back. To my heart, of course, and in a way I couldn’t dismiss.
The one for the job was my sister.
Hallelujah!
Brenda and I worked together on the book you now hold in your hands for more than two years. Or was it three?
I found her sensitivity in choosing the excerpts to be absolutely…well, divine. And her amazing skill at constructing a crossword puzzle simply floored me.
So, here it is, gentle readers.
From my family to yours.
May you laugh. May you cry. May your noggin be noodled. May your memory of favorite scenes and characters be refreshed. And most of all, may your spirits be lifted.
And next time you need a big task accomplished, who knows? The one for the job might be right in your own family.


Children of the same family, the same blood, with the same first associations and habits, have some means of enjoyment in their power, which no subsequent connections can supply….
—Jane Austen, Mansfield Park




About My Sister, the Author
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You keep your past by having sisters. As you get older, they’re the only ones who don’t get bored if you talk about your memories.
—Deborah Moggach


Actually, it’s not if Jan and I talk about our memories, it’s when. 
Nearly every time my sister and I chat, we share—and compare—our memories, which often include these:
For at least two years, Jan schooled me at home. My lessons began when she was in first grade, and continued until I went off to first grade. Perhaps because Jan had been so thorough in her teaching, I remained in first grade for just six weeks. After all, I knew my multiplication tables forward and backward, and could rattle them off faster than anyone could understand.
It’s good to have a big sister who teaches you. As a matter of fact, by the time I graduated from high school, I had been a student for fourteen years!
When we were four and six, Jan came up with a get-rich-quick scheme. First, we gathered up all the old magazines (some were really old) in our house, and stacked them in our little red wagon. Piled in the wagon were issues of Life, Look, Collier’s, and Ladies’ Home Journal. Jan loved magazines and decided the entire batch was really worth something, like maybe a quarter. I never knew how she arrived at that price.
Next, we had to have a marketing strategy. After some thought, I believe it was Jan who came up with the idea that our nearest neighbor (just under half a mile) would probably love to have these magazines. We began our journey up the dirt road (it wasn’t paved until years later), taking turns pulling the wagon. Sometimes Jan would pull and I would push and vice-versa. We made it to the neighbor’s driveway, which looked awfully long to me. It was just about dusk and the house was dark. Since my sister was the CEO of our newly formed company, she decided I would be the one to take the wagon down that long driveway to the house with no lights on. At four years of age, you just don’t argue with the boss.
I am excited to tell you that my first big sales job was a complete success. I came back up that driveway (which seemed a lot shorter than before) with an empty wagon and a big, fat quarter in my hand. We were very pleased with ourselves. I think Jan may have been even more pleased, as she pulled me most of the way home in the wagon.
When I was three years old, Mother presented Jan and me with a beautiful baby brother, Barry Dean. When I was six, she completed the circle with another wonderful brother, Philip Randolph, whom we call Randy. Now I was a big sister, reveling in the best of both worlds.
I will never forget the day Jan called and asked if I would edit The Mitford Bedside Companion. When she reeled off the list of things to be accomplished, I thought the driveway, if you will, looked awfully long. But now that the deed is done, I confess that the three years it took to create these pages has been a wonderful journey with my sister, and yet another way that we are “keeping our past.”
May you spend many happy hours in Mitford, just as I have so gladly done.


Introduction:
Everything but the Kitchen Sink

I’m often asked if it was hard to leave Mitford when I wrote the ninth, and final, novel, Light from Heaven.
The truth is, not really. I had told the story of that small mountain town as completely as I knew how, and there was absolutely nothing more to say. Nor did I have any inspiration to do what many readers have suggested, which was to continue the series with the lives of Dooley and Lace. (Trust me, books written without inspiration are no books at all.)
However, it’s also true that I will miss the characters now and then.
For more than a decade, they were like family to me. Indeed, I carried an entire township around in my head, some of them speaking simultaneously (think about that) as they told me their stories. It was enough to make your author forget her own name on occasion, or, when out and about, the name of an old friend or acquaintance. A handful of characters assembled in a story is one thing; more than seven hundred characters assembled in nine novels—and one head—is quite another.
Of course, I reasoned, if I really needed a visit to Mitford, I could always sit down and thumb through the books. But wouldn’t it be nice to have the thumbing, as it were, done for me—and for my readers?
Miss Sadie, whom I still miss, would be quite alive at the wonderful wedding reception at Fernbank, and Uncle Billy would be telling the joke about the census taker. We could be a fly on the wall all over again as Father Tim tells Dooley about sex, and we could revisit the most fun I ever had in Mitford, which was at the big town festival, with the llamas batting their long eyelashes and the children sitting on the knee of the statue of Willard Porter and the little ragwing airplanes dipping and rolling above the crowd on the lawn….
Thus, this book.
Here you’ll find what I hope are some of your favorite scenes, all the Uncle Billy jokes, all the major town events, Father Tim’s prayers and table blessings, loads of Scripture verses, which, themselves, have played important parts in the books, the (nearly) full cast of characters, varieties of mountain weather, a bushel of essays by yours truly, a peck of my family photographs, the recipe for that darned Orange Marmalade Cake, trivia for the whole family, an original Mitford crossword puzzle—indeed, everything but the kitchen sink. (In a few places we’ve edited some of the longer scenes a bit—otherwise the book might take a crane to lift it!)
Archibald Rutledge said this:
“I am absolutely unshaken in my faith that God created us, loves us, and wants us not only to be good but to be happy.”
In these pages, I pray you will find a portion of happiness, however infinitesimal. And speaking of happiness, I would leave us with this thought, penned by a wise, albeit unknown writer:
“In daily life we must see that it is not happiness that makes us grateful, but gratefulness that makes us happy.”
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	“I Know the Plans I Have for You”

If you think of life as a journey, then in 1988, one might say I stood at a great crossroads. Though yearning to be an author since the age of ten, I had instead mired myself quite deeply in advertising, where I worked as a writer for more (much more, actually) than three decades.
Though I desperately wanted out of a notoriously unkind business and into the gentler realm of book writing, I couldn’t find the courage to walk away from certain income. What if I failed at writing a book? What if a leap into the unknown ended with dashing myself on the rocks below? And how did one write a book, anyway? I simply couldn’t find what Sir Walter Scott called “the soul to dare.”
I began to pray about all this, not randomly or when I happened to think of it, but persistently. What do you want me to do, Lord? And how am I to accomplish it?
After two years of focused prayer, and using my journal as a sounding board, God spoke to my heart and said, Go. And I will go with you.
I was nearly fifty years old when this long-awaited but oddly terrifying answer came. It was springtime, and every azalea and dogwood was abloom in my lovely old neighborhood. I put a For Sale sign in the yard of my small cottage, and a day and a half later, I was signing a contract for an amount that pleased me very much.
I bought a little house near my brother and his family in the mountain village of Blowing Rock, North Carolina. I traded my Mercedes sedan for a Jeep. I cut my living expenses by roughly half, and having never used anything more complicated than a typewriter, bought a secondhand computer, which, by the grace of God, I learned to use.
All this accomplished, I sat down with breathless expectation to write my first book.
That’s when I found I had nothing to say.
Nothing.
Writer’s Dream Turns to Nightmare.
Soon, God spoke to my heart again. Don’t look back was the message I strongly perceived. I am with you.
If God is with us, who or what can be against us?
I continued to pray and hope and believe. I clung to quite a few promises of Scripture, not the least of which is found in Jeremiah 29:11.
“I know the plans I have for you,” says the Lord. “They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope.”
God had plans for me.
They were plans for good.
And, I had a future and a hope.
If taken seriously, as I took this Scripture passage then, and take it today, this is thrilling news.
I soldiered on.
Though I was freelancing with national ad agencies, the country had entered into a deep recession, and sometimes I earned no money at all. I wondered whether I might lose my little house, which had cost scarcely more than a car I recently saw in a showroom. Yet, worse than the fear of losing my house was the fear of losing face. I had come to the mountains to write books, and I had failed.
Then, lying in bed one night, I had an odd and surprising mental image.
It was of a man walking down a village street. That, and nothing more.
I examined this figment of my restless imagination.
The man, I could see by his collar, was a priest. He was short of stature, balding, and a dash overweight. He had a positive, upbeat stride. How did he live his life? What were his thoughts and aspirations? Who was this obviously ordinary man and what did he mean to me, if anything?
I got up and sat at my desk for a long time, and then began to write.
“He left the coffee-scented warmth of the Main Street Grill and stood for a moment under the green awning.
“The honest cold of an early mountain spring stung him sharply….”
I wrote on for several days, though absolutely nothing of any consequence was happening with this character. Then, days turned into weeks, and soon, I had a chapter or two. But a chapter or two of what?
I took it to the editor of the Blowing Rocket, Jerry Burns, who is as close to literati as we have in the little town of Blowing Rock. I remember how uncomfortable I was, asking someone to read a work that even I couldn’t define or categorize.
“What do you think I have here?” I asked, afraid of the answer.
“I don’t know,” he said.
“Ah.”
“But I like it. Why don’t we run it in the paper?”
Clearly, small-town newspaper editors are desperate men.
Once a week, my story occupied a half-page of the little newspaper that, at the time, sold for ten cents a copy. Without meaning to at all, I became a bona fide columnist with a weekly deadline and the sole compensation of a newspaper, hot off the press, every Thursday.
As I wrote the installments, I continued to keep a journal. Unfortunately, someone posing as a computer expert lost it, along with an entire fiction file, but that’s another story.
Often, I wanted to give up writing what I called “The Mitford Years.” But I couldn’t give up. I had an agreement to help fill space in our local newspaper! Better still, I was eager to know what was happening in the life of a character who was the bookish, unmarried, sixtysomething Episcopal priest Father Tim.
In truth, a lot was happening. A dog the size of a sofa, a thrown-away boy, and a good-looking neighbor moved into this earnest man’s quiet life, and suddenly, as they say in the film business, “the story had legs.” (So did his neighbor, by the way.)
When I finished writing this story, I was amazed to find I had written far more than two years’ worth of “columns.” I had, in fact, written a book.
Two more years, great anguish, and considerable privation passed before At Home in Mitford was sold. And you know the rest.
I tell you all that in order to assure you of this:
God has plans for you.
His plans are for good.
And, if you trust Him, you have both a future and a hope.
How do I know this to be utterly and absolutely true?
Because I have lived it.
And I am living it still.
To God be the glory, great things He hath done. And will continue to do, if only we trust Him.


“For I know the plans I have for you,” says the Lord. “They are plans for good and not for disaster, to give you a future and a hope. In those days when you pray, I will listen. If you look for me in earnest, you will find me when you seek me.”
—Jeremiah 29:11-13, New Living Translation,
Tyndale House Publishers




A Little World of Our Own: The Town of Mitford
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Long after the fictitious small town of Mitford was conceived, and a couple of the novels were written, I came upon a lovely little book called Our Village.
Written by Mary Russell Mitford, an Englishwoman, and published in 1839 by Cassell and Company, Ltd., it was a tender tribute to the English village and its people. Indeed, it was an attempt to preserve something precious; to so document a way of life that it might remain forever our own.
In the opening pages, Miss Russell pens much of my thinking when I created Mitford, North Carolina.
Of all situations for a constant residence, that which appears to me most delightful is a little village…with inhabitants whose faces are as familiar to us as the flowers in our garden; a little world of our own, close-packed and insulated like ants in an ant-hill, or bees in a hive, or sheep in a fold, or nuns in a convent, or sailors in a ship; where we know every one, are known to every one, interested in every one and authorized to hope that every one feels an interest in us.
How pleasant it is to slide into these true-hearted feelings from the kindly and unconscious influence of habit and to learn to know and to love the people about us, with all their peculiarities, just as we learn to know and to love the nooks and turns of the shady lanes and sunny commons that we pass every day.
…nothing is so delightful as to sit down in a country village in one of Miss Austen’s delicious novels, quite sure before we leave it to become intimate with every spot and every person it contains.

Over the years, you’ve become intimate with nearly every spot and person contained in Mitford. In your lively imagination, the faces of Uncle Billy and Miss Rose, George Gaynor, Hope Winchester, Miss Sadie and Louella, Mule Skinner, Dooley, Lace, Esther Bolick are all as familiar to you as the flowers in your garden.
In truth, Mitford has done what I hoped it might do. According to your many letters, it has become a little world, and an extended family, all your own.
As I go on to write of other worlds, my fondest wish is that Mitford won’t be allowed to collect dust on your shelves. Just as we visit loved ones again and again, so you may go again and again to Mitford.
Sometimes for refreshment. Often for peace. And always for hope.
THE PAUSE THAT REFRESHES
THE VILLAGE OF MITFORD was set snugly into what would be called, in the west, a hanging valley. That is, the mountains rose steeply on either side, and then sloped into a hollow between the ridges, rather like a cake that falls in the middle from too much opening of the oven door.
According to a walking parishioner of Lord’s Chapel, Mitford’s business district was precisely 342 paces from one end to the other.
At the north end, Main Street climbed a slight incline, and circled a town green that was bordered by a hedge of hemlocks and anchored in the center by a World War II memorial. The green also contained four benches facing the memorial and, in the spring, a showy bed of pansies, which one faction claimed was the official town flower.*
Directly to the left of the green was the town hall, and next to that, the First Baptist Church. Set into the center of its own display of shrubs and flowers on the front bank was a wayside pulpit permanently bearing the Scripture verse John 3:16, which the members long ago had agreed was the pivotal message of their faith.
To the right of the green, facing Lilac Road, was the once-imposing home of Miss Rose and Uncle Billy Watson, whose overgrown yard currently contained two chrome dinette chairs that they used while watching traffic circle the monument.
Visitors who walked the two-block stretch of the main business district were always surprised to find the shops spaced so far apart, owing to garden plots that flourished between the buildings. In the loamy, neatly edged beds were wooden signs:
Garden Courtesy of Joe’s Barber Shop, Upstairs to Right
Take Time to Smell the Roses, Courtesy Oxford Antiques
A Reader’s Garden, Courtesy Happy Endings Bookstore

“Mitford,” observed a travel feature by a prominent newspaper, “is a village delightfully out of step with contemporary America. Here, where streets are named for flowers, and villagers can seek the shade of a dozen fragrant rose arbors, spring finds most of the citizenry, including merchants, making gardens.
“…and while Mitford’s turn-of-the-century charm and beauty attract visitors like bees to honeysuckle, the town makes a conscious effort to discourage serious tourism.
“‘We want people to come and visit,’ says Mayor Esther Cunningham, ‘but we’re not real interested in having them stick around. The college town of Wesley, just fifteen miles away, is perfect for that. They’ve got the inns and guesthouses and all. Mitford would simply like to be the pause that refreshes.’”
Going south on Main Street to Wisteria Lane were the post office, the library, a bank, the bookstore, Winnie Ivey’s Sweet Stuff Bakery, and a new shop for men’s furnishings.
There was also a grocery store, so well-known for its fresh poultry and produce from local sources that most people simply called it The Local. For thirty-six years, The Local had provided chickens, rabbits, sausage, hams, butter, cakes, pies, free-range eggs, jams, and jellies from a farming community in the valley, along with vegetables and berries in season. In summer, produce bins on the sidewalk under the green awnings were filled each day with Silver Queen corn in the shuck. And in July, pails of fat blackberries were displayed in the cooler case.
To the left of Main Street, Wisteria Lane meandered past the Episcopal rectory, whose back door looked upon the green seclusion of Baxter Park, and then climbed the hill to the Presbyterians.
To the right of Main, Wisteria led only to Wesley Chapel, a tiny Methodist church that stood along the creek bank in a grove of pink laurel and was known for the sweetness of its pealing bells.
The second and only other business block of Main Street was lined with a hardware store, a tea shop, a florist, an Irish woolen shop, and an antique shop, with gardens in between.
Next, Main was crossed by Old Church Lane, rising steeply on the left to Church Hill Drive, where the ruined foundation of Mitford’s first Episcopal church stood in the tall grass of the upland meadows near Miss Sadie Baxter’s Fernbank.
At the opposite end of the lane was Lord’s Chapel, which stood between two vacant lots. After passing the church, which was noted for its fine Norman tower and showy gardens, the lane narrowed to a few comfortable houses on the bank of a rushing stream, where Indian pipes were said to grow in profusion.
As the streets and lanes gave way to countryside and sloped toward the deeper valley, the rolling farmland began. Here, pastures were stocked with Herefords and Guernseys; lakes were filled with trout and brim; barnyards succored chattering guineas. And everywhere, in town or out, was the rich, black loam that made the earthworm’s toil one of unending satisfaction.
At Home in Mitford, Ch. 1
THE TOWN MERCHANTS
It occurs to me that a town isn’t a town without its merchants. Indeed they, as much as anyone or anything, give a community its unique persona.
If you’re new to the series, here’s a small handful of Main Street businesses that will help you feel more at home in Mitford.
The Local
AVIS PACKARD, PROPRIETOR
IN THE LITTLE village of less than a thousand, everyone’s dinner—party or otherwise—began at The Local, unless they wanted to make the fifteen-mile drive to Food Value. Of course, they could go out on the highway to Cloer’s Market, but Hattie Cloer was so well-known for telling customers her aches and pains that hardly anyone ever did that.
Avis Packard once said that Hattie Cloer had sent more business to The Local than any advertising he’d ever run in the paper.
One thing Father Tim liked about Avis Packard was the way he got excited about his groceries. He could rhapsodize about the first fresh strawberries from the valley in a way that made him a veritable Wordsworth of garden fare. “We got a special today on tenderloin that’s so true to the meanin’ of th’ name, you can cut it with a fork.”
At Home in Mitford, Ch. 4
Main Street Grill
PERCY AND VELMA MOSELY, PROPRIETORS
AS MULE SKINNER puts it, “Percy’s daddy opened it fifty-two years ago. It’s a dadgum historic landmark.”
A Light in the Window, Ch. 12
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“DID YOU SEE IT?” asked Percy.
“See what?”
“Th’ banner.”
“Aha! Got it up, did you?”
Percy looked grim. “Went up this mornin’ at ten o’clock. Caused a stir.”
“It’s hard to see a banner when it’s on an awning over your head. I’ll step across the street and take a look.”
“They left a letter out of th’ dadgum thing.”
“You don’t mean it.”
“But they knocked fifty bucks off th’ price.”
“The least they could do.”
“I started to tell ’em to jus’ shove th’ whole business, but…” Percy shrugged, despondent.
“Go ahead and make me a tuna melt. I’ve got some leeway in my diet today. Be right back.”
He jaywalked toward the other side of the street, barely dodging Esther Bolick in her husband’s pickup truck. Esther screeched to a halt and leaned out the window. “I hear th’ mayor leaked the news to Miss Sadie.”
“We’re forging ahead.”
“I’m not doing orange marmalade,” said Esther. “I’m doing peanut butter. Three layers, with jelly in between. Apple or grape?”
“Grape!”
“For gosh sake, get out of the street before somebody nails you,” she said, roaring off.
Safely on the other side, he turned and peered at the banner over Percy’s awning.
Eat Here Once, And You’ll Be Regular

He guffawed, slapping his leg.
But whoa. He couldn’t stand here laughing. What if Percy looked out the window and saw him?
He turned his back to the Grill as if he were examining the brick-work in the post office, and hooted. The postmaster stuck his head out the door and pointed to the banner, grinning. “I’ve also known it to be otherwise,” he reported.
He trotted across the street. “Percy,” he said, soberly, “I’d give the banner company their fifty dollars back.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean that banner is going to be the talk of the town.”
Percy brightened. “You think so?”
“That’s what advertising is all about, isn’t it?”
“Well…” said Percy.
“Trust me on this,” said the rector.
These High, Green Hills, Ch. 13
“I GOT TO do somethin’ to rake in business.”
Percy slid into the booth, looking…. Father Tim pondered what Percy was looking…. Percy was looking old, that’s what; about like the rest of the crowd in the rear booth. He sucked up his double chin.
“Maybe I ought t’ mess around with th’ menu,” said Percy, “an’ come up with a special I could run th’ same day ever’ week.”
“Gizzards!” said Mule.
“What about gizzards?”
“I’ve told you for years that gizzards is th’ answer to linin’ your pockets.”
“Don’t talk to me about gizzards, dadgummit! They’re in th’ same category as what goes over th’ fence last. You’ll never see me sellin’ gizzards.”
“To make it in th’ restaurant business,” said Mule, “you got to set your personal preferences aside. Gizzards are a big draw.”
“He’s right,” said J.C. “You can sell gizzards in this town. This is a gizzard kind of town.”


“Oddly, it is not real cooks who insist that the finest ingredients are necessary to produce a delicious something…. Real cooks take stale bread and aging onions and make you happy.”—Susan Wiegand, Cooking as Courtship

“Cooking is like love. It should be entered into with abandon or not at all.”
—Harriet Van Horne 


Mule swigged his coffee. “All you got to do is put out a sign and see what happens.”
Percy looked skeptical. “What kind of sign?”
“Just a plain, ordinary sign. Write it up yourself an’ put it in th’ window, no big deal.”
“When me an’ Velma retire at th’ end of th’ year, I want to go out in th’ black, maybe send ’er to Washington to see th’ cherry blossoms, she’s never seen th’ cherry blossoms.”
“That’s what gizzards are about,” said Mule.
“What d’you mean?”
“Gizzards’ll get some cash flow in this place.”
“Seem like chicken livers would draw a better crowd,” said Percy.
“Livers tie up too much capital.” J.C. was hammering down on country ham, eggs over easy, and a side of yogurt. “Too much cost involved with livers. You want to go where the investment’s low and the profit’s high.”
Mule looked at J.C. with some admiration. “You been readin’ th’ Wall Street Journal again.”
“What would I put on th’ sign?” asked Percy.
“Here’s what I’d put,” said Mule. “Gizzards Today.”
“That’s it? Gizzards Today?”
“That says it all right there. Like you say, run your gizzard special once a week, maybe on…” Mule drummed his fingers on the table, thinking. “Let’s see…”
“Tuesday!” said J.C. “Tuesday would be good for gizzards. You wouldn’t want to start out on Monday with gizzards, that’d be too early in th’ week. And Wednesday you’d want something…”
“More upbeat,” said Mule.
Father Tim buttered the last of his toast. “Right!”
“Wednesday could be your lasagna day,” said J.C. “I’d pay good money for some lasagna in this town.”
There was a long, pondering silence, broken only by a belch. Everyone looked at Mule. “’Scuse me,” he said.
“Do y’all eat gizzards?” Percy inquired of the table.
“Not in this lifetime,” said J.C.
“No way,” said Mule.
“I pass,” said Father Tim. “I ate a gizzard in first grade, that was enough for me.”
Percy frowned. “I don’t get it. You’re some of my best reg’lars—why should I go to sellin’ somethin’ y’all won’t eat?”
“We’re a different demographic,” said J.C.
“Oh,” said Percy. “So how many gizzards would go in a servin,’ do you think?”
“How many chicken tenders d’you put in a serving?”
“Six,” said Percy. “Which is one too many for th’ price.”
“So, OK, as gizzards are way less meat than tenders, I’d offer fifteen, sixteen gizzards, minimum.”
J.C. sopped his egg yolk with a microwave biscuit. “Be sure you batter ’em good, fry ’em crisp, an’ serve with a side of dippin’ sauce.”
Percy looked sober for a moment, then suddenly brightened. “Fifteen gizzards, two bucks. What d’you think?”
“I think Velma’s going to D.C.,” said Father Tim.
A brief silence was filled with the sound of the dishwasher running full throttle behind the rear booth. Accustomed to its gyrations, the occupants of the booth no longer noticed that the wash cycle occasioned a rhythmic tremor in the floorboards.
“So how do you think your jewel thief will go over?” asked J.C.
“He’s not my jewel thief,” snapped Father Tim.
“It was your church attic he hid out in,” said Percy.
“I think he’ll go over just fine. He’s paid his debt to society in full, but better than that, he’s a redeemed man with a strong faith.”
Silence.
Chewing.
Slurping.
“I hope,” said Father Tim, “that you’ll extend the hand of fellowship to him.” There. That’s all he had to say about it.
Mule nodded. “No problem. It’s th’ right thing to do.”
More chewing.
“So how come you’re not goin’ to Rwanda or someplace like that?” asked Percy.
“Hoppy wouldn’t allow it.” Hoppy would never have considered such a thing. Father Tim knew his limitations and they were numerous.
“What about th’ kids in your own backyard? You ever thought of doin’ somethin’ for them?”
The fact that he’d supported the Children’s Hospital in Wesley for twenty years was his own business; he never talked about it. “Tennessee is our own backyard.” How he ever ended up with this bunch of turkeys was more than he could fathom.
“We’ll miss you,” said Mule, clapping him on the shoulder. “I won’t hardly know what to order around here.”
Father Tim laughed, suddenly forgiving. He thought he might miss them, too, though the possibility seemed a tad on the remote side.
“Here comes Hamp Floyd,” said J.C. “Hide your wallet.”
“What for?”
“Th’ town needs a new fire truck.”
“Seems like a good cause,” said Father Tim. He took out his bill-fold and removed a ten.
“Th’ town’s got th’ money for a standard truck, but Hamp wants a few bells an’ whistles.”
“Aha.”
“Plus, he won’t have anything to do with a red truck,” said J.C.
“Seems like a fire chief would like red. Besides, what other color is there?”
“Yellow. He’s holdin’ out for yellow.”
A yellow fire truck? Father Tim put the ten back in his billfold and pulled out a five.
In This Mountain, Ch. 3
Happy Endings Bookstore
HELEN HUFFMAN, PROPRIETOR
HOPE WINCHESTER, MANAGER
HOPE WINCHESTER CLIMBED the wooden stepladder and, poised on the third rung, cleaned the topmost interior of the bookstore display window with a solution of vinegar and water. 
She had considered asking George Gaynor to do the job, since he was so much taller and wouldn’t have to stand on tiptoe as she was doing. But she couldn’t ask a Ph.D. to perform a menial task like washing windows.
She was careful not to splash any of the smelly solution onto the display below, which featured stacks of Foggy Mountain Breakdown by Sharyn McCrumb, and other books set in the southern highlands. So far, the third annual Mountain Month at Happy Endings had enjoyed only mild success, even in view of the ten percent discount for every book containing the word mountain in its title. People could get ten percent off anything, anywhere, she concluded. She proposed that next year they offer fifteen percent. In her opinion, fifteen percent was when people started to pay attention.
She raised the squirt bottle with her right hand and fired the solution toward the window, then turned slightly to wipe it down with the paper towel in her left hand.
It seemed as if she were falling in slow motion, like a feather, or perhaps some great hand held her gently, guiding her down and breaking her fall to the floor of the display window, where she landed on an arrangement of Charles Frazier’s Cold Mountain in paperback.
“I declare!” said the Woolen Shop’s Minnie Lomax, who was on her way to the post office. “That is the most interesting window display. Very modern. A mannequin lying on books.” She knew Hope Winchester liked to try different things; she had once put a fake cat on a footstool, which caused half the population to stand in front of the window waiting for the cat to move. Though impressively lifelike, it never did, of course, which made some people feel foolish.
Adjusting her bifocals and walking on, Minnie deemed the current display “too New York for this town!”—a criticism she proclaimed aloud, albeit to herself, as she waited for the light to change.
In This Mountain, Ch. 17
 
AT SIX-THIRTY, Hope Winchester dashed along Main Street under a red umbrella. Rain gurgled from the downspouts of the buildings she fled past and flowed along the curb in a bold and lively stream.
To the driver of a station wagon heading down the mountain, the figure hurrying past the Main Street Grill was but a splash of red on the canvas of a sullen, gray morning. Nonetheless, it was a splash that momentarily cheered the driver.
Hope dodged a billow of water from the wheels of the station wagon and clutched even tighter the pocketbook containing three envelopes whose contents could change her life forever. She would line them up on her desk in the back room of the bookstore and prayerfully examine each of these wonders again and again. Then she would put them in her purse at the end of the day and take them home and line them up on her kitchen table so she might do the same thing once more.
UPS had come hours late yesterday with the books to be used in this month’s promotion, which meant she’d lost precious time finishing the front window and must get at it this morning before the bookstore opened at ten. It was, after all, October first—time for a whole new window display, and the annual Big O sale.
All titles beginning with the letter O would be twenty percent off, which would get Wesley’s students and faculty hopping! Indeed, September’s Big S sale had increased their bottom line by twelve percent over last year, and all because she, the usually reticent Hope Winchester, had urged the owner to give a percentage off that really “counted for something.” It was a Books-A-Million, B&N, Sam’s Club kind of world, Hope insisted, and a five percent dribble here and there wouldn’t work anymore, not even in Mitford, which wasn’t as sleepy and innocuous as some people liked to think.
She dashed under the awning, set her streaming umbrella down, and jiggled the key in the door of Willard Porter’s old pharmacy, now known as Happy Endings Books.
The lock had the cunning possessed only by a lock manufactured in 1927. Helen, the owner, had refused to replace it, insisting that a burglar couldn’t possibly outwit its boundless vagaries.
Jiggling diligently, Hope realized her feet were cold and soaking wet. She supposed that’s what she deserved by wearing sandals past Labor Day, something her mother had often scolded her for doing.
Once inside, and against the heartfelt wishes of Helen, who lived in Florida and preferred to delay heating the shop until the first snow, Hope squished to the thermostat and looked at the temperature: fifty degrees. Who would read a book, much less buy one, at fifty degrees? As Margaret Ann, the bookstore cat, wound around her ankles, Hope turned the dial to “on.”
The worn hardwood floor trembled slightly, and she heard at once the great boiler in the basement give its thunderous annual greeting to autumn in Mitford.
Shepherds Abiding, Ch. 1
Joe’s Barber Shop
JOE IVEY, PROPRIETOR
JOE IVEY WHIPPED open a folded cape, draped it over Father Tim’s front section, and tied it at the back of his neck.
“I hear you got a convict comin’.”
“He won’t be a convict when he gets here; he’ll be a free man, repentant and eager to join society.”
“That don’t always work.”
“What don’t, ah, doesn’t?”
“That repentance business.”
“It worked for you. How long have you been dry?”
“Four years goin’ on five.”
“See there?”

[image: image]

Father Tim was dead sure he heard Fancy Skinner’s high-heel shoes pecking on the floor above their heads, but he wouldn’t introduce that sore subject for all the tea in China.
Joe picked up his scissors and comb.
“Just take a little off the sides,” said Father Tim.
“It’s fannin’ out over your collar, I’m gettin’ rid of this mess on your neck first.”
“Cynthia said don’t scalp me.”
“If I had a’ Indian-head nickel for every time a woman sent me that message, I’d be rich as cream an’ livin’ in Los Angelees.”
“Why on earth would you want to live there?”
“I wouldn’t, it’s just th’ first big town that popped to mind.”
“Aha.” Father Tim saw a veritable bale of hair falling to the floor.
“Where’s he goin’ to work at?”
“I don’t know. We have a couple of possibilities.”
“You wouldn’t want him to be out of work.”
“Of course not.”
“That’d be too big a temptation.”
“You’re going to like this man. Remember, he made a public confession and turned himself in; he was willing to admit his mistake and spend eight years paying for it. Give him a chance.”
“I don’t know…”
“Ours is the God of the second chance, Joe.”
Joe stood back and squinted at his handiwork, then handed Father Tim a mirror. “Well, there they are.”
“There what are?”
“Your ears. How long has it been since you seen ’em?”
In This Mountain, Ch. 4
The Hair House
FANCY SKINNER, PROPRIETOR
“LORD!” SAID FANCY, who had worked him in between her eleven-thirty trim and twelve o’clock perm. “Look at this mess, it’s cut in three different lengths. I hate to say it, but I hear Joe Ivey gets in th’ brandy, and if your hair’s any proof, his liver’s not long for this world.
“How’s your wife? I’m glad you married her, she’s cute as anything and really young. How much younger is she than you, anyway? Lord, I know I shouldn’t ask that, but ten years is my guess.
“So, what are you givin’ Cynthia for Christmas? Mule’s givin’ me a fur coat, I have always wanted a fur coat, I said, ‘Honey, if you buy me a fur coat at a yard sale, do not come home, you can sleep at your office ’til kingdom come.’ I know it’s not right to wear fur, think of the animals and how they feel about it, but it gets so dern cold up here in th’ winter. Of course, it’s not been cold this winter, they say th’ fleas will be killer this summer.
“D’you want some gum, have some gum, it’s sugarless.
“Speakin’ of sugar, I hear you’re diabetic, how does that affect you? I hear it makes some people’s legs swell or is it their feet? Lord, your scalp is tight as a drum, as usual—you ought to be more relaxed now that you’re married, but of course, some people get more uptight when they tie th’ knot. I bet married people come bawlin’ to you all th’ time, I don’t know how you have a minute to yourself, bein’ clergy.
“My great-uncle is clergy, they handle snakes at his church. Mule says for God’s sake, Fancy, don’t tell that your uncle handles snakes, so don’t say I mentioned it. Have you seen anybody handle snakes, it’s in th’ Bible about handlin’ snakes, but if you have to do that to prove you love th’ Lord, I’m goin’ to hell in a handbasket.
“Oops, I like to poked a hole in you with that fingernail, it’s acrylic.
“How’s Dooley, I hope he don’t get th’ big head in that fancy school. I’ve never been to Virginia, I hear seven presidents were born in that state, I think we had one president from our state, maybe two, but I can’t remember who it was, maybe Hoover, do you think he had anything to do with th’ vacuum cleaner, I’ve always wondered that. Speakin’ of school, they asked me to come to Mitford School and talk about bein’ a hairdresser for Occupation Day, I think I’ll do a make-over, wouldn’t that be somethin’? I’d like to make over th’ principal, that is the meanest school principal in the world! I’d dye her hair blue in a heartbeat, then swing her around in this chair and say, ‘Look at that, Miss Hayes, honey, don’t you just love it, it’s you!’
“See there? Aren’t you some kind of handsome with all that glop cut from over your ears? You looked like you were wearing earmuffs. Oooh, yes! Cute! I’ll just swivel you around so you can look at the back, your wife’ll eat you with a spoon…”
He paid Fancy and reeled out of her shop, his ears ringing. By dodging the Skinners’ driveway and taking the footpath, he was able to avoid the next customer, who merely glimpsed his back as he fled the premises.
These High, Green Hills, Ch. 6
 
AS FANCY DRAPED him with the pink shawl, he sighed resignedly and closed his eyes.
“Prayin’, are you? You ought to know by now I won’t cut your ear off. Law, I’ve had too much coffee this mornin’, you know I can’t drink but two cups or I’m over the moon, how about you, can you still drink caffeine, or are you too old? Course, your wife is young, she probably can do it, I used to drink five or six cups a day…and smoke, oh, law, I smoked like a stack! But not anymore, did you know it makes you wrinkle faster? I hate those little lines around my mouth worse than anything, but that wadn’t coffee, that was sun, honey, I used to lay out and bake like a chicken.
“Look at this trim! Who did this? I thought Joe Ivey was workin’ at Graceland. Mama, come and look at this, this is what I have to put up with. Father, this is Mama, Mama, he’s a friend of Mule’s, he got married a while back for the first time.
“He preaches at that rock church down the street where they use incense, I declare, Mule and I passed by your church one Sunday, you could smell it comin’ out of th’ chimney! Lord, my allergies flare up somethin’ awful when I smell that stuff, I thought incense was Catholic, anyway, do y’all talk Latin? I had a girlfriend one time, I went to church with her, I couldn’t understand a word they said.
“Your hair’s growin’ like a weed. I hear if you eat a lot of grease, it’ll make your hair grow, you shouldn’t eat grease, anyway, you’ve got diabetes.
“Mama! Did you know th’ Father has diabetes? My daddy had diabetes. Is that what killed him, Mama, or was it smokin’? Maybe both.
“Look at that! Whoever trimmed your hair, you tell ’em to leave your hair alone. You can call me anytime, I’ll work you in. I’m sorry I couldn’t take you—when was it?—I think your pope was here, I guess he don’t always stay at the Vatican, have you ever been to the Vatican? Law, I haven’t even been to Israel, everybody’s been to Israel, our preacher is takin’ a whole group next year, but I’d rather go on a cruise, do you think that’s sacrilegious?”
Out to Canaan, Ch. 7
Mitford Blossoms
JENNA IVEY, PROPRIETOR
AT MITFORD BLOSSOMS, he asked Jenna Ivey for a dozen roses; long-stemmed, without wires, ferns, or gypsophila, please, in a box lined with green paper and tied with a pink satin ribbon.
“Oh, I remember how she likes her roses!” Jenna looked him in the eye, smiling. “And it’s been ages since you’ve done this.”
He blushed. He was still smarting from the dark recognition that he desperately feared being separated from his wife. It had made him feel suddenly weak and frail, like a child. All those years alone, a bachelor who seldom yearned for the hearthstone of a wife’s love, and now…he was a man beset with a dreadful mixture of anxiety and humiliation over the depth of his attachment.
“Make that…” The words lodged in his throat. “Make that two dozen!”
Jenna blinked, unbelieving. She had never known but one other man in Mitford to buy two dozen roses at a whack, and that was Andrew Gregory, the mayor. Every time he and his Italian wife had an anniversary, Mr. Gregory hotfooted it to Mitford Blossoms and laid out cash money, no matter what the going rate.
“Why, Father! Cynthia will think…she’ll think you’ve gone ’round the bend!”
He forced a grin. “And she would be right,” he said.
In This Mountain, Ch. 2
Sweet Stuff Bakery
WINNIE IVEY, PROPRIETOR
HE INHALED DEEPLY as he went in. The very gates of heaven! “Winnie!” he bellowed.
She came through the curtains. Or was that Winnie?
“Winnie?” he said, taking off his glasses. He fogged them and wiped them with his handkerchief. “Is that you?”
“Course it’s me!” she said. Winnie was looking ten years younger, maybe twenty, and tanned to the gills.
“Velma said you brought something back.”
“Come on,” she said, laughing. “I’ll show you.”
He passed through the curtains and there, standing beside the ovens, was a tall, very large fellow with full, dark hair and twinkling eyes, wearing an apron dusted with flour.
“This is him!” crowed Winnie, looking radiant.
“Him?”
“You know, the one I always dreamed about standin’ beside me in th’ kitchen. Father Kavanagh, this is Thomas Kendall from Topeka, Kansas.”
“What…where…?”
“I met him on th’ ship!”
“In the kitchen, actually,” said Thomas, extending a large hand and grinning from ear to ear. “I’m a pastry chef, Father.”
“You stole the ship’s pastry chef? Winnie!”
They all laughed. “No,” said Winnie, “it was his last week on the job, he was going back to Kansas and decided he’d come home with me first. He’s stayin’ with Velma and Percy.”
No doubt about it, he was dumbfounded. First Andrew, now Winnie…
“He likes my cream horns,” she said, suddenly shy.
“Who doesn’t?”
Thomas put his arm around Winnie and looked down at her, obviously proud. “I’m mighty glad to be in Mitford,” he said simply.
“By jing, we’re mighty glad to have you,” replied the rector, meaning it.
Out to Canaan, Ch. 19
Collar Button
PROPRIETOR KNOWN ONLY AS “THE COLLAR BUTTON MAN”
HE HAD A hurried lunch of Percy’s soup of the day, with a salad, and went home to say a word to Barnabas. This took him past the new men’s store, which he had failed to stop and inspect since it opened with some fanfare before Easter. The Collar Button, it was called.
It had been a long time, indeed, since he’d gone into a clothing store. In the first place, he didn’t like to shop. In the second place, the prices for clothes these days were absolutely—yes, he thought he could honestly say it—sinful. And in the third place, what was the going fashion for a rector who didn’t wish to appear conspicuously well-dressed?
He slipped his hand into his jacket pocket, and felt his mended gloves, which he still needed from time to time on cold mornings. He must not get carried away in this place, he thought. He would say he was just looking.
The Collar Button was new, but it seemed old. The walls were dark, burnished panels of mahogany, a low fire burned in a grate, and a large golden retriever, lying by the hearth, opened one eye as he came in.
“Good heavens!” he said with earnest appreciation. This was like walking into a study in some far reach of Cambridge, where he had once gone to research a paper on the life and works of C. S. Lewis.
“Father Tim, I believe!” boomed a deep voice, and from behind a wall of brocade curtains stepped the new proprietor, extending his hand to the rector.
“That’s right. How did you know?”
“Oh, I’ve seen you pass now and again, and I thought to myself, there goes a proper candidate for the Collar Button style!”
“And what, ah, style is that, exactly?”
“English gentleman, country squire, village rector, the man of thoughtful reflection and quiet taste.”
“Aha.”
“What can I show you? Oh, and would you care for a dash of sherry?”
His head was fairly swimming with the unexpected dazzle of the modern shopping experience.
At Home in Mitford, Ch. 3
Oxford Antiques
ANDREW GREGORY, PROPRIETOR
ON SATURDAY MORNING, he visited the Oxford Antique Shop, carrying an apple pie in a basket.
“Little Red Riding Hood!” said Andrew Gregory, coming from the back of the store to greet him.
The rector held out the basket. “Homemade apple pie,” he said, with some pride.
“‘The best of all physicians is apple pie and cheese’!” exclaimed Andrew, quoting a nineteenth-century poet. “What an excellent treat, my friend. Thank you and come in.” He took the basket, delighted as a child. “Why don’t we just polish off the whole thing right now and you can carry your basket back?”
The two men laughed.
“I’m afraid I’ll have to take my basket back in any case, as there’s five more to be delivered in it.”
“I don’t know how you find time to feed your sheep physically as well as spiritually.”
“Andrew, Providence has blessed me with the finest house help a man could ever have. Puny Bradshaw is her name, and she not only baked a dozen pies yesterday, she canned fourteen quarts of tomatoes last week.”
“Extraordinary!”
They sat down on the matched love seats at the shop door.
“Here’s something even more extraordinary. I’ve discovered that Uncle Billy Watson is a splendid artist. Uneducated, grew up in the valley, never had training of any kind. ‘Rough as a cob,’ as he says. Yet, he draws like a Georgian gentleman.”
“You always seem to have a Vermeer of one kind or another on your hands.”
“The drawings are in my office, and I’d like your opinion. Perhaps you’ll stop over on Monday morning. After all, I’ve been drinking your coffee for years, now come and have a go at mine.”
“I’ll look forward to it,” said Andrew. “And please don’t leave yet. I have something to show you.”
Andrew went to the back room and returned with two books.
“Just look at this!” he said. “A first edition of the first volume of Churchill’s History of the English-Speaking Peoples. Something I’ve wanted for a very long time.” He turned to the opening page and read aloud: “‘Our story centres in an island, not widely sundered from the Continent, and so tilted that its mountains lie all to the west and north, while south and east is a gently undulating landscape of wooded valley, open downs, and slow rivers. It is very accessible to the invader, whether he comes in peace or war, as pirate or merchant, conqueror or missionary.’
“Ah,” said Andrew, unashamedly beaming. “A prize! I shall read all the volumes over again. Now, for you,” he said, with a twinkle in his eyes, “a prize of your own.” He handed the rector an early leather-bound volume of Wordsworth.
The rector was touched by the feeling of the softly worn covers against his palm. It was as if the book had belonged to him all along and had at last come home.
Smiling, he turned the linen-weave pages until he found a favorite passage. “Andrew, if you’ll permit me, I also would covet a moment to read aloud.”
It was Saturday morning in Mitford. The village was up and stirring, yet a slow, sweet peace reigned, a certain harmony of mood and feeling. In the open door of the shop the two men sat, one reading, one listening, and both, for the passing moment, were content.
At Home in Mitford, Ch. 7
Dora Pugh’s Hardware
DORA PUGH, PROPRIETOR
AT THE OFFICE one morning, it occurred to him that, instead of bathing Barnabas in the guest room shower stall, he would stop by the hardware store and buy a large tin tub. That way, he could begin the practice of bathing him in the garden and avoid the cleanup in the bathroom.
After a quick lunch with Harry Nelson, who reported that the origin of the painting still hadn’t been verified, he went to the hardware.
One of his favorite smells was that of an old hardware store. In fact, it was right up there with the smell of wood smoke, leather-bound books, and leaf mold after a rain. More than that, it unfailingly brought back a rush of memories from his Mississippi boyhood.
As a 4-H rabbit grower for two years, he had often traded at the local hardware for hutch materials and feed. He could even remember the time he picked out six yellow goslings from a box kept warm by a lightbulb.
He decided on a tin tub for $22.95, and took it to Dora Pugh at the cash register.
“You want to drive around for this, Father?”
“No, Dora, this is cash and carry.”
“I see you walk by here every day and I still forget you don’t drive a car. How in the nation do you make out?”
“Not too bad, actually. Nearly everything I could want, and somethings I don’t, are all right here in these two town blocks.”
“I guess you’re goin’ to tote this tub on your head like in Africa?”
He gave her cash to the penny. “I don’t know exactly how I’m going to do it till I get started.”
He tried to hold the tub under his arm, but that didn’t seem to work, so he took it by one of the handles and was disappointed to note that the rim of it banged against his ankle as he walked to the door.
Turning to say good-bye, he saw that Dora had ducked down behind the pocketknife display case, shaking with laughter.
“Dora, I see you back there laughing! You better quit that and show some respect to the clergy!”
He waved cheerfully and stepped out on the sidewalk, pleased with both his idea and his purchase. He just hoped that people did not think him eccentric. He would far rather be thought ingenious or practical.
By the time he turned the corner at the bank and headed home, he was willing to admit that a car provided something more valuable than convenience. It provided privacy. Otherwise, he reasoned, everyone passing by could stare into your business, which one and all seemed to be doing.
He hurried the last half block to the rectory, set the tub down in a clearing amid some laurel, and unwound the garden hose to make certain it would reach. “Perfect!” he exclaimed, warming to his task on Friday.
At Home in Mitford, Ch. 4
Irish Woolen Shop
MINNIE LOMAX, MANAGER
WHILE EVERYONE ELSE offered lamentations exceeding those of the prophet Jeremiah, the rector felt smugly indifferent to complaints that spring would never come. He had to admit, however, that last Sunday was one of the few times he’d conducted an Easter service in long johns and ski socks.
Turning up his collar, he leaned into a driving wind and headed toward the office.
Hadn’t winter dumped ice, snow, sleet, hail, and rainstorms on the village since late October? Hadn’t they been blanketed by fog so thick you could cut it with a dull knife, time and time again?
With all that moisture seeping into the ground for so many long months, didn’t this foretell the most glorious springtime in years? And wasn’t that, after all, worth the endless assault?
“Absolutely!” he proclaimed aloud, trucking past the Irish Woolen Shop. “No doubt about it!”
“See there?” said Hessie Mayhew, peering out the store window. “It’s got Father Tim talking to himself, it’s that bad.” She sighed. “They say if sunlight doesn’t get to your pineal glands for months on end, your sex drive quits.”
Minnie Lomax, who was writing sale tags for boiled wool sweaters, looked up and blinked. “What do you know about pineal glands?” She was afraid to ask what Hessie might know about sex drive.
“What does anybody know about pineal glands?” asked Hessie, looking gloomy.
Out to Canaan, Ch. 1
Chelsea Tea Shop
MRS. HAVNER, PROPRIETOR
“SO WHAT DO you think?” he asked Mule Skinner over breakfast at the Grill.
“Beats me,” said Mule. “I’m sure not drivin’ to Wesley for some overpriced lunch deal.”
“I saw him on the street yesterday. He suggested we meet him down at the tea shop.”
“J.C.’s hangin’ out at th’ tea shop?” Mule’s eyebrows shot skyward.
“Actually, he hasn’t had the guts to go there yet—he’s been packing a sandwich—but he said he’d do it if we’d go with him.”
“Percy won’t like us goin’ down th’ street.”
“Right. True.” The owner of the Grill thought he also owned his regulars. One underhanded meal at another eatery was grimly tolerated, but two was treason, with scant forgiveness forthcoming.
“I double dare you,” said Mule.
Father Tim dipped his toast into a poached egg and considered this. Buying the crèche had made him feel slightly reckless.
“I will if you will,” he said, grinning.
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“I LEFT MY glasses back at th’ office,” said J.C. “Somebody read me what’s on this pink menu deal.”
“Let’s see.” Mule adjusted his glasses. “Chicken salad with grapes and nuts. That comes with toast points.”
“Toast points? I’m not eatin’ toast points, much less anything with grapes and nuts.”
“Here’s a crepe,” said Father Tim, pronouncing it in the French way. “It’s their house specialty.”
“What’s a krep?” asked Mule.
“A thin pancake rolled around a filling.”
“A filling of what?” J.C. wiped his forehead with a paper napkin.
“Shredded chicken, in this case.”
“A pancake rolled around shredded chicken? Why shred chicken? If God wanted chicken to be shredded…”
“I could gnaw a table leg,” said Mule. “Let’s get on with it.”
“I can’t eat this stuff. It’s against my religion.”
“Whoa! Here you go,” said Father Tim. “They’ve got flounder!”
“Flounder!” J.C. brightened.
“Fresh fillet of flounder rolled around a filling of Maine cranberries and baked. This is quite a menu.”
“I don’t trust this place. Everything’s rolled around somethin’ else. No way.”
“Look,” said Father Tim. “Aspic! With celery and onions. Hit that with a little mayo, it’d be mighty tasty.”
J.C. rolled his eyes.
“I was always fond of aspic,” said Father Tim.
“You would be,” snapped J.C. “Let’s cut to the chase. Is there a burger on there anywhere?”
“Nope. No burger…. Wait a minute…organic turkey burger! There you go, buddyroe.” Mule looked eminently pleased.
“I’m out of here,” said J.C., grabbing his briefcase.
“Wait a dadblame minute!” said Mule. “You’re th’ one said meet you here. It was your big idea.”
“I can’t eat this stuff.”
“Sure you can. Just order somethin’ an’ we’ll have th’ kitchen pour a bowl of grease over it.”
“This kitchen never saw a bowl of grease, but all right—just this once. I’m definitely not doin’ this again.”
“Fine!” said Mule. “Great! Tomorrow, we’ll go back to th’ Grill, and everybody’ll be happy. I personally don’t take kindly to change. This is upsettin’ my stomach.”
“I’m not goin’ back and let that witch on a broom order me around.”
“Hey, y’all.”
They turned to see a young woman in an apron, holding an order pad. Father Tim thought her smile dazzling.
“Hey, yourself,” said Father Tim.
“I’m Lucy, and I’ll be your server today.”
“All right!” said Mule.
“What will you have, sir?” she asked J.C.
“I guess th’ flounder,” grunted the editor. “But only if you’ll scrape out th’ cranberries.”
“Yessir, be glad to. That comes with a nice salad and a roll. And since we’re taking out the cranberries, would you like a few buttered potatoes with that?”
Father Tim thought J.C. might burst into tears.
“I would!” exclaimed the Muse editor. “And could I have a little butter with th’ roll?”
“Oh, yessir, it comes with butter.”
“Hallelujah!” exclaimed Mule. “An’ I’ll have th’ same, but no butter with th’ roll.”
“Ditto,” said Father Tim. “With a side of aspic.”
“No, wait,” said Mule. “Maybe I’ll try it with th’ cranberries. But only if they’re sweet, like at Thanksgiving….”
“Don’t go there,” said J.C. “Bring ’im th’ same thing I ordered.”
Father Tim didn’t mention to his lunch partners that Hessie Mayhew and Esther Bolick were sitting on the other side of the room, staring at them with mouths agape.
Shepherds Abiding, Ch. 2
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