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General Fiction, by Linda L. Rigsbee

At first, it seemed like a good idea. I love to cook and there were six neighbor children who loved to eat. It all got started when I had the bright idea of baking cookies to give out to trick-or-treaters on Halloween.

I had been thinking about going back to work after my husband died. I retired to take care of him, but now I had way too much time on my hands to think about his absence.

Then, along came six cute little neighborhood girls – all between the ages of eight and ten. I studied on my idea until I had it worked out in my mind and then I talked to their parents to make sure they were okay with it. That was when I discovered a few things that made my idea sound even better.

The fact that all the girls lived in different houses didn’t trouble me. Not at first. After all, what difference could it make if I fed six children from different families, or one family? I figured it couldn’t be any more work to cook for six girls than one. How much could they possibly eat?

I cleared it with their parents first. When I say parents, I mean each girl had one parent – single working parents. I felt sorry for them. The odds that each girl was an only child had to be phenomenal, but three of the parents were mothers and three were fathers. I figured it had to be some sign from God or something that this was a job for me.

These six sweet little girls who were so close needed me and I could sure use the exercise. There were other people who needed those jobs. I should leave the jobs for people who needed them, right?

Yeah. Well, I think I was so focused on the odds that I didn’t give the whole picture enough thought.

Monday evening, I didn’t have things timed right for my eggplant casserole and I got there after their parents had come home from work. So, I gave two of the meals to each family. Then I rushed home and cooked more for the other three. They were all delighted and loved the food.

Lesson learned. Either get the food ready earlier or make enough for twelve people. I decided to make enough for twelve people and wait until later in the evening. That way, the parents would be able to eat with their children. It didn’t take any longer to make two big casseroles than one.

Tuesday evening, I cooked a large potato and cheese casserole and split it up into twelve meals. Now, here’s the part where I hadn’t thought it out far enough. I had to carry 6 meals one direction and deliver them, then go back home to get the other six to deliver them in the other direction. By the time I got home, I was exhausted. Of course, part of my intent was to get exercise, but I didn’t want to kill myself the first week. I could have put the meals in the car and delivered them – which I would have to do in inclement weather anyway. Still, I figured there had to be a better way. I didn’t have a wagon anymore, but I did have a folding grocery cart on wheels. I got that out and cleaned it up. Then I lined it with a small throw to insulate and protect the food from dust.

On Wednesday, I delivered the Broccoli and Cheddar soup in the little cart. I spilled a little, but the worst of it is, it wasn’t hot when I got it to the last person. The weather would be getting cold soon and it would be impossible to deliver hot food in one trip – even with a cart. At least they could warm it up.

That was when the parents put their heads together and Rene’s mother presented me with a different approach. They wanted to pay me. I didn’t need the money, but it would help with the groceries and let them retain their pride. Still, it was the second idea that I found most appealing and I wondered why I hadn’t thought of it before. The girls got home before their parents, so why not let them pick up the food? That way, they could all have a hot meal as a family.

I agreed and told her about the exercise issue.

She looked uncomfortable, like maybe she was afraid to say what was on her mind. I lifted my brows in invitation.

“We have a great senior center. They have walking trails and exercise equipment. They’re always looking for new members.”

It caught me off guard. Why hadn’t I thought of that? Maybe because it sounded silly to drive to a facility for exercise. Of course, it would make a lot of sense in the cold weather.

“I’ll talk to them this weekend and decide if that would work for me. Thank you for mentioning it.”

She looked relieved. She probably thought I would think she was calling me old. I am old, but I’m more active than the average 65-year-old woman.

On Thursday, I fixed my famous (in my family) macaroni & cheese casserole and a nice salad. Everyone appeared to be delighted except Millie’s mother. She looked at the macaroni casserole doubtfully.

I tipped my head to the side and looked at the food. “You don’t like macaroni casserole?”

She looked startled and then embarrassed. “I love it and this looks delicious. It’s just that... Millie is allergic to wheat.”

At first, I didn’t get the connection, and then it hit me. “Oh. Macaroni is made out of wheat flour.”

She nodded “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be ungrateful...”

“Oh, I don’t think you are being ungrateful. I wouldn’t want you to feed Millie something that would make her sick; or for her to go without supper because of something she can’t help.”

Millie broke in. “You can eat the macaroni, mom, and I’ll eat the cheese and the salad.”

I texted the others to ask if they had any allergies and they all replied no. Good.

That evening, I looked up wheat allergies on the internet. It said that anything marked gluten free would be wheat free. I went to the store and purchased a few things to fix the meal for Friday.

Careful to stay away from wheat, I cooked a pot roast with potatoes, mushrooms and carrots and used gluten free vegetable broth.

I had twice the issues with that meal. Rene and her mom were vegetarians and I found out from Jonie’s Mother that Catholics don’t eat meat on Friday. Fortunately, since I used vegetable broth to cook the roast in, they both ate the vegetables. Normally, because the vegetables were cooked with the meat, they would not eat them, but I think they made an exception to make me feel better. I didn’t want that happening.

Every new enterprise requires a little tweaking. Since the parents were home on the weekend, I decided that I would use those two days to rest and go to the senior center for exercise. I’m glad I did. I felt better after a leisurely walk through their gardens and a short session on a treadmill. I met some people, signed up for literature and went home. I came home feeling renewed.

I put the old thinking cap on and planned some meals for the week.

On Monday, I fixed a nice pork roast for those who would eat meat and a green bean casserole for those who didn’t.

I didn’t have enough green bean casserole. I had no idea that Ruth and her mother were Seventh Day Adventists or that Jennifer and her father were Jewish. Nor did I know that neither religion ate pork. Fortunately, I had made another green bean casserole to put meals for me in the freezer. I could always make more for me another time.

I adjusted my menu accordingly and on Tuesday, I decided to cook a special treat – Fried catfish and French fries. I made hush puppies using gluten free flour and made a tossed salad. How could I go wrong with that?

Well, I did. Jewish people don’t eat fish without scales or fins. If I was going to continue this, it looked like I was going to have to do some research. So, I made another cook list. I listed each family, their religions and allergies. So far, Chloe and her father were the only family who hadn’t expressed any allergies or religious restrictions, so I asked her. She said they had no religious restrictions or allergies. Ah, I think I had it.

With my list revised, I cooked the Wednesday meal; no meat, no wheat. It was getting more challenging, but there were meat substitutes, like beans, eggs, cheese, etc. With all the restrictions listed, I decided to cook a large potato salad, some green beans and, for dessert, a pecan pie.

They all loved everything, but Chloe’s father is a diabetic, so he couldn’t eat much. Sigh. I was starting to feel defeated when the girls came up with another plan. I could teach them how to cook.

Why didn’t I think of that?

So it was that I became the home-economics teacher/babysitter for the neighborhood. Every night after school, they came to my house and stayed there cooking until their parents came home. By that time, we had supper ready and everyone ate at my house.

And that’s how I wound up with a huge family for the holidays.
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The Lonely Rancher
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A Western by L. L. Rigsbee

The sun kissed the hills goodnight and left a candle glowing for a while. The foliage glowed orange and red with the diminished light. A flock of geese fanned off the lake, spreading out into chevron flight as they climbed on their trip south.

From the chair on the ranch porch, the evening looked and felt near perfect. It was one of those nights that would have made him feel perfectly content almost a year ago.

Clay Burke jerked his feet of the rail, letting the front legs of the chair hit the porch with a thump that echoed against the barn. His boot heels slapped against the worn gray boards as he rose stiffly from the chair.

“Nearly fifty years,” he muttered under his breath. Fifty good years. But now he spent his evenings alone – slept alone. Sara slept permanently under the protective arms of an oak tree. The stone that marked her grave said only, “A wonderful wife and mother.” She was more than that. In the months since her death, Burke had plenty of time to reflect on the things he should have done for her – given her. Surely there must have been times when she wanted things, yet she had never asked for anything for herself. Her sewing skills had kept all eight of their children in clothes. The cellar was still full of jars of fruit, vegetables and berries. Yes, she was so much more than a wonderful wife
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