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            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      Cows are better than people – a fact I've sworn by until the irresistibly upbeat Molly comes barreling into my life, running my farm stand, and bringing the summer heat with her.

      

      She's also working for Fork Lick’s most debt-ridden business: my family's farm. I try to stay out of that manure pile. Except the crush I have on her makes me think about doing things like smiling all day and patching up my relationship with my brother.

      

      And then I learn she has a thing for me in flannel and we’re on fire between the sheets. Just when I think Molly might be having feelings for me too, old pain comes bleating back in–this was all a set up and I’ve been played.

      

      Butter You Up continues the Farm 2 Forking crop of laugh out loud romantic comedies set on Bedd Fellows Farm.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            MOLLY

          

        

      

    

    
      The sign for the city limits flashes past like a green UFO in the dark—Welcome to Fork Lick. Population: 4,356. I’m not even on the highway, just a little two-lane road in upstate New York, far from my hometown in Washington. 

      I’m late—much later than I thought I would be. The sun had set long ago, and I had to pull over twice to let Ethel, the woman who was letting me park Vaniel on her property for the summer, know that I was running late.

      Her messages back were concerning.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ethel

      

      
        It’s no trouble at all. These old bones keep me awake most nights, anyway.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll watch for your lights.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And please, dear, keep an eye out for Baabara. She likes to roam at night.

      

      

      

      

      

      There are no context clues as to who Barbara is, but I’ll keep an eye out for anyone “roaming” at night. A sleepwalker? Or is she Ethel’s family? Friend? Partner? That’s a weird typo, too. Why wouldn’t the phone autocorrect to Barbara?

      I toss the thought aside and shake my hands out from their death grip on the wheel. I’ve driven thousands of miles, but I still don’t enjoy driving at night. Maybe it’s trauma from encountering too many drunk drivers, or maybe it’s me losing faith in Vaniel, my trusty ten-year-old Ram van.

      He’s not doing so hot right now, which is why I’m going to park at Bedd Fellows Farm for a while. I had to pause my quest to visit every lower forty-eight state when I realized my batteries would not make the trip.

      Boondocking, legally parking my van for free in the wilderness, is my preferred way to spend the night, but I needed somewhere to stay with proper facilities. I found Bedd Fellows Farm on an app called Roots2Roam, which connects vanlifers with people who will let you park on their property. While some places you pay to stay, Ethel and I have arranged a deal: I’ll be mooch-docking instead, meaning I get to park for free in exchange for working eight hours a day Saturday and Sunday on their strawberry farm. Plus, I get to use their facilities, and Ethel said I’ll be parking right next to a full bathroom in their barn.

      Finally, I see the Bedd Fellows Farm entrance. There’s a wooden sign hanging off a post with a row of silhouetted barns above the farm name. There’s a freshly painted matching addition hanging off the bottom that says, “Pick Your Own Strawberries.”

      As I turn up the driveway, I notice a big house off to the left with lights still on, casting shadows over the lawn—I assume that’s where Ethel is. Suddenly, there’s a sharp bend around a cluster of trees, and my headlights catch on a shape right in the middle of the road. I slam on my brakes before I hit it, causing a bunch of shit in the back to slam forward.

      I hope to god that my laptop’s okay.

      A dust cloud catches in my headlights and gives the lump on the road a bit of an ethereal glow. The lump stares at me, jaw working and tail flicking.

      A fucking sheep.

      There’s a goddamn sheep blocking the road.

      A door slams. “Colleen!” A woman’s voice calls out. “Baabara’s blocking the driveway again!”

      The shout has come from the house, and there’s an older woman taking the steps down from the front door. She’s pronounced the name with a bleating “baaa” at the beginning. Maybe Baabara wasn’t a typo after all?

      Beyond the few stairs, on the other side of the lawn, is what looks like a small building. I squint to make out what it is in the dark, but I can’t tell. It’s too big to be a doghouse. Maybe a shed? Or a child’s playhouse?

      By the time the woman is halfway to my van, the house’s screen door opens again, and a younger woman about my age comes out. She’s wrapping a bathrobe around her pajama-clad body and hustles to catch up with, I’m assuming, Ethel.

      I eye Baabara, and debate the possibility of a guard sheep trained to attack strangers. Before I decide, Ethel and Colleen are at my door, and I roll Vaniel’s window down. I’m sure I look like shit—it’s late and I’m tired. I haven’t had a proper shower in a few days, and my long, curly hair is up in a messy bun at the top of my head. My pale skin probably looks ghostly in the dark recesses of my van.

      “You must be Molly,” the elderly lady says. She introduces herself and her granddaughter, who’s too busy staring at the sheep with her hands on her hips.

      “I think I’m going to have to call Ethan,” Colleen states. 

      Ethel makes a tsking noise while Colleen pulls her phone out of her pocket and steps away to make the call.

      “How was your drive, dear?” Ethel asks. 

      “Good. Sorry I’m so late.”

      Ethel waves my apology away and smiles. “We’re so glad to have you here. You’re our first vanlifer!”

      “I am?” That surprises me. Sure, there were no photos of vans or RVs on the site’s pictures and no reviews, but Roots2Roam is kind of a new thing. I’ve been driving around for six months, and a lot of these places are still pretty old school, getting business by word of mouth or the forums. 

      “Well, I saw the TikTok videos, and we have so much space here, so I thought, why not? I sure did like the look of that lake you camped by in New Hampshire.”

      “Yeah, it was really pretty in the White Mountains. I miss it already.” I miss the temperature, too. The rolled-down window lets cold air in, so I pull my jacket tighter around myself. Upstate New York’s May weather is chillier than I was expecting.

      Our attention is drawn past the hood of my van, where Colleen is simultaneously talking on the phone and trying to tug Baabara out of the road. 

      “Can you just—Well, I can’t pick her up. You don’t want Molly to drive her van over the lawn, do you? So put some pants on!” She grumbles and hangs up the phone, glaring at Baabara since she can’t glare at this guy Ethan, I suspect.

      “Have you ever met a sheep, dear?” 

      “No, I have not.”

      “Baabara’s a merino—the finest wool you can get. She’s practically my sixth grandchild. Ethan is going to come over here and complain that we spoil her, but my husband gave me Baabara, and well, maybe we spoil her a bit. After all, my Eugene did leave her some money in his will.”

      A sheep inheriting money? Wow. 

      My headlights catch movement, and a tall figure strides out of the shadows: presumably the mysterious Ethan. He squats with his knees, wrapping both his hands around the sheep, and lifts her straight up. She blinks, completely nonplussed, as Ethan carries her and deposits her…at the child’s playhouse? What the hell?

      Dusting off his hands, Ethan strides back into the darkness, shouting, “You’re welcome” over his shoulder.

      “Where is he off to in such a rush?” Ethel asks when Colleen rejoins us. 

      “I don’t think you want to know, Gran.”

      “Ah,” Ethel says with a knowing smile. She turns to me. “His ex-sweetie is back in town helping us out on the farm. Lovely woman.”

      “Gran, I’ll show Molly where to go. Why don’t you go back inside?” Colleen suggests.

      “Fine, fine. Molly, I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” She pats Vaniel’s doorframe and walks back up to the house.

      “How far is it? You want a ride?” I gesture to the passenger seat.

      “Sure.”

      I unlock the doors and Colleen climbs in beside me. She directs me to my parking spot right next to the equipment barn, points to the door to the bathroom, and wishes me a good night before climbing out of Vaniel and walking back to the house, leaving me to get settled in.

      I turn off the engine and sit for a few minutes. It’s not quiet; the sounds of early summer in upstate New York surround me, bugs chirping and leaves rustling. But I can’t even see the big house from here, just the pole barn. After a few minutes, my headlights click off, and I’m alone in the dark.

      Bedd Fellows Farm isn’t quite what I envisioned. In our conversations, Ethel had made no mention of animals, talking instead about strawberries and soybeans and other crops, so encountering the sheep blockade was unexpected. Ethel seems nice, though, and Colleen might be someone I can befriend so it’s less lonely out here in the boonies. Ethel, too, I suppose. One of my many skills is making friends, regardless of age. While driving Vaniel, I meet all kinds of people but don’t hang around for long. I have to establish friendships quickly.

      Finally, I get out of my seat. I flip on the single light above the kitchen and survey my home. I bought Vaniel from a couple in San Diego. Well, technically, I bought it off the woman after her partner had stomped off, declaring that van life sucked and he wouldn’t drive another inch.

      The van was perfect—exactly what I’d been looking for…except that it would have taken twenty-one hours to drive it back to Spokane. Dad insisted that I start my trip from San Diego instead of bringing Vaniel back home, so my dad—who was the whole reason I was doing this trip—has never even seen my van.

      Now, I’ve got fifteen states left before I hit all forty-eight continental states. I’ll hit those last fourteen states on my drive back home to Spokane, where my dad will finally get to see Vaniel in real life.

      And then we’ll drive down to Oregon, to hit that final, 48th state.

      I almost quit. I told Dad I was going to sell the van and fly home. The flight would be expensive, but not as expensive as Vaniel’s new batteries. 

      His electrical system, the one Vaniel came with when I bought him, has been limping along. I haven’t been able to boil water for my tea unless I start my engine, and that’s pretty bad. To top it off, I thought long and hard about it, and decided that the more expensive lithium batteries are the way to go–they last twice as long and increase my power storage. It’s a better option for me in the long term, and it will improve the resale value when I decide to sell Vaniel.

      I’m still hoping I can get this van back to Dad, and we can do some road trips of our own.

      To upgrade, I have to swap out most of the electrical system, and that’s beyond my DIY comfort level. Not only do I need to pay for the more expensive batteries, but I also need to find someone to perform the upgrade for me.

      Hence, I’ve made plans to stop for the summer here. With the free parking and work on the weekends, I can pick up another part-time job to earn some money and replenish my savings. Ethel even has a lead on a job for me.

      The batteries can’t wait any longer. I hope I can find a job in this small town.
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            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ALEX

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s four-thirty in the morning, I haven’t had any coffee yet, and my best friend is standing in my kitchen in his underwear, scratching his nuts.

      “Pants,” I tell him. I didn’t think I had to have a pants-wearing rule in my house, but here we are.

      Kit stops scratching his nuts, but it’s just to stretch and give a great big yawn. “Dude, being a dairy farmer sucks ass,” he says.

      Kit is not a dairy farmer. He’s my unemployed best friend who has crashed with me for the foreseeable future after quitting his desk job in Albany.

      I’m the dairy farmer, and since the four-thirty wake-up call comes every day, I’m used to it. I don’t own this farm, but my bosses, the Schumans, trust me with it. There are animals to milk and my crew to manage, and today, that also means managing this one, who’s working for me in exchange for food and rent until he figures out what the fuck to do with his life.

      Kit’s hand wanders back toward his boxers, and I roll my eyes. “Pants.”

      “It’s early,” he whines, clearly disillusioned with the job even before his first day has started.

      I smack his hand before it reaches its target. “Pants,” I growl. My dog, Trixie, a miniature Australian shepherd, lifts her head from her food bowl and whines at my tone.

      There’s a sharp, indignant noise from him as he shoves my shoulder, and it is so on.

      A few moments later, I’ve got him pinned on the floor, facedown, with a hand behind his back as he cries uncle. Kit never wins when he does this with me. Trixie hops around us, barking and bowing, wanting to be let in on playtime.

      My brothers and I—and occasionally Colleen, my sister—wrestled a lot. I’m sure it was fun when we were young, but most of my memories of wrestling with my siblings involve my older brother Ethan, and they aren’t happy ones. 

      So, when Kit tried to wrestle me for the first time during our freshman year of college, it ended with him hanging off of me like a monkey, and I was completely bewildered.

      Eventually, I met Kit’s family and saw how physical affection radiates from them, and it started to make sense.

      And then, it was bashed into my head after repeatedly watching Kit wrestle with his siblings over the decade that I’ve known them.

      Now, though, I hold a smidge longer and bring my mouth right up to Kit’s ear. “Pants.”

      “Oh baby, talk dirty to me more.” He grins.

      I roll off him, and he teases me with a “bummer.” Kit flirts with everyone: my gran, his neighbors, my cows…even once when he was drunk in college, a mannequin.

      When he gets up, thankfully, Kit trots back toward my guest bedroom. By the time he emerges wearing jeans and a long-sleeve shirt, I’ve poured coffee into two Yetis and appropriately doctored them (black for me, sickly sweet for Kit).

      We throw on our coats and head out the door four minutes later than usual for me. Two trucks are next to Kit’s Altima, and my three key employees stand behind them, chatting in the crisp morning air. It’s mid-May, and while it’ll be comfortable during the day for outdoor work, the mornings are still chilly, especially this early. The sun is about half an hour from rising, casting a grayish hue with a touch of amber at the horizon. From here, we have a panoramic view of the farm I manage, Udderly Creamy. The house and the barn sit at the top of a hill, and the pasture extends down the rolling hills and out to the west. 

      Trixie peels off to do her business while Kit and I approach the group. Perry and Jesús are my two full-time farm hands, and Anna, Jesús’s wife, works part-time for me. I have a handful of other part-timers, too, who do evening chores.

      “Buenos dias,” Anna greets me. She’s a petite woman in her forties with graying dark hair and tanned skin. Anna comes every morning to prepare food for us. She and Jesús are originally from Mexico and have come here via the valley in Texas, so our meals are Tex-Mex cuisine you can’t find in restaurants in upstate New York. Working on the farm burns a ton of calories and requires a lot of time in the morning, so we need someone else to run the kitchen for us. In a few hours, after Jesús runs the cows and goats through the robot, the four of us will be back inside for breakfast, and Anna will make lunch for later.

      “Morning. How’s Luis?” Their high school senior got his wisdom teeth removed yesterday.

      “Tired and cranky. But he went through just fine, gracias a dios. Now besame.”

      She taps her cheek, and I buss a kiss on it. Jesús does the same, and Perry, the last of my full-time farmhands, starts walking toward the barn.

      “But who is this?” Anna cries, spotting Kit.

      “Christopher David Hutchinson, but you can call me Kit. May I?”

      Anna’s already in his arms, giggling as he plants a noisy air kiss on one side of her. She swats him away, laughing. 

      Kit follows me, calling over his shoulder, “I look forward to breakfast, Anna!”

      I roll my eyes for what feels like the hundredth time this morning, and the sun isn’t even up. But good news for me, bad news for Kit; it’s time for him to shovel shit.

      Fifteen minutes later, Jesús and Perry have moved the cows out of their stalls and into the robot barn for their milking, and Kit and I are shoveling the dirty bedding out. Trixie will spend all day running around as a self-appointed working dog; she doesn’t have any official training, but she bounces back and forth from the herd, to the farm hands, to me. If something’s going on in the farm, she likes to have her nose in it.

      Since the temperature’s nice and we’re working hard, the barn doors and curtains are open, letting in a breeze. We’re still in spring, but soon, as it warms up, this job will be a hot one. Everything gets busier in the summer. We have to keep the girls comfortable, so fans run inside the barn, and we switch out the water more regularly. Milking takes longer because they are producing more of it.

      Right now, we only have to clean stalls twice, since they’ll spend most of the day outdoors in the pasture. 

      I didn’t give Kit much of a tour, but he’s already marveling over what he can see. “A conveyor for shit,” he’d said earlier in awe. “Never thought I’d see the day.”

      Now, though, he’s shifted the topic on to something he finds much more interesting: my family.

      “I can’t believe Ethan’s growing strawberries,” he says. Ethan, my older brother, runs Bedd Fellows Farm, the legacy my grandad left him.

      “I know. Grandad must be rolling in his grave.” Well, Grandad left us with nearly a million dollars of debt on the family farm when he passed unexpectedly, so I don’t feel too bad about that.

      But there is a twinge in my heart whenever I think about him. We didn’t get along too well, and it’d been a while since I’d last seen him, even though our farms were just a few miles away. And now he’s gone, so the reconciliation I’d always secretly hoped for would never happen.

      “How do you feel about it?”

      I shrug, but Kit doesn’t let me get away with it. He scoops a big patty onto the belt and then stops, leaning against his shovel. 

      “I know you don’t like to talk about feelings, but that’s gotta hurt. You and Samuel always told him to diversify and now, all of a sudden, Ethan’s on board?”

      Samuel, my brother who’s two years younger than me and the twin to Colleen, always pushed Grandad’s buttons alongside me, but the difference was that Samuel was smart. He was always meant to get out of Fork Lick and do great things. He went to Cornell, for Christ’s sake.

      I, on the other hand, only ever wanted to be a farmer. Specifically, a farmer at Bedd Fellows Farm, but that clearly didn’t work out since I’m here shoveling shit.

      Guilt floods me with that thought, too. Sure, shoveling shit isn’t glamorous, but I do love my job. As a teenager, I started working here at Udderly Creamy for the Schumans. They’re the owners of this dairy farm, but they’re retired and live in Florida. Between starting work at sixteen and now, at the age of thirty, the Schumans taught me everything I know about raising animals, put me through SUNY Morrisville, and slowly handed the reins over to me.

      Kit’s used to my silence, so he picks the shovel up and does what he does best: talking. “Well, I’m excited for the strawberries this weekend. Bedd Fellows strawberries. I bet they’ll be tasty as hell. I wonder how long we can eat strawberries just plain until we get sick of them. Then we’ll have to make strawberry rhubarb pie, strawberry shortcake, strawberry ice cream…ooh, can we make it with Udderly Creamy milk?”

      And that’s how my morning goes. I listen to Kit babble about strawberries (and then how ice cream is made, the soul-sucking office job he just quit, and his sister’s new boyfriend) until it’s time for breakfast.

      I check my phone as I toe off my boots and step back into the house. Anna’s made migas, one of my favorite dishes, and the smell of scrambled eggs and corn tortillas wafts over me. My stomach growls, but I’m distracted by a message from my brother. 

      
        
          
            
              
        Ethan

      

      
        Hey, you’re going to come by this weekend for the grand opening, right?

      

      

      

      

      

      Texts from my brother are rare, and not just because we don’t talk much. He’s terrible at technology, and even I, just a year younger than him, cringe when I watch him chicken-peck out a text.

      This weekend marks the grand opening of strawberry picking season at Bedd Fellows. I’ve been spending more time at the farm than I have since I went to college, but it’s out of necessity. When they need help, it’s usually Colleen or Gran who asks me to come out. A few months ago, I went out to help plant the strawberry seedlings.

      Even though I helped plant them myself, it’s still unbelievable to me that Ethan turned part of the farm from soy to strawberries. I guess that’s what happens when you get desperate.

      As much as I don’t enjoy spending time at the family farm, I don’t want Gran and Ethan to lose it, either. While all five of us Bedd kids grew up on the farm, this has always been Gran’s home and it’s all Ethan’s ever done. So, I better show up.

      Sure, I text back, and put my phone away. At least I’ll have Kit with me to act as a buffer.
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            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            MOLLY

          

        

      

    

    
      This morning, I’m excited to get a better look around the farm in the daylight. I walk out to the bathroom in the pole barn. Once inside, I peel off my eczema gloves, wash off the residue on my hands from the medication using the special hand soap I brought, use the toilet, and wash my hands again. The bathroom is small and probably from the 90s: there’s a solid wall blocking off the shower, which is the kind with a sliding glass door rimmed with faux-gold plating; the lighting fixture above the mirror has those huge frosted globe-style bulbs; and the white tile of the floor has seen better days. 

      But it’s clean and sure as hell beats using the composting toilet in Vaniel.

      After I’m done, I step out to wander the grounds. 

      Someone’s out in the fields already, a man bending over and inspecting rows of crops. I know the farm is growing strawberries, which is why I’m here. Strawberry season kicks off this weekend, and I’ll be pitching in by…doing something. I’m not sure what yet. Ethel just said that in exchange for parking on her property, I can help with the customers on Saturday and Sunday.

      I do, however, need to find actual paying work, so that’s on my to-do list. 

      Heading back up the driveway, it’s a few minutes before I come around the bend in the road and see the big house. Through open windows, I catch the lingering smell of bacon and coffee, though it’s quiet inside, and I’m guessing breakfast is over.

      I continue around the house, and now that it’s daylight, I can see the smaller structure clearly.

      Ethel was right when she said they spoil Baabara. That’s not a shed or a barn. In fact, it’s a sheep palace. 

      There’s an open archway serving as a doorway, and the tenant stands there staring at me while aggressively chewing hay. Paned glass windows flank either side, and in the left corner, there’s a turret, also with paned glass, that extends past the shed’s gabled roof and up into an octagonal structure. I’ve never seen anything like this.

      “Good morning,” Ethel’s voice calls from the house. When I glance over, she’s trying to push the screen door open while also holding something that seems to be pretty heavy.

      “Here, I can help.” I dart across the lawn to open the door for her. Upon closer inspection, she’s carrying a cardboard box of jars filled with what looks like red jam. 

      Once we’re both outside, Ethel smiles at me, open and friendly. In the daylight I can see better, and I would guess she’s in her seventies. Her gray hair is pulled back in a no-nonsense bun, and she’s dressed in sensible farm attire: jeans and a cotton button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up. She smells like dirt and green already, and I wonder if she’s been out in the field too. “How was your first night at Bedd Fellows?”

      “Wonderful, thank you.”

      “Well, I hate to get right to shop talk, but you should get going. My grandson’s farm stand opens at nine, and the sooner you get over there to interview, the better. And you can take these with you.”

      She passes me the flat of jars, and I take them with an oomph. It’s heavier than I thought. Granny’s got some biceps. I hold it while she closes the flaps on the top. It’s a tight fit.

      “Remind me, what’s the job again?” All I know is that her grandson is hiring, and it’s nearby, which meets my two most important criteria. I may be helping at Bedd Fellows on the weekends in exchange for keeping my van here, but I need an actual paying job during the week.

      “Alex is looking for someone to run the farm shop during the week. Granted, he didn’t tell me himself; I had to hear it through the grapevine.” She clicks her tongue. “That boy never was much of a talker. But the Wallace kid wasn’t working out too well. You know how small towns are; when kids have too much time on their hands and not enough structure, they get into trouble. But Frank Wallace only lasted three months.”

      She puts her hands on her
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new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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