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LYDIA FERNSBY
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Springtime in Mossy Rock, Arkansas, was Lydia Fernsby’s favorite. Chicks darted across the yard, momma hens chasing after them. In the valley, fawns grazed while baby rabbits nibbled dew-wet grass. Unlike the chicks, they were easy to catch, and if Lydia didn’t keep watch, her little brother Levi was sure to scoop them up and stash them in a crate in the barn.

“Don’t even think about it!” she called out as Levi crept around the side of the house, eyeing a kit smaller than the palm of her hand near a tuft of grass.

“How would you like it if I locked you in a crate, Levi Fernsby?”

Levi smiled a missing-front-tooth smile and ran back inside the house, probably to snatch more bacon from the leftovers on the counter that Mama usually set aside for Daddy’s lunch.

“Tie your shoelaces!” Lydia called out to him.

Mama was always up with the sun, cooking a breakfast that filled the house with the smell of bacon, biscuits, and coffee. Lydia loved the smell of coffee almost more than any other, and it alone could wake her right out of the bed without ever touching her lips. She wasn’t fond of the taste—said it tasted like if brown had a flavor and was having a bad day—but she could hardly do without the delightful scent.

“Did you have enough coffee this morning?” Mama asked from the giant wraparound porch, holding a steaming mug of the earthy goodness in one hand; she took a careful sip.

Lydia closed her eyes and inhaled deeply, savoring the moment as it wafted into her nose.

“I have now!” she answered. Then she said, “Levi was trying to trap the baby bunnies again.”

“Oh, Lydia,” Mama began, setting her mug on the porch railing, “he isn’t going to hurt them, you know that.”

“Maybe not on purpose,” Lydia reasoned, “but that last one wouldn’t have died if he didn’t lock it up.”

Mama smiled softly and left the matter alone.

“I have news,” she announced instead.

Lydia perked up, then came up the steps to stand on the porch with her.

“What is it?”

“I just got off the phone with Aunt Naomi. She’s coming for a visit for the weekend and bringing Teagan along. You remember Cousin Teagan, don’t you?”

Lydia was eleven years old, and the last time she saw Teagan, they had to be about six. Teagan and Mama’s sister lived in Atlanta, Georgia, and it was so far away that visits were a rare occurrence.

“Sure, I remember her! Didn’t she have blonde hair? And didn’t she drag around that old doll?”

Mama nodded and took another sip from her mug.

“That’s the one,” she said. “I know it’s short notice, but they’ll be here this afternoon. Teagan will share your room if that’s OK.”

Lydia beamed. “Of course, Mama. I can’t wait to see her again. I feel like it’s been ages!” she said dramatically.

Mama smiled, regarding her always-joyful daughter, who managed to sound more grown-up than she really was. Maybe it was all the reading Lydia did, her inquisitive nose often buried inside a book. Or, perhaps it was Nana Nell, who lived in the guesthouse on the property. She was a fiery woman with an exceptional—and sometimes colorful—vocabulary and was one of Lydia’s favorite people. Nana Nell had a way of rubbing off on Lydia, which was fine with Mama, as she had a lot of respect for her mother-in-law.

“Regular chores still have to be done today,” Mama reminded her. “But take extra care with your room; you don’t want a guest in a messy, cluttered room, do you?”

“No, ma’am. I’ll get on that after I finish collecting the eggs.”

For all of Lydia’s pluses, she had plenty of minuses, too, and keeping her room clean was one of them. She tried to keep her clothes and books in order, but more often than not, they ended up in messy piles.

But today, being a special day and all, she was determined to give all of her chores one hundred and ten percent of her effort.

Lydia walked over to Coop Number Two, called “The Stanfords” because she enjoyed naming all her animals, pet or not, even though Daddy told her not to get too attached. Mister Stanford and his eight hens, eagerly anticipating her visit every morning, were already by the door, waiting impatiently to be let out. She unclasped the latch and opened the cage.

“Rosie! Don’t trample Edna!”

cluck-cluck, buck-buck, buh-gawk

“DeeDee, that was Lindy’s beetle!”

buck-buck, buh-gawk, cluck-cluck

The hens chatted and scratched and puffed up their feathers as they filed out of the pen enclosure one by one, two by two, and, of course, fat Rosie, who knew she was bigger than the others and used that to her advantage to get to breakfast before everybody else. Of course, on account of Rosie’s roundness, she couldn’t always keep thieving DeeDee away from her finds. DeeDee was just the right amount of plump for a hen and much faster on her feet than Rosie.

Mister Stanford, the biggest rooster Lydia had ever seen on their homestead in all the years she’d helped raise and tend them, strutted out last, as calm, proud, and regal as a rooster ever was.

“Always a fine gentleman,” she told him.

Once the pen was empty, she grabbed a basket hanging from a nail and ventured inside to gather the rest of the day’s eggs.

Between coop one and two, Lydia collected eighteen eggs—a few still warm—and took them into the kitchen, setting them on the counter for Mama to sort later.

Eighteen eggs per day was typical of the hens, and it was just enough to keep Mama’s inventory stocked, and the rest she sold either at the Farmer’s Market in town on Saturdays or to neighbors who didn’t raise chickens themselves.

The Fernsbys had twenty-two hens and two roosters, separated into two families: The Oakleys and The Stanfords. There was a coop number three, but Daddy took care of that one himself and forbade Lydia from naming it or any of the chickens kept there.

She knew why—they were for eating—but she didn’t like to think about that. She was just glad that the coop was built over behind the barn, where Lydia rarely ventured. She had a feeling Daddy did that on purpose. 

Six lively goats slept in the barn. Each had a name, and because of this, she knew they were safe from ending up on a dining room table.

And then there was Ruth-Ann, Lydia’s older sister.

She was fifteen going on twenty, like Nana Nell always said. She acted more like a bossy grown-up than a sister sometimes, and this annoyed Lydia something awful.

She was hard on Lydia because she loved her as any sister would and just wanted to keep Lydia from making the same mistakes she had made in her already long, rather eventful, fifteen years of life.

Sometimes, however, Lydia just wished Ruth-Ann would leave her to be whatever God made her to be and not try to fix her all the time.

It seemed today was going to be one of those “fixing” days.

“Lydia, didn’t Mama tell you?” Ruth-Ann started as she came into the kitchen. “Aunt Naomi and Teagan are coming for the weekend.”

“Yeah, she told me.”

“Then why does your room look like a tornado just blew through it?” Ruth-Ann opened the cabinet under the sink and retrieved a spray bottle of cleaner, homemade by Mama using all-natural ingredients. “I see you brought in the eggs at least. Did you sort them? This one’s filthy.” She held up one egg with chicken poo stuck to one side. Ruth-Ann especially liked to stack one complaint on top of another.

She carefully placed the egg in the dirty pile, sprayed the counter, and began wiping it down.

“I’m going to clean my room soon,” Lydia assured her sister. “First, I have to water the plants and then visit Nana Nell. I’m cleaning her bathroom for her today.”

Ruth-Ann sighed heavily and sprayed the kitchen table.

“Maybe you should get the room cleaning out of the way first,” she suggested, rather sternly, “since it’s the one thing you don’t like to do. The chores you hate most just get worse if you save them for last.”

“It’s the worst thing in the world when done first, too,” Lydia muttered under her breath.

“I don’t know why you hate a clean room so much,” Ruth-Ann put in, wiping the table down. “My room is my sanctuary. The neater and cleaner it is, the better I feel about...well, just about everything.”

Lydia sighed. She always tried to be respectful of her sister, but sometimes, she just couldn’t help herself.

“Well, I’m not you, Ruth-Ann,” she said with more attitude than intended. “And besides, my sanctuary needs a little clutter for me to enjoy it.”

Ruth-Ann shook her head.

“Just don’t forget to clean it,” she said at last, setting the cleaner and the rag on the counter and leaving the kitchen.

“Hey! You forgot to put the bottle away!” Lydia called out, feeling a little too proud that she had come up with such a clever comeback.

That was another one of her minuses: like Nana Nell, Lydia sometimes spoke her mind a little too colorfully with anyone who pushed her buttons too hard.
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NANA’S CLUTTERED SANCTUARY

––––––––
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Lydia watered the colorful flowers planted around the front porch: daffodils, tulips, and hyacinths that smelled sweet, like sugar mixed with rain.

Leaning over the tiny garden, she plucked a blue hyacinth, touched the soft petals to her nose, closed her eyes, and inhaled deeply.

“No, this smells better than coffee,” she decided.

She never could choose any favorite thing over another, really. In the springtime, Lydia couldn’t bear the thought of summer drying-out the grass and forcing the wild violets and crocus’ to disappear in the heat; during summer, she tried not to think about the autumn air cooling the lake so much she couldn’t go swimming; in autumn, she never wanted the crisp air and colorful leaves to give way to the frigid winter; and during winter, when glittering snow blanketed the mountains and her homestead, she wanted it to linger forever.

Coffee, hyacinths, gardenias, the coming rain, the earth after a rain—she loved it all equally.

Blue, pink, yellow, brown, green—there wasn’t a color she preferred over another.

Except in the moment.

If she wore a blue dress, blue was her favorite color that day. If rain crept over the mountain on its way to her valley, it was the most wonderful scent in the world.

She loved the feel of flower petals on her cheek as much as the way her clothes felt when Mama chose to hang the laundry to dry in the sun instead of using the fancy dryer.

And those she loved—no, she could never choose one family member over another, as they were dearer to her than anything in the world.

But there was one sound she almost loved above all others: the call of the whip-poor-will. She’d heard one of the birds—Mister Kensington, she’d named him—just last night before she drifted off to sleep.

“I wonder if there are whip-poor-wills all the way over there in Atlanta, where Teagan lives?”

She’d decided it would be at the top of the list of questions she’d ask her cousin when she arrived. Because she couldn’t imagine living in a place where the whip-poor-will didn’t sing at night among the majestic stars and symphony of insects.

Carrying the flower by its stem carefully between her fingertips, she walked across the yard to Nana Nell’s little cottage-style house, stealing a sniff every few seconds along the way.

“There’s my favorite granddaughter,” Nana Nell said as Lydia opened the door. Lydia hugged Nana’s neck—just because Lydia couldn’t choose favorites didn’t mean Nana Nell couldn’t.

“Thought I was gonna have to get m’self up and go out lookin’ for you today,” Nana added, squeezing her tight in a lightly perfumed hug.

“I had to do some extra work,” Lydia explained, setting the flower in a vase with the ones she had brought in previous days. “Cousin Teagan is coming this afternoon.”

“Oh, you must be excited,” said Nana. “And by extra work, does that mean you cleaned your room already?” Nana knew Lydia all too well.

“Um...I haven’t gotten around to that yet, but I will, I promise.”

Nana didn’t look convinced; a faint knowing smile appeared around her tired blue eyes.

Lydia plopped down on the flowered sofa and rested her head against a pillow. The walls were covered with family photographs; a tall glass curio cabinet stood next to the television, displaying a diverse collection of knick-knacks.

There was an old oak coffee table in front of the sofa, but unless one knew it was there, they might not notice it buried beneath magazines from old Redbooks and McCall’s Quilting to various Christian pamphlets and Ozark newspapers.

There were books stacked in random places throughout the room, too, and even the vacuum cleaner had found its way to a spot in the center of the room, still plugged in beneath the scenic window that framed a nice view of the homestead. But that was as far as it had gone before Nana became too tired to finish the task.

There was no order to Nana Nell’s home, and she seemed to like it that way.

“You sure you have time to clean my bathroom and make it to your bedroom before Teagan gets here?” Nana asked. “Looks to me like you’re already worn out.”

“Oh, no, I’m just taking a short break, is all,” Lydia insisted. “Gathering eggs and watering flowers is easy stuff—dealing with Ruth-Ann, not so much.” She made a face.

Nana Nell chuckled.

Lydia sat upright and appeared contemplative all of a sudden. “Y’know, Nana, I don’t know why I need to clean my room anyway. I mean, it’s not so much dirty as it is just a bit cluttered—kind of like your place.”

Nana’s thin eyebrows bunched up in her forehead.

“Are you sayin’ I have a messy house, Miss Lydia?” she asked, pretending to be serious.

Lydia liked to play along.

She nodded once shortly and crossed her flimsy arms. “That’s exactly what I’m saying, Miss Nana.” She gestured at the room. “Look at this pigsty—I think maybe my room is better organized than yours, and that’s saying a lot.”

“Well, I don’t get around as well as I used to,” Nana reasoned. “I’ve got a whole list of ailments: my ankles get all swole’ up like balloons, my back hurts all the time, and I can’t tell it apart from my arthritis anymore. My blood pressure gets so high it feels like my eyes are gonna pop right outta my head! And you know what else?”

“What else, Nana? Tell me all about it!”

Nana pretended to forget. “I...y’know, I...well, I think I done forgot.”

“Maybe you got the forget-everything disease, too,” Lydia joked.

A smile crept slowly over Nana’s face until it took over her whole head, and she burst out laughing. Lydia joined her.

They both knew that the “forget-everything disease” wasn’t funny, having lost Great Uncle Randy to it just last year. But it was Great Uncle Randy, who, before he forgot who he was, always said it didn’t do nothin’ but give a disease more victory to let it steal your joy, too. Ever since then, Lydia has tried to make light of such things.

Jokes had always been Nana Nell’s style, and if anyone had grown accustomed to them, Lydia was the frontrunner. It didn’t matter an ounce whether the moment called for humor or rejected it; jokes were how Nana got by on the days the pain was too much, which was most days. It had been six years since Grandpa Walt, her husband, died suddenly from a diabetic heart attack, and the pain of his absence still got the best of her.

Then, there was the “whole list of ailments” she had, which were not at all funny, either, even though Nana liked to find humor in them right along with everything else.

Lydia bounced into a stand, ready to get back to work.

“For the record,” she said, “you definitely don’t have the forget-everything disease—old or not, you’re too stubborn to give up your memories.”

“That, I am, Miss Lydia, that I am.”

Lydia kissed Nana’s wrinkly cheek and danced her way into the bathroom to start on it first because in that short time, talking about how messy her place was and how she was in no condition to clean it herself, Lydia decided she’d clean the rest of the house for her, too.

She rather enjoyed cleaning Nana’s place, unlike tackling her own bedroom. It wasn’t laziness, she’d argued on more than one occasion with Ruth-Ann, but more a preference. It was just how she liked her things—like Nana Nell. And so long as trash always made it to the wastebasket and no food was ever left out to feed the ants; and so long as she and Mama could walk through the room without tripping over something or getting lost like that lady over on Moccasin Drive who somehow managed to die beneath a mound of clothes with the tags still attached, then she didn’t see any reason her room had to be just like her sister’s.

But Nana Nell did need help with the cleaning, not so much the clutter. And Lydia loved doing for Nana what she could no longer do for herself.

Lydia scrubbed, dusted, and vacuumed until the little house sparkled, leaving the clutter just the way Nana liked it.

All the while, Nana found the strength to make dandelion tea over ice, with a drizzle of honey for both of them. She arranged Lydia’s favorite shortbread cookies onto a plate, and they enjoyed their treat and more conversation outside on the porch.

Time seemed to get away from them when Lydia saw the sun glaring off an unfamiliar silver SUV coming up the long, winding driveway toward their house.

“Oh no...” Lydia swallowed nervously. “Is that...?”

“I think that might be Aunt Naomi’s car,” Nana Nell said.

The two looked right at one another, eyes wide.

“But...it’s barely lunchtime,” Lydia rationalized. “Mama’s probably just now setting the table.”

“Well, did your Mama say when they were supposed to be here this afternoon?” Nana asked.

Lydia shook her head; her eyes remained fixed on the SUV now pulling up in front of the house a few yards away.

“No, she only said in the afternoon.”

“Technically, that’s any time after twelve o’clock,” Nana said. “It was twelve when we came outside fifteen minutes ago.”

One of the worst things in the world wasn’t cleaning her room—it was disappointing her Mama.
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THE HOMESTEAD MEETS THE CITY

––––––––
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Mama came out onto the front porch, Levi beside her, cradling a baby bunny against his chest. The two went down the steps to meet Aunt Naomi halfway, Mama practically dancing.

“It’s so good to see you!” Mama said, hugging her sister tight.

“Oh, it’s been so long, Katherine!” Aunt Naomi said. “And look at little Levi all grown up!” She bent down to hug him, and his face twisted with discomfort when she kissed his cheek.

“What have you got there?” she asked.

Levi held the bunny up, and Lydia eyed him, making note of how careful he was being.

“My rabbit,” Levi said.

But it was hard to hold Levi’s attention on grown-up things, so before Aunt Naomi had a chance to ask the kit’s name or how Levi was doing, he took off running toward the barn, where, later, Lydia would need to visit to check on the welfare of the kit.

“Tie your shoelaces, Levi!” Mama shouted before he disappeared around the corner.

Aunt Naomi and Mama looked so much alike they could’ve been twins—same green eyes, same freckles, same brown hair. Mama wore hers in a bun; Aunt Naomi’s swished in a stylish ponytail with blonde streaks.

One glaring thing set Aunt Naomi apart from Mama and Lydia: her wardrobe and makeup.

This is where Aunt Naomi and Cousin Teagan, who was only just now getting out of the SUV, were the spittin’ image of one another.

Teagan wore blue jeans with wide legs and cut so low at the waist that her bellybutton showed. Her top was a trendy smocked blue blouse with lace trim and elastic around the end so that it clung to her ribs. Her shoes, a pair of stylish sandals with wedge heels, had soles so thick they made her look much taller than she was.

Where Lydia had expected to see her old doll, tucked underneath her arm, Teagan had a shiny cell phone with a big, flashy screen mounted in her hand instead. And she wore makeup; her lashes were so dark that they made her blue eyes pop. Lydia stared, intrigued.

It wasn’t that Lydia had never seen girls wear makeup or dress like this before. She’d seen plenty when going into town or attending a church outside of Mossy Rock, and even when Mama let her spend two weeks of the summer in Jasper at church summer camp last year. It was just that she never thought Teagan would be so different, because they used to be just alike.

Lydia owned a few pairs of pants she’d mostly wear when fishing, hiking with Daddy, or working in the garden with Mama. She wasn’t forbidden to wear pants and could if she chose to, but Lydia, wanting to be like her Mama in almost every way, liked dresses best. And she couldn’t imagine showing her bellybutton to the world.

When it came to makeup, although Mama wore it from time to time, mostly on special occasions, Lydia was not allowed. And that didn’t bother her much because it seemed an awful lot of work to look like somebody else.

But, still, Lydia was very intrigued.

Mama and Aunt Naomi talked and talked about this and that while Lydia stood for longer than intended, her curious gaze sweeping over her high-fashion cousin.

Teagan hadn’t raised her eyes from her cell phone since she stepped out of the car, except for that brief moment when Mama welcomed her and hugged her, too. But the second Mama pulled away, Teagan’s head lowered back into the bright screen in her hand.

In addition to being intrigued, Lydia was a little confused, too.

Doesn’t she see me standing here? she thought.

“Hi, Teagan!” Lydia said with more enthusiasm than necessary. “Do you...remember me?” Could it be that eleven-year-old girls could get the forget-everything disease just like old folks?

Teagan looked up from the phone and smiled. “Sure,” she said. “We used to play in the creek together.” She slid her phone into her back pocket and gave Lydia her full attention, which delighted Lydia.

Her smile brightened, and she felt the excited bounce in her step return.

“We’re going to have so much fun,” Lydia said. “Are you glad to be on vacation?”

Teagan swept her golden hair away from her shoulders, revealing two tiny silver stud earrings in
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