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      “Fog rolls in every morning, shrouding the lower fields in its misty cloak, concealing my precious fields from sight. Though I know they are there, it’s disorienting to experience them without the use of my eyes. I wake and walk the fields, each step muffled by the mud and the damp. I am guided only by the paths that I know by heart, the paths that lead me home. In the quiet of the fog, it is easy to forget that there is a world outside of my own breath. The farm sleeps, waiting for spring.”

      

      Olivia Stone prided herself on being organized and efficient. Damn that man and his way with words. It was galling that she’d gotten lost in Farmer Theo’s posts again. Would he be there this weekend? At this rate, she’d never find out because she’d never be ready to leave. Olivia pulled her gaze from the blog of her favorite organic farm and checked the clock.

      Ten minutes had passed as she lost herself in the farmer’s descriptions. Only seventeen more to go. In just seventeen measly minutes, Olivia could leave work behind for a Girls’ Night Out retreat. Four days of good wine, good food, and good company. Since her friend, Dani, had begun the tradition last summer, the four women from that infamous first Girls’ Night Out had become fast friends. Monthly GNO’s cemented fast friendships.

      Soon, she would be on the road to the Capay Valley, girlfriends in tow, on their largest adventure to date. Olivia had planned the whole weekend around A Taste of Capay, a food and wine festival being hosted at the farm that supplied her home delivery organic produce. Tickets were purchased, a B&B was booked, and the car was packed.

      Olivia’s nerves tingled down her arms. She hoped that her friends would have a good time. She also hoped they wouldn’t be too upset that she had an ulterior motive. She hadn’t told a soul what she’d done. It was too precious a dream to be shared. She couldn’t explain why entering this little contest was so vitally important to her, but it was. She knew her preserves and chutneys would stand up to competition. The nerves came from embarking on a new adventure. Olivia didn’t do “adventure.” It was a definite step outside her controlled comfort zone.

      With six minutes left before she could leave, Olivia forced her normally regimented thoughts back to the task at hand, quickly finishing the prep work she needed to do on the brief in front of her. Her job at the law offices of Daly, Robertson, & White was a good one. As the most senior paralegal, her accuracy and efficiency made her sought after and respected. That respect had translated into a generous salary bonus this month that would go to the last payment on her brother’s college debt.

      She opened her bank app on her phone to take care of that transfer and fired off a quick email to her mother to confirm that they were out from under that particular burden. Money had always been tight, and being able to support her family with her skills was a point of pride. Clicking send on that last payment opened a whole new world. For the first time in her adult life, she was financially responsible solely for herself. What on earth would she do now?

      If only she liked being a paralegal, everything would be perfect. As a valued member of the team, she liked knowing that the work she was doing was appreciated, but it didn’t make her happy. She was good at what she did, and excelled in her day-to-day responsibilities, but she often wondered, “Is this it?” Now that her major financial obligation was gone, that question suddenly seemed answerable.

      She felt like a round peg in a square hole. She fit in just fine, but there was space in the corners of her life that felt empty. Maybe now she’d have time to fill in those gaps. Olivia automatically straightened her desk with military precision before rising, determined not to let anything weigh her down on a weekend like this.

      She smiled at the clock. Right on time. A phrase that never failed to give her pleasure. She gathered the file, her phone, and her purse and headed for the door. She would not miss this place at all over the weekend. She asked one of the receptionists to deliver the brief to an associate who was out taking a deposition, before turning quickly for the elevators.

      Too quickly, as luck would have it, and she literally bumped into one of the partners. Luckily, there was no coffee or cream pie involved. Michael Robertson was brilliant, attractive, and the youngest partner the firm had ever had. It didn’t hurt that his father was the Robertson who had founded the firm, but Michael had earned his own way to a coveted top spot at the firm with an excellent record behind his name. What a shame that there were no sparks there.

      Olivia stepped back and collected herself. Most of the other women in the office mooned over him, but Olivia felt little more than a brotherly affection. She had joined the firm about 6 months before he graduated from law school, and they helped each other through the early days.

      “Where are you off to in such a rush, Olivia? Lunch date?” he teased, knowing full well that she rarely left the office for lunch, preferring her own gourmet creations. After suffering through take out pizza and Chinese on a regular basis during those early days working long hours together, she’d put her foot down and begun stocking the freezer. Better food and her ruthless organization led to more productive evenings, higher profile cases and, eventually, his partnership. Maybe that’s why he felt like a little brother. She fed him and nagged him, and in return he was a smart ass, just like her real brother. Having been essentially a second parent since the age of twelve had cemented that impulse in her psyche.

      “No, actually, a vacation. I’m taking a half day today and a full day Friday and Monday. I cleared it with Janice.” She hated the defensive tone that crept into her voice. She took a deep breath to pull in some calming oxygen.

      “I’m sure you did.” Michael laughed at her discomfort. “Have a wonderful time. I can think of no one more deserving of a vacation than you, Ms. Stone.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Robertson, sir.” She bobbed a sarcastic curtsy and used the ultra formal language they often fell into as subtle mockery.

      She hustled out the door before anything else could delay her. Why did she feel guilty and defensive about taking her vacation days? It wasn’t like the place was going to fall down without her there to prop up the walls. It was frowned upon for the younger associates to take much time off in their quest for billable hours and a corner office, but that certainly didn’t extend to the pool of assistants. She wouldn’t call herself a workaholic, but her standard setting was full speed ahead. Her work ethic had been shaped by circumstance and solidified by success. She hadn’t wanted to sacrifice billable hours while she’d been helping to shoulder the family debts.

      No, she wouldn’t hide from herself behind work excuses. The sad fact was she didn’t have much in her life outside of work that she deemed important enough to take time off for. Now that her obligations were lightening, she felt a little more open to new experiences. Her girlfriends and her passion for cooking had given her the push she’d needed. Footloose and fancy free was her motto for the weekend.

      Shaking off the guilt, Olivia climbed into her car, and double checked that she had her purse, wallet, phone, and packed baggage. She checked each item off on the sticky note list on her dashboard and pulled cautiously into traffic to pick up Dani and Stella. Jamie was sadly out of town, again, working with another high profile client. This was the third GNO she’d miss, but she promised that she’d be there for the next month’s excursion, largely because she was in charge of planning it. It was amazing that her brown bag habit had miraculously brought these three amazing people into her life.

      She and Dani had bonded over leftovers during her friend’s brief stint helping straighten out the accounting department at Daly, Robertson, & White. They often eschewed the invitations to grab fast food, more than content with the delicious dishes they each created from leftovers at home. Swapped recipes led to shared stories, and a fast but firm friendship developed.

      Through Dani’s loss of her aunt and subsequent life changes, Stella and Jamie had been drawn into Olivia’s circle of friends. Where a year ago she’d been alone and isolated, she now had a set of friends she could count on. Their laughter and love brightened her life. She was very blessed indeed.

      Now that the day of departure had arrived, she couldn’t contain her giddiness. She hadn’t let herself believe that the trip was really happening until she’d left the office. Her grin split her face as she headed across town to pick up Dani and Stella.

      Her friends had been particularly stressed lately. Between Dani with the Sunshine Café extending hours, Stella with her renovation plan for her yoga studio, and Jamie with her sudden fame after appearing on Ellen, all of her friends could use a little break. Olivia was the only one just plugging along, not tackling any new big challenges. That would change tomorrow.

      As Olivia pulled up to Dani’s apartment building, Dani and Stella emerged, suitcases in tow. She had warned them that they’d be tromping around a farm and some vineyards. She hoped they’d packed appropriately. Her own packing list swirled through her mind, taunting her to go check her bags one more time to make sure she hadn’t forgotten anything. Feeling her shoulders tighten, she consciously reminded herself that she’d packed her own bags and checked them twice already. Everything she’d need was in there. Furthermore, her friends were grown women, completely capable of packing for themselves.

      Time to let the details slide and enjoy the weekend. She ordered her compulsive side to shut it down. Though her organization and love of efficiency made her a valued asset to the firm, they could be a real pain in the ass in her personal life. Take this weekend for example; at one point she had itemized a fifteen point itinerary, with bullet points and sub-bullet points for alternate plans. The thought of handing such a document to free-spirit Stella had made her laugh so hard that she’d scrapped the idea altogether. She was flying free this weekend, and trying to keep her anxiety under control without any lists so she could enjoy it. She had come so far, with Stella’s yoga instruction and deep breathing and Jamie’s coaching and connection, that she was confident she could handle this weekend without panicking.

      Plans and lists had served her well growing up when she’d needed to help take care of her family, and she’d carried that coping mechanism into adulthood. A well thought out plan was Olivia’s best defense against the stress and anxiety that often plagued her, but she didn’t want to have to rely on them all the time. She felt like a fraud, hiding her anxiety so potential dates wouldn’t get scared off. So far, she hadn’t met a man who could see her need to try and control her environment and realize that she wasn’t trying to control him. Why was it so hard to see? Maybe no one had been worth the effort of letting down her walls.

      Pushing aside the melancholy thoughts as her girlfriends climbed into the car, she turned to them and deliberately smiled brightly.

      “Road trip! Let’s go!”
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      “As I sit, my body trapped in the office by the rain and the mud that heralds the end of winter here, my mind travels far away down the path of possibilities. This quiet lull, this waiting for the sun and the life it will bring, is the perfect time for dreaming. What new projects await? What changes and challenges will the next year bring? How can I improve on the legacy I’ve been given to protect? It is a time of anticipation. I eagerly visualize my plans while I can, before the realities of spring on the farm divert my attention. I recall a Shel Silverstein poem, in this season of dreams, ‘Anything can happen, child. Anything can be.’”

      

      Thursday evening, the July heat still heavy on the ground, Theo Harper walked his fields, his favorite place in the whole world. He checked the heirloom tomatoes for ripeness and marked down notes in his field book, along with a few phrases for the next blog entry. Moving on, he stooped low, checking the baby lettuces for slugs, pleased to find them gone. He’d switched the farm over to organic production five years earlier and had profited handsomely. But for him, the move was less about money and more about respecting the land he’d been trusted with. The battle for and against nature was constant and unyielding. To produce the quality fruits and vegetables he’d become known for, he maintained vigilant watch over his crops and inheritance.

      The farm, in many ways, had raised him when his parents had failed him, and he now saw it as his duty to return that energy to the farm. Watching the sun creep lower towards the mountain line, every bone ached and his knuckles stung where he’d scraped them raw. He was tired, but content.

      The small but sturdy hand on his shoulder came as little surprise. Gran often came out to join him and share a quiet moment near the end of the day. Today especially, Theo wished he could make the peaceful moment last. He knew it was likely the last peace he’d have over the next three days.

      The Taste of Capay Food and Wine Festival would kick off bright and early. Foodies and city folk would descend on their sleepy valley to eat, drink, and be merry. He knew from advance registration that the farm would be crawling with people. He couldn’t wait for it to be over. Farming was often a solitary pursuit and that’s the way he liked it.

      When Theo had taken over the running of the farm from Gran, he’d dreamed a winter dream of starting a produce delivery route to bring the freshness of the Capay Valley straight to consumers. The next spring, they’d launched. It allowed him to harvest selectively and deliver only the freshest fruits and vegetables in season to his clients. It also helped him create a steady subscription based flow of income to help him pay down the debt he’d incurred switching over to organic.

      He’d seldom had cause to regret taking the farm online. His blog was widely read by subscribers, and the discount coupon site offer had swelled his delivery rolls to near capacity. He’d been able to begin contracting with other farms to expand his mission. No, he really had little room for complaint.

      But the increased visibility had drawn the farm in general, and him personally, into a more public role than he was comfortable with. Another winter brainstorm that had come to life was the current incarnation of the Taste. The Valley Growers’ Association hosted four major seasonal events a year. The Taste of Capay was the summer event, always falling on the first weekend in July. As one of the Valley’s most profitable growers, he was expected to promote and participate. At his suggestion, the fair was expanded to include local producers as well as growers, making it a destination for food and wine lovers across the state. He saw the growth that exposure brought, and supported the fairs. He’d just rather hide out in the fields and let someone else do the glad-handing until the festival was over.

      He never knew what to say, and he always felt in the way. That very morning, he’d been helping with the set up duties for the taste testing. He’d managed O, until two local matrons had approached him arguing over table placement. He knew whatever he said would make one of them mad, so he tried to back out of the conversation entirely, and succeeded in backing into an entire table of preserves. Three contestants’ wares had shattered all over the floor. Leaving one of the volunteers with a mop, he escaped back out to his fields before he could cause any more damage.

      He felt better outdoors. Less to bump into. Luckily, the farm always had something that needed tending. Today, he’d checked on the cover crops. It was nearly time to disk them under and begin fall planting. The seasons waited for no man. They certainly wouldn’t wait for a festival.

      “I know what you’re thinking, and no, you can’t hide out here until they’re gone.” As always, Gran read his mind effortlessly. He turned and took in her smiling weathered face, long salt and pepper braid trailing down her back, the chambray shirt, flannel soft from years of laundering. She’d looked just like this for as long as he could remember. The fact that she’d just celebrated her seventy-fourth birthday with a mild heart attack still stunned him. She hadn’t appeared to age, so the reminder of his most important person’s mortality was jarring.

      Dwarfing her with a big bear hug, he lowered his head to the top of hers, leaving a kiss but taking a deep breath of the lily of the valley scent she favored.

      “I know I can’t, but a man can dream, can’t he?”

      “It won’t be as bad as you think. It’s just talking about the farm for a few days instead of working it.”

      With a baleful gaze leveled down at her, Theo chided, “Oh sure, just chat with a few interested patrons. That’s bull, and you know it. Online registration is up 20% from last year, and you volunteering to host the prepared foods competition is going to bring the bulk of the crowd here. I’ll be lucky if I get to breathe this weekend.”

      “Give it a chance. You just might enjoy it.” In response to his dismissive snort, she added, “You know I’m looking at expanding our delivery options. I thought having the competition here would give us first crack at any promising entrepreneurs.”

      Thankful for his Gran and her foresight, he squeezed her shoulder. “Of course you did. OK, OK, I’ll behave myself, and hopefully your gamble will pay off. At least I’ll get to sample things right?

      “Yes, of course. About that, actually…”

      “What now?” Gran only prevaricated when she had bad news to impart.

      “Gene Higgins is down with the stomach flu.”

      “That’s a shame.” Unsure how the news that the editor of the town paper was ill was going to affect him, but sure that it would all the same, he waited for the other shoe to drop.

      “He was set to be one of the judges for the homemade foods contest on Saturday, but obviously, that’s out of the question now.”

      Theo was afraid he was beginning to see where this was heading.

      “No. Oh, no, Gran….”

      “Well, what was I supposed to do? Besides it’s the perfect opportunity to taste everyone’s wares. He was covering pickles and preserves. Be glad you didn’t end up with salsas.”

      With a hefty sigh, Theo turned them back towards the sprawling ranch farmhouse his great-grandfather had built and reluctantly agreed.

      “Ok, Gran. I’ll do it, but you owe me one.”

      “Collect anytime, honey. Thank you.” She reached up and patted his cheek fondly. “Now go wash up for supper.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Theo replied, the same way he’d replied every evening since the day he’d turned eight and his parents had dropped him off, never to return.
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      “Home. A home is something you cultivate, something you build around special people and special places. For me, the farm was the first home I ever knew. I am blessed that cultivating the land on which it sits is my occupation as well as my passion. Weathering the seasons on this porch next to my Gran has been a joy. Even when life kicks us in the teeth, as it does from time to time, my home has been here to catch me and lift me up again. Thank you for bringing our fruits and vegetables into your home, making us a thread in the fabric you use create a cozy landing spot for yourself and your families. We take that responsibility seriously.”

      

      Although it had been late when they’d checked in Thursday night, Olivia was pleased to see that the inn’s manager, Justine, was gracious and welcoming, from her quick handling of the paperwork to the bottle of Chardonnay she’d kept chilled on the sideboard for them.

      The pictures on the website didn’t do the beautiful old Victorian justice. Gleaming woodwork and fanciful colors brought the cozy interior to life. Justine showed them to the double suite on the second floor. The room retained all of the character of the era of its design. Antique chairs flanking the fireplace were made for a comfy chat. The claw foot tub beckoned from the en suite bathroom, promising warmth and relaxation.

      The room projected a sense of calming elegance, with touches of whimsy and modernity. The plush duvets and throw pillows added comfort to the slightly chilly room. Thankfully the owners had opted for a muted color palette of cream and gold, so the chintz patterns weren’t overwhelming. The china cat by the hearth invited visitors to join him in repose, while the polished armoire hid a television and a mini fridge. Satisfied that her research had been fruitful, Olivia grinned and promised Justine that they’d catch up with her at breakfast. She sipped her wine and smiled.

      Dani came over and clinked her glass.

      “Well done, Liv. Well done! This place is gorgeous!”

      “I second that!” chimed in Stella from her position draped across the bed. “If breakfast lives up to the hype online, I may never leave.”

      Dani set down her wine and flopped back opposite her good friend on the pillow-topped mattress with a deep groan.

      “If this bed lives up to its hype, I may not make it to breakfast. I didn’t realize how exhausted I am! Maybe Nick and Jimmy were right. I’ve been working too hard.”

      “Wait, say that again. I wasn’t recording. Nick’s going to want proof of that statement.” Olivia teased her friend, confident that Dani and Nick had the kind of relationship where points weren’t tallied to determine a winner and a loser.

      “Ha ha. It’s just that with our expanded hours, there’s a lot more cooking to do. I didn’t realize how hard it was going to be to add another meal while scaling up everything else due to demand as well. I’ve got to hire more people.” Olivia was so proud of Dani’s success with the Sunshine Café. The fact that she could already expand her offerings was a great sign that the need she had sought to serve, namely hungry veterans, was strong enough to support her business.

      “Me, too.” Stella groaned, one arm draped over her eyes. “Right now things are pretty quiet because the renovation is underway. Most of my classes are on hold for the next two months. But once they finish the new floors and walls, I will have a whole other studio to staff. It is so hard to find good yoga instructors who are really solid in their practice. Not to mention that I now have a small business loan to start paying back. With rents in the Bay Area being as insane as they already are, I’m going to have to really expand my business to cover the cost of the reno.”

      “Just think though, when it’s done you’ll have a gorgeous studio where you’ll get to do what you love every day.”

      “I love the instruction side of things. I am good at the business, but it’s more something I tolerate so that I get to have my own way. It feels like the two are out of balance for me right now.”

      “Take a deep breath, and center yourself… Isn’t that what you always tell me, yogi master?” Olivia got hit in the head with a pillow for her quip, as her friends joined in her laughter. Stella sat up and retrieved her glass of wine.

      “I’m just so excited to take my mind off of it all this weekend. I looked up this place, and it’s one of the best organic food and wine festivals in the state. The food vendors alone had me drooling.”

      “Speaking of the food…” Olivia saw her opening. “There’s something I need to tell you.” She paused, excited but suddenly unsure of her friends’ reactions. Her friends looked at her expectantly.

      Olivia lost her nerve. “I’m sorry!”

      “Sorry for what, Liv?”

      “I haven’t been completely honest, and I’m sorry.”

      “You’re starting to scare me, Liv. What’s going on?” Dani placed a hand on her shoulder.

      “No, no, it’s nothing...I just...I’m over-thinking again…So, I’m really happy to hang out with you both this weekend, but I picked this festival for a reason. There’s a contest down at the farm this weekend, and I entered some of my preserves and chutneys. I might have to duck out on you guys here and there. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.”

      “That’s great?” Stella phrased it as a question.

      “It is great. I’m just suddenly really nervous about it.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us about this before?” Dani wondered.

      “I didn’t want to make it into a big deal. It’s just some canned preserves and chutney I made getting tasted by strangers. There isn’t even a big prize. I don’t know why I’m making it a big deal now.” Shaking her head at her own inability to keep things simple, she shrugged and studied her hands, as she picked at her cuticles. She took a deep breath, as Stella had taught her, and tried to push the anxiety back out of her mind.

      “It’s a big deal because you are putting a little bit of your heart out to be judged. That takes guts. Trust me, I know!” Dani squeezed her shoulder. “I am so incredibly proud of you right now. This is awesome!”

      “So, you’re not mad?” Concern still colored Liv’s tone.

      “Mad? No way! This just makes this weekend even more exciting! As someone who has enjoyed your creations, they’d be idiots not to give you the blue ribbon the minute they taste it. Which batch did you submit?” Stella’s exuberance began to loosen the knot in Olivia’s chest.

      “The spicy ginger peach chutney and the strawberry vanilla bean preserves.”

      “Oooh, good choices! I love your strawberries.”

      “Well, as part of the contest, they asked you to use locally sourced produce, and since I made both of those from my farm delivery boxes, I figured why not? I packed eight jars of each in bubble wrap and sent them off before I could second guess myself.”

      “So, that’s how you found out about this place. I wondered…”

      “So now you know. When the contest turned out to be the same weekend as my girls’ night, I thought it was a happy bit of fate. I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have along for support.”

      Olivia moved to refill empty glasses, before raising her own to her lips and savoring the crisp white wine with hints of peach and oak. Relief trickled down her throat along with the cooling wine. That had gone better than she had imagined.

      “So, what is first on the agenda, Liv, keeper of the timetables?” Stella teased. “Do you have our relaxation all planned out?”

      Recalling her scrapped itinerary with a laugh, she took the teasing in stride, and replied. “Of course, Stella! Didn’t you get the triplicate memo I sent out? We’re already behind!” As their giggles subsided, she added, “There is a check-in for the contest tomorrow morning, but I had planned to just run over there by myself. The full festival doesn’t start until Saturday, and even then, I only need to be available for the final judging at 3:00. The rest of the weekend is wide open.”

      Stella reached over and put a cool hand on her forehead. “I don’t know, Dani. She feels a little feverish to me. Maybe we should plan a few things for tomorrow and see if that helps.”

      “Ha, ha. I’m going with the flow this weekend.”

      “But you do have two typed pages of suggested activities floating somewhere in that immaculately packed luggage. Admit it.”

      “What kind of hostess would I be if I didn’t know what was available? But have I made a plan? Did you get an itinerary two months ago? No! I am practically flying by the seat of my pants, and I like it!”

      “We’ll see how long this lasts, but until then, ‘to the seat of our pants!’” Stella raised her glass.

      Smiling, Dani added, “To living in the moment.”

      “To us.” Liv finished with a clink.
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      The next morning, Olivia’s nerves had not subsided. Leaving her girlfriends to enjoy the French toast casserole with a fresh berry coulis and an early morning mimosa, Olivia snagged a muffin and borrowed a bike from the B&B to make her way out to the farm. She would be unable to relax and enjoy the day with her friends until she’d checked in and made sure her entries had arrived. Maybe the ride would help calm her nerves. Fresh air and back roads cleared her mind, rattling every thought straight out of her head. By the time she arrived at the farm, she was beginning to regret having left the car for her friends to explore a bit without her. She checked her watch and grinned. Even with the bumpy back roads slowing her down, she’d arrived right on time.

      The long registration tables set up in a barn were bustling with participants checking in their submissions and vendors picking up their location assignments. Even though the fair didn’t open officially until noon, the farm was already hopping at 8 am. Dust motes floated in the early morning sun, which was rapidly warming the building. Thankful that they’d chosen a storage barn and not an animal stable, Olivia approached a young man in a cotton t-shirt and gimme cap standing behind the registration sign. She gave him her name and the registration number she’d been emailed and waited while he scanned his list.

      “Oh crap.”

      “Excuse me?” Olivia gaped at the young man’s inappropriate response.

      “It’s gone, ma’am.”

      “What do you mean it’s gone?” Olivia tried to take a deep breath, but it felt like someone had tied a belt around her chest, only allowing short shallow gasps. She could feel her fears escalating. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.

      “Well, there’s a note here. There was an accident yesterday during set-up, and your entries got smashed.”

      “But I bubble wrapped everything! Twice! How can it be gone?” Olivia’s voice crept closer and closer to shrill.

      “Geez, I’m sorry, ma’am. I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “So, I’m out of the contest?” Olivia’s voice wavered as she blinked back the welling tears.

      The young man working the table swallowed convulsively and stuttered, “Well…uh…That is…” Horrified at the prospect of having to deal with a woman in tears, he looked around for someone with authority

      “Gran!” The young man shouted her name, waving somewhat frantically. “Could you come here a second?”

      Olivia tried to get herself under control. It’s only a contest. She willed her tears to subside and her breathing to level out. Why was she so upset about a silly contest anyway? She refused to think too deeply about the answer to that question.

      “Sure, Charlie. What seems to be the problem?”

      Taking a deep breath, Olivia turned to face the older woman approaching them. She was small of stature, but she walked with the energy and confidence of a woman long comfortable in her own skin. Kindness glimmered in her bright blue eyes, almost glowing in her weathered face.

      “This lady’s entry was on the table Theo knocked over yesterday. Can you help her?”

      The young man turned back with a sigh of relief to continue registering other attendees.

      Gran took Olivia outside and handed her a napkin from one of the food booths.

      “Here, honey. It was an accident, but I know that doesn’t make it any less of a problem. As I see it we have two choices. We could refund you your entry fee, you enjoy the rest of the festival as a guest, and try again next year. But judging by the look on your face, that is less than ideal. So, option number two depends on you. Can you recreate your entries before the judging starts tomorrow morning?”

      Olivia’s mind was swirling with details and worries. Her fingers itched for a notepad and pen.

      “The chutney? No, it wouldn’t have time for the flavors to meld. But I could probably pull together my strawberry preserves by then. But, I’m staying at a B&B. I can’t just take over her kitchen. She’s booked solid for the festival.”

      “You can use mine. All of us are eating on the house at the festival this weekend, so my kitchen is quiet. It’s at your disposal if you need it. Can you get what you need as far as supplies?”

      “Organic sugar, four Eureka lemons, Madagascar vanilla, and some canning jars. It’s fairly simple. Do you still have ripe strawberries?”

      “We sure do. I was just out there yesterday morning. The secondary crop is still going strong.”

      “Great. Your berries are my secret ingredient! I could probably get the rest at a well-stocked grocery store. The only iffy ingredient is the vanilla bean. I’ve tried different suppliers and the beans from Penzey’s are the best.”

      “Hmm, not extract, huh?”

      “No, the whole bean.” Olivia whipped out her phone and searched. “The nearest location is Santa Rosa.”

      “That’s a two hour drive, closer to three with the weekend traffic. Is the vanilla bean that important?”

      “If I’m going to put my name on it, it’s going to be right. I don’t want to be judged on less than my best.”

      “That’s fair enough. I admire a woman who values quality.”

      Olivia was running timelines in her head. If she sent Dani and Stella to the grocery store, she could tackle the drive into Santa Rosa and get back in time to pick the berries and make the preserves. That way her friends would still have the balance of the day to enjoy the first day of the festival. It just might work. Determination filled her features. She would not give up on this dream lightly.

      “Is there someone who could give me a ride?” Olivia was already figuring out how to juggle vehicles, and checking to see if Uber operated out this far.

      “Why don’t you take one of the delivery trucks?”

      “Are you sure? I don’t want to cause any problems.” Olivia was incredulous, but she was also incredibly grateful.

      “It’s no problem. We always have a few that are off-route for tune ups. What I am sure of is that this contest means a whole lot more to you than winning a ribbon. I can see it in your eyes. I know a little bit about that. I’d like to help if I can.” Olivia was stunned by the older woman’s intuition. She’d barely let herself acknowledge how important this contest was to her.

      Smiling her first genuine smile of the day, Olivia took Gran’s hand.

      “Thank you. It does mean a lot.”

      “Let’s get to it then! What’s your name, honey?”

      “Olivia. Olivia Stone, but my friends call me Liv.”

      “Well, Liv,” said Gran shaking the hand she still held, “I’m Gran to everyone, kin or not. Welcome to my home.”

      She gestured towards the sprawling, whitewashed farmhouse set up on a small rise. It looked like it had been expanded several times with odd spurs coming off the main house, but somehow it presented a cozy coherent image of a well-loved home. Horizontal timbers stretched the length of the exposed front porch and two big picture windows flanked the slate blue front door. Olivia had a mental flash of herself sitting in one of the cane seat rockers with a steaming mug of coffee and a dog at her side. The image was so visceral, so striking that she involuntarily stopped in her tracks, wanting to experience that exact moment for real. She could almost smell the wisps of coffee steam and feel the comforting, warm weight of a happy pup against her shin. Shaking herself, she had to jog a few steps to catch up to the brisk pace Gran was setting.

      Olivia used the walk up the hill to call Dani and Stella, hopeful that she’d catch them before they’d had too much fun with
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