


 








Love’s Blue Ribbon	





	Molly Adams never won anything in her entire life.  Not a ribbon at the fair, not a school election, not a single raffle for the hundreds of tickets she bought.  


	She wasn’t a loser, she told herself.  She’d just never won.  At thirty-five life had settled for Molly.  She loved her job of teaching third grade.  She’d remodeled her parents old home and planned to live there alone for the rest of her life.  Trying to win anything never occurred to her.  Or at least it hadn’t until the day she found her mother’s old pound cake recipe taped in the back of a cookbook.


	The idea took root in her thoughts and grew until it consumed her summer days.  The tri-state fair was a month away.  If she could perfect the baking of her mother’s famous peach pound cake, she might win.  Then every family gathering she could serve the cake alongside Aunt Dixie’s blue ribbon preserves and Cousin Mary’s first place honey-wheat rolls.


	There was only one problem, her mother’s recipe called for Hanson peaches.  In Grey county the only place to find Hanson peaches was on Hanson’s land.  As far as Molly knew mail wasn’t even delivered out to the place.


	But it was worth a try.


	Molly drove out to the Hanson farm.


	As she turned off the main road onto dirt, she saw the orchards.  Huge old peach trees spread out almost touching one another with weeds branch-high beneath them.


	Molly fought down her nervousness and parked the car in front of a wide-porched, old farmhouse.  She knocked several times before she heard footsteps.


	The man who answered the door surprised her.  He was tall and thin with clothes that didn’t fit on a farmer.  His khakis and red pullover shirt reminded her of what tourist wore on vacation---wrinkled and mismatched.


	“What can I do for you, Molly Adams?” he asked in a voice as rusty as most of the iron furniture on the porch.


	“Do I know you?” Molly asked.


	“You used to come here with your mother twenty years ago.  I remember you were worthless picking peaches.”  A smile raised the corner of his mouth.


	He was older than her by five or six years.  She remembered a man her parents’ age she’d called Old Man Hanson and vaguely a spider-thin boy who’d been too shy to speak to her.


	“You’re Sam Hanson?  The boy to shy to have his picture made for the school yearbook.”  Her face reddened as she wished she hadn’t quoted what everyone used to say about him.


	Sam didn’t look offended.  “I’ve become the life of the party now.”


	He ran his hand through hair in need of cutting and Molly knew he lied.  He was still painfully shy, but he was making an effort.


	“Want to tell me why you’re here?”  He crammed his hands in his pockets.  “You’re a little old to be selling cookies.”


	Molly nodded, silently agreeing to move on.  She was no good at small talk either.  “I stopped by to ask if I could pick a few of your peaches as they ripen.  I’m planning to make my mother’s peach pound cake.”


	Sam’s smile was straightforward now.  “I remember that cake.  My father always loved it.  Your mother’s cake was the only dessert we had in this house after my mother died.”


	A hundred questions came to Molly’s mind, but she was here about the peaches.  She didn’t want to pry.  “I’ll make you a deal.  If I can have the peaches, I’ll bake you a pound cake.”


	“Four,” he said without meeting her eyes.


	“Four?”


	“Four,” he repeated raising his gaze to hers.  “One delivered on the twenty-fifth of the month from September to December.”


	Molly tried not to react to the odd request as he stared at her.  After all, she was talking to a hermit who lived out in the middle of nowhere.  If he were a killer, she’d already be dead.  What did it matter if she had to return four more times?  She would pick enough peaches to freeze and use all winter.  With luck, she’d have her blue ribbon.


	“Agreed,” she fought not to be the first one to look away.


	“I’ll call you when they’re ready.”  He seemed suddenly in a hurry.  He stepped backward and disappeared into the house without saying good-bye.


	Two weeks later there was a message on her machine.  The peaches are ready, was all it said.


	She drove out to the farm prepared to pick, but when she arrived two bushels of beautiful peaches were on the porch with a note, “See you on the 25th.” taped to the handle.


	She cooked her first cake, then her second, then her third, but none tasted like she remembered her mother’s tasting.  The fair came and went without awarding her the blue ribbon, or any other ribbon for that matter.  By the middle of September, she had to face facts, her cake didn’t measure up to her mother’s and she’d promised to bake Hanson four.


	On the twenty-fifth, it rained worse than she’d seen it pour in years.  She knew her car would never make it down the dirt road to his place.  She tried to call, but there was no answer.  He’d forgotten, she reasoned.


	In October her aunt had a heart attack and Molly was in Oklahoma City on the twenty-fifth.  Again, she tried to call.  Again, no answer.  Hanson wasn’t even home, he didn’t care about her cake.


	In November all her family decided to go to her cousin’s in Austin for Thanksgiving.  She had to check out of school early on the twenty-third in order to drive.  She made no pound cake.  She didn’t bother to call.


	Molly told herself she was no cook.  She told herself it was a dumb bargain to make.  The peaches would have rotted on the trees anyway.  But guilt shadowed her thoughts, and she knew what she had to do.


	On Christmas morning, she got up before dawn and stirred up her mother’s peach pound cake.  The smell reminded her of all the years when she was growing up and watched her mother make the cake.  Somehow that magical ‘best dessert in the world’ couldn’t be reproduced.


	Snow blew across the road like thin wisps of white sand as she drove to the Hanson farm around noon.  Even if no one was home, Molly had made up her mind to leave the cake.  She’d promised.  Sam Hanson hadn’t been overly friendly, but she’d broken her word three times.  She’d not break it again.


	When she drove up to the porch, the house looked as deserted as ever.  She knocked.  No one hurried to answer.  Molly was about to set the cake down when the door opened.


	“Hello, Molly.”  Sam was dressed in a white shirt that





needed a touch more ironing and dark brown slacks.  “I’ve been expecting you.”


	He stepped back and motioned for her to enter.


	Molly had half expected him to yell at her for breaking their bargain, but he didn’t say a word.


	The front room was lined with computers, fax machines, and books.  He moved through the room.  “Sorry about the mess.  I’m a programmer and moved my office here when Dad became ill.”


	He opened the dining room door and Molly saw an old man sitting at the end of a fully set table.  Old Man Hanson!


	“I’m afraid Christmas dinner isn’t all that elaborate.  We used the good china, but it’s still a TV dinner.  You probably have family waiting.”


	“No,” she said as she neared the old man.  She noticed three places had been set.  “I’d thought to have a quiet holiday.”


	Sam smiled shyly with pleasure at her answer, then turned and raised his voice.  “Dad, here she is just like I promised, the Adams woman who makes the best dessert in the world.”


	The old man’s vacant eyes cleared for a moment as Sam set the cake in front of him.  He shoved his tray of food aside and cut a thick slice.


	After a few bites, the aging Hanson closed his eyes and whispered, “The best in the world.”


	Sam smiled at Molly with gratitude.  She caught a hint of the stress he must be under.


	“Thanks for coming,” he said without looking up from his tray.  “You’re our first company since I’ve moved back.”


	“Thank you for inviting me,” she answered.


	As they ate, Sam’s speech was hesitant, guarded.  He talked about moving back and of his father’s illness.


	When he spoke of the isolation, Molly reached across the table and touched his hand.  


	His grip closed around her fingers.  For a long moment the house was silent.


	“You’ll come again?” He glanced toward his child-like father who was cutting another slice of cake.


	“I’d love to,” she answered feeling comfortable even in his silence.


	He didn’t say another word through the meal.  Her hand continued to rest in his.


	The meal in the tray was the best Christmas dinner she’d ever had.  As Sam walked her to the door, he thanked her again and bragged on the cake.


	When they reached the porch, he placed his arm around her shoulder.  She moved against him circling her arm along his waist as though she’d done so a hundred times.  They both stared out into the cold winter sky feeling only the warmth of the other.


	She’d finally won the blue ribbon.
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