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“Thomas seamlessly weaves past and present into a gripping novel of contemporary romantic suspense, as Pepper begins to appreciate the accomplishments of previous generations and to enjoy true friendship and a sense of belonging for the first time in her life.” —Booklist

“[Jodi Thomas] paints beautiful pictures with her words, creates characters that are so real you feel as though they’re standing next to you, and she has a deliciously wry sense of humor. . . . I enjoyed this book from page one until the end—and thoroughly recommend it.” —Romance Novel TV
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JANUARY 2006

A SLIVER OF A CRESCENT MOON ROSE OVER THE FARMHOUSE Stella and Bob McNabb leased five miles outside Harmony, Texas. Stella sat up in bed as if she’d heard a cannon.

Bob tugged off his headphones, flipped on the reading light, and waited. He hadn’t been asleep, but Stella always insisted they go to bed together, so most nights he plugged in to a ball game on the radio and listened while she wiggled herself to sleep.

“I’ve had a vision,” she announced. “A terrible vision, all black smoke and fire.”

In the forty years they’d been married, she’d had a hundred visions and as far as he knew none of them had come true. “Now, Stella, just because you play the fortune-teller at the 4-H fair once a year doesn’t make you psychic. The  vision’s probably tied to the three enchiladas you had for supper.”

She glared at him, and he couldn’t help but think she was one woman who definitely looked better with makeup on. Lots of makeup.

“But I saw it, Bob. Some strange kind of storm’s coming. A big one. The kind of storm that shatters lives.”

He patted her hand. “Don’t you worry about a storm. We could use the rain.”

She turned away from him and wiggled back down into the covers. “I got Gypsy blood in me on my mother’s side and I know things. We better get ready, ’cause trouble’s coming.”

“All right, hon, I’ll stay awake and worry. You go back to sleep.” He put on his headphones and stared out the open window at the cloudless sky, knowing nothing much ever happened in Harmony, Texas. Odds were, nothing ever would.
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FEBRUARY 2006

AS THE OLD FORD PICKUP STOPPED AT THE FIRST STREETLIGHT past the city limit sign, Reagan jumped off the back. Harmony, Texas, population 14,003.

She doubted the driver even noticed her departure. At the truck stop in Oklahoma City he’d only looked at the pint of whiskey she offered him in exchange for the ride.

That was the way Reagan preferred it. In the sixteen years of her life, any time someone had bothered to watch her closely, trouble followed. No one could track her this time. By morning the farmer would have a hangover and little memory of her.

For once, no one would look for her—thanks to a runaway who’d taken her bed at the shelter. Even if the impostor was discovered, foster care wouldn’t search too long or  hard for her. In fact, if she guessed right, they’d mark Reagan Moore off their rolls by noon as if she were resting in Resurrection Memorial Cemetery in northwest Oklahoma City. The druggie who’d climbed in to sleep in Reagan’s bed had found a place to rest, and Reagan had found a way to disappear.

Flinging her backpack over one shoulder, Reagan slipped into the shadows. Harmony had been her goal for almost a year and, finally, she was here. It didn’t matter if the place measured up to her dreams—nothing ever had—but at least she’d made it. She’d accomplished what she set out to do. She found the little town in the middle of nowhere. Reagan couldn’t help but smile.

Six months ago she decided this place was her hometown, so she had to at least see the small farming community. No one would ever know this was her first time to set foot in town. For her, and for them, she was simply and finally coming home.

Walking in the shadows, she took in the place like an art student taking in the Louvre. Brick streets. Storefronts without bars that pull down at night. A movie theater at the far end of Main with lights blinking. Traffic moving as slow as if passing time and in no hurry to get anywhere. She felt like she’d stepped into an enchanted world.

This street was called Old Main, she remembered from an article she’d read. New Main was at the other end of town, where tire stores, a shopping mall of four one-story stores, and five small restaurants had been built. But here, on Old Main, was the way she always imagined the town to be.

The jukebox music from a diner, almost a half block away, drew her like a pied piper toward the center of town. A painting of a midnight sky and a full moon ran  the awning. Above the shade were the words BLUE MOON DINER. Reagan felt as if she’d stumbled blindly into a picture-book story. She’d heard the words but never seen the drawings, and now they were coming alive around her.

The place was ten years past needing a coat of paint, but the light glowed golden from windows in need of washing just as old Miss Beverly at the Shady Rest Home had said it would.

The old lady would always say, when she talked of the diner, “You ain’t been to Harmony until you’ve eaten at the Blue Moon.”

Reagan walked inside feeling like a preacher who’d studied heaven all his life and finally set foot in it. The diner even smelled like she thought it would. A mixture of grease, baked apples, and burned toast.

A year ago she’d been cleaning rooms in a nursing home in Oklahoma City for eight bucks a room when she’d found a newspaper, the Harmony Herald’s Centennial Edition. Reagan had read every article, what happened in the past, what was happening in the fall of 2005, what folks hoped would happen in the future. Somehow, the town filled a place inside her. A place that had always been empty.

Home.

“What can I get you?” The waitress startled her as Reagan stuffed her backpack under the table. “We ain’t got much pie left, but if it’s fries and drinks, we’re still open.”

Reagan looked at the menu written on the wall. “Fries,” she said, “and a water.”

“Chili or cheese?”

Reagan stared at the chubby middle-aged waitress who looked like she’d already had a long day. Her apron was spotted, her eyes tired, but her smile was real.

“You want chili or cheese on them fries? It doesn’t cost  extra after ten.” The waitress tapped her pencil on her pad in rhythm to an Elvis tune.

“Both,” Reagan answered, thinking the doughnut she’d had for breakfast had been far too many hours ago.

The woman winked. “You got it.”

Reagan leaned back in the booth and took a deep breath. “Finally,” she whispered as if she could wish it true. “I just know this time I’m home.”

She’d cleaned that nursing home room for a week before she’d met Miss Beverly Truman and began to stay after work to read the old woman her mail. Beverly must have been pen pals with half the town.

After they’d read all the gossip, they’d talk about Harmony. Miss Beverly might forget where she put her teeth, but she remembered every detail about the town where she’d lived most of her life.

Reagan closed her eyes as if filling in a blank on an invisible test: The night waitress at the Blue Moon Diner was named Edith. Miss Beverly always said she had a good heart and a husband who wasn’t worth the iron in his blood.

She pulled her tattered manila folder from her pack and spread it out on the table. Someone had handed it to her years ago when she’d been moved from one foster home to another. It had a big label on the front with her name and nothing else. Like no address had ever belonged to her long enough to stick to paper.

She’d hidden the folder away while in transport and kept it. One envelope held all that was her. Birth certificate listing father as unknown, a copy of her mother’s death certificate, a school picture from the fourth grade, and an award she’d won once in an art class. Tugging out a pencil, she scratched out her last name and wrote Truman in its  place, then, with a bold hand added Harmony, Texas under her new name.

“I put the chili in a bowl so it wouldn’t get your fries soggy.” The waitress was back.

Reagan slid the envelope aside. “Thanks, Edith.”

The woman seemed in no hurry to leave. “You from around here?”

“Yes.” Reagan ate, chewing down the lies along with the fries. “But I’ve been gone a long time.”

Edith studied her for a few minutes. “You must be one of the Randall kids that used to live north of here. Their youngest girl would be about your age.”

“No,” Reagan said just before she shoved another spoonful in her mouth. “This is great chili.”

The waitress was on a quest and refused to be distracted by the compliment. “You Willa May Turner’s granddaughter? I heard you might be coming to live with your grandparents.”

Reagan shook her head. “As far as I know, I don’t have a single living relative here now. Not one that would claim me, anyway.”

The woman smiled. “You never know. Everybody’s related in this town. We laugh and say if the gene pool gets any shallower in these parts we’ll have to declare a drought.”

Reagan swallowed down water and began her new life with another lie. “I’m Beverly Truman’s granddaughter.”

“I thought I saw Truman blood in you. Don’t know where you got that red hair, but your nose is shaped just like every Truman I ever knew. Old Jeremiah Truman still lives on the homestead place a few miles out on Lone Oak Road. He’s as mean as Beverly is nice; it’s no wonder no woman in the county would marry him. We all miss Beverly, but we don’t blame her for moving a state away just  so she wouldn’t have to live with him and clean around his collections.”

Edith slid into the booth across from her. “How is your grandmother? We used to buy all our cream pies from her. Folks would come in here after the movies just for a slice of Miss Beverly’s coconut pie. Cut our profits in half when she moved.”

Reagan chose her words carefully, thinking of how Beverly would have answered. “I haven’t heard lately; she may have passed on to be with the Lord.” In the year she’d known the old woman, Reagan had never seen a visitor and, when she died, Reagan was the only one who cried. She guessed that made her more a relative than anyone else.

Edith leaned over and patted Reagan’s hand. “We all have to make that journey, child, and you can bet your sweet grandmother made it on the express flight if she passed. Both her grown children and her husband going before her must have left her in a powerful hurry.”

Before the waitress could start asking questions Reagan didn’t have the answers to, the front door bumped open and the number of customers in the diner doubled when one man entered. He looked like he could have been a model for western wear except for the anger in his eyes. Tall, broad shouldered, and furious.

Reagan took one look and fought the urge to slide under the table.

The waitress just smiled at him as if he were cute as a newborn pit bull.

“Edith!” he yelled from the doorway. “Get a thermos of coffee ready. I’ll be back for it.” He plowed his hand through jet-black hair and shoved his hat down hard as if about to face a storm.

The Blue Moon Diner door slammed closed and he was gone.

“Who was that?” Reagan asked, figuring this would be the first name on her list of people to avoid.

Edith laughed. “That’s Hank Matheson. He’s headed across the street to Buffalo Bar and Grill to break up a fight.” The waitress laughed. “It’s Saturday night and Alex McAllen is either passed out drunk or starting a brawl. One of the bartenders calls Hank every time to come get her before she gets in too much trouble.”

“Why don’t they just call the police?”

Edith giggled. “You have been gone a long time. Alexandra McAllen has been the sheriff for three years. Barely had time to accept her master’s in criminal justice down at Sam Houston State before she pinned on the badge.”

Reagan smiled and quoted a line from the Harmony paper she kept. “Three families settled in to work at the Ely Trading Post in 1887: the Trumans, the Mathesons, and the McAllens. When old Harmon Ely died, he left a third of his land to each family and together they founded Harmony.”

“Good.” Edith smiled. “You do know your history. Most folks driving by think we was named Harmony after a mood, but in truth, folks just got tired of calling the town Harmon Ely and shortened it to one word. Kind of a private joke for locals, being the old man was as mean as a two-headed snake on a hot rock.”

Edith stood and moved around a long counter to make the thermos. “If you know that much, you also know the three families have never gotten along.”

“But Hank’s helping Alex, and she’s a McAllen.”

Edith wobbled her head so far from side to side she  almost tapped her shoulders. “Yeah, and she’ll hate him for saving her in the morning. Once she got so mad he rescued her that she tried to get him fired as the town’s volunteer fire chief. When that didn’t work, because it’s impossible to fire someone who’s not paid in the first place, she blacked his eye with a wild punch.”

“And he still goes into that bar on a Saturday night to save her?”

Edith screwed on the top of the thermos. “I guess he figures it’s the best way to irritate her.”

A scream and a string of swear words could be heard from outside.

“That’ll be Alex.” Edith rushed to the door.

Reagan watched through the window as the waitress hurried out with the thermos to give to Hank. He was shoving a woman, fighting and kicking, into the passenger side of a Dodge Ram.

He slammed the door and climbed in on the driver’s side.

When he opened the window to accept the thermos from Edith, the wild woman he’d trapped managed to open the door and was halfway out before Hank jerked her back.

Edith didn’t seem concerned. She just nodded at Hank and hurried back toward the diner.

Two feet inside, she ordered, “Truman, if you want a ride out to your great-uncle Jeremiah’s place, Hank said hop in and he’ll take you. He’s headed that way anyway.”

It took Reagan a moment to figure out who Edith was yelling at. Then she remembered. She was a Truman. She’d been one for at least ten minutes now.

“Great,” she said, and pulled her pack out from under the table. She couldn’t stay here; it would look strange. Maybe she’d just hop out of the truck and find somewhere  to sleep until morning. Down the road seemed as good as any place to go.

Edith walked her out and held her pack as she climbed into the bed of Hank’s huge pickup truck. Reagan settled in between saddles and serious-looking riding gear.

She noticed that Alex, looking tall and blond, sat perfectly still in the passenger seat, but Hank was swearing that he’d handcuff the sheriff if she tried to get out again. Reagan wasn’t sure either of them even noticed her hitching a ride.

She leaned toward Edith. “Doesn’t anyone think they’re a little strange?”

Edith frowned and looked at them, then shook her head. “He’s the only one brave enough to stand up to her when she’s had a few, and she’s the best sheriff we’ve had in forty years. Besides—”

Hank threw the truck into drive and roared down the road before Edith finished.

Reagan leaned back on one of the saddles and tried to figure out the couple yelling at each other just beyond the back window. Somewhere in an old paper she remembered reading that a McAllen had died in the line of duty. A highway patrolman maybe, or a marshal. Or maybe, she guessed, the last sheriff of Harmony.

By the time Hank turned off on the farm-to-market road, he had to be going eighty. He hit the first pothole so hard Reagan almost bounced out of the truck bed. Three minutes later he was braking and she was rolling around in the back like the last pumpkin on the way to market.

He was out of the cab before she could settle enough to sit up.

“Sorry, kid,” he said as he offered her a hand down. “Alex is threatening to throw up. I can’t waste any time.”

Reagan grabbed the strap of her pack and let him lift her down. He couldn’t be much over thirty, but the worried tone in his voice made him seem older. When she put her hand on his shoulder climbing out, he felt solid as rock.

“It’s all right. I understand. Thanks for the ride.” She thanked her stars that Jeremiah’s house wasn’t farther from town.

“Will you be all right from here on?” Hank asked. “The old man’s house is a hundred yards up that dirt road. I’d turn in there, but he’s left holes wide enough to swallow the truck.”

“I’ll be fine.” Reagan fought to keep her voice from shaking. The shady lane he pointed to looked like it could easily make it onto the “Top Ten Most Likely Places to Get Murdered” list.

Hank reached into a toolbox and pulled out a flashlight. “You can leave this at the diner or the fire station next time you’re in town.” He hesitated, then added, “Good luck with the old man.”

Reagan took the flashlight. She didn’t want to go on down the road, but she wasn’t about to climb into the bed of Hank’s truck again. One more mile and she would have had brain damage for sure.

They both heard someone vomiting.

Hank groaned and climbed back into the vehicle. He was gone before Reagan could figure out how to turn on the light.
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HANK DIDN’T SAY A WORD AS ALEXANDRA THREW UP INTO his best Stetson while he drove across the bridge and onto McAllen land.

She lived in a cabin on the north rim of a small canyon when she wasn’t sleeping at the office. McAllen land wasn’t fit to farm, but when her big brother, Warren, had been alive, he’d run cattle. Alex and her kid brother, Noah, pretty much let the cattle run wild now. She was too busy in town, and Noah still had a few years of high school before he could even think about being a rancher.

The cabin that Alex now called home had been used as a line shack years before and converted to livable by her big brother. No one who hadn’t been to the place could  have found it in the daylight, much less in the dark, and of course, she hadn’t bothered to leave a light on.

Hank pulled up to the long porch and left his brights on. Carrying her through the unlocked door, he flipped on the living room switch with his elbow. In mud-covered boots, he stomped straight to the bathroom. Without a word, he dumped her in the tub and turned on the cold water, then walked out to clean up the cab of his truck before the smell of vomit sank into the upholstery.

By the time he’d finished and walked back inside, Alex was wrapped in a robe on the couch, her face resting atop her knees. Her beautiful blond hair now hung like wet roots about her head.

“Want a fire? I could bring in some wood. It’s getting cold.”

She didn’t answer.

“You can’t keep doing this, Alex.” He’d sworn he wouldn’t argue or preach at her again, but she made him so angry. “What if that trucker had taken you out of Buffalo’s?” Half the drunks in the place wouldn’t have noticed if she’d been screaming and the other half wouldn’t have challenged the guy.

“I wasn’t going with him. I was just having fun. I would have stopped it without you.”

“Another drink and you might not have been able to stop it.”

“I could have.” She sounded tired. “And if I hadn’t or couldn’t, what difference would it have made? I was off duty. I wasn’t the sheriff. I was just a woman looking to get picked up. Last I heard, that wasn’t a crime.” She glared at him. “Or any of your business, for that matter.”

He fought down words he knew he’d regret. “You want a cup of coffee?” he asked after a moment.

“No,” she said. “I’m going to bed.” She walked to the bedroom door. “Alone, thanks to you, Hank.”

He glared at her.

She turned and added, “How long does Warren have to be dead before you stop being my brother’s best friend and let me live my own life?”

“Screw up your own life, you mean.”

“Whatever.” She waved a hand. “I don’t care what you think anymore. I do my job all week. I should be able to do whatever I want on my own time.”

He didn’t argue. Grabbing a blanket, he headed for the couch.

“You’re spending the night again, aren’t you? Guarding over me so I don’t break out and go back to town.”

“Something like that.” He tugged off one boot and tossed it toward the doormat.

“Well, you’d better be gone by morning or I swear I’ll arrest you for breaking and entering.” She slammed the bedroom door so hard it echoed off the rafters.

Hank barely noticed. It had been the way she ended every conversation they’d had since her brother died. Warren had been her hero, her big brother, the only father she claimed, but Warren had also been Hank’s best friend. Alex couldn’t seem to look at him without remembering Warren, and he couldn’t look at her without remembering his promise to a friend.

When Warren died, something had shattered in Alex. She’d turned all her energy, all her talents, all her soul into doing her job better than anyone else ever had. Except for one tiny part of her time. Her Saturday nights, she’d turned into her own brand of hell. The wound to her heart hadn’t healed, but festered with time.

And Hank had fallen right into the fire with her. He  didn’t allow himself one drink, one solid night’s sleep on the weekends. Somehow when Warren died, Hank had become Alex’s guardian. He’d butted into her life, where he knew he wasn’t welcome, and they’d been slugging it out with neither one of them having any idea of how to stop.

Hank sank down and spoke to the closed door. “The next time you want to sleep with an idiot, Alex, all you’ve got to do is open that door. There’s one waiting right here on your couch.”
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REAGAN WALKED INTO THE BEAM OF LIGHT FROM THE borrowed flashlight, feeling like Indiana Jones. Huge old evergreens permanently bent by the wind blackened most of the path. An ancient house, with half the windows boarded up, waited at the end like a troublesome shadow in a horror film.

Not one light flickered from the direction of the house. Old Jeremiah was probably dead, she thought. Probably had been for weeks, but he was so mean no one bothered to come check.

Miss Beverly never talked about her brother, other than to say he would drive a saint to swear. He’d served in World War II and brought his army ways home with him when he returned. Beverly said once that he hated farming but,  as far as she knew, he’d never tried anything else after the war. “Some folks,” she’d said, “had rather stick with what they can complain about than wander off into something new that they might enjoy.”

When Beverly Truman’s divorced son had died of lung cancer, she’d decided she’d rather move up near Oklahoma City, where she knew no one, than have to move back in with her brother, Jeremiah.

Reagan remembered that Beverly had mentioned once that Jeremiah collected something, but she couldn’t remember what. Probably skeletal remains of teenagers.

When she got out of the line of trees, Reagan was surprised by the yard around the house. It seemed orderly, the kind of stiff, planned arrangements of an institution, not a home. She spotted several chairs and tables turned in different directions, all facing away from the house, and a hammock stretched across an opening between two trees. Both ends of the porch drooped, making the place appear to frown. Rusty wind chimes clanked in the midnight breeze.

The hammock looked as safe a place to sleep as any. She wasn’t about to knock on the door and wake up the old man. A blanket she found in the hammock smelled of rain, but nothing else. Reagan wrapped it around her and crawled in with her pack cuddled against her. She’d figure out what to do in the morning. Right now, she needed sleep.

Closing her eyes, she whispered, “Harmony, I’m home.”

Dreams drifted in her thoughts as they always did. She was walking through a house trying to find her room, but every night, every dream, it was a different house. Some big, some small, some with secret turns and hiding places, but in one way they were all the same. None seemed to have a room for her.

She’d just cuddled into a corner somewhere in her dream when a bright light woke her. Reagan opened one eye and watched the sun spread across an open field that shone between the tree branches. The ground looked pink, then violet, then golden. The sunrise was so bright it sparkled white and, for a moment, the light turned the earth to a shining lake of silver.

Reagan smiled. It was the most beautiful thing she’d ever seen.

She heard a clank and turned to see an old man sitting in a chair five feet away. He’d put down his cup and lifted a metal coffeepot that looked like it had been used on open fires since the Civil War and never cleaned.

“You want some coffee before you start explaining what you’re doing on my land, kid?”

His hands were big, and tiny scars flashed white against his tanned skin. He could have been eighty or a hundred. Once some people get so old, they kind of fossilize.

“Yes, I’d like some coffee . . . please.” She almost tumbled out of the hammock trying to sit up.

When her feet were planted firmly on the ground, she walked close enough to him to take the cup and took a seat in the other metal lawn chair facing the sunrise. It was so rusty she couldn’t make out what the original color had been.

The sun was a ball now, sitting on the horizon, and the morning pushed all shadows away.

The old man watched the dawn and didn’t seem too interested in her. He also didn’t seem worried or afraid she might try to rob him. Maybe the seventy-pound German shepherd at his side accounted for some of that. The dog watched her as if he thought she might be a take-out breakfast.

“You got the Truman nose,” Reagan finally said.

“I’ve been told that before. It’s the only nose I got and I’m a Truman, so ain’t no surprise to me that I got a Truman nose. You come all the way out here to tell me that?”

“No,” she answered, wondering what she could tell him. “I hadn’t planned to come out at all. I was just talking to Edith at the diner and she asked some guy named Hank to give me a lift out here. I guess she thought because my name is Truman that I might be welcome.”

“Well, you ain’t,” Jeremiah said. “I welcome company about the same as I do black mold.”

“I figured that.” Reagan really hadn’t expected the world to change just because she made up a hometown and a last name, and a dead grandmother. “I guess I was just wishing.”

“What were you wishing for?” he asked, not sounding like he cared much what the answer was.

“Oh, I don’t wish for things. I gave up on that years ago. Never got me anywhere.” She drank a long draw on her coffee and added, “If I do anything, it’s reverse wishing.”

He raised a bushy eyebrow on a face so wrinkled a mosquito would have trouble finding a landing spot.

“You know,” she said, just to talk. She’d never see him again after a few minutes, so she might as well tell him her thoughts. “People are always reverse wishing around me and they don’t even know it. Like them saying, ‘I wish you’d never been born,’ or ‘I wish I didn’t have to take care of you,’ or ‘I wish you’d move on and leave me in peace.’ That’s the only kind of wishing that I’ve ever seen work. So I don’t wish for good things to happen, I just wish the bad things would leave me alone for a while.”

“And if you were doing this reverse wishing, kid, what would you wish for?”

She couldn’t look at him. His eyes were so hard and cold they could have been frozen marbles. She’d be better off to go back to the diner and ask Edith for a job. Maybe she could even find a place to rent a room somewhere and tell everyone she was eighteen. Only problem with that was she was a sixteen-year-old who could pass for twelve. Half the people she met couldn’t even tell if she was a boy or a girl.

“I’d wish, if I were reverse wishing, that I didn’t have to leave this place.”

He was silent for so long, she thought he’d surely died on the spot. Then he said, “You can stay for breakfast, and then I’ll take you back to town. Looks like it might rain today, and I wouldn’t want you falling in a mud hole on my land and suing me.”

Reagan looked at the cloudless sky and decided the old man had floaters in his eyes. Miss Beverly had floaters. She was always swearing there were bugs in her oatmeal.

Jeremiah stood slowly, as if testing to make sure his legs still worked, then walked toward the house. “We’re having eggs.” He didn’t turn around. “Damn chickens keep laying them faster than I can eat them.”

She watched him, not believing he’d invited her to breakfast. Somewhere an ounce of Miss Beverly’s goodness must have been in him. She ran and caught up to him just as he stepped in the side door.

She wasn’t sure what she’d expected, but a spotless kitchen with long countertops and linoleum almost scrubbed off the floor hadn’t been on her list. Everything, from the walls to the appliances, was in black and white. She felt like she’d stepped into an old, old movie.

Jeremiah rolled up his sleeves. “You think you can make yourself useful by squeezing the oranges while I cook?”

“Sure,” Reagan answered as she reached for the top orange in a white mixing bowl.

“Wash your hands first, kid.”

After she did that, he had to show her how to cut the fruit and grind them over this strange bowl with a bump in it. “I didn’t know you could do this to make the juice,” she said, loving how easily the center of the bowl ground out orange juice.

“Where’d you think orange juice comes from?” he asked.

“The store,” she answered.

He turned his back to her, and she wanted to believe that he was smiling. More likely, he was thinking she was the dumbest kid ever born.

They didn’t talk as they ate eggs and toast made with homemade bread. He’d dotted it with butter, then sprinkled sugar and cinnamon over it before sliding it into the bottom of the oven. The sugary mixture had bubbled and crusted over the bread. She decided it had to be maybe a hundred times better than toast made in the toaster.

“You in school?” he finally asked.

“I was,” she answered between bites. “I dropped out. If I wait a year I can take the GED test and it’ll be just like I’m a high school graduate.”

“Smart, are you?” He didn’t sound like he believed she was.

“Smart enough.” She took a breath and dove in. “If I could stay around here, I could help you to earn my keep. I wouldn’t be any trouble, and I don’t eat much.”

He glanced at the empty plate he’d shoveled five eggs onto a few minutes ago. “I can see that.”

“I could clean and I could learn stuff that needs to be done.” She fought to keep her voice from shaking, thinking  of all the times in her life she’d begged to stay when someone was telling her to go. She knew all the excuses. There’s not enough room. You’re getting too old. It’s time to move along before you get too attached to one place.

She straightened. She’d be fine without him. She’d find somewhere in town to stay.

He frowned at her. “What’s your name?”

“Reagan Truman.”

He scratched his beard. “Got saddled with two presidents, did you?”

She forced herself to show no reaction.

“Well,” he finally said as he stood, “I guess you could stay for a while. There’s a ton of work to do on the orchard before spring. I always have more work than I have time to do, and spring may come early this year. I can’t pay you much, but I’ll give you room and board for two hours’ work on weekdays and pay you for up to eight hours’ work on Saturday.”

“I can work more.”

“I wasn’t finished. I got one rule, other than if you mess up the kitchen, you clean it.”

“All right, what else?”

“You go to school every day. Folks who think they’ve learned everything they need to know are usually dumber than chickens.”

“But . . .”

He turned his back on her and moved to the sink. “That’s my terms. Take them or leave them. I don’t much care. If you’re going, don’t slam the door. If you’re staying, bring that plate over here and wash it.”

Reagan didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. He was letting her stay, even offering to feed her, but she’d have to go to school and she hated school. “I could work all day  every day.” It would be easier than being the outsider with tattered clothes. The child no one talked to. The student in the back of the room trying to be invisible all day.

“No.” He snapped out the words like a drill sergeant. “It’s not open for discussion. My house. My rules.”

She had a hint of why his sister might have left. Only Miss Beverly must have had money to move to Oklahoma and get a room at the nursing home. Reagan had four dollars in her pocket. “All right. I’ll take your offer and am grateful to have it.” To her surprise, she meant it. She’d somehow survive school if she could stay in Harmony, and this seemed the only way.

“How dumb are chickens, anyway?” she asked as she washed her plate.

“They’ll stand in the rain watching until they drown.” He almost smiled. “And believe me, kid, you don’t want to be that dumb.”
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