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​Prologue 

​The Way They Tell It
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The host looked across the table at the four of them and smiled like he already knew this was not going to stay organized.

“Everybody knows Misfits now,” he said. “Sold-out weekends, traffic backed up past the county road, Cash Bellwether showing up when he feels like it. But before all that, what was life actually like?”

Naomi Green held a paper coffee cup in both hands. She had not taken a drink from it yet.

“Normal,” she said.

Ruth Green looked at her. “That is the driest answer you could have picked.”

“It was normal.”

“It was broke normal.”

Moses Young nodded once. “Working normal.”

Noah Young leaned toward his microphone. “I remember parts of it romantic.”

Naomi turned her head. “That is concerning.”

“I’m part of the story.”

“You were part of the problem.”

Ruth laughed, and Moses looked down at the table like he was trying not to help.

The show was called Backroad Hour, but the studio felt more like somebody had put microphones around a kitchen table. No stage lights. No crowd. No suits. Just four microphones, two cameras, and a faded sign on the wall.

The host leaned back in his chair. “So y’all had history before this.”

“No,” Naomi said. “We had too much history.”

Ruth nodded. “Grew up across the fence from each other.”

“Green farm on one side,” Moses said. “Young ranch on the other.”

“And a tired fence in between,” Ruth said.

Noah said, “That fence did its best.”

Moses looked at him. “It laid down twice a month.”

“That’s rest.”

“That’s failure.”

The host laughed. “So you were back and forth all the time?”

“All the time,” Ruth said. “If Mama sent us to Darla’s, we cut through their pasture. If Daddy needed help loading melons, one of the Young boys showed up. If they had calves out, we heard about it before breakfast.”

“We worked for our parents,” Naomi said. “That matters. People tell it now like we were grown business owners making these big decisions. We weren’t. We were young. We were working. We were trying to help carry what our parents had already built.”

Moses nodded. “Same for us. Daddy ran the ranch. Mama ran more of it than he admitted. Me and Noah did what needed doing.”

Noah lifted a finger. “I had leadership qualities.”

“You had keys to the feed truck,” Moses said.

“That’s responsibility.”

“You lost them in a water trough.”

“One time.”

Moses looked at him.

Noah sighed. “Fine. More than was helpful.”

Ruth leaned toward the host. “The second time he blamed a raccoon.”

Noah sat up. “You did not see that raccoon.”

Naomi shook her head. “We were all raised too close together. That is the problem.”

The host smiled. “Close families?”

“Very,” Naomi said. “Not perfect. Close. Close means everybody helps, and everybody knows your business before you know it yourself.”

“Loretta Green could look out her kitchen window and tell if we were about to do something stupid,” Noah said.

Naomi looked at him. “Because you usually were.”

Moses said, “And Darla could hear Ruth laughing from across the field.”

Ruth smiled. “Joy carries.”

“Trouble does too,” Naomi said.

“Same vehicle sometimes.”

The host looked between them. “And the four of you? Was that already there too?”

Noah leaned in. “I loved Ruth Green before I had good sense.”

Ruth rolled her eyes, but she smiled before she could stop it.

Naomi pointed at him. “That right there is why nobody handed him a microphone early in life.”

“It’s true.”

“You were fifteen.”

“And focused.”

“You wore that sleeveless shirt to church camp.”

Noah paused. “It was hot.”

Ruth covered her face. “It had fringe.”

The host looked at Moses. “What about you and Naomi?”

Moses did not answer right away.

Naomi looked over at him, and for a second the room got quieter without anybody trying to make it that way.

“We took longer,” Moses said.

Naomi smiled a little. “We were stubborn.”

“She was.”

“I said we.”

“I heard you.”

Ruth looked at the host. “They liked each other for years and made everybody else suffer through pretending they didn’t.”

Noah nodded. “It was hard on the community.”

Naomi gave him a look. “You proposed near a livestock trailer.”

“And got married, didn’t I?”

“Eventually.”

The host laughed. “So marrying young didn’t feel strange?”

“No,” Ruth said. “Not for us.”

Naomi thought about it. “People hear young and think dumb. Sometimes they’re right. But we knew each other. We knew the families. We knew who showed up when work got ugly. That counts.”

Moses nodded. “You learn a lot about somebody when rain’s coming, calves are out, and nobody’s eaten.”

Ruth pointed at him. “That is the most ranch thing you’ve ever said.”

“It’s true.”

Noah leaned back. “I knew Ruth was the one when she called me handsome and emotionally underdeveloped in the same sentence.”

“I was being fair,” Ruth said.

“You were being hurtful.”

“You got better.”

“I improved.”

“Some,” Ruth said.

Naomi looked at the host. “You see why I was tired.”

The host grinned. “All right, so where did the name come from? Misfits. That sounds planned now, but I’m guessing it wasn’t.”

“It was not planned,” Naomi said.

“It was an insult with potential,” Noah said.

Ruth snapped her fingers. “That’s actually right.”

Moses looked at Noah. “First accurate thing you’ve said.”

Noah sat taller. “I would like that clipped.”

Naomi ignored him. “People called us misfits because the whole thing looked thrown together. Farm kids, ranch boys, church ladies, old men with tools, cousins nobody fully trusted.”

“But not hateful,” Ruth said. “More like, ‘What are them misfits doing now?’ Folks acted like they were laughing at us, but some of them were hoping we’d pull it off.”

The host nodded. “And rodeo-jamboree?”

Noah smiled. “Rodeo got one crowd. Jamboree got the rest of them.”

Ruth nodded. “Music, food, kids, vendors, church folks, people who wanted pie more than bulls.”

Moses rubbed a hand over his jaw. “It gave us room to be bad at more than one thing.”

Naomi looked at him. “That is sadly accurate.”

The host chuckled. “So was rodeo always the plan, or did that get added somewhere in the mess?”

“No,” Naomi said. “At first, it was supposed to be a little community thing. Food. Maybe music. Vendors. Something simple.”

“Then Ruth said rodeo,” Moses said.

Everybody looked at Ruth.

Ruth opened both hands. “People love rodeos.”

Naomi stared at her.

“They do.”

“You said that in a feed shed while Noah was holding a marker.”

“That was my mistake.”

Noah leaned toward the mic. “I was available for ideas.”

“You wrote ‘RODEO???’ on a feed receipt,” Moses said.

“It was the paper closest to me.”

Naomi looked at the host. “That was how too much of our planning happened.”

The host laughed, then let the joke settle. “Sounds funny now, but y’all were trying to solve a real problem.”

Moses thumbed at an old scar across his knuckle.

“We weren’t thinking legacy,” he said. “We were thinking panels, parking, water, and whether the stock tank pump would hold through Saturday.”

Naomi nodded. “The farm made money. The ranch made money. But small places eat money. Fuel, feed, seed, vet bills, parts, repairs. You can work all day and still feel like the month is standing there with its hand out.”

“Our parents didn’t put that on us,” Moses said. “But we saw it.”

Noah was quieter when he said, “We wanted to help.”

Ruth reached over and tapped the table in front of him. “That was almost mature.”

“I have moments.”

“Tiny ones.”

“But bright.”

The host leaned forward. “When did the idea stop being talk?”

The table changed a little.

Moses looked at Naomi. “You want to tell it?”

Naomi breathed out through her nose. “The tomatoes.”

Ruth leaned back, already smiling. “Lord.”

Noah winced. “In my defense—”

“You do not have one,” Naomi said.

“I might.”

“You don’t.”

The host laughed. “What happened with the tomatoes?”

Moses answered before Noah could.

“A cow got through.”

Naomi turned to him. “Your cow.”

“Noah’s gate.”

Noah spread his hands. “It had been closed recently.”

Ruth said, “Recently is not a legal defense.”

Naomi looked at the host. “One of their cows came through the fence line and got into our stand setup. We had tomatoes sorted for market. Good ones. Real tomatoes. The kind people wait on.”

“And she stepped on them?” the host asked.

“She assaulted them,” Naomi said.

Moses looked down. “Four bushels.”

Naomi pointed at him. “See? He remembers.”

“I paid for them.”

“After I came across the fence line.”

Noah leaned toward the mic. “She came across that field like judgment had put on boots.”

Ruth laughed. “She did.”

Naomi looked at him. “And you were standing there smiling.”

“I didn’t know what else to do with my face.”

“It almost did not work.”

The host grinned. “Was that the argument that started everything?”

Naomi thought for a second.

“No,” she said. “That was the argument that made everybody quit pretending the idea was just talk.”

Moses nodded. “We owed them money. They needed money. We needed money. And there we all were, standing in crushed tomatoes talking about a rodeo-jamboree thing nobody had any business trying.”

Ruth said, “And instead of walking away mad, everybody started figuring.”

Noah smiled. “That’s when I knew.”

Naomi looked over. “Knew what?”

“That we were gonna do it.”

“You knew that because you do not process consequences correctly.”

“Maybe. But I knew.”

The host let the quiet sit a second, then asked, “What did your parents say?”

Ruth grinned first.

Moses covered his mouth.

Naomi closed her eyes.

Noah looked straight into the camera.

“They said,” Noah began, “absolutely not.”

Naomi opened her eyes.

“And then they started helping.”
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​Chapter 1 

​Four Bushels
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Naomi Green knew trouble by sound before she saw it.

Trouble had weight to it.

A gate chain dragging where no chain ought to drag. Hooves in loose dirt. Ruth saying, “Uh-oh,” from behind the tomato table like the word had already given up.

Naomi looked up from the crate she was sorting.

Across the yard, past the produce stand and the row of empty melon bins, one of the Youngs’ black cows stood in the wrong place with half a tomato hanging out of her mouth.

Naomi did not move.

The cow chewed.

Ruth stepped beside her with a basket tucked against one hip. “Is that Number 18?”

Naomi set one perfect tomato into the crate. “That is not our cow.”

“I know she ain’t our cow. I asked if she was Number 18.”

“Why would I know their cows by number?”

“Because you know everybody’s business and most of their livestock.”

Naomi kept staring. “That is Number 18.”

The cow lowered her head and nosed into a full crate of sorted tomatoes.

Naomi said, “No.”

Number 18 did not receive correction.

Ruth sucked air through her teeth. “Oh, she brave.”

The morning was already hot, the kind of Oklahoma heat that did not wait for noon to become personal. Earl Green had gone to town for feed sacks and a cooler part. Loretta was inside labeling jars of peach preserves for Saturday market. That left Naomi and Ruth out front sorting tomatoes, wiping dust from crates, and trying to make the farm look easier than it was.

Those tomatoes were not just tomatoes.

They were fuel money.

Seed money.

Cooler repair money.

The electric bill Loretta had folded twice and tucked under the sugar jar like paper got more polite if you hid it.

Number 18 stepped forward, put one hoof into the crate, and crushed what Naomi had spent half the morning sorting.

Ruth whispered, “Mama should not see this.”

Naomi picked up the nearest empty crate.

Ruth touched her arm. “That crate is not a weapon.”

“It could learn.”

“Naomi.”

The cow took another mouthful.

Naomi lowered the crate slow enough to prove she still belonged in society. Then she turned toward the fence line and saw exactly what she expected.

The Young fence had laid down again.

Three strands of wire sagged between two old posts at the edge of the pasture. One post leaned so hard it looked embarrassed. Beyond it, the dirt track cut toward the Young place, where the ranch rolled out brown and green under the morning sun. A half mile away, dust lifted behind a truck moving faster than apology required.

Ruth followed her gaze. “Here come Moses.”

“And Noah,” Naomi said.

“You can see Noah from here?”

“I can feel poor judgment approaching.”

The truck hit a rut, bounced, corrected, and kept coming.

Ruth smiled despite the cow standing in their tomatoes. “That’s Noah driving.”

“Of course it is.”

“You know, in fairness, Moses drives like he’s hauling church glass.”

“Moses has sense.”

Ruth looked at her.

Naomi turned. “More sense.”

“That sounded personal.”

“It sounded accurate.”

Number 18 moved to the next crate.

Naomi pointed at her. “Ma’am, if you value your future, step away from my tomatoes.”

The cow chewed.

Ruth leaned closer. “She don’t speak invoice.”

The Young truck pulled into the yard in a cloud of dust and stopped beside the old pecan tree. Moses Young got out first. He wore a faded cap, a work shirt damp at the collar, jeans dusty at the knees, and the expression of a man who had accepted blame before receiving the full report.

Noah got out the driver’s side with too much face.

That was the only way Naomi had ever known how to describe him. Too much grin. Too much confidence. Too much “now hold on” waiting behind his eyes before anybody had accused him.

He looked at the cow, the crushed tomatoes, Naomi holding an empty crate, and Ruth trying not to laugh.

Then he smiled.

Naomi lifted one finger. “Do not.”

Noah froze. “I didn’t say nothing.”

“You were about to.”

“I was considering tone.”

Moses walked past him toward the cow. “Naomi, I’m sorry.”

“That is a good start.”

He looked at the crates. His jaw tightened. “How many?”

“Four bushels ruined so far. She is working on a fifth.”

Noah looked at the cow. “Eighteen, you are embarrassing the family.”

Ruth crossed her arms. “She crossed over here and chose violence.”

“She’s usually gentle,” Noah said.

Naomi looked at him. “So is rain until it floods your kitchen.”

Moses stepped toward the cow, one hand low, voice calm. “Come on, girl. Back up.”

Number 18 lifted her head, tomato juice on her nose.

Ruth said, “She looks guilty.”

Naomi said, “She looks fed.”

Noah moved to help, but Moses pointed without looking at him. “Gate.”

“What?”

“Go open the lane gate before she decides to tour the whole farm.”

“I was going to.”

“You were standing.”

“I was assessing.”

Moses looked at him.

Noah jogged toward the lane.

Ruth called after him, “Careful. That gate might have raccoon involvement.”

Noah pointed back without turning. “Families should forgive.”

Moses got Number 18 turned without shouting. That was one thing Naomi could not fairly take from him. Moses handled livestock the way some people handled sleeping babies. Quiet. Steady. No wasted motion. His boots moved soft in the dust, his hands stayed low, and Number 18, criminal though she was, seemed to trust him.

Naomi hated that she noticed.

She hated more that she had always noticed.

They had grown up across the same fence line. The Greens farmed vegetables, melons, greens, tomatoes, peppers, okra, and whatever else the weather allowed. The Youngs ran cattle on land that seemed to need patching every time a cloud passed over it. Somebody was always crossing from one place to the other. Borrowed tools. Shared meals. Calves loose. Produce dropped off. Boys loading melons. Girls carrying pies. Parents talking under shade trees about water, heat, prices, church, and whose truck needed prayer.

They were not strangers.

That was the problem.

Strangers could be dismissed.

The Young brothers kept coming back.

Moses eased Number 18 through the lane gate and latched it behind her. Then he walked back to the broken fence and crouched beside the leaning post.

Noah returned wiping his hands on his jeans. “Good news is she came back easy.”

Naomi pointed at the crates. “Noah.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Those tomatoes were sorted for market.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“They were picked, washed, sorted, and priced.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“She did not just eat tomatoes. She ate labor.”

Noah’s grin faded.

That was one of the few things that kept Naomi from fully giving up on him. He joked too much, but he was not empty. When the truth landed, it landed.

He looked at the mess again. “I know. I’m sorry.”

Ruth studied him, then nodded once like she accepted the apology but did not plan to make a speech about it.

Moses stood from the fence. “Post rotted at the bottom. Wire pulled loose when she leaned through.”

Naomi looked at him. “So it was not a raccoon.”

“No.”

Noah opened his mouth.

Moses said, “Don’t.”

Noah closed it.

Moses took off his cap and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. “I’ll pay for the tomatoes.”

Naomi folded her arms. “With what?”

The words hit harder than she meant.

The yard went still for half a second. Even Ruth stopped smiling.

Moses looked at her. Not angry. Just honest.

“With work if I have to.”

Naomi felt heat climb her neck. She knew the Youngs were tight. Everybody was tight. Their parents did not say it in front of them much, but young people who worked family land learned how to read what adults tried to hide. Delayed repairs. Smaller feed orders. Trucks kept running past good sense. Earl fixing bearings himself instead of calling someone. Waylon Young holding cattle longer than he should because prices were not where he needed them.

She had meant it as math.

It had come out like judgment.

Ruth moved first. “We can figure it.”

Naomi looked at the crates. Four bushels gone. Maybe part of a fifth if the bruised ones would not sell. At market, good tomatoes moved fast. People waited for them. Real tomatoes, heavy and soft enough to smell like summer. Not grocery store decorations.

Loretta Green stepped out onto the porch holding a sheet of jar labels.

She stopped.

Her eyes moved from the hoofprints to the crushed tomatoes to Moses and Noah standing in the yard.

“No,” Loretta said.

Ruth lifted one hand. “Morning, Mama.”

Loretta came down the steps. “No, I don’t want morning, Mama. Why are there cow prints in my market tomatoes?”

Noah said, “Mrs. Green, first, let me say—”

“Do not open with first unless you got a second that pays.”

Noah nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

Moses stepped forward. “It was our cow. Fence gave way. I’ll make it right.”

Loretta looked at him, then at Naomi. “How many?”

“Four bushels,” Naomi said. “Maybe some bruising on the fifth.”

Loretta closed her eyes for one second. Not dramatic. Not helpless. Just a woman putting the number where it belonged inside her head.

Then she opened them. “All right.”

Naomi frowned. “All right?”

“All right means standing here won’t unstep them.” Loretta handed the labels to Ruth. “Sort what can still go to sauce price. Pull anything split. Moses, you know where the post pile is?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Noah, you know where the shovel is?”

Noah glanced toward the shed. “I can locate it.”

“That was not the question.”

“I know where it is.”

“Good. Go meet it.”

Ruth smiled down at the labels.

Loretta looked at Naomi. “Baby, get the ledger from the stand. We need the number.”

Naomi wanted to keep being mad, but her mother had already turned the disaster into work, which was inconveniently difficult to argue with.

“Yes, ma’am.”

Noah started toward the shed. Moses followed, then stopped beside Naomi.

“I’ll fix the fence today,” he said. “Not patch it. Fix it.”

She looked at him. “You know I know the difference.”

“I know.”

That sat between them a second longer than it needed to.

Ruth made a small sound.

Naomi turned. “What?”

“Nothing.”

“It was not nothing.”

“I was enjoying agriculture.”

Naomi pointed at the tomato table. “Sort.”

“Yes, boss.”

“I am not boss.”

“You are in spirit.”

Noah came out of the shed carrying a post-hole digger and a shovel over one shoulder. “I found tools.”

Moses looked at him. “Careful. That’s how responsibility starts.”

Noah handed him the post-hole digger. “I don’t like the tone of this morning.”

“That’s because it has consequences in it.”

Loretta gave both Young brothers a look. “Less talking. More digging.”

Both men moved.

By nine, the ruined tomatoes had been separated into three piles: lost, sauce price, and maybe. Naomi hated the maybe pile most. It made people hopeful and disappointed them later. Ruth washed what could be saved while Loretta called two regular customers who bought seconds for canning. Naomi wrote numbers in the ledger and tried not to look across the yard too often.

Moses and Noah worked at the fence in the hard sun. They pulled the rotten post, dug deeper, set a heavier one, stretched wire, checked staples, and reset the bottom strand where the ground dipped near the wash. Moses did the work with steady patience. Noah worked too, though he made more noise doing it.

Earl Green came back from town near ten with feed sacks in the truck bed and one cooler part wrapped in brown paper.

He got out, looked at the fence work, looked at the tomato tables, looked at Loretta, then took off his hat.

“Cow?” he asked.

Loretta nodded. “Young cow.”

Earl looked toward Moses and Noah. “Course.”

Noah lifted a hand from the fence line. “Good morning, Mr. Green.”

Earl said, “Is it?”

Noah lowered his hand.

Moses wiped sweat from his face. “We’re fixing it.”

“I see that.”

Earl walked to the tomato table and stood beside Naomi. “How bad?”

“Four bushels gone. Fifth discounted. Mama found buyers for seconds.”

He nodded slowly. “Could’ve been worse.”

Naomi looked at him. “That is what people say when worse has already clocked in.”

Earl’s mouth twitched. “You got that from your mama.”

“I got math from you.”

“Then you know four bushels won’t break us.”

“No. But it hurts.”

“I didn’t say it wouldn’t.”

Ruth leaned in. “Daddy, that sounded wise and unhelpful.”

“It was both.”

Loretta came back from the porch with a pitcher of water and cups. “Everybody drink before somebody falls out and makes me responsible for more foolishness.”

She carried water to the fence line herself. Darla Young would have done the same on her side. That was how the two families worked. Mad did not cancel water. Annoyed did not cancel food. You could fuss at somebody and still keep them from heatstroke.

Moses drank first, then handed the cup to Noah.

Earl watched the fence. “Post needed replacing before today.”

Moses nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“You boys been stretched?”

Moses did not answer right away.

Noah looked out across the pasture. “A little.”

Earl nodded like he had expected the lie to be small.

Loretta said, “Everybody’s stretched.”

Ruth set a crate of sauce tomatoes on the table. “We should do something.”

Naomi looked at her. “We are doing something. We are sorting cow crime.”

“No, I mean something else. Something that brings people out here.”

Noah turned from the fence. “Like what?”

Ruth shrugged. “I don’t know. A market day. Cookout. Music. Something.”

Naomi closed the ledger. “Ruth.”

“What?”

“That is not a plan. That is a weather pattern.”

“It could become a plan.”

Noah pointed at Ruth. “See, I like where this is going.”

Naomi pointed at him. “That worries me.”

Moses leaned on the post-hole digger. “People already buy from the stand.”

“Not enough people,” Ruth said. “Not all at once. We need something bigger. Mama’s preserves, Daddy’s melons, Darla’s biscuits, maybe some music.”

Earl looked at Loretta.

Loretta looked at Earl.

That kind of look had raised two daughters and survived years of weather.

Noah stepped closer, wiping his hands on his jeans. “We could help.”

Naomi said, “You just helped a cow eat our profit.”

“I mean with the event.”

“What event?”

“The one Ruth just invented.”

“I did not invent it,” Ruth said.

“You opened the door.”

Naomi said, “Please stop opening doors near the Young family.”

Noah looked at Moses. “We got space.”

Moses gave him a warning look. “Noah.”

“We do. Pasture by the old equipment shed. Flat enough. Close to the road.”

“For what?” Naomi asked.

Noah hesitated.

That was rare enough that everybody noticed.

“For people,” he said finally. “Parking. Maybe vendors. Music.”

Ruth’s eyes lit a little. “A jamboree.”

Naomi stared at her. “Why did you say that like we already own banners?”

“Because it sounded good.”

Noah snapped his fingers. “It did.”

Moses rubbed the side of his face. “No.”

Ruth turned toward him. “You don’t even know what you’re saying no to yet.”

“I know Noah’s face.”

Noah said, “My face is innocent.”

Naomi said, “Your face is historically involved.”

Earl leaned against the table, looking from one young person to the next. He was not smiling, but he was listening.

That made Naomi nervous.

Loretta was listening too.

That made it worse.

Ruth walked around the tomato table, warming to it. “Think about it. A Saturday thing. Local vendors. Food. Music. Kids running around. People buying produce while they’re here.”

Noah nodded. “We could set up at the edge of our place, and the Green stand could sell right there too.”

Moses looked at him. “You hear yourself?”

“Some of it.”

“Bathrooms. Parking. Trash. Power. Permits.”

Naomi pointed at Moses. “Thank you.”

Noah looked at her. “You already knew about permits?”

“I know about consequences.”

Ruth said, “We could ask Junior Lee at the county.”

Naomi shut her eyes. “Please do not say county out loud this early in a bad idea.”

Earl finally spoke. “Would folks come?”

Naomi looked at him. “Daddy.”

“I asked a question.”

Ruth answered before anyone else could. “Yes.”

Moses looked at her. “You don’t know that.”

“I know people are bored. I know people like food. I know people like music. I know people will drive fifteen miles to look at something if somebody tells them they might miss out.”

Noah nodded. “She’s right.”

Naomi said, “That is not reassuring.”

Loretta folded her arms. “It would be work.”

Ruth smiled. “Everything is work.”

“More work,” Loretta said.

“Maybe more money too.”

That quieted them.

Not because money was ugly. Because money was real.

The Young brothers looked toward their pasture. Naomi looked down at the ledger. Earl looked at the tomato crates. Loretta looked at her daughters, and for a second Naomi saw the same thing in her mother’s face that she had felt all morning.

Tired.

Not beaten.

Just tired of making almost enough.

Moses set the post-hole digger aside. “If we did anything, it would have to be safe. Real parking. No folks wandering through livestock. No kids near gates.”

Naomi looked at him. “Now you are saying if.”

“I said if.”

“Noah heard yes.”

Noah nodded. “I did.”

Moses pointed at him. “Don’t.”

Ruth grinned. “Too late.”

Naomi looked at the ruined tomatoes, the repaired fence, the two Young brothers, her sister’s bright face, her father pretending not to consider it, and her mother already calculating food costs in her head.

“No,” Naomi said.

Noah leaned back. “To which part?”

“All of it.”

Ruth said, “You don’t mean that.”

“I absolutely mean that.”

Moses picked up the shovel. “She means it right now.”

Naomi turned on him. “Do not translate me.”

“I’ve known you a long time.”

“That has made you overconfident.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Ruth laughed.

Naomi hated that the laugh softened the yard. She hated that the idea had shape now, even if it was a bad shape. She hated that four bushels of tomatoes had become a conversation about doing something bigger than any of them had planned when the sun came up.

Most of all, she hated that a small, unreasonable part of her wanted to know if it could work.

Loretta lifted the pitcher. “Everybody drink again. Then finish what’s in front of you.”

Earl nodded toward the fence. “Moses, get that bottom wire tighter before she comes back for dessert.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Noah,” Earl said.

“Yes, sir?”

“If you say one word about banners, I’ll hand you a hoe.”

Noah closed his mouth.

Ruth leaned toward Naomi. “Jamboree is a good word.”

Naomi picked up a bruised tomato and set it into the sauce pile.

“It is a dangerous word.”

Ruth smiled. “Most good ones are.”

Across the yard, Noah whispered something to Moses.

Moses said, “No.”

Naomi looked over. “What did he say?”

Moses did not answer.

Noah smiled at her, smaller this time, trying not to get caught with the thought already forming behind his eyes.

Naomi pointed the tomato at him. “Do not make a flyer.”

Noah blinked.

Ruth turned slowly toward him. “You were thinking flyer?”

“No.”

Moses said, “Yes.”

Naomi set the tomato down very carefully.

Loretta looked at Earl.

Earl looked at the fence.

Ruth started laughing first.

Then Noah.

Then, against her will and better judgment, Naomi felt the corner of her mouth move.

Moses saw it.

He did not smile big. He just dipped his head and went back to the wire.

That was the problem with people you had known all your life.

They could tell when your no was starting to weaken.
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​Chapter 2 

​Absolutely Not

[image: ]




By late afternoon, Number 18 had been forgiven by nobody except herself.

She stood back on the Young side of the fence with a full belly, a wet nose, and the peaceful look of an animal that had caused financial damage without understanding finance.

Moses had fixed the post.

Not patched it.

Fixed it.

Naomi had checked.

She did not make a show of checking because she was not petty by profession, but she walked the fence line with a water cup in her hand and noticed the deeper hole, the heavier post, the wire pulled tight, the staples set clean, and the bottom strand corrected where the ground dipped.

Moses saw her looking.

He did not say anything.

That was smart of him.

Noah said something.

That was expected.

“Fence got your approval, Miss Green?”

Naomi looked at him over the rim of her cup. “The fence and I are still building trust.”

Noah nodded. “Fair.”

Ruth, carrying a crate of sauce tomatoes toward the wash table, said, “You are not allowed to counsel anybody about trust until you apologize to the shovel.”

Noah looked offended. “I used that shovel honorably.”

Moses passed behind him with a coil of old wire over one shoulder. “You leaned on it while I dug.”

“I supervised depth.”

Naomi set her cup down and went back to the ledger.

The salvage total was better than she expected and worse than she wanted. Loretta had found buyers for the seconds, which saved part of the loss. A few regular customers wanted sauce tomatoes, and Mrs. Hodge from church said she would take anything bruised but not split for relish if the price respected the suffering.

That was how Mrs. Hodge talked.

Everything had to respect something.

By five, Earl had moved the feed sacks to the shed, Loretta had washed the last tomato juice off the table legs, Ruth had made three jokes too many about cow crime, and Naomi had written the number in the ledger twice because the first time she pressed too hard and tore the paper.

The Young truck came back just after chores.

Not Moses and Noah’s truck.

Waylon Young’s.

Naomi heard it before she saw it, old engine knocking once before settling down near the pecan tree. Darla Young got out first with a covered dish in both hands and a dish towel tucked over one shoulder. She was a compact woman with sun-browned arms, sharp eyes, and the kind of face that could comfort you or find out who lied before supper.

Waylon climbed down slower. He was broad through the shoulders, stiff through one knee, and wore a hat that looked older than several town ordinances. He stood beside the truck and took in the yard: the repaired fence, the washed tables, the stacked crates, the Young boys looking like men who had already been corrected by several women.

He looked at Number 18 across the fence.

Then at the tomatoes.

Then at Earl.

“That our cow?” Waylon asked.

Earl nodded. “That your fence?”

Waylon scratched the side of his jaw. “Was.”

Darla gave him a look. “Waylon.”

He cleared his throat. “Still is. Better now.”

Loretta came out onto the porch and looked at the covered dish. “Darla, if that is apology food, I accept.”

“It is half apology and half supper,” Darla said. “I figured nobody over here had time to cook after my family committed produce violence.”

Noah lifted one finger. “Technically, the cow—”

Darla turned her head.

Noah lowered his finger. “Yes, ma’am.”

Waylon walked to Earl and pulled a folded check from his shirt pocket.

Earl looked at it but did not take it right away. “You didn’t have to come all the way over.”

“Cow came all the way over.”

“That’s true.”

“Fence should’ve held.”

“That’s true too.”

Waylon held the check out again. “Ain’t all of it if y’all count the fifth bushel, but it’s a start.”

Naomi looked down before anyone could see her face too clearly.

She had asked Moses with what.

Now his father stood in the yard holding money that probably had another job before the cow changed its schedule.

Earl took the check. “We’ll settle it fair.”

“Fair don’t always mean easy,” Waylon said.

“No,” Earl said. “It don’t.”

Loretta clapped once, not loud, just enough to end the weight of the moment. “Everybody wash up. If we’re going to stand around feeling bad, we can do it with plates.”

“That’s why I married you,” Earl said.

“No,” Loretta said. “You married me because I was pretty and you needed supervision.”

Darla nodded. “Same over here.”

Waylon looked at Moses. “You hear that?”

Moses nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“Remember it.”

Noah leaned toward Ruth. “I’m taking notes.”

Ruth said, “You should start with shovel usage.”

They ate outside because the house was warm and the evening air had finally begun to loosen. Loretta and Darla set food on the long folding table under the pecan tree. Earl dragged over two benches. Moses and Noah brought chairs from the shed. Ruth poured tea. Naomi set plates out, then moved them after deciding the left end of the table would catch too much sun.

Nobody called it a meeting.

That would have made Naomi too powerful.

But everybody knew what it was.

The idea had not gone away. It had followed them through the afternoon, sneaking behind the fence work and tomato sorting, getting bigger every time somebody tried not to look at it.

A community day.

Food.

Music.

Vendors.

People.

Maybe a jamboree.

Naomi did not like how the word had started walking around like it owned shoes.

They had almost finished eating when Noah cleared his throat.

Three adults looked at him.

Noah froze with a biscuit halfway to his mouth.

Darla said, “Whatever you’re about to say, swallow first. Give wisdom a chance to change its mind.”

He chewed. Swallowed. Set the biscuit down.

Ruth leaned back. “This ought to be good.”

Naomi said, “It ought to be quiet.”

Earl wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Let him say it.”

Naomi turned. “Daddy.”

“I didn’t say do it. I said let him say it. Bad ideas are easier to kill once they stand up.”

Noah looked less encouraged than he had hoped.

He tried anyway. “What if we did it small?”

Naomi stared.

Noah lifted both hands. “Small. I said small.”

Ruth smiled. “I heard small.”

Moses said, “I heard trouble wearing a hat.”

Noah pointed at him. “But you heard it.”

Earl looked at Ruth. “You were the one who said bring people out.”
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