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The slap of her tennis shoes on the pavement kept Harmony company as she jogged along her route to make her last delivery.  The afternoon sun felt good on her shoulders and she was glad to be nearly done.  If her car hadn’t developed a flat tire a few minutes ago, she’d already be finished.  

At the end of the cul-de-sac a group of middle grade kids were trying vainly to get a basketball through the hoop.  One of them made a wild throw, sending the ball ricocheting off the rim and toward Harmony.

Deftly, she reached out with one hand to catch it.  Dribbled it as she jogged closer.

“Hey, Harmony!”  The tallest girl, who knew her from church, waved vigorously.  “Shoot a three pointer!”

“Do a layup!” hollered another child.

“Can you play shootout with us?” 

“No time for a game right now, guys.”  As she started into the curve, she threw what she hoped looked like a casual hook shot.  It sank with a beautiful swish and accompanying cheers, all of which added sincerity to her tired smile.

“You gotta teach me that shot!”

“Practice your free throws,” she laughed.  “Practice and more practice!” 

It was the same advice that she gave them every time and, as far as she knew, they still preferred to just chuck the ball at the hoop.  At least they weren’t out getting into mischief.  

“Bye, Harmony!” they chorused.

“Later!”  Waving, she rounded the cul-de-sac and headed down the far side.  Stopping at her customer’s house, she rang the doorbell. 

“Harmony.”  Cara Ansell opened the door to let her in.  “You poor thing, you must be frozen!”

“Oh, it’s not so bad today.”  Opening her pack, Harmony set the delivery box of allergen-free items on the table by the door.  “Especially not for late October.” 

“Now that’s true.”  Cara wiped her hands on a towel she wore tucked in her waistband.  Delightful scents were coming from the kitchen, where she was preparing the family’s evening meal.  A woman with three highly allergic children, she spent a significant amount of time making food they could safely eat.  “Can I get you anything?”

Harmony shook her head.  “Thanks, but this is my last stop today.”

“Of course.”  Cara nodded sympathetically and pulled a check from her purse.  “I still can’t believe you’re able to get these allergen-free items at such amazingly low prices.  The soy free items alone...”  She trailed off as she ran out of words.  “Finding out about your delivery service is the best thing that ever happened to us.”

Harmony shrugged as she pocketed the check.  “Buying in bulk makes a huge difference.”  So did owning two of the biggest suppliers of allergen-free products in the USA, but telling people that tended to ruin friendships.

“You’re probably eager to get home and relax.”

Detecting a note of wistfulness in the other woman’s voice, Harmony experienced a twinge of conscience.  She’d been lonely, too.  She also hoped to someday be a stay-at-home mom.  In the meantime, the least she could do was support the dedicated women she knew with a little grown-up conversation. 

“Yeah.  I’ve got a mug of hot chocolate with my name on it.”

“Hot chocolate?”  Cara brightened.  “I have some.  If you’d like it?”

“That’d be great!”  Harmony spent the next twenty minutes slowly sipping hot chocolate while they discussed everything and nothing much. 

The hot chocolate finally gave out and Harmony apologetically took her leave.  The street was empty by then, the children most likely washing up for supper.  It was getting to be that time.

Rolling her aching shoulders, she started back.  Squinted at her car, which was parked several houses away.  And...spotted someone hunkered down beside it?

“Hey!”  She hustled over to see what was happening.  “What’re you doing?”

The man rose, straightening his slacks as he did so.  “I’m examining an impediment.”

It hit her like a slap of Ozarkian humidity after two hours in a frigid movie theater.  “Oh, yikes.”  She covered her mouth with her hand.  “I’m blocking your driveway, aren’t I?”  

She looked guiltily at her car.  Her first priority on discovering the flat tire had been to get off the road.  Knowing that most of the parking on the narrow road belonged to the families, she’d swung into this driveway, assuming the ‘For Sale’ sign she’d seen for the last six months had either fallen over or been snitched by the less principled teenagers in the area.

“Afraid so.  Where’s your jack?” 

She bristled a little at the way his hazel blue eyes raked over her, assessing and dismissing her.  As though she were simply a stone to be shaken out of his shoe.  A rather bedraggled stone at the end of its long day.  Not that he was completely wrong.  Compared with his crisp black slacks and pale blue button-up shirt, she felt rather like a gym sneaker next to a highly polished dress shoe.

She shrugged it off.  She didn’t know any more about him than he did about her.  Could be his family just didn’t go in for pleasantries.

“I’ll get it.”  Placing her empty bag in the back of her car, she popped the trunk.  

“Excellent.”  Painfully clean hands reached past her and plucked out the jack.  “Allow me.”

“Sure.”  Folding her arms across her chest, Harmony leaned against her car while he set to work loosening the lug nuts.  It wasn’t hard at all.  To watch him, that was.

He was long and lean, without an extra ounce of fat on him.  The lug nuts succumbed to astutely applied leverage rather than brute force, yet she had a feeling he could hold his own in a friendly arm-wrestling competition.

Realizing that she was staring, Harmony looked away.  Mentally reviewed the process of changing a tire and came to the conclusion that he’d be needing the spare in short order.  He must’ve been thinking along the same lines, because as she moved to retrieve it, he spoke.

“If you’ll finish taking these lug nuts off, I’ll get the spare out.”

“Sure.”  She nearly rolled her eyes at herself.  Fine conversationalist you are.  “You’re new to Cadmia, aren’t you?” she asked as she dropped into a loose squat.  

“Brand new,” he concurred.  “This is the most amazing trunk I think I’ve ever seen.”

Startled, she looked up.  Found him engrossed in...what?

“I have four sisters and each of them is more disorganized than the next.”  He shook his head, his short-cropped, sandy-brown hair barely moving.  “I shudder to think what would happen to this if one of them ever got ahold of it.”  He wasn’t completely kidding, either.  

A charley horse in her left calf brought her sharply to her feet, nearly into his arms—which were already full of spare tire.

“Sorry,” she muttered.  Her cheeks warmed despite the cool temperatures.  “Leg cramp.”  

“Are you drinking enough water?”  He frowned as she limped out of his way.  

Amused, she nodded.  “Probably short a few electrolytes is all.  I missed lunch and wasn’t expecting to have to jog the last couple of blocks on my route.”  Nothing had gone as expected today.  Why hadn’t she just changed the doggone tire?  Cara wouldn’t even have noticed she was a little late.

“Hmm.”  Leaving the spare, he abruptly walked over to his own vehicle, which she now saw was loaded with shopping bags.  “Here.”  Returning, he shoved a bottle and a small, rectangular package into her hands.

He was lifting the spare back out of her trunk before she could even open her mouth to say thanks, so she took a minute to see what he’d given her.  A bottle of water and one of those serving-size protein and fruit packages.  Interesting.  Stock’s, the town’s one and only grocery store, had only started carrying those packs about a month ago.  Just in time, apparently. 

“Thanks, Doc.”  

“What did you call me?”

She blinked at his sharp question.  “Um...doc, I think.”  She popped the protein snack package open.  “This is what the doctor ordered, right?”  

“Right.”  He turned his attention back to the tire.  The lug nuts were neatly placed and waiting for him on the pavement, reminding him vaguely of the trays of gleaming, silver tools he’d used during operations.

Even more puzzled, she retreated to the curb to think.  And gingerly stretch her calf.  

“Gotta quit skipping leg days,” she muttered around a mouthful of lightly salted almonds and craisins.

“Yoohoo!”

“Oh no.”  Pasting a smile on her face, Harmony looked over her shoulder.  “Mrs. Arnold!”  Waved back at the woman, who was struggling to watch the tire-changing process through her passenger window.  “How are you today?”

“Wonderful as always!”  Mrs. Arnold smiled a little too broadly, as if deliberately displaying each of her perfect teeth. 

What does Mrs. Arnold have in common with George Washington?  The echo of a child’s voice in a sing-song tone ran through Harmony’s mind.  They both have wooden smiles! 

Harmony shook her head to clear it of the schoolyard witticisms she’d overheard the week before.  As far as she knew, almost nobody in Cadmia actually liked Mrs. Arnold.  

“Sorry to see you’re having car trouble, dear.”

It wasn’t easy, but Harmony kept her own smile in place.  “Oh, the car’s fine, Mrs. Arnold.  It’s the tire that needs fixing.”  Shoot.  Why did I say that? 

Mrs. Arnold’s eyes narrowed.  “I’m so glad you found someone to help you.”

“I found her.”  The stranger rose, hazel blue eyes fixed with almost comical dismay on his dirty hands.  

“Oh, how charming!”  Mrs. Arnold pressed one hand to her chest and very nearly fluttered her lashes.  “A dashing hero saving a damsel in distress.” 

The stranger sighed.  “Next you’ll have us breaking into song.”  His back still to her, he swung the damaged tire into Harmony’s trunk.  

Harmony bit her lip to keep from laughing out loud.  Should she warn him?  Then again, how could she warn him about Mrs. Arnold’s preeminent status in Cadmia while the woman herself sat staring at them?

“Yeah, well, one good turn deserves another.”  Harmony crumpled the empty package and tossed it in her trunk.  That got his attention, if his frown was any indicator.  “I’ll get out of your driveway post haste and thank you for your help!”

“Is this your house?” Mrs. Arnold fake-gasped.  “The old Palmer residence?  Why, what wonderful news!”  

She launched into a laundry list of things that were wrong with the house, generously offering her help in contacting the necessary professionals for repairs.  And, really, what did a bachelor want with such a big house anyway?  Or was his family coming to join him? 

“That’s right, he’s just moved in.”  Harmony hastily intervened when she saw her benefactor’s mouth tighten.  “It’s brand-new news, too.  Why, I just found out myself.”  That did it.  ‘News’ was Mrs. Arnold’s weakness. 

“How exciting!  Well, I must be off.  So glad you’re alright!”  Mrs. Arnold wiggled the fingers of one hand at them while her other hand rolled up the passenger window.  

“Bye.”  Harmony didn’t bother to return the hand wiggle.  The ‘queen bee’ wasn’t the type to look back.  “Sorry about that.”

“Don’t be.”  Forgetting about the dirt on his hands, he scrubbed them over his face.  “Every town has at least one busybody.”  The city he’d left behind had too many to count.  Interfering, overbearing snoops who left disaster of one sort or another trailing in their wake.  Couldn’t Cadmia have been different? 

“Yeah.”  Now why did her voice go all soft like that?  Just because he suddenly looked like a weary little boy who needed a cookie for each hand...  Clearing her throat, she tugged an antibacterial wipe packet out of her pocket and held it out to him.  “For your fingers.  And, um, the smudges on your face.”

“My face?”  He used the rear window of her car as a mirror.  Smiled for the first time, making her heart flip.  “Thanks.”

“Thanks for the rescue.”  She winked even as she picked the garbage out of her trunk.  The faint approval on his face gave her a lift that made absolutely no sense.  And even if it did, she couldn’t let it.  

“How’s your leg?” he asked, putting her jack back where he found it and closing her trunk. 

“It’ll be alright.”  She smiled.  “I’ve got a heating pad at home.”  As well as a bottle of pain medication in the car.

“Good.”  Finished wiping his fingers, he fished keys out of his pocket.

Harmony pulled out her own car keys.  “See you around.”  I hope, whispered a little voice in the back of her head that she sternly shushed. 

“Inevitably.”  He groaned inwardly as he noticed his shirtfront.  He was never going to get the black rubber stains out.

“Later, Doc.”  She grimaced back at his scowl.  “What?  It’s not like I know your name or anything.”  

He wrestled with himself briefly, then grudgingly said, “Grant.  Reeves.”  

He hoped she didn’t get any funny ideas.  There were several reasons for his not wanting to date right now.  First and foremost, he was still figuring out his new life.  The repair list Mrs. Arnold so cheerfully recited had been a big part of why he bought the house.  To give himself something to do besides watching the second hand crawl around in a circle on his wall clock. 

“Hello, Grant-Reeves.”  She ran his first and last names together to tease him for the way he’d said them.  “I’m Harmony...”  

“Yes, I heard.”  He instantly regretted his terse response, but she didn’t wait around for a retraction, let alone an apology. 

“So you did.”  Pivoting, Harmony walked to her car.  “Welcome to Cadmia, Grant.”  She didn’t know what to make of his obvious reluctance to share his name.  In a way, it was eerily reminiscent of her own behavior when she first moved away from home some...ten years ago?  Huh.  Hard to believe that much time had passed.

Sliding in, Harmony started the engine.  Threw it in gear and took off.  So.  The Palmer house finally sold.  Or was he renting?  Either way, she wished she’d been aware of that before she parked her car there.  She hated making a bad first impression.

Her lips twitched as she thought about his impression on her.  Handsome, clean cut, and basically polite, but not friendly.  Obviously accustomed to business professional dress, and he wasn’t wearing cheap brands, either.  New York plates on a mid-range vehicle that, due to its age, she guessed he’d purchased used.  None of it matched up.  Of course, it could be that he’d recently lost his job.  

Well, whatever.  He wasn’t a mystery she cared to solve.  Or so she told herself as she eased up to a stop sign.  She was much too busy for that, especially tonight. 

She still had a dozen things to do today if she wanted to compete in the drag race tomorrow.  Her allergen-free products wouldn’t sort themselves.  The natural yeast shipment needed to be measured out for her Monday deliveries.  Then there were the soy-free items to box up.  

Her nose wrinkled as she remembered that the Tabors had changed their order yet again.  Someday she was going to get them to settle on exactly how much of what they wanted each month so she could sort it from the get-go instead of having to wait for their unique request each month.  

Hmm.  If she was busy doing all of that, she wouldn’t have time to make supper before going over to her friend’s for a movie.  Grinning, she reached for her phone.  Dialed Blinky’s Diner and waited.

“Hey, Harmony!”  Susan’s voice filled the car.

She grimaced, then was glad Susan couldn’t see her.  It was just...how sad was it that the local diner knew her number by heart?  They for sure didn’t have caller ID on the ancient telephone system they used.

“Hey, Susan.”  A roar of teenage laughter prompted Harmony to hold the phone away from her ear.  “Wow, sounds busy tonight!” 

“Always busy on Fridays,” Susan laughed.  

“Too busy to make my usual?”  Harmony suppressed a second grimace.  How awful would that be?  She snickered at herself as she wondered what her former personal nutritionist would think of her eating habits.  They’d clashed over ‘unnecessary calories’ years ago and Harmony hadn’t bothered to hire another one, but she didn’t have any trouble imagining the disapproving twist on the man’s lips if he ever read Blinky’s menu. 

“Well, now, that depends.”  Susan covered the mouthpiece and answered a question, then cheerfully continued, “We’ve got a special deal on our wings tonight.”

Harmony sat patiently through the litany of flavors, but jumped in as soon as Susan paused for a breath.  “Hey, those all sound delicious.”  To someone, somewhere, she was certain.  “I kind of had my heart set on your spicy chicken sandwich with...”

“With extra pickles and pencil fries?”  Harmony pictured Susan shaking her head even as the woman finished, “Sure thing, sugar.  We’re already boxing it up for you.”

“Awesome.  I’ll be there in a few.”  There were certain perks to having a routine.  They also made her easier to find, but hopefully she was safe from the paparazzi a little longer in Tinytown, USA.  

Stepping into Blinky’s was kind of like stepping back in time to a black-and-white TV show where soda fountains still existed.  An impression eerily reinforced by Blinky’s mostly black-and-white décor, right down to the diamond-shaped tiles under her feet.  

“There she is.”  Susan lifted a box out of the warmer.  “You sure you don’t want anything else?  Slice of pie maybe?  Or one of our mini-cobblers?”

Harmony shook her head.  “No, thanks.”

“I admire your won’t-power.”  Susan sighed and took the cash Harmony set on the counter.  “If I could resist desserts like you...”  She shrugged eloquently and patted her waistline.

“I’m only resisting these so I can have some at movie night tonight.  You know how sensitive Noella is about her desserts.”  Harmony laughed and reached for the box.  “Keep the change.”

Back in her car, she offered a short prayer before taking a bite of the sandwich.  “Mmm.  Perfect.”  Her mouth tingled with the heat of the spices, but as always, it was perfect.  And the pickles were so fresh they crunched.

Sighing happily, she turned up her music and headed for home—where the first thing she did was to plug in a heating pad and wrap it around her calf.  It worked great until she started in on the soy-free packages.  Beauty products were on one set of shelves.  Baby formula was on another.  And so forth.

“Now I know how a dog on a leash feels,” she muttered the third time she had to stop and plug the heating pad back in after accidentally walking beyond the reach of the cord.  “Maybe it’s time to rearrange things by allergy instead of department.”

With a little careful planning, she managed to get through the rest of her preparations without tripping and killing herself.  She was going to be late for movie night, though.
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“Hello, hello!”  Harmony was halfway out of her coat before she made it all the way inside Noella’s house.  Taking off her hat, she shook her chestnut brown hair free.  “Sorry I’m late.  Had a flat.”  She shrugged dismissively, not quite ready to discuss the handsome—if grumpy—man who’d helped her out.

Finding their friend Grace on the other side of the door instead of Noella, Harmony stage-whispered, "What're we watching?"  

“Murder at the Opera,” Grace answered at the same time that Merry chimed in from her seat on the couch.

“With English subtitles?”  Harmony looked at Merry over her shoulder as she hung her coat up.  Noella had a habit of picking international movies when it was her turn to host, which was fine, but Harmony was too tired to deal with subtitles tonight.  Especially the kind that were badly translated, making her accidentally laugh out loud at them.  

She’d never forget the time that happened during a tense moment in an old medical drama.  Everyone wanted to know what was so funny and she’d had a tough time getting out of it without revealing that she spoke multiple languages.  She wouldn’t mind telling her friends, except that being multi-lingual didn’t exactly fit the ‘I’m just one of the girls’ stereotype here in Cadmia.

“With English speaking,” Noella announced, her finger hovering over the play button.  An Acadian transplant from Prince Edward Island, she generally preferred French to English, though she was fluent in Dutch as well.  

“English speaking?” Harmony echoed as she stepped out of her shoes.  “Wow, tonight must be special!”

“You get the floor,” Merry told her as she came around the end of the couch.

“I see that,” she laughed.  “Oh thanks, Grace.”  Harmony beamed at her friend, who was offering her a plate with a delicious-looking treat.  Some kind of pastry?  

Spying the nuts on the other desserts, she discreetly inspected her own and was relieved not to find any.  Thankfully, she'd never had worse than a bad rash, but she held firmly to the belief that an ounce of prevention was worth a pound of cure.  Plopping down where she could lean against the couch, she bit into her pastry.  

“Wow.”  She gave Noella a thumbs-up.  “This is great!”  The spices were a little strong for her taste, and she wasn't sure flavored fry-bread was actually better than plain with butter and honey...  But if she voiced those thoughts, especially to a friend who owned a menu planning website, it would sound like she was complaining.  

Then the movie started and she let herself get lost in it.  One thing was certain.  The main character, a single woman who lived by herself, had to be making a ton of money.  How else could she afford her spacious, split-level home?  

Of course, that was kind of a given with these feel-good movies.  Comfy lifestyle on a questionable income.  Whatever.  The male leads were cute, and the dialogue was pretty snappy.  Sure, the awesome acting between the female characters made her miss her kid sister.  Other than that, though, it was a great way to spend an evening. 

When it was over, she kept her place on the floor while the others chatted around her, agreeing that they’d like to see the rest of the series.  Then, as if on cue...

“Alright, well,” Merry indicated the wall clock, “if I don’t get home on time, I’ll miss my appointment with the sandman.”

“Mmm, the sandman.”  Harmony grinned, stretched by arching her back like a cat, then bounced to her feet.  “Y’know, he’s never once gotten my order right!”  

“Never?”  Noella grinned cheekily.  “No dreams about handsome, single billionaires for you?”  They all laughed at that.  

If they only knew.  Harmony never told anyone the truth about herself.  Not the whole truth, at any rate.  Most people wouldn’t understand why a billionaire heiress preferred living and working on the edge of nowhere to staying in one of her family’s mansions while the servants fended off camera-wielding boogeymen.  Most people didn’t understand how lucky they were to just be themselves, either.

Shrugging to herself, Harmony got in line and made sure to give Merry, who was too uptight for her own good, a bear hug.  She got a warm hug in return, which only intensified the longing for her younger sister’s company.  

It was always bad this time of year, so close to the holidays, but this year it was worse.  Lydia was turning eighteen this year.  They’d be moving somewhere—together—permanently once Lydia graduated from Warrington Academy, the private high school she’d chosen.  Not that Harmony knew where they were going yet, but the uncertainty was all part of the fun.  Right?

“Text me when you get home, ok?”  Grace pointed at her and Merry.  “Both of you.”

“Will do!”  Harmony lived just up and around the corner from Noella, but she appreciated the thought.  Particularly from Grace.  With her fire-red hair, Grace was the proverbial candle, burning at both ends as she struggled to keep up with most of the county’s need for a large animal vet while maintaining a clinic in town.

Leaves crunched under Harmony’s feet as she crossed the lawn to her car, where she automatically checked the back seat for uninvited guests before getting in.  The odds of being attacked that way in Cadmia were slim, but it was a good habit to have.

She sniffled a little into a napkin as the engine warmed.  Having places to be and things to do weren’t always enough to satisfy her.  Sure, it helped that she was making a difference in the lives of people who couldn’t easily afford the allergen-free products she sold for cost—or less.  Those people got to have their family close by, though.

The knot in her calf yelped when she moved wrong, bringing her attention hissing back to the present.  Pulling into her driveway, she parked and got out.  Luckily all she had to carry in was herself, because the cramp was back with a vengeance.

As she closed and locked the front door behind her, she touched the battered baseball cap that she’d hung on it. 

Home is where you hang your hat, as the old saying went.  

Other people hung pictures or needlework or even puzzles that they’d put together.  She’d tried it a few times, but that only made it harder to leave when the paparazzi closed in.  

Sighing, she made her way to the kitchen and took another dose of pain killers.  Tossed her paper cup in the garbage, which would need to go out soon, and started getting ready for bed.

[Made it.]  She sent the promised text to Grace while she brushed her teeth.  

Her phone dinged when a smiley emoji came back almost instantly

[Me, too!  See you Sunday!]

[See you!]  

“Another week gone.”  She shook her head as she changed into a clean pair of sweatpants and a long-sleeved t-shirt.  The comfy knit fabrics were a far cry from the dainty pink nightgowns of her childhood, but a lot more practical in case of a fire or other forced evacuation.

Especially on a cold night like tonight.  She shivered as she closed the two doors that led into the living room to prevent drafts and plugged in her space heater.  

Producing a fitted sheet and a heavy quilt from the green totes by the wall, she transformed her beige, four-seater couch into a bed for the night.  It drove her a little crazy to have to unmake and remake it every day, but she used the bedroom for product storage and had to sleep somewhere.  

Her lips twitched at the direction her thoughts were taking.  What if she’d opted for the bed, instead?  She never had anyone over except for movie nights.  The girls were good sports, they’d probably all pile on the bed or the floor.  

It would be a lot like when her mom used to bring Lydia in for a bedtime story... 

Her smile faded out completely.  Mom and Dad.  Or, more accurately, since her mother had died fifteen years ago, Dad.  If she cared to call him that, which she didn’t.  He’d fallen apart like a poorly made tennis shoe after her mother’s death, leaving her to raise Lydia with the help of their cook and butler.  The courts granted her special guardianship after yet another of his parties ended with the police being called. 

The news outlets had loved that—and the fact that her lawyers found a way to evict him based on her grandfather’s will.  Billionaire Heiress Disinherits Father.  

Rubbing tired eyes, she shoved the thoughts aside and gingerly stretched her calf.  Knelt for prayer. 

“Heavenly Father,” she whispered, “it’s been another long day.”  Resting her cheek on her folded arms, she quietly reviewed her day in prayer, smiling over most of it.  Except...  “Thanks for sending someone to help me with that tire.”  She sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose, wishing that she’d just taken the time to do things right in the first place.  

“Please look after Lydia while we’re apart for a little while longer.”  Ending in the name of her Savior, she switched off the lights and crawled under the covers.

The space heater continued making its cheerful racket, almost drowning out the creak of the wind in the tree outside her bedroom.  Almost lulling her to sleep.  Almost filling the empty spot where her sister’s snoring should be.  

Only one week until the first of the month.  After making deliveries, she could drive out to her storage unit and call her sister.  In today’s world of high tech spying, she didn’t dare keep the burner phone on her person.  It would be bad enough to have her name splashed across the headlines again.  She’d never forgive herself if they found Lydia.

Punching her pillow, she rolled onto her side so she could stare at the TV instead of the ceiling for a while.

She thought about surprising Lydia with a visit for her eighteenth birthday in December.  It was a fun, reckless idea.  

Grunting, she leaned over and picked the remote up off the floor.  After hunting around for a minute, she found a baking show on one of her internet channels.  

“Willkommen zu unserer Kochshow!”  A cheery, middle-aged fellow paused in the middle of tying his apron to wave at the camera.  “Heute kochen wir...”

Turning the volume down to where it was barely audible over the heater, she watched him start pulling out the ingredients for knödel.  If she hadn’t been trying to fall asleep, she would’ve grabbed something to write the recipe down on.  Giving up her favorite German restaurant in Portland was the worst thing about leaving.

She’d only gotten two years in Portland.  And she’d moved to Cadmia nearly three years ago.  It was time and past time to move on before some bored ‘freelance journalist’ found the golden needle in the haystack.  

So...why hadn’t she left?  Was she getting lazy?  Or worse, comfortable?  Or perhaps she was just tired of all the running.  What would it take for her to live a normal life as herself?

Her drooping eyelids slowly closed, her thoughts whirling on in the form of vivid dreams.  

When her alarm went off the next morning, she lunged into a sitting position and nearly fell on the floor.

“Whoa!”  Flailing wildly, she regained her balance, then sat there for several seconds until she’d woken up enough to leave most of her dream behind.  Smacked her phone to shut it off.  “That would make a great kids’ book,” she muttered, swinging her legs off the couch.  “A hiking tour of Arizona in search of a giant, golden knödel.”

Shaking her head, she unplugged the space heater and moved it to one corner.  Turning, she tumbled to the floor in a forward shoulder roll.  Carried the motion through so that she came back up on her feet.  Forward and backward she tumbled until her blood was flowing.  Sit-ups and pushups came next.  Finally, a cold shower and breakfast. 

Pulling her hair into a ponytail, she made a fast breakfast of the last of her weekly scrambled eggs and fresh toast.  She’d already finished reading the lesson for church, so for scripture study she reviewed one of her favorite general conference talks, taking care to reread each footnote and scripture reference. 

“Happiness does not consist of a glut of luxury, the world’s idea of a ‘good time.’ Nor must we search for it in faraway places with strange-sounding names. Happiness is found at home.”  How she loved that quote from Elder Thomas S. Monson’s 1998 general conference talk, “Hallmarks of a Happy Home.”

“Already?”  Frowning at her phone, she shut off a second alarm.  

Well, there was no arguing with the clock.  Her stomach fluttered with excitement as she picked up her bag and stepped into her shoes.  It would be even colder in the garage, so she zipped up the jacket she was already wearing.  

Shivering in anticipation, she opened the door and flipped on the light. 

And...just stood there, thrilling at the way her electric blue 1994 Firebird seemed to pulse under the lights like a living, breathing thing.  Bolts of lightning streaked back from its nose, lending it an aggressive air.  

“I hope you slept well.”  She patted the hood.  “Because today’s a very big day.”  The first and the last days of the season were always grand events at the Border Wars Raceway in Topaz.  Drivers would come from Missouri and Kansas—and maybe Arkansas or Oklahoma—to compete. 

Adrenaline coursed through her veins as she settled herself behind the wheel.  Pressed the button of the garage door opener and listened to the engine rumble to life.  

As she backed out into the gray of the predawn, Harmony basked in the solitude of being the only car on the road that morning.  Unlike most of the local racers, she drove a street-strip car that didn’t need a trailer.  The reds and yellows of sugar maples stood out against the sober green pine trees as she drove, their colors becoming more and more vivid as the sun inched over the horizon.

Traffic slowly increased as she neared the city limits.  By the time she reached Topaz, the streets were jammed with early birds like herself.  A few showoffs peeled out at the stoplights as if they were already at the track, then hastily braked when a police car came into view.

The chaos became more organized once she reached the track, the spectators going left while the racers went right.  Parking at her usual spot in the pits, well away from the stands and the attention-seeking rookies, Harmony got out and stretched.

The last day of the season.  Everything looked the same, and yet a little different.  A little sad, somehow.  

Why was it that the closer she got to something she wanted, the less attainable it seemed?

Oh, great.  Now she was psyching herself out.

Looking around, she dragged in a deep breath.  The smells of hot grease from the concession stand vied with exhaust for dominance.  

Red, yellow, white, blue, black...she was surrounded by cars gleaming in the morning sunlight.  Half of them would’ve fit right in at a classic muscle car show.  Racers and their crews bustled around their treasures like ants at a picnic basket.  

“Look what the cat dragged in,” teased Shot Ballwin from where she lounged against her shocking pink pro stock car.  Her hair was dyed to the exact same shade, so they stood out like flamingos in a mismatched flock of parrots.  Though she’d only been there long enough to back her car out of the trailer, that didn’t stop her from a friendly poke or two.

“Hey.”  Harmony grinned.  She and Sharon, aka ‘Shot,’ were two of the four female drivers who consistently came.  And consistently placed.  “Are the others here yet?”  

“Haven’t seen them.”  Shot arched professionally plucked eyebrows in a show of disdain for the cars and trailers forming up haphazardly around them.  “Never fails.  The first and last races of the season always bring out the weekend warriors.”

Even if Harmony had wanted to argue the point, a pair of racers a few slots down chose that precise moment to start a shouting match over who bumped into whom.  They were both driving rat rods, or ‘piles of junk on wheels,’ as she’d heard one older racer disdainfully refer to them.  Grimacing, she hoped the drivers calmed themselves down before someone had to call security. 

“Is that the twins?”  Shot cocked her head to one side.  “Or thunder?”

Harmony snickered, glad for the distraction.  “Sky’s clear.”  Julie and Jordan weren’t really twins, but they both loved loud and fast vehicles.

A screaming-yellow motorcycle pulled into the slot Shot had been saving beside her trailer.  Julie’s helmet came off, revealing purple and naturally auburn hair that ran long from the left side of her head down over the buzzed right side.

Meanwhile, Jordan waved at them as she drove by, headed to the lanes.  Her smoke-gray truck with painted orange flames curling up all around its base was a veteran of nearly a decade of races. 

“Fashionably late.”  Shot smirked at her own joke.  The half-ton trucks were up first today.

“Who’s hungry?”  Harmony’s scrambled egg sandwich had faded into a distant memory.  While their traditional soft pretzel breakfast wouldn’t satisfy her, she never ate much before a race anyway.  Partly to save her stomach the stress and partly for the joy of going out afterward.

“Me!”  Julie was always hungry. 

The fans nearly blew them out of the concession stands with a wild roar. 

“What happened?”  Harmony craned her neck in an effort to see the scoreboard, only to find her view blocked by an exceptionally tall man.  “Was it Jordan?”  Ugh, she couldn’t even hear the announcer over the ruckus.

“We’re going to sweep today,” Julie announced around a mouthful of pretzel.  “I can feel it.”

“Hey, don’t jinx us!”  Shot was quick to complain. 

“Us?  What us?”  Harmony lifted both hands in an exaggerated motion toward herself.  “I’m running last, thank you!”  Accepting her pretzel from the vendor, she gave a silent prayer of thanks and bit into it.

They bickered and bantered all the way back to their cars, then settled down to listen to the announcer.  Shot handed out bottled water while Julie inspected her bike in preparation for her race. 

“Alright!”  Julie pumped her fists at the announcement that Jordan had won.  “That’s what I love about racing, it...”

“Goes so fast!”  Harmony and Shot jumped in with the ending of her awful pun. 

“You need a new joke,” Shot advised, shaking her head.

“I need to get going.”  Julie polished an imaginary smudge on her helmet.  “I can’t win from here.”

“Yeah, good luck!”  Shot jeered. 

“If I didn’t know you were friends,” Harmony laughed as Julie drove off for her event, “I’d be worried about you two.”

“Over that?”  Shot tossed her pink hair.  “You’re the weird one, ya know.”  She paused, something she never did, then seemed to decide that she might as well pour the worms out since she’d opened the can.  “You don’t cuss or smoke.  When we go out to celebrate, you drink water.”  She gestured loosely at the throngs of people around them.  “Never see you with anyone, either.”

Harmony rubbed the back of her neck.  “True.”  She didn’t often get a chance to talk about the restored gospel and frankly, she was nervous.

“You got some kinda allergy?”

“Nothing like that.”  The question struck her as doubly hilarious given her business of sourcing allergen-free products.

“But there is something?”  Shot squinted at her.

“Church.”  She watched Shot’s jaw drop.  “Relax, the doc says it’s not contagious.”  Doc.  Her mind darted back to Grant for some weird reason.

Shot’s expression lingered somewhere between unpleasant surprise and amusement.  “Church?!” she squeaked.  

Harmony did her best not to shrink under the intense gaze.  

“I never...”  Shot turned in a circle as if looking for help.  “I never knew church girls could race!”

The laughter started in Harmony’s toes and surged upward, doubling her over.  “You...you’ve got to be kidding me!” she gasped at length.  “Wh-why wouldn’t a ‘church girl’ be able to race?”

Shot threw up her hands, half relieved and half irritated by Harmony’s reaction to her
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