
 

 



 

Chapter 1 

 
They met across a distance. Sam was driving the combine, and it was raining. Jess had 

just finished picking the last of the corn on another field, and they’d driven in with Matt, her 

boss, to see about helping. Matt was talking with his buddy who had been farming the field with 

the guy in the combine. She noticed him. His blue eyes sparkled, and then he was gone, the 

combine turned around to pick the last rows.  

She didn’t see him again until he began to work for her boss, Matt. Now Sam was 

running the truck. Jess’d bring load after load to him, and he’d take it to town or run it up the 

auger and into the bin. She’d wanted to talk to Sam, but something held her back.  

This harvest was different. Jess couldn’t stop looking at him. Sam smiled a lot, and she 

liked the way he leaned an arm on the pickup bed when they were getting ready to go, and the 

guys were talking through a plan for the day. Matt listened to him when he gave his opinion, 

which said a lot about the respect Matt had for Sam. Matt never listened to her, but then again, 

she didn’t really know anything. She had moved to this small farm town on her own after high 

school and was taking classes at a nearby community college, working any jobs she could find.  

She’d met Matt through his wife, Bren, who worked at the college. When she’d 

mentioned she was looking for work, he’d offered her a job as harvest help. She’d never done 

anything like this in her life, and he was a tough boss—showing her how to do things once and 

expecting her to remember. And she didn’t always. Matt could get worked up, but he was also 

appreciative of her efforts. He brooked no slouching off, and he worked people hard during 

harvest. She loved it. 

From the start, the fields of corn stretching out to forever on the horizon and going from 

green to brown after a hard freeze had caught her eye and held her. The vista of the earth faded 

away in all directions so you could almost feel the turning of the planet. The job of climbing the 

grain bin to open the lid and help set the auger was her favorite. Singing into an empty grain bin 

was like taking on the persona of Julie Andrews in The Sound of Music. Then, at night, the 

stars—millions of tiny lights—would fill the tractor and fuel her dreams.  

This was her fourth harvest season, and Jess was still in awe of the working of the land 

and the way the combine moved through the field as the wildlife hurried about its own business, 

and the hawks circled high above on the wind. The tractor was home to her. She had her small 



 

lunch cooler filled with water, a peanut butter sandwich, lots of fruit, and a Pepsi for a special 

treat when the day demanded too much from her. John Denver tapes played over and over, and 

Matt would be on the radio, yelling, “Turn that darn John Denver down so you can hear what I’m 

saying!” She could hear him just fine, and she couldn’t stop herself from pushing the transmit 

button and belting out a little “Rocky Mountain High” just to annoy him.  

They’d often banter back and forth like this on the radio when he wasn’t busy giving 

speed corrections to her or telling her where to meet him after the next load. But they also had 

serious, thought-provoking discussions. He’d ask tough questions, making her think about where 

she was in her life and what she believed. She’d ask him about how to live a good life and how 

to find security for the future. Harvest was a strange mix of close and comfortable community 

and too much togetherness that sometimes made everyone grumpy and just wanting to get away 

from each other. But they’d always come back together in the evening before heading home, 

getting ready to do it all over again the next day.  

All of this was going through Jess’s mind as she filled Sam’s truck for the fifteenth time 

that day. He stood back a ways, out of the corn dust, watching to be sure the auger didn’t jam up, 

and adjusting the flow of corn as the cart emptied. She was engrossed in her thoughts, moving 

the tractor and cart slowly to the back of the truck so it wouldn’t run over as the corn peaked in 

the front. It was like building little mountains of corn and watching as they were sucked back 

down again. Once the cart was empty, she adjusted the controls on the tractor and shifted into 

gear, pulling away slowly so the cart didn’t hit the truck, and then throwing the tractor into 

twelfth gear and pushing the RPMs to maximum. This brought her back to the combine with just 

enough time to slow down under the unloading auger so Matt could dump another load on the go 

and keep on picking. “Never make the combine driver wait” was his mantra, and she’d learned it 

well.  

“So what’s the deal with Sam?” she asked Matt. 

“Deal?” 

“Yeah, like what’s his story?” 

“Why? Did he say something to you?” 

“Oh, never mind.” Matt could be infuriating at times. She shoved the radio back into its 

spot on the ledge of the window. She looked over at him grinning at her and stuck out her 



 

tongue. She’d just make it up until he decided to talk. And he would make her wait, until she’d 

waited so long she couldn’t stand it anymore.  

She knew Sam had worked for Matt’s brother-in-law, Jim, and that he was pretty young 

to own his own combine and a deal like that. He’d grown up in the country and knew farming, 

cattle, trucking, and an oddly wide variety of other jobs. He’d gone to auctioneering school, and 

Matt said he was good at it. Knowing Jess the way he did, Matt couldn’t resist telling her that 

Sam was something of a horse whisperer. Jess lived, ate, and breathed horses, and she was dying 

to ask Sam about it. For some reason, she’d been too timid to start a conversation with him.  

In the pickup in the mornings and evenings, she sat between Sam and Matt, staying fairly 

quiet while they discussed the harvest, sipped the hot coffee they always picked up in town, and 

fiddled with the heater that Matt kept way too hot for her. Anyone who got into the tractor after 

her complained about the icebox atmosphere, but the heat of the sun through the large windows 

turned her moving home into a sauna, and so she kept it pretty cold to stay comfortable.  

She knew Sam was watching her as she tried to stealthily turn the heater down in the 

pickup because she could see his grin out of the corner of her eye. The conversation had turned 

to guns and hunting, and she wrapped her arms around herself and stared at her knees.  

“I take it you don’t like guns?”  

She was startled by the voice in her ear. “I . . . well, I don’t know much about them. I just 

don’t think people should go around shooting each other.” She didn’t really want to get into a 

conversation on this topic, knowing it would lead to a lecture from Matt—she’d had the pleasure 

of several already.  

“We’ll bring my pistol out one of these days and let her shoot. She’s never shot a pistol—

and hasn’t shot a rifle since the sixth grade when she took a hunter’s safety class. Most likely 

can’t hit the broad side of a barn,” Matt said. Her every muscle tensed at those words, and he 

knew it. She looked at him through narrowed eyes, her eyebrows coming together in a scowl. 

“Them’s fightin’ words, eh?” He laughed at the pained expression on her face. “Good thing 

you’re here, Sam, or she’d be punching me by now.” Her fist connected with his bicep, and he 

laughed again. 

“Well, you never know. She might just surprise you.” Jess looked up at Sam. He nodded 

at her with kindness in his bright blue eyes, and she dropped her gaze, turning to look out the 

front window. She hadn’t expected his response, used to the continual teasing of the guys 



 

working harvest. There’d been one other time he’d surprised her. They’d gone to the building to 

get some tools late in the evening, and she had remarked about how beautiful the stars were. 

“Did you hear that, Sam? She has her head in the stars.” 

“She’s right. It’s a mighty beautiful sky tonight.” She’d looked down at her boots, feeling 

her ears turning red, his comment making her feel kind of warm but embarrassed. She hadn’t 

seen the tilt of his head as he smiled down at her.  

Jess was remembering that night as they drove home from the field. Bren always had 

dinner for them when they got home—it hadn’t taken long for Jess to move into the basement of 

their home, paying only a little rent but doing her share to keep the house aright. Bren and Matt 

had had their kids young, and as they were now in their late forties, their kids were grown and 

gone, off living their own lives. There was plenty of room when they came home to visit, and 

Jess knew how to make herself scarce when necessary. She enjoyed living in the basement, but 

was always welcome to join them upstairs for television, conversation, or falling asleep on the 

cushy couch.  

They dropped Sam off at his pickup. Did she wish he had lingered a bit longer over his 

goodnight to her? Stopping in front of the house, she gathered up all the paraphernalia of the day 

and went through the dark garage and into the kitchen. Leaving her boots by the door, she 

crossed the kitchen, making her way to the table under the dining room window to put the radios 

on the chargers. Setting the briefcase on the floor to lean on the table leg, she looked at Bren and 

asked, “How was your day?” 

Smiling, Bren replied, “Busy, but I got a lot done. What’s the harvest report?” She was 

fixing a big salad, and Jess could smell chicken baking in the oven.  

“I think we did about eighty acres today. It was pretty smooth—no breakdowns.” 

“That’s right, honey…and Jess has developed an interest in Sam. She spent all day asking 

me about him.” Matt had come in and removed his boots. He kissed Bren’s cheek and then, 

taking a tomato off the top of the mound of spinach and lettuce and popping it in his mouth, he 

turned to the sink to empty his cooler of the melted ice.  

“Whatever, Matt. I asked you one question…and you didn’t even answer it.” She rolled 

her eyes at Bren. “I’m gonna go shower—is there time?” 

“Sure. The chicken won’t be ready for about thirty minutes.” 



 

Jess turned and headed down the basement stairs. She knew the more she reacted to Matt, 

the more he would dig at her, but sometimes she just couldn’t help it. In her room, she shed her 

dusty clothes and then headed to the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. She turned on the 

radio, pulled the shower curtain aside, and then cranked the hot water and waited for it to heat 

up.  

She exhaled in a deep sigh as she stepped into the steaming water. Washing away the 

grime of the day always seemed to lighten the weariness of her body. Fresh and clean, she 

reached for her towel, still singing along to the radio—“to find a dream and a life of your own, a 

place in the stars, a foundation of stone.” Staring into her eyes in the mirror, she wondered if she 

would ever find a relationship like Matt and Bren’s. She freely lived out her tomboy tendencies 

and really had no experience with dating. What she did not see when she looked at herself was a 

woman so full of life’s joy that she made other people appreciate their own lives more.  

Brushing out her curly brown hair, she wrapped herself in a towel for the return trip to 

her bedroom. Then, tossing it on the bed, she smoothed lotion onto her arms and legs, pulled on 

clean sweatpants and a T-shirt, grabbed a bright blue pair of socks covered in horse heads, and 

ran up the stairs.  

“I feel so much better now! My eyes were crusted shut with all the corn dust from today.” 

“Why?” Bren asked. “Did you run the truck?” 

“No, but I like to stand on the tractor tire and watch the truck fill, and the wind was 

blowing right into my face.” 

“Hmm Jess, maybe you’d be better off staying in the cab. There are windows, if I 

remember correctly.” Bren looked at her with that “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you” 

look.  

“Yeah, well, you can’t see down outside so well from inside the truck—believe me. I’m 

starving. Is he ready yet?” 

 “You know Matt. He’ll be out in a minute.” 

They had a pleasant meal after joining hands to bless the food. Bren’s cooking was 

always tops, and she loved to try new recipes and see what Matt and Jess thought. Tonight’s 

chicken was baked simply with lemon and dill, and was moist and flavorful. The salad was 

crammed with vegetables, and Jess loved the addition of avocados.  



 

Jess cleared the table and did the dishes while Bren went over her work schedule for the 

next day. Then she joined them in the living room, sinking down into the comfy couch cushions. 

Once her head made its way to her arm, she was out. Matt was already sound asleep in the 

recliner, his finger holding down the channel button on the remote. Bren smiled at both of them 

as she slid the remote out from under Matt’s hand and turned to the news. She touched Jess’s 

arm to rouse her and send her off to bed. As Jess made her bleary-eyed way downstairs, Bren sat 

down to watch the news while Matt slept on.  

*** 

Bren smiled at both of them as she slid the remote out from under Matt’s hand and 

selected the news. She touched Jess’s arm and told her to go to bed. As Jess made her way 

downstairs, Bren sat down to watch the news while Matt slept.  



 

Chapter 2 

 

Matt’s footsteps on the stairs woke her and, groaning, she looked at her clock—four-

thirty. Ugh. Jess pulled the bedcovers to the side and sat on the edge of the bed with her hands on 

her knees. Stretching as she stood up, she grabbed her running pants, bra, and T-shirt and headed 

to the bathroom. Dressing and then brushing her teeth, she pulled her hair into a ponytail and put 

on her iPod and earphones.  

Matt was working out on the treadmill on the other side of the basement as Jess went up 

the stairs and out the front door. Stars still filled the early morning sky, the pale pink ribbon of 

dawn having not yet appeared on the eastern horizon. She started with a skip step and then 

shifted into her running pace. Jess loved this time of day when the world was still and quiet, and 

she could get lost in the tunes and the rhythm of her run. Thoughts flitted through her brain. 

What did Sam do when he went home at night? That paper for my online class is due soon, so I 

better think it through in the tractor today? Should I make PBJ for lunch today?  

Jess ran her five-mile route easily, enjoying the birth of this new day and thankful to have 

yet another chance to live a good life, starting today. She’d done a great job of blocking out the 

bad memories from her childhood, knowing that was what had driven her to this community that 

she loved so much. She had found healing here, and she was slowly making her way to the 

understanding that her childhood had not been all bad. Someday, she knew, she’d have more 

contact with her siblings and her father—her mother having long been lost to this world. Maybe 

she’d be good enough for her father, someday.  

Slowing to walk the last half-block, cooling off, she grabbed the newspaper, and then 

walked up the drive and went through the front door. Bren and Matt were stretching on the floor. 

“Good run?” Bren asked. 

“Absolutely. It’s gorgeous out today.” She dropped the paper on the table and went 

downstairs to shower. Twenty minutes later, she was in the kitchen, vying with Matt for counter 

space as they grabbed bites of cereal and prepared lunches and filled coolers. Soon enough, they 

were in the pickup on their way to get Sam and then coffee.  

“Hey, it’s Friday.” 



 

“Well, we sure can’t put one over on you, can we?” Matt was smiling. “I never miss 

cinnamon knot day at the bakery.” 

 Fresh, yeasty smells wafted out of the bakery when they opened the door. The glass 

cases were overflowing with donuts—glazed and chocolate and with sprinkles, bear claws, 

twists—and on the counter a pan of cinnamon knots just pulled from the oven. Jess was glued to 

the donuts with sprinkles, although she did love cinnamon knots. Matt had left her with Sam to 

get the donuts while he talked to his banker outside on the walk.  

“So what’ll it be, Jess? You’re drooling on the glass.” 

“I’m not drooling, Sam. I just can’t decide between the raised chocolate with sprinkles or 

the cinnamon knots.” 

“No problem, we’ll just get both.” He winked at her and told the waitress they’d take a 

half-dozen cinnamon knots, one bear claw, and the chocolate glazed with the most sprinkles. Jess 

began to pull some money out of her pocket, but Sam’s hand on her arm stayed her efforts. 

“You’re in my town now. I’ll get it.” She felt the gallantry in those words and blushed as she felt 

heat run up her arm from where Sam’s hand had rested on her arm.  

He handed her the bag and opened the door for her. Lightness entered her step as she 

climbed back into the pickup. Matt would never have done that. She opened the bag and handed 

Matt a knot as he backed the truck out, then pulled Sam’s bear claw out and found her donut with 

chocolate frosting and sprinkles.  

“What, no knot for you?” Matt asked. 

“I got both. You know I can’t pass on sprinkles.” She was licking the chocolate from the 

back of her hand. A satisfied sigh escaped as her teeth sank into the soft chocolate-covered 

pastry and sprinkles dropped onto her jeans. She ate the doughnut and then scavenged as many 

sprinkles as she could and ate those, too. Sipping the coffee that was still too hot to gulp, she 

looked out the windshield. “Could there be anything better in the morning than this?” 

“Well, I was thinking eggs and sausage.” 

“I was thinking about my wife,” Matt was snapping that rubber band that was always 

wrapped around the gearshift.  

“Oh, you two!” She slugged them both, and all three laughed.  

Matt and Sam talked over her as they rode the twenty-five miles to the field. Jess drank 

her coffee and ate a cinnamon knot, licking the brown-sugary butter off her fingers when she 



 

finished. They were starting on the field furthest from town today, and it was Jess’s favorite. She 

didn’t have to worry about people driving by all day long, and there was nothing to interrupt the 

expanse of field upon field of corn or wheat and pastures with cattle grazing.  

They pulled in the gate, following the trail road to the bin. Getting out, she held the 

barbed wire down that kept cattle away from the bin’s fans, slid her left leg over, and swung her 

right leg over and onto the bottom step of the ladder as she let go of the wires. Hand-over-hand, 

she climbed to the top edge of the bin and onto the ladder slanting up the bin roof. Looking 

down, she could see Matt and Sam focused on getting the auger tractor going, so she let go of the 

rungs, angled her body into the roof pitch and walked up the seven steps to the roof vent. 

Kneeling, she pulled it up and over the edge, sliding it on the track to rest on the roof below the 

opening. Grabbing the edges of the thick metal ring, she leaned down into the empty bin and 

sang as loud as she could, reaching for the highest notes in her range and letting the echo flood 

out the hole and wash over her.  

After a few choruses, she looked down to see Sam smiling up at her. Matt was backing 

the tractor and raising the long auger, so she concentrated on guiding him back so the end of the 

auger was centered, but slightly to the front of the opening. With the angle, the corn would come 

out of the auger as it filled the bin, causing the bin to fill more evenly so they wouldn’t have as 

much shovel work to do at the top. After a few adjustments, she gave him the thumbs down 

signal for him to lower the auger, then wired it to the rim and, taking one last sweeping look 

across the horizon, climbed back down.  

Sam was waiting for her at the bottom. “Jess, don’t ever let go of those rungs when you 

climb up the roof. It would be really easy to lose your footing and come crashing down. I mean 

it.” His look was dead serious and brooked no smart aleck response from her.  

“But I figured the way you were watching me, you’d be there to catch me.”  

“Catch you and throttle you!”  

“I know. I’m sorry. It’s just…” She didn’t go on. “Okay,” she said instead.  

He held the wires down while she climbed back, and they walked over to help get the tarp 

set up under the auger basket. The tarp would keep any corn spilling out of the trucks off the 

ground so it could be shoveled into the auger later. Once that was done, Matt and Jess greased 

the tractor and combine, checked the oil, and started to warm the machinery up. Jess took some 



 

time to clean the windows all around the tractor cab, too. The dust had been thick yesterday, and 

it felt like she was looking through a haze as she watched Matt while they unloaded on the go.  

After the first two loads, everyone had settled into the day’s routine and the way this field 

worked. Matt stopped the combine and waited for Jess to run around and catch the foil-wrapped 

burritos he tossed down to her. She laid them against the tractor engine to warm up for lunch. 

This was a great way to have a hot lunch, and they took advantage of it. She heard him talking on 

the radio as she opened the tractor door to get back in.  

“Did you get that?” he asked. He had a bad habit of talking to her when she wasn’t in the 

cab and then getting on her case when she hadn’t heard all of what he’d said. 

“How could I? I was putting your lunch on the manifold.” 

“Well, what took you so long? I want to move over onto those ends by the west gate, so 

we can get through with the semis if we have to move to that field when this next weather system 

comes in. So after you dump this load, meet me over there. You’ll have to come clear around to 

the north.” 

“Okay.” She didn’t say anything else, feeling that he was kind of edgy today and not 

wanting to make him mad. Sometimes, she’d learned, you just had to stay quiet and not ask a lot 

of questions or you’d get your head bitten off or your feelings hurt. She didn’t think any of the 

guys had this problem, but she did, so she just kept her mouth shut and went with it.  
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