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One


Stu
I rumbled along the dirt road in the combine harvester just as the sun was beginning to rise. The alfalfa was hopefully ready to begin cutting soon and bale in a few days after that. It had to be done at the right time. Too early and the plants weren’t mature enough to yield a harvest that would pay for the trouble to bale it. But cut it at the right time, and it was a thing of beauty. 
I planted this field two years ago, and this year it looked like the yield would be at least double what it had been last year. The heavy winter rains had helped a lot, and if it all looked good I’d go ahead and start cutting the crop I hoped would make all my time and planning worth it.
“What do you think, is it ready?” Link, my brother’s almost husband, yelled from across the dirt road I drove on.
“Not sure yet,” I said and waved as I passed him. Thanks to Link I had been trying a new style of farming, well new to me anyway. The alfalfa wasn’t the only crop I’d be growing this year. On the other side of the road were the mature almond trees that had been here for years. They were my dependable crop I knew would always produce, barring drought or late frost that would damage the blooms. This year I’d also planted a few acres of sunflowers just to see how they turned out. So far it looked to be a good crop.
“Daddy, they’re so pretty,” Mariah had said when I brought her out here to see them just beginning to bloom.
“Just wait, baby, in another month they’ll all be open.”
“I can’t wait,” she said, her voice so full of wonder it made me emotional. Just thinking about my baby girl made me happy and kept me motivated. My phone rang as I was pulling into the field and seeing it was Mom, I answered.
“Hey, Ma, I’m just pulling into the field, what’s going on?”
“Your little girl wanted to tell you good morning,” she said, and I heard shuffling around as she handed the phone to Mariah.
“Good morning, Daddy. I was still asleep when you left.”
“Sorry, baby, today was an early morning. I want to see if I can start harvesting the alfalfa. Do you remember me telling you about it?” She was growing up so fast. It seemed like just yesterday I was figuring out how to raise her on my own. But my parents stepped up and helped while I worked, something I couldn’t thank them enough for.
“It’s okay. Have a good day.” Her sweet voice was a balm to every negative thought or worry I ever had, and lately there were many. Between paying rent, making sure we had enough food, in addition to all the farming expenses, Mariah would start preschool soon. I worried about any new expenses I wasn’t expecting which is why I was out here at the ass crack of dawn.
I knew if I grew alfalfa, I could get a good harvest every twenty-eight days for most of spring and summer. That would give me a cushion in case the almonds didn’t produce as well as I hoped they would.
“Daddy?” she asked, and I realized I’d been daydreaming.
“Have a good day, Mariah, I love you.” After saying our goodbyes, I hung up and drove the harvester onto the edge of the field. I knew it was ready, today was the day, but I still jumped down to check. Walking slowly where the dirt met the lush green plants, I was amazed how much it had bloomed in one day. That full day of sun had really helped.
I jogged back to the combine and moved it closer to the swather attachment I’d left here, knowing I’d need it soon. After jumping down and hooking it up, I was ready to go, just as the sun rose above the horizon. “Glad I got the new combine,” I said to myself as I climbed up and turned on some music and the air conditioner. It wasn’t really new, but it was new to me, and much newer than the one I’d been using. Plus, since it was a combine, I could use it to harvest more than one type of crop, so it gave me a lot of flexibility. 
The morning passed quickly, and I was about halfway done with the field when I decided it was time to get some lunch. I drove back to the equipment barn where I’d parked my truck and then over to my parents’.
“Daddy,” Mariah yelled as soon as I walked in.
“Knock some of that dust off before you come in,” Mom said, and shook her head with a smile.
“Sorry, Mom.” I kissed her cheek and rushed to wash my hands before joining Mariah at the table.
“How’s work?” Mom asked as she handed me a sandwich. I took a bite without even looking to see what it was as she sat down across from me.
“It’s good. I started mowing the alfalfa today and should be able to start baling it day after tomorrow.” The weather had warmed the past week so I hoped it was dry enough and I didn’t need to give it more time. “The sunflowers are coming in, so I want to focus on them.”
She patted my hand and smiled. “You’re doing a great job working the land. Your dad and I couldn’t be more proud.”
I was the only one of us interested in working the land that had been in our family for three generations. It never held any appeal for Andy, and as soon as he could leave Occident, he did. Lance would graduate from high school this June, but he had no idea what he wanted to do when he got out, and he’d never worked on the land either.
“I saw Link earlier.”
“Did you? He’s always so busy with his organic farming. How do you think it’s going for him?”
I thought about how his land was divided neatly into separate sections. Each growing a different organic crop and all of them green and beautiful. “I think this is going to be a great year for him. He’s really put a lot of time and effort into getting certified, and the wet winter and mild spring have really helped.”
“Oh, that’s great news. You two are really having a good year,” she said with a smile.
I tried not to think about how happy Link and Andy were, but while I was having a good year farming, I wished I had someone to share it with. Mariah meant the world to me, and I’d do anything for her. But there were many times I knew she needed more than me.
“Can we go see the sunflowers soon?” she asked.
“Yes, baby, as soon as they’re all in bloom we’ll take a ride to go see them.” She clapped her hands in the kind of joy only a kid can show over something so simple while Mom looked on. Her eyes met mine, and I knew without her saying a word she hoped I’d meet someone. But that wasn’t as simple as she probably thought.




Two


Morgan
“Hey, Morgan, come on, let’s party,” someone next to me said.  
I’d already been at the bar all day. “I’m good man, I can’t drink anymore.” I laid my head down on the bar and quietly waited for the bartender to remove me, but that didn’t happen.
“Come on, have a drink.” He shoved one at me, and I downed it without even asking what it was. The rest of the night was a haze of dancing with him—or trying to—and him buying me drinks. 
“Wha’s your name?” I mumbled, and I was sure I’d already asked.
“That doesn’t matter, come on we’re having fun, right?” He was cute, or I thought he was. But my vision had blurred, and I had to close one eye to make things halfway clear enough to see.
“Yeah, I’m having fun,” I slurred out, and smiled at him. Hoping he’d take me home with him so I’d have a place to sleep tonight.
“Go for a ride with me,” he whispered in my ear. His breath was warm on my face, and I ignored the obvious smell of whiskey as he leaned in closer.
“Whatever you want.” I followed him out of the bar, which was in mid-town Sacramento, and considered more a dive than a destination. I followed him to a car, where he shoved me against the passenger side and kissed me.
“I’ve wanted to do that all night,” he whispered, and if I wasn’t as drunk as I was, I would have said something clever back, but all I could do was nod.
“Come on, let’s get going.” He held the door open for me and I fell into the passenger seat. He’d mentioned heading north for something, but I didn’t hear what that was. I was asleep before he finished talking.
I wasn’t sure how long he drove, or where he was ultimately going, but he pulled off after a short time and went through a fast-food drive-through. I ate the food he handed me before passing out again. It wasn’t just the drinks I’d had through the day; it was also the fact I’d been couch surfing with anyone who would let me, and lately all the people I considered friends were tired of me. 
My mind wandered back to when I’d started college and was focused on getting my degree in business. But the party scene was too tempting and so much more fun than home. After two semesters I was on academic probation. I skipped the next semester and tried job after crappy job but none of them lasted long, much to my parents’ disgust.
“Hey, wake up.” A familiar voice brought me back to the present as someone slapped my cheek lightly. When that didn’t work, they hit me harder, throwing my head against the glass of a car door. My head felt like it was filled with cotton, and forming a coherent thought was nearly impossible making talking even more difficult.
“Imma wake,” I mumbled.
“This is as far as I take you,” he said. I nodded, not really understanding what he was saying, as the car pulled up to a stop. His door opened followed by footsteps on what sounded like gravel. That was weird, I couldn’t think of where there’d be gravel in Sacramento. Maybe in the industrial zones, or on the outskirts of the city.
The door swung out, and my eyes opened in shock, as I fell out of the car and landed on my hands and knees on the ground. Which judging by the rocks that were pressed painfully into my knees and palms, was indeed gravel. I tried to stand, but my legs didn’t want to work, and before I could manage it, the car drove away.
It was dark out, so dark I could see more stars up in the sky than I ever dreamed possible under the lights of Sacramento. I gave up on trying to stand and rolled over on my back. The stars were beautiful and seemed to stretch on forever, and I tried to remember the last time I’d even noticed them. It wasn’t just the bright lights of Sacramento that made them hard to see. It was the fact I never took time for anything beyond finding the next party.
Now here I was. I had no clue where I was, or why that guy would have dropped me here, and the more I tried to make sense of it the more sleep tugged at my consciousness. Finally unable to fight it, I slept.
[image: image-placeholder]A rumbling I could both hear and feel woke me up. It was still dark out, but the sun was just beginning to crest the mountains I could see in the distance. After trying to stand, I ended up back on the ground again as my head still swirled. I curled up in a ball and hoped whatever it was didn’t run over me.
The rumbling came so close I expected it to drive right over the top of me but surprisingly enough it stopped, and the noise cut off.
“Hey, you okay?” a voice asked from above me.
I shielded my eyes and tried to see where the voice had come from but couldn’t see past the tire that was massive and had a lot of thick tread on it.
“I’m okay,” I mumbled, and heard him jump down on the ground next to me.
“You don’t look okay. How’d you get here?” he asked.
“I’m not sure. I was in Sacramento last night but now I’m not really sure where I’m at.”
He walked closer and knelt down to me. “You’re in Occident, north of Williams.”
“Where?” I tried to make sense of his words, but even if I understood what he’d said, I had no clue where or what Occident was.
“Come on, buddy, let’s see if we can get you some help.” He pulled me up and steadied me as I got my footing. Then I met his eyes. His gorgeous brown eyes. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?”
“I don’t think so. I could probably use some water.” As soon as I mentioned it my mouth felt like I’d licked a block of sand and half it was still stuck to my tongue.
“Yeah, hold on.” He was gone and a moment later back with an insulated jug. He handed it to me and without hesitation I tipped it up and drank nearly half.
“Thank you,” I finally managed to say, and wiped my mouth. “I’m Morgan by the way.”
“Nice to meet you, Morgan, I’m Stu. I don’t have a lot of time, that field there is waiting to be cut.” He pointed to the vast green field that was just feet away from me.
“I can just walk, I don’t want to bother you.” I tried to take a step and almost fell.
“Whoa there.” He picked me up and carried me to the huge machine he’d driven up on. With very little help on my part, he got me inside the cab. “Let’s get you to town.”




Three


Stu
This had to go down as one of the weirdest starts to my day. I drove the combine down the dirt road to the alfalfa field the same way I did yesterday, but today there was a bundle of something in the middle of the road. 
Did someone throw some clothes out here? I asked myself and crawled toward it slowly. When I pulled as close as I could without running over it, I realized it wasn’t a pile of clothes, it was a person. Turning the combine off, I jumped down and hurried over to him. He was curled up on his side, and if I hadn’t seen him take a breath, I would have thought he was dead.
After a brief conversation I managed to get him in the cab of the combine. “So, you don’t know how you got here?” I asked again.
“Not really. I know some guy gave me a ride, but I thought we were going back to his house for some fun.” He squinted as he looked out the window, and I was once again thankful for the new combine because with the way he was sweating, it was obvious he needed the air conditioning.
“Do you know what his name was?”
“I don’t think so, or I don’t remember it.”
“What an asshole to drive you out here and leave you.”
“In my experience most people are assholes,” he said without any malice in his voice.
“You need to get new friends.”
“I need to get friends,” he mumbled as he turned away and looked out the side window.
We drove the short distance to the barn, and I hopped down and walked to my truck. It was an old truck, but it did what I asked of it and that was all that mattered to me. I turned and watched him walk to where I stood and waited. By the smell of him he’d been drinking heavy the day before. But that wasn’t my problem; I could offer him a shower and a hot meal then he’d be on his way.
He slumped against the door, and the hoodie he wore shielded his face, hiding him from view. I had yet to see much of his features, but he’d be gone back to the city soon anyway. “You can get a bus in Williams that’ll take you back to Sacramento,” I said.
He patted his pockets but apparently didn’t come up with anything. “Fuck, I don’t have my wallet or my phone.” He groaned, and I worried he’d throw up. Not that it would cover the smell of diesel and dirt that permeated the interior of the truck.
“I can loan you some money for a ticket. It can’t be that much.” He was silent then, and I was almost afraid to look over at him. “Sounds like your night just got a whole lot worse.”
He didn’t say a word the rest of the way to my house. There was no way I’d take him to Mom and Dad’s, and if he tried anything while he was here, he’d find out what working hard day and night felt like when it was hitting him upside the head. I turned the truck off and hoped I wasn’t wrong about him, and he didn’t turn out to be either a thief, or worse.
“This is my house. Now I’m willing to let you shower and give you something to eat. But I swear if you try to steal from me, or hurt anyone I love, I will personally kick your ass,” I said in a low voice and hoped it sounded as menacing as I meant it.
He slowly turned his head and looked at me, his bright blue eyes were filled with so much pain it hurt me to look directly at him—but I did. He was young, and the barely-there blond whiskers on his jaw were even more proof. “I won’t steal from you. I may be a fucking mess, but I’m not a thief.”
“I hope that’s true,” I said before getting out of the truck and walking up the steps to the house. I’d rented this place when Mariah was still a baby. It wasn’t fair to my parents to move back home and bring a baby with me. They were ready to have the house to themselves after my little brother graduated, so we lived here.
Stomping my feet to get the dust off, I walked up and opened the front door. No one in town locked their door, but I worried that he’d noticed and now he’d plan to come back when I wasn’t here. Not that I had anything worth stealing. It wasn’t like I kept a chest of gold doubloons in the back bedroom. Just the thought of that made me want to laugh out loud.
I looked back just as I got through the door and noticed Morgan was still sitting in the truck. His red-rimmed eyes were wide, and he looked like if he sat anywhere too long, he’d pass out. I’d scared him, I knew it, and for a moment I was happy about that. But that wasn’t me. “Morgan, come on.”
He watched me for a full minute before he finally opened the door and slowly walked up to where I stood holding the front door open. “The bathroom is back that way, go ahead and take a shower. I’ll see if I can find some clean clothes for you to wear while I throw those into the washer.”
“You don’t have to—”
“Go on now. I’m going to get you fed before I go back and finish that field. You’re welcome to stay here until I get off work.”
He held my gaze, and eventually nodded his head. “Thank you.” He walked into the bathroom and shut the door. I was frozen in place until the water turned on, then I got busy finding him some clothes to wear before making him a sandwich and pouring him a glass of iced tea. I left a note on the counter about how to use the washing machine and told him to use it before I hurried back out to the truck.
“Please let this not be a mistake,” I said to myself, and drove back to the farm.




Four


Morgan
I’d been in some strange situations in my short twenty-four years, but this had to be one of the strangest. Dumped in the middle of a field, well, on the edge of it actually. And being saved by a country guy that probably had no idea how hot he was. Even if he was covered with dirt and sweat, it didn’t take away from his brown eyes, and those lips. “What the fuck is wrong with me?” I mumbled to myself. 
I’d taken a shower and now I stood in a pink towel in his bathroom. He’d mentioned clothes or I thought he did, but maybe he didn’t. My mind was a mess, and I was exhausted. I stepped out expecting he’d still be there, but instead found a note on the counter and a sandwich next to a glass of iced tea. I drank down the iced tea and thought I’d never tasted anything so good. Then without thinking I picked up the sandwich and gobbled it down. I tried to remember the last time I’d eaten but came up blank.
Noticing some pictures on the wall I walked closer to them. It was the guy from earlier and a little girl. There were lots of pictures of her alone, and more with the two of them. But none of them included a woman. I didn’t want to think about why that was. It was none of my business. I
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