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Foreword

This novelette introduces the Ward family, who are owners and oper-
ators of Living Water Farm in Cold Spring, Indiana. It’s told from Ben 
Ward’s perspective, with cameo appearances from his older brother, 
Sam, and his younger brother, Trevor. Josiah, the youngest of the 
bunch, doesn’t make an appearance because he’s oE sprint car racing.

2ach brother will have their own book, and their own special ro-
mance, starting with Ben in the Spring of 050j. That’s the plan, 
anyway.

I hope you en!oy meeting the Ward family+



Chapter One

The shower rings shriek against the rod as I stumble out of the bath-
tub. Sleep can’t come soon enough, but I need to shave yrst so mV wirV 
stubble doesn’t Helcro mV face to the pillow tonight. I hate when that 
happens.

I haven’t shaved in a couple of daVs. xaven’t had time. I’ve been 
too busV yling taqes, making purchase orders, and mucking out stalls 
to prepare for calving season, along with a host of other tasks rezuired 
to bring a winteriBed farm back to life.

Two farms actuallV. LV daV I devote mVself to the familV business, 
Wiving Fater Aarm, a ten-thousand-acre farm yftV minutes northeast 
of Indianapolis. Dt night I take care of this place because one farm 
wasn’t enough. I had to create mV own little homestead with dairV 
cows, rescue animals, and a half-acre garden.

Nuring the growing season, Wiving Fater Aarm keeps me up all 
night riding around in a combine. Wast night that award went to mV 
own little farm, aOectionatelV called Len There None That. I was up 
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past four making sure mV third calf entered the world alive rather than 
vice versa. 

I live on one of the yve-acre parcels Nad gave me and mV brothers. 
xe built a brick ranch on each lot and signed over the deeds when we 
graduated from high school, calling them our MfamilV starter homes.J 
?V Nad’s like that. 3enerous with his moneV. Cot as generous with 
his compliments.

Cone of us have started a familV. I’m the onlV one who’s started a 
farm. ?V Voungest brother, Posiah, is never home, alwaVs oO sprint car 
racing down south. Trevor gets enough farming when he’s working 
for Nad. Sam, mV oldest brother, rents his house out. xe bought 
himself twelve wooded acres north of Eold Spring and hides out there 
whenever he gets the chance, which isn’t often.

I’m the onlV one who’s turned mV home into a little homestead, 
with a pasture, three barns, two sheds, and a spring-fed pond. Seemed 
like a good idea when I was twentV-two, but at thirtV-two, mV bodV 
isn’t so sure. xow bad will I feel when I’m fortV-twoj AiftV-twoj

I cinch mV towel around mV waist and grab mV shaving cream, 
checking mV face in the mirror before lathering up. The Vears aren’t 
looking so good on me at the moment. I’ve got wrinkles on mV fore-
head, bags under mV eVes, and mV short black hair has a few graVs 
popping through. Fith all this scruO on mV chin, I’m starting to look 
homeless.

I slide mV yngers through mV hair once to tame it, then I lean mV 
nose to the glass and start swiping mV chin with a fresh raBor. Should I 
be shaving on two hours of sleepj RrobablV not, but I’m not thinking 
straight either, so here we are.

I make cheese. Cot Uust cheese, but sourdough, keyr, kimchi. I 
pickle everVthing Vou can imagine Uust to see how it will taste. Lut 
I’m known around Eold Spring for mV cheese. I onlV own three dairV 
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cows. ?ost of their milk goes to mV cow share customers. Fhat little 
is left goes to mV cheese. Rroblem is, the girls have to get pregnant once 
a Vear to keep the milk 6owing, and calving doesn’t alwaVs go the waV 
nature intended.

Narci and ?arli’s labors were teqtbook, rezuiring no assistance, Uust 
monitoring in case things went south. Earli’s labor, not so much. I 
had to call in the vet after she labored for hours with no progress.

“verVthing that could go wrong did. The water sac hung around 
for a while before things started moving. The calf was back-feet yrst 
and hip-locked. Fe spent all night trVing to coaq that calf out. LV the 
grace of 3od, we succeeded at three o’clock in the morning, and then 
I spent an hour monitoring the pair.

D farm doesn’t care if Vou onlV got two hours sleep. Dnimals need 
fed. Tractors need repaired and tuned up. Wast Vear’s corn needs hauled 
awaV. Dnd Nad’s eqpectations need met. That last one is alwaVs a must.

I Uust checked on Earli and her babV. ?omma seems happV and the 
calf is suckling Uust yne. I’ve got three healthV calves and a milk supplV 
that won’t run drV. LV fall, I’ll be making cheese until Larbi comes 
home.

Larbi is mV rescue xighland cow. Non’t even get me started on her. 
She was in her stall when I left the barn, but she doesn’t like to staV 
there.

I’m mid-swipe when a bomb goes oO somewhere in mV house. The 
shockwave knocks mV hand to ?eqico, and I end up slicing mV cheek. 
Llood ooBes from the cut as mV heart smacks against mV ribs, one 
hammerblow after another.

D curse word nearlV crosses mV lips, but instead, I saV, MFhat the 
craBV something-or-other was thatjJ It’s not as satisfVing as an eqple-
tive, but I’ve been trVing to mind mV language.
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I slam mV raBor down, cram a wad of toilet paper against mV cheek, 
and rush out of the bathroom. “verVthing is still intact in the kitchen. 
?V gas yreplace is still in one piece too. Gne of mV chemistrV eqperi-
ments must have failed. Fouldn’t be the yrst time. I better go check.

Pudd’s pitiful whining halts mV steps. xe hates yreworks. Dnd 
thunder. DnVthing loud. The eqplosion must have freaked him out.

MIt’s okaV, buddV,J I saV as I backtrack to the kitchen.
The mudroom is a Uumble of boots, coats, and various farm imple-

ments, the smell of damp earth and leather hovering over it all. ?V 
3olden Yetriever, Pudd, is in his crate, paws scratching at the metal 
grate, eVes wide with fear.

MxeV, boV.J I crouch down, reach through the bars, and scratch 
his head. MThat noise scared Vou, huhj Non’t worrV. Pust another 
eqperiment gone bad. Co biggie.J

I can’t let him out. xe’ll be too needV, refuse to go back into his 
crate, and take up three zuarters of mV bed while I’m trVing to sleep.

MI’ve got it under control. 5ou go back to bed.J I give him one last 
head pat before checking on mV other pets.

The spare bedroom doubling as mV plant nurserV and micro-or-
ganism hatcherV gives oO an earthV smell reminiscent of petrichor, all 
of it bathed in a blinding, purple-tinged glow. Yows of full-spectrum 
lights hang from the ceiling, providing mV little green babies with 
artiycial sunlight.

Ceat rows of seedling traVs line the tables, each carefullV labeled, 
allowing me to diOerentiate between mV heirloom tomato varieties. 
Dlongside them, Voung peppers await transplant, from sweet bell 
peppers to ghost peppers that I’ll deynitelV be dumb enough to put 
in mV salsa.

There’s no sign of disturbance here, so I turn mV attention to the 
walk-in closet. Leneath rows of fermenting concoctions8kombucha, 
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sauerkraut, kimchi, and some eqperimental batches of fermented hot 
sauce that might not be safe for human consumption8is mV ginger 
beer.

“r. Was mV ginger beer.
Gne of the bottles shattered. The eqplosion took out several neigh-

boring bottles, creating a slurrV of broken glass and fermented lizuid 
that’s dripping oO the shelves and onto mV hardwood 6oor. This is 
what I get for trVing to be a hipster. Let’s make ginger beer, I said. It’ll 
be fun, I said.

5eah, right.
3rudginglV, I trudge to the hall closet and grab an armful of towels. 

Gn mV waV back, I detour to the mudroom for the broom, pausing 
brie6V to reassure Pudd with a gentle pat. LV the time I return to the 
disaster site, I’ve alreadV amended mV ginger beer recipe8more ginger, 
less sugar.

I sweep up the larger shards of glass and use the towels to soak up 
what I can. It’s a half-hearted eOort, but as long as there are no puddles, 
mV 6oor should survive until morning.

Dfter tossing the wet towels into the front-loader, I stumble to mV 
bedroom and collapse onto the bed. The pillowtop mattress cradles 
mV aching bodV like a stiO-peaked meringue. So sweet. So 6uOV. I let 
out a blissful sigh, close mV eVes, and wait to drift oO into much-need-
ed sleep.

Dnd then mV phone rings.
I groan and turn mV back to that evil contraption. It’s probablV one 

of ?aqine Lell’s minions trVing to get me to vote for the 3reen RartV 
in the ?aV elections.

The ringing stops, and I have a few precious seconds of silence 
before it starts up again.
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Fith another groan, I sit up and fumble for mV phone. It’s a local 
number.

MxellojJ I croak.
MLarbi’s in mV Vard again.J
It’s mV new neighbor. Fallace xollis. Gr is it xollis Fallacej
Since I brought Larbi home a month ago, she’s been escaping the 

barn and foraVing in the neighbors’ Vards. Wast time she munched on 
Fallace’s ornamental grasses. Gr is it xollisj I don’t know, which is 
whV I didn’t enter his name into mV phone. Pust his number.

M“hhh.J
MShe’s leaning on mV fence.J
MI’m sorrV about that. “r...Fallace.J
xe doesn’t correct me. I’m going with it.
Fallace’s fence is a masterpiece. xe and his wife spent weeks align-

ing each post and picket, sanding and painting. Dnd now mV cow is 
using it as a scratching post.

MI’ll be right there,J I saV as I slide mV legs oO the bed.
MLetter hurrV. She looks hungrV too.J D subtle warning that he 

doesn’t want her anVwhere near his fancV dead grass.
Larbi will munch on anVthing green or Vellow. Gr red if I give her 

an apple. Grange too. She likes carrots.
The girl is a leaner, alwaVs looking for a solid obUect8or person8to 

rest her twelve hundred pounds against. She’s also a licker. Dnd a 
nudger. If she had arms, she’d be a hugger too.

I pull on a pair of Ueans and stuO mV feet into mV work boots, 
not bothering with socks. Ds I stand, I catch sight of mVself in the 
mirror8disheveled hair, half-shaved, toilet paper stuck to mV face.

There’s no time to make mVself presentable. Larbi needs to be 
corralled before she causes anV more trouble.
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I hurrV to the kitchen, Vank open the cabinet, and grab Larbi’s 
favorite treat8Cature HalleV peanut butter granola bars. Gn mV waV 
out, Pudd perks up, his tail wagging hopefullV.

M5ou’re in luck, buddV. Fe’ve got a cow to catch.J I unlatch his 
crate and together we head into the chillV night. 



Chapter Two

Thankfully, the trailer is already hitched to my truck, which is parked 
out back. The rope I’ve been using as a makeshift halter is sitting in 
the passenger seat, right where I left it after Barbi’s last escapade. That 
cow must have opposable hooves.

I 5re up the engine, follow the gravel roundabout, and pull onto 
0WW Mest. The drive to Mallace’s house is short, barely half a mile 
down the road. –y headlights cut through the darkness, providing a 
snapshot of the jat landscapeN5elds stretching out on either side, the 
occasional tree -utting into the sky. Cot much else.

Mallace’s brandHnew Aape Aod sits on several acres. It came in two 
pieces on jatbed trucks before they raised the roof. Se and his wife, 
Glice, call it their retirement home. xhe plans on transforming the 
nondescript farmland into an oasis with her –aster Eardener skills.

Gccording to Mallace, the picket fence is -ust the beginning. CeRt 
up are eRotic perennials and bushes and shrubs that have no business 
growing in Indiana. Se’s been patient with Barbi so far, but he won’t 
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be when she starts munching on Glice’s Simalayan Blue Joppies and 
Ahocolate Aosmos. I gotta 5nd a way to keep her on my property.

I park my truck on the side of the road, and my heart sinks when 
I see the damage. G long stretch of fence is lying jat on the ground. 
Yooks like Barbi leaned a little too far. But she’s nowhere to be 
seenNnot that I can see much in the dark with the moon -ust a sliver.

The porch lights jick on, jooding the front yard with a warm 
yellow glow, and then the front door opens, and out steps Mallace, 
wearing nothing but a cotton robe over a white “Hneck THshirt.

There’s an image I didn’t need to see.
I climb out of the truck. ”udd -umps down behind me, his paws 

hitting the pavement with a soft thud.
?Lvening, Mallace,D I call out, trying to sound cheerful.
Mallace grunts, eyeing the jattened fence. ?Pour cow -ust cost me a 

few hundred.D
?Cope. It’s on me. I’ve got you covered.D
?Pou thinking about buying a lock or something for your barnOD
?I thought I had it sorted, but I guess Barbi didn’t get the memo. I 

need to sit her down for a serious talk about respecting other people’s 
boundaries.D

I chuckle. Mallace doesn’t laugh.
?Pou might 5nd a way to keep her contained, then.D
?Mill do. Gnd I’ll be over this xaturday to 5R your fence. Cow, any 

idea where she wandered oF toOD
Mallace points toward his backyard. ?xhe’s cooling oF in my retenH

tion pond.D
?LRcuse meOD
?Uight. –y retention pond.D
?In thirtyHdegree weather.D
?Uight.D
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?That’s -ust great.D
?I’ve been watching her out my kitchen window. xhe’s not drownH

ing. The pond’s low since we haven’t had enough rain.D
?Tell me about it.D
?Pep. Pou would know. —arming’s your business.D
?Pup.D
?Mell, head on back,D Mallace says, already turning to go inside. 

?Gnd good luck. Pou’re gonna need it.D
Mith that encouraging sendHoF, Mallace retreats into his house, 

leaving me in darkness as the porch light clicks oF. I wander blindly 
to his backyard. By the time I reach the pond, my eyes are ad-usted to 
the low light.

xure enough, there’s Barbi, mooing mournfully like she’s stuck 
in 2uicksand. xhe’s looking pretty with a Ahristmas wreath around 
her head. If memory serves, the Sollis’s still have their Ahristmas 
decorations up.

Mell, they did.
I run over to her, unpackage a couple of granola bars, and wave 

them in the air in hopes that she’ll catch the peanuty scent. ?Aome 
on, you know you want it. ”ust come out of there, and it’s all yours.D

Barbi moos sadly in response. Gpparently, being decked out for 
Ahristmas while wading in free3ing water dulls her appetite.

”udd, ever the helpful assistant, starts barking at the edge of the 
pond. xometimes Barbi responds to him. Cot this time.

I look down at my -eans and work boots. Eood thing I’m wearing 
my swimsuit.

Ueluctantly, I wade into the water, reeling from the cold. I try to 
block out the pain by thinking about Barbi’s past life@ten years spent 
in a stall by herself, never setting foot on pasture. xhe’s a good girl, the 
sweetest cow I’ve ever met. This is worth it. 
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Mith the water up to my hips, I drape the rope over Barbi’s head. 
But Barbi, true to her aFectionate nature, decides to nu33le me. Ser 
large, furry head bumps against my chest and the force throws me oF 
balance. I topple backward into the cold water, jailing my arms in 
panic while having an outHofHbody eRperience. –y soul refuses to have 
anything to do with frigid water in the middle of an Indiana –arch. I 
don’t blame it. Sow is this water not iceO

I come up spluttering, my entire body sei3ed with cold. ?xHseriously, 
BarbiOD I gasp, pushing my wet hair out of my eyes.

Barbi continues nu33ling me, her wet nose pressing against my 
cheek as I struggle to regain my footing. I manage to secure the rope 
around Barbi’s head, cinching it tight. Mhen I give it a tug, Barbi 
doesn’t budge.

?zh no you don’t. Me are not doing this right now.D
There’s another thing about this cow. xhe likes hind end scratches, 

preferably with the bamboo back scratcher I bought from —ive Below. 
But I don’t have that right now, so my 5ve fro3en 5ngers will have to 
do.

Mith the rope in one hand, I reach for Barbi’s hind2uarter and start 
scratching. xhe lets out an elated moo and takes several steps out of 
sheer pleasure. ”ust not in the direction I want her to go. I tug on the 
rope to get her to change directions, but she’s not having it, refusing 
to recalculate.

?I can’t believe I’m about to do this.D But desperate times call for 
desperate measures. Peehaw.

In one swift motion, I grab onto Barbi’s thick, woolly coat and 
haul myself onto her back. xtartled by the sudden intrusion, she starts 
moving. I cling to her with one hand, scratch her hind end with the 
other while nudging her with my waterlogged boots.
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”ust taking my cow for a little stroll. Cothing to see here, folks. 
Totally normal farmHboy behavior. I do this every Tuesday.

?Aome on, girl.D
xlowly but surely, Barbi makes her way out of the pond. I ride her 

to the trailer, where I dismount and tumble to the pavement because 
I can’t feel my legs. ”udd runs over and licks my face worriedly, all the 
motivation I need to power through my hypothermia and reHengage 
my lower half.

I coaR Barbi into the trailer with a handful of peanut butter granola 
bars, secure the back gate, and slide my wet self into the cab of my 
truck, cranking the heater. Mhen I reach home, it’s still blowing cold.

Mith Barbi back in her stall, I trudge to the bathroom, leaving a trail 
of wet footprints behind me. I turn the shower on full blast, step under 
the scalding spray, and let out a groan of relief. The hot water thaws my 
fro3en limbs, easing the ache in my muscles. zh, sweet mercy. I think 
I’ve found heaven, and it’s located directly under this showerhead. I’m 
never leaving. They’ll have to pry me out of here with a crowbar.

I stay under the shower until the water begins to cool, dry oF for the 
second time tonight, and wrap myself in a warm robe. Before hitting 
the bed, I stop in my oCce and wake up my computer, navigate to 
Gma3on and order 5ve wireless cameras with eRpedited shipping.

?Me’ll 5gure this out, old girl.D
xhe’s got some tricks up her sleeve, but so do I. It’s time to up my 

game.



Chapter Three

My internal alarm blares at voe ’ckl’kh in tge m’rnin,u as .s.alI f ,’ 
dr’m peex sleex t’ ewga.step aEahe in a sxlit sek’npI Twga.step aEaheI 
“gatcs ri,gtI “ge leoel ’d k’nski’.sness Egere y’.r eyeballs g.rtu y’.r 
arms g.rtu y’.r teetg g.rtu b.t y’.r b’py saysu ”“’’ bapu Eecre p’in, 
tgisIA

My kirkapian rgytgms are as reliable as ,raoityI “gatcs dr’m Eahin, 
.x at tge same time eoery payu year adter yearI -t a,e tgreeu f Eas gaoin, 
terridyin, dakeB’–s Eitg kgikhens Egile k’llektin, tgeir e,,sI Ny a,e 
siwu f Eas m.khin, ’.t stalls anp t.,,in, ’n .ppers Eitg my bare 
ganpsHall bed’re tge b.s arrioepI z’Eu at a,e tgirtyBtE’u early risin, 
is xr’,rammep int’ my b’’t l’aperI Senke Egy f Eantep t’ L’nh ’.t 
early last ni,gtI W’ m.kg d’r tgat ipeaI

fd f ’Enep a resta.rantu fcp ,’ t’ bep late anp sleex inI “gatcs g’E 
my dantasy ,’esu anyEayI fcp rexr’,ram my internal kl’kh t’ sleex .ntil 
eleoenu kl’kh in at tE’I Dide E’.lp be a xerxet.al preamI

zagI f l’oe my ,irls t’’ m.kgI
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f slipe my le,s ’– tge bepu ,ioe my nekh anp bakh a little stretkgu anp 
st.– my deet int’ tge nearest xair ’d slixxersI f ’En seoeral xairsI ftcs a 
tgin,I

-dter sg.jin, t’ tge hitkgen in my “Bsgirt anp b’wersu f let P.pp 
’.t t’ p’ gis b.siness anp .nleasg tge Re.ri,I Ogile P.pp xrankes 
in tge bakhyarpu tge Re.ri, imxarts mikr’xlastiks int’ my g’t breEI f 
,rab it anyEay anp tahe a sixI fnstantlyu tge ka–eine starts k.rin, my 
ewga.sti’n anp sxarhin, my ne.r’nsI

SaldEay tgr’.,g my k.xu P.pp starts barhin,I f xeeh ’.t my dr’nt 
Einp’E anp tgerecs an -maL’n prioer pelioerin, tge kameras f ewxeB
pitep last ni,gtI Manu Wanta k’.lp learn a tgin, ’r tE’ dr’m Pe– NeL’sI

P.ppu bein, tge EellBtrainep p’, tgat ge isHp’esnct ,’ adter tge 
pelioery ,.yI Se U.st ,.arps tge dr’nt stexu ,r’Elin, Eitg gis teetg 
barepI f ’xen tge p’’ru ass.re tge ,.y gecs sadeu anp tahe tge xakha,e 
dr’m gimI

fcll gaoe t’ xlay Eitg my neE t’ys laterI Girstu f gaoe t’ braoe tge k’lp 
anp deep my ,irlsI

f let P.pp inu x.ll s’me Earm kl’tges ’.t ’d tge pryeru anp s.it .x 
d’r a l’n, payI -rmep Eitg a ,’’seBp’En k’at anp a beanie gatu f amble 
’.t t’ tge barn Eitg P.pp as my sgap’EI

“ge insipe ’d tge barn is U.st as k’lp as tge ’.tsipeu s’ f slipe ’xen 
tge bi, p’’r anp leaoe it ’xen Egile f kgekh ’n my ,irlsI Farkiu Marliu 
anp 1arli are aEahe anp kgeerd.lu m’’in, tgeir gell’s Egile tgeir kaloes 
xraktike Ealhin, ’n tgeir y’.n, le,sI Toery’ne seems t’ be p’in, Eellu 
tganh tge D’rpI Ogen f xeeh at Narbiu sgecs leanin, ’n ger stall p’’ru 
l’’hin, pry anp Y.–y anp dar t’’ inn’kentI

”Negaoe y’.rseld t’payuA f tell geru skratkgin, ger geapI Wge m’’s 
s’dtlyu Egikg means ”Cd k’.rseu NenA ’r ”Gat kgankeu s.kherIA 6r’bB
ably tge latterI
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Dastlyu f kgekh ’n Wtiltsu my miniat.re resk.e x’nyI Wge p’esnct ,et 
as m.kg attenti’n as Narbi beka.se sge p’esnct ka.se any tr’.bleu b.t 
sge peseroes U.st as m.kg l’oin,I -s f axxr’akg ger stallu ger tiny geap 
x’xs .xu anp ger ears xerh d’rEarp in antikixati’nI

”Sey tgereu little lapyIA f ’–er ger my ganpI Wge n.LLles itu ger 
Egishers tikhlin, my xalmI f resk.ep ger dr’m an ab.sioe xettin, L’’ a 
k’.xle years a,’I Wge Eas maln’.risgepu ger k’at p.llu anp ger g’’oes 
’oer,r’EnI “’pay sgecs str’n, anp sginyI f gaoe ger tr.stu s’metgin, 
f E’rhep garp t’ earnI

Cn my Eay bakh t’ tge g’.seu f st’x at tge kgikhen k’’x anp 
k’llekt tge e,,sI f alEays gaoe m’re tgan f kan eatu s’ f sell tgem at tge 
p’Ent’En meat marhet at tE’ b.khs a p’LenI ftcs bel’E marhet xrikeu 
b.t fcm tryin, t’ gelx xe’xle ’.tu n’t mahe a xr’vtI

Ny siw tgirtyu my st’makg is ,r’Elin,I “ime d’r breahdast at tge 
main g’.seI

Ogen Fap xartiti’nep tge lanp d’r .s b’ysu ge slikep ’– vdteen 
akres near l’EBlyin, E’’ps tgat are n’ ,’’p d’r darmin,I fcm s.rB
r’.npep by damily lanpu Eitg tge main darmg’.se at tge kenterI Oe 
lihe t’ kall it tge Oarp damily k’mx’.npHall ’d .s kl’se t’,etgerI Oellu 
n’E U.st s’me ’d .sI

ftcs a sg’rt Ua.nt t’ M’m anp FapcsI f let P.pp U.mx int’ tge tr.kh 
vrstu anp tgen f tahe my xlake at tge EgeelI -l’n, tge Eayu f xass Dioin, 
Oater Garmcs main ’9keI ftcs s.rr’.npep by a lar,e ,raoel xapu a ,rain 
eleoat’r Eitg tE’ dat sil’s anp siw shinny ’nesu anp seoeral lar,e steel 
barns k’ntainin, milli’ns ’d p’llars ’d darm e?.ixmentHk’mbinesu 
trakt’rsu anp ass’rtep xlantin,u sxrayin,u anp garoestin, attakgmentsu 
al’n, Eitg a gelik’xter d’r kr’x p.stin, p.rin, tge s.mmerI

“ge main g’.se is my kgilpg’’p g’meu xassep p’En dr’m my 
,ranpxaI ftcs a klassik ’lp darmg’.se Eitg Egite sipin,u blakh sg.ttersu 
anp matkgin, sgin,lesI fnsipeu M’m heexs tge xlake EellBmaintainepI 
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Wge blenps m’pern vnisges Eitg tge g’mecs kent.ryB’lp kgarmu 
kg’’sin, .nperstatep d.rnisgin,s t’ sg’E ’– tge petailep k’rnikes 
anp E’’pE’rhI

“ge hitkgen smells lihe maxle syr.x anp bak’nI M’mcs at tge st’oeu 
sxat.la in ganpu Eaitin, t’ stir tge skramblep e,,sI P.pp r.ns ’oer anp 
starts be,,in,I Se hn’Es ger Eeahness2 gimI Wxekivkallyu gis gaxxy 
smile anp p’e eyesI

Wgecs alreapy set asipe s’me bak’n slikes d’r gimu b.t sge p’esnct 
ganp tgem ’oerI 7s.ally sge k’’s at gimI “’pay ger ,aLe is pistantu 
lihe ger minp is s’meEgere elseI

Maybe sgecs stressep ab’.t a xr’Uekt at kg.rkgI -dter years ’d sekreB
tarial anp mana,ement E’rh d’r Dioin, Oater Garmu sge kan ’r,aniLe a 
r’’md.l ’d katsu anp tge elpers at 1’lp Wxrin, 1gristian 1g.rkg hn’E 
tgatu dre?.ently .sin, it t’ tgeir apoanta,eI

Wgecs semiBretirep n’Eu vnally ’.t dr’m .nper Fapcs tg.mb ewkext 
d’r tEentyBvoe g’.rs a Eeeh Egen sge ,’es int’ tge ’9ke t’ ganple 
’.r ,’oernment k’ntrakts anp ’tger tgin,s tgat tge rest ’d .s gate 
p’in,I M’mcs alEays been a ,’’p sx’rtI

Fapcs at tge tableu n’se b.riep in tge Oind’rp “imesI W’me tgin,s 
neoer kgan,eu inkl.pin, gis pepikati’n t’ xrint mepiaI

”M’rnin,u sEeetieuA M’m says Egen ger eyes vnally k’me int’ 
d’k.sI ”Cgu gey tgereuA sge says t’ P.ppI Wge reakges d’r a slike ’d bak’n 
anp mahes gim be, a little bed’re pr’xxin, it in gis ea,er m’.tgI

f xl’x int’ a kgair at tge hitkgen tableI Fap ,r.nts a gell’I ftcs as 
drienply as ge ,ets in tge m’rnin,I

M’m sets l’apep xlates in dr’nt ’d .s anp tgen sge slipes int’ tge 
kgair ’xx’site meI My br’tgers gaoe been shixxin, ’.t ’n tgese damily 
breahdasts m’re ’dten tgan n’tI Wtillu itcs k’md’rtin, anp damiliaru tge 
tgree ’d .s enU’yin, a gearty meal bed’re takhlin, tge darmI
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Oitg’.t ,lankin, .x dr’m gis xankahesu Fap saysu ”“gerecs seoere 
Eeatger k’min, in a k’.xle ’d g’.rsI Oarm dr’nt m’oin, inI “emB
xerat.recs s.xx’sep t’ U.mx tgirty pe,reesI “geycre talhin, ab’.t a 
x’ssible t’rnap’ ’.tbreahIA

”:eaguA f say Eitg my m’.tg d.llI ”“geycoe been gyxin, it d’r paysIA
”fd it brin,s tE’ inkges ’d rain lihe tgeycre xr’misin,u fcm all d’r itIA
f n’p in a,reementI C.r velps neep seoeral ,’’p s’ahin,s adter tgat 

pry EinterI
Fap vnally l’’hs at meI Sis eyes are a little bl’’psg’tI ”:’.cre 

l’’hin, tirepIA
”W’ are y’.IA
”:’.cre tgirtyI fcm siwtyIA
”Didecs garper tgese paysI Oe gaoe t’ Ealh t’ tge batgr’’mu .xgill 

b’tg Eaysu in tge sn’EIA
”ftcs beka.se ge neoer tahes a pay ’–uA M’m k.ts inI
”Garmers p’nct tahe pays ’–uA Fap rexlies lihe itcs a reoelati’nu n’t 

s’metgin, gecs rexeatep a milli’n times sinke f t’’h my vrst breatgI
M’m narr’Es ger eyes at FapI ”qi,gtI Garmers p’nct tahe pays ’–I 

“gey neoer tahe pate ni,gts eitgeru ’r damily oakati’nsI “gey p’nct 
k’mxlain Egen tgeir bakh is sxlittin,I Cr ,’ t’ tge p’kt’r till tgeycre 
’n peatgcs p’’rI CrHA

”6’int mapeuA Fap saysu tahin, a m’ment t’ dr’En bed’re sg’oelB
in, in gis newt biteI

“geycoe neoer been tge m’st a–ekti’nate k’.xleu b.t t’pay itcs 
p’Enri,gt kgilly in gereI M’mcs .s.ally g’sxitable pesxite Fapcs 
,r.– manneru b.t ger pemean’r gas a r’.,g ep,e t’ itI “ge Erinhles 
betEeen Fapcs eyebr’Es are peexer tgan .s.alI

“’ li,gten tge m’’pu f la.nkg int’ Narbics lateBni,gt antiksu inB
kl.pin, tge xart Egere sge nearly pr’Enep me bed’re lettin, me ripe 
ger lihe a k’Eb’y in a S’llyE’’p EesternI
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”Ogat are y’. ,’in, t’ p’ Eitg gerEA Fap ashsu still n’t l’’hin, .xI 
Se x’xs in a vnal biteu x.sges gis xlate aEayu anp ,rabs gis neEsxaxerI

”Reex geruA f say Eitg a m’.tgd.l ’d xankahesI
”“gerecs en’.,g meat ’n ger t’ deep y’. d’r a yearIA
Fap neoer let me heex my FBS animalsI f l’oep tg’se tgin,s t’ 

xiekesu b.t tgat pipnct kgan,e a tgin,I “gey E’.np .x in xiekes at tge 
b.tkger sg’xI Fap E’.lp Eelk’me my sg’E k’E g’me by ’xenin, 
.x a tr.nh d.ll ’d kg’ike k.tsI ft is Egat it isI

”Secs all’Eep t’ heex a k’E as a xetuA M’m saysI
”-s l’n, as tgey ,ioe y’. milh ’r kaloesI fd n’tu y’. xr’kess tgemI 

1irkle ’d lideIA
Fap sg’Eep me g’E t’ artivkially inseminate a k’E Egen f Eas 

seoenI Nakh .xI Se gap me demonstrateI “gis arm gas ,’ne xlakes y’. 
E’.lpnct belieoeI Ny a,e nineu f Eas ,ioin, tge xi,s tgeir peE’rmer 
sg’tsI 6i,s are bi,I -np str’n,I -np .nr.lyI “gis is g’E f hn’E 
foermektin is sade d’r g.mans2 f pipnct pie tgat time f akkipentally 
inUektep it int’ my tgi,g Egile Erestlin, a s’EI

Ogen f Eas tenu f learnep g’E t’ kastrate kaloes Eitg r.bber banpsI 
fcoe neoer l’’hep at r.bber banps tge same sinkeI

fn ’tger E’rpsu Fapcs n’t lihe m’st papsu anp fcm n’t lihe m’st 
tgirtyBtE’ByearB’lpsI fcoe seen a deE tgin,sI “ge kirkle ’d lideI Se isnct 
hippin,I

N.t gecs U.st ,ettin, startepI ”:’. hips gaoe n’ ipeaIA
Cgu f tginh f p’I
Se ,’es ’n ab’.t g’E gis m’m .sep t’ Erin, kgikhensc nekhs anp 

tgen xl.kh tgeir deatgers at tge hitkgen sinhu g’E ge gelxep b.tkger 
kattle Eitg my ,ranpxa anp hneE all tge k.ts ’d meat bed’re ge k’.lp 
prioeI ”Oe pipnct gaoe airBk’npiti’nep kabsI ft Eas bl’’pu sEeatu anp 
tears dr’m s.n.x t’ s.np’EnIA
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”W’u NenuA M’m interUektsu ger ann’yanke xalxableu ”Egat are y’. 
xlannin, t’ p’ ab’.t y’.r eskaxe artistEA

”f ’rperep s’me kamerasuA f sayI ”fcm ,’nna see g’E sge ,ets ’.t 
anp x.t a st’x t’ itIA

”1’Es are kleoer kreat.resuA M’m saysI
”“gey taste ,’’p t’’uA Fap appsu Egikg earns a si,g dr’m M’mI 

7s.ally sge xretenps n’t t’ be ann’yep Eitg gim .ntil eoenin,u Egen 
sge U.st kanct dahe it anym’reI W’metgin, is .xI

”S’E are y’.r t’mat’ xlants k’min, al’n,EA sge ashsu a little t’’ 
l’.plyI

f relisg my last xieke ’d bak’n bed’re ansEerin,I ”fcoe ,’t vdty 
seeplin,s startepu a miw ’d geirl’’ms anp gybripsI “ge .s.al s.sxektsI 
NranpyEineu 1ger’hee 6.rxleu anp Needsteahu b.t fcm ewxerimentin, 
Eitg a neE ’ne kallep 5reen Iebra anp an’tger kallep Nlakh Rrim 
tgatcs x.rxle Egen itcs rixeIA

”:’.cre geapin, .x a k’mm.nity ,arpen tgis yearuA Fap anB
n’.nkesI

f l’’h at M’mu ass.min, gecs talhin, t’ gerI Wgecs l’’hin, at meI
”“ge kg.rkg Eants t’ start ’neuA ge appsI ”f t’lp tgem Eecp pepB

ikate s’me lanp anp y’.cp teakg d’lhs tge enps anp ’.ts ’d ,r’Ein, 
oe,etables anp mel’ns anp tge liheIA

”:’. pipnct tginh t’ ash Nen id ge Eantep t’ p’ tgatEA M’m ashsI 
ftcs n’t a ?.esti’nI Wgecs xassin, U.p,ementI

Cd k’.rse ge pipnct ash meI “gatcs n’t g’E Fap E’rhsI Wge sg’.lp 
hn’E tgat by n’EI

”ftcs ’.treakgI Selxs ’.t tge kg.rkg anp l’’hs ,’’p ’n ’.r tawesIA
Fapcs alEays been a kg.rkg,’erI Se xrays bed’re eoery mealI f p’nct 

p’.bt gis daitg in Pes.sI N.t gecs als’ a xraktikal manI fd ge kan p’ a 
,’’p peep anp ,et a taw breahu gecs all ’oer itI
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Cne ’d tge reas’ns Dioin, Oater Garm is s.kkessd.l is beka.se Ee 
,ioe bakhI Fapcs alEays ewxektep itI W’metimes Ee ,et t’ kg’’se ’.r 
k’mm.nity seroike xr’Uektsu s’metimes n’tI “gis yearE z’tI

”W.reu FapI “gatcll E’rhIA
”f hn’E it EillIA
Se means it Eitg l’oeu s’ f U.st ima,ine r’llin, my eyesI ftcs less ’d 

a sin id f p’nct akt.ally p’ itI
”:’. reapyu P.ppEA f ashI
Se g’xs .x anp Ea,s gis tailu ea,er t’ likh my xlateI “ge p’, gas a 

deE bap gabits anp tgeycre all my da.ltI
f let gim likh tge resip.al maxle syr.xu anp tgen f pr’x my pisges 

int’ tge pisgEasgerI Ned’re geapin, ’.tu f tganh M’m d’r a peliki’.s 
breahdast anp xlant a hiss ’n t’x ’d ger geapI 7s.ally tgis ,arners a 
smileu b.t t’pay sge xresses ger lixs t’,etger anp s.khs in a breatgI

ChayI “gat Eas EeirpI
Nakh at my xlakeu f ,rab my neE kameras al’n, Eitg tge nekessary 

t’’ls anp kart eoerytgin, ’.t t’ tge barnI Narbi Eatkges me kl’sely as 
f set tgem .xI 6r’bably alreapy xlannin, g’E t’ ’.tsmart tgemI

“ge set.x ,’es s.rxrisin,ly EellI -s fcm tEeahin, tge an,les t’ ,et 
tgem U.st ri,gtu my xarents ’kk.xy tge d’redr’nt ’d my minpI “geycoe 
alEays been m’re lihe xartners tgan l’oersu b.t tgere Eas n’ l’oe in 
tgat hitkgen t’payI

Maybe it gas s’metgin, t’ p’ Eitg M’mcs semiBretirementI Wge 
U.st startep it tE’ m’ntgs a,’I fs Fap gaoin, tr’.ble apU.stin, t’ ger 
neEd’.np inpexenpenkeE Sarp t’ hn’E d’r s.reI N.t f p’ hn’E ’ne 
tgin,I “g’se tE’ are k’mmittep t’ eakg ’tger tgr’.,g tgikh anp tginI 
“geycll v,.re it ’.tI

f vnisg settin, .x tge last kamera anp stex bakh t’ apmire my E’rhI 
My barn is n’E a mawim.mBsek.rity xris’nI fcll see eoery attemxtep 
anp s.kkessd.l Uailbreah anp apU.st akk’rpin,lyI
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”“gereuA f say t’ NarbiI ”z’Eu sg’E me y’.r trikhsu y’. little 
S’.piniIA

Wge m’’s s’dtlyI f p’nct sxeah k’E oery Eellu apmitteplyu b.t fcm 
xretty s.re sge U.st saipu ”5ame ’nIA



Chapter Four

Living Water Farm exists thanks to my grandpa, Clive Eugene Ward. 
He grew up on a small farm just outside of Cold Spring, on several 
acres that are now within the city limits, zoned commercial.

He didn’t go to college, but he was smart with his money, tinkering 
in penny stocks then moving on to more risky investments. In 1968, he 
bought stock for a company known as MicroVerse Electronics. They 
were computer innovators, specializing in microchip manufacturing. 
It wasn’t Microsoft stock, but it was darn near close. He bought a lot 
of it and when it took oO, he used the money to buy Gve thousand 
acres from an older guy who’d had enough of the business, and then 
he added on acreage from there.

-ur main oqce is a sprawling steel building designed for function. 
It’s not fancy, but it wasn’t cheap. I know because I paid the bills when 
we built the thing Gve years ago.

Trevor suggested building a showcase up front for Drandpa’s anR
tiNue tractor collection. Uad jumped at the idea, spent the extra, and 
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now we have a showroom of old tractors that the elementary kids come 
and visit every year.

The tractors are in the front, along with a small doggy daycare that 
my cousin, Sierra, runs. -ur oqce takes up the center of the building, 
and maintenance is in the back third where our fullRtime mechanics 
Gx and maintain our eNuipment.

The employee count at Living Water Farm stands at thirty. We 
employ farm hands, drivers, mechanics, and admin staO, among othR
ers. The oqce holds Gfteen. Some come and go, like me. -thers are 
permanent residents. “side from Uad and Sam who have their own 
oqces, the rest of us get cubicles.

Uad gets an oqce because he owns the place, naturally. Sam has 
one too, since he juggles human resources, payroll, and a bunch of 
other management tasks I’d rather eat snails than take on. Martha, our 
logistics coordinator, earns her spot by keeping the trucks moving like 
clockwork. Then there’s ”ackson, a twentyRsomething IT whiz whose 
skills alone don’t Nuite Gll his fortyRhour workweek, so Sam threw 
procurement onto his plate. Younding out the oqce crew are ”ulie, 
Sam’s secretary, and Lucas, my goRto guy in accounting.  

—y the time I walk through the doors at a little past eight thirty, the 
place is buzzing. The Gelds are Nuiet this time of year, and with a staO 
meeting set for nine thirty, most people are lingering in the breakroom, 
sipping coOee and picking over the donuts.

“s soon as Martha sees me, she strolls over with a twirl and starts 
singing 5-h, What a —eautiful Mornin’,? cheerfully announcing how 
great the day is and how she has a good feeling about it. Clearly, she 
hasn’t checked her weather app!according to the radio on my drive 
in, it’s going to be a doozy.

5Thanks, Martha. That’s lovely.?
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5Aou don’t sound like you mean it,? she says with a frown. She’s 
faking. She doesn’t care if I like her singing or not, she’s going to do it 
and feel good about it.

Martha is a portly woman with rosy cheeks and three pairs of readR
ing glasses hanging from her neck. -ne pair is for really small writing. 
The other pair is for kinda small writing. The third is for her computer 
screen.

For Gfteen years, she’s been the backbone of this place, managing 
everything from corn shipments to employee morale, because Uad and 
Sam aren’t good at the latter. —y night, she’s a director at Cold Spring 
Friends and Family Theater.

5-f course I mean it, Martha.?
5Dood. —ecause it’s a wonderful day to be alive,? she says like a 

teacher scolding her student. Martha has multiple personalities. She’s 
perfectly sane, she’s just an actress at heart who likes to take on diOerR
ent personas depending on her mood, which can shift by the minute.

5What are your plans for the day–? I ask over my shoulder as she’s 
shooing me toward my desk.

5I already added a paperclip to my paperclip chain. I’m making 
sure everyone gets fat on donuts. “nd then I’m helping your brother 
interview a new contractor.?

She started the paperclip chain on her Grst day, adding one for each 
shift she completes, like a prisoner marking time until their release.

5That all sounds very important,? I say.
52ot as important as you being in your seat before your father gets 

here. Aou know how he hates tardiness.?
5Why does he get to be late–?
5—ecause he’s important.?
5I’m not–?
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Martha stops and gives me a pointed look. 5Uon’t ask Nuestions 
you don’t want the answers to.? With that, she veers to the right, 
leaving me to make my way to my desk. It’s tucked along the back 
wall next to Trevor’s cube. High walls keep prying eyes away from the 
balance sheets.

5Hey, bro…? Trevor says.
I pause outside his cube. 5Aou missed breakfast again.?
5I had to get in my run.?
He’s training for the MiniRMarathon in May. More power to him. 

I get enough exercise lugging hay around my barn.
Trevor’s smirking at me. I know that smirk.
5What did you do–? I ask.
5I just ate a donut. What did you do–?
5I do not trust that look.?
I leave him to his crumbs and enter my cube.
I was right. He’s been up to something. Something big. My entire 

workspace is plastered with 7ostRit notes. 2ot the big kind, because 
that would be less annoying. The small kind3various colors arranged 
to form a giant pixelated mindRblown emoji.

My entire cube. The 0oor, the desks, the overhead cabinets, my 
computer monitors.

Trevor peeks over the top of my wall. 5Aou like it–?
I blink at Trevor’s masterpiece for a few seconds, my mouth hangR

ing open. 5Has Uad seen this–? I Gnally ask.
5I bought the 7ostRits myself. Uon’t worry, I didn’t waste oqce 

supplies.?
5Technically, you did.?
5Aou call that a waste–?
5It’sGsomething. How long did this take–?
5Five hours, give or take a few.?
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My face Gnally breaks into a smile. I roll my eyes at my baby brother.
Aou never know what to expect with him. Drowing up, he put fake 

spiders in my shoes, swapped my soap for ”ello, covered my bedroom 
in ribbons of toilet paper. My Grst memory of him is when Mom 
and Uad brought him home from the hospital. I was only two, but 
I remember being pretty mad that Trevor was hogging Mom’s lap. 
Fast forward a couple years and I was dragging him around by his shirt 
collar. —etter than his hair, which I tried, but Mom Nuickly put a stop 
to that.

—etween him and Martha, they keep this place interesting.
5What am I supposed to do now–? I ask.
5Work,? Trevor calls over the wall.
5There’s no chair.?
5-h. -ops.? 
I hear the rattle of casters. Trevor appears with a chair covered 

in 7ostRit notes and rolls it over to me. 5I didn’t want to ruin the 
aesthetic.?

5I’m glad you’re putting your design degree to good use,? I say to 
his back as he returns to his cube.

“fter high school he convinced Uad to let him go to art school, 
which was kind of shocking to me. If I’d realized Uad was willing to 
pay for a degree nonRrelated to farming and business, I might have 
waved the idea of culinary school under his nose.

Trevor was braver than me, I guess. Four years and a —.F.“ later, he 
had a fancy degree and not much else. Too stubborn to admit defeat, 
he spent a few years bartending before Uad lured him back with the 
promise of creative control over the farm’s branding. 2ow, Trevor 
spends his days designing logos, updating our website, and making 
sure Living Water Farm looks good for the public. When he’s not 



EYI2 L4CAJ8

doing that, he’s helping Martha with logistics or pulling pranks like 
this one.

The chair lets out a loud shriek as I sink into it. That Ggures. 
This old sNueaky chair makes the rounds. Everybody hates it. Uad 
won’t replace it. So, whoever gets stuck with it waits for the perfect 
opportunity to swap it for a better one.

5Aou stole my chair,? I holler.
5—orrowed,? Trevor corrects. 5Temporarily repurposed. StrategiR

cally relocated.?
“s we banter back and forth about the chair that no one wants, 

Martha breaks into 5-klahoma? again, probably adding a twirl to it 
too, her way of greeting everyone who walks through the door.

5That’s enough, Martha,? I hear Sam call from his oqce, always 
trying to burst Martha’s bubble.

In response, she sings with more enthusiasm.
He’ll never Gre her and she knows it. She’s better at setting a positive 

tone in the oqce than he is. The two have a symbiotic relationship that 
makes this place run smoothly. Her singing is safe with Sam, despite 
his complaints.

I scoot up to my desk and pick 7ostRits oO my monitor.
5Aou should have fed a family of four for a month instead of wasting 

money on these,? I say.
5They’re generic. I bought them oO “mazon.?
5Still.?
With my monitor uncovered, I move to my desk and begin clearing 

oO enough space to work.
5—y the way,? Trevor says, 5I want them back. Stacked nicely. Sorted 

by color.?
I ball up a handful and toss it over the cubicle.
5Hey. That hurt.?
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-nce, when we were growing up, Trevor convinced ”osiah that 
aliens had abducted Sam by crafting elaborate crop circles in the corn 
Gelds. ”osiah bought it hook, line and sinker. Uad was not happy. Sam 
was away on a robotics trip.

Life’s never dull when Trevor’s around.
Well, I’ve wasted a half an hour so far. -ur annual kick oO meeting 

starts in thirty. I should probably do something productive. 2othing 
to do with accounting because I don’t feel like looking at numbers.

I pull up our soil test results from last fall, scanning the numbers 
for any red 0ags. We’ve been experimenting with new crop rotations 
and soil amendments, hoping to increase our yields while reducing 
our environmental impact. It’s a delicate balance, one that reNuires 
constant attention.

The soil pH levels look good, but I make a note to discuss increasing 
our potassium application with Uad. “s I’m jotting down more ideas, 
there’s a commotion outside my cube.

Sam storms past, his face set in a scowl.
His scowl deepens as the day goes on. Trevor, being the artist that he 

is, drew Sam’s scowl progression3morning, lunch, and evening3and 
taped it on the wall in the breakroom. That’s when we realized Sam 
has a 5they’re making fun of me? scowl. -f course, Trevor drew it and 
taped it with the rest. It’s all in good fun.

I peek out of my cube. Sam’s towering over ”ackson’s desk with a 
wad of papers in his hand, grumbling about 5incompetent suppliers? 
and 5overpriced feed.? I don’t even consider asking what’s wrong. 
Sam’s temper is well known around here, and I’m not in the mood to 
hear a lecture about the rising costs of doing business. I’m well aware 
of how much costs have gone up.
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I retreat to my desk, grateful Sam’s oqce is on the other side of the 
room. He’s my brother. I love the guy. —ut a little buOer between me 
and him is a good thing.

The next half hour marches by Nuickly. —efore I know it, it’s time 
for our meeting. I lock my computer and join the 0ow of people 
into the large conference room. Uad’s in there waiting for us. He 
already plastered the walls with plat maps of Living Water Farm’s ten 
thousand acres.

I settle into the empty seat next to 2eville, who’s been with us for 
twentyRGve years. His balding hair is hidden by a ragged baseball cap 
that’s sporting one of Trevor’s old logos. He clasps his hands on his 
round belly and looks at me in greeting.

5Yeady for the big meeting–? I ask.
5Aep.?
5Uid you have a good weekend–?
52ope.?
5Care to share the details–?
52ope.?
I didn’t Ggure. 2eville isn’t a man of few words. He’s a man of one 

word at a time. 5Aep? and 5nope? are his favorites.
5What do you think about the new soy hybrid we’re trying this 

year–? I ask, purposefully digging for a multipleRword answer.
5S’awRight.?
Foiled again.
His reliability and consistency are why we’ve kept him on for so 

many years.
Uad calls the meeting to order at precisely nine thirty. He launches 

into his annual pep talk, hyping us up for the upcoming growing 
season. He still gets excited about the prospect of a bountiful harvest.

5We’re in a U1 drought, but 2-““ predicts a rainy spring.?
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5The almanac doesn’t say so,? “lex, one of our farm hands, Nuips.
Uad eyes him, Gnding no need to state the obvious. We all know 

Uad doesn’t trust the almanac. He’s a science man, not a 5reading the 
signs? man. 2ot everyone agrees with his methods. -ccasionally peoR
ple balk. Uad’s not a dictator. He’ll listen to other people’s opinions. 
“nd then he’ll ignore them.

I glance out the window. Uark clouds are gathering in the west, just 
like 2-““ predicted. March is coming in like a lion.

Uad’s voice brings me back. He outlines our sustainability initiaR
tives for the year, including a new partnership with a local conservaR
tion group to restore wetlands on part of our property.

“s he segues to our projected yields, my phone buzzes. I pull it out 
of my pocket to check the caller IU. It’s Mom. She knows better than 
to call me right now. I let it go to voicemail.

“ moment later, a text pops up. 57olice called. Someone dialed 911. 
Cow in the middle of PJJ West.?

I roll my eyes. —arbi strikes again. That sneaky girl. How does she 
keep pulling it oO–

I refresh the feed from the cameras I installed this morning, and 
sure enough, her stall is empty. —ut the door is still Grmly closed and 
latched. She teleported out. There’s no other explanation.

“s I debate whether to slip out of the meeting, every phone in the 
room starts blaring at once. Uad stops midRsentence, looking a little 
shocked. We all are. “nd that’s the point. It’s an emergency weather 
alert.

I glance at my screen. “ tornado warning has been issued for our 
corner of “llen County. The weather app shows two bands of storms 
heading our way. The Grst is already overhead. The ominous patches 
of red and dark red in the second one have me worried.
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5Uad,? I say, interrupting his severe weather protocol. 5I need to get 
—arbi in the barn. She’s out again.?

He frowns. 5She’s just a cow. She’ll be Gne. If not, she’s just a cow.?
5I’ll get her in and go straight to the storm shelter.? I’m already 

halfway out of my chair.
Uad sighs, waving his hand in dismissal. 5Well, hurry up, then.?



Chapter Five

Rain pounds against the windshield as I speed down the road in 
search of my wayward cow. The wipers struggle to keep up with the 
onslaught of water, making my journey all the more treacherous. I 
question my sanity as I squint through the blur. I’m risking my life 
for a cow. This might not be my best decision.

It’s not too late to turn around. I could go back and hunker down 
in the bathrooms with Dad and the crew.

But I won’t. Because I’m one part dedicated and two parts crazy. 
After the life Barbi’s had, the least I can do is act a fool on her behalf.

As I turn the corner onto 500 West, my headlights catch a massive 
shaggy behemoth in the middle of the road. It’s not a woolly mam-
moth. It’s Barbi posing as one. And she’s just where Mom said she’d 
be.

I slow to a crawl, not wanting to surprise her. She looks my way and, 
I swear, that cow looks bored. She’s either brave or dumb. I’m going 
with brave.
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“You’re gonna be the death of me, girl,” I mumble as I inch the 
truck closer.

I pull into the driveway, splashing through streams of runoH. We 
need rain, but not four months’ worth in ten minutes. It’ll Oow into 
the streams and rivers instead of soaking into the soil.

Listen to me complaining. It’s rain. I should be happy. Never mind 
that it comes with tornadoes that can Oatten houses in an instant and 
suck everything out of basements never to be seen again. Fappened to 
my high school friend. Luckily they weren’t home at the time. Some 
of their stuH wound up in the woods nearby, but they never did Gnd 
their couch.

I pause to pull up my weather app. The second line of storms is 
barreling toward us, a mass of red with spots of purple. Tornado and 
severe storm warnings are posted all over Central Indiana, but it looks 
like the clouds might split over Cold Spring, sparing us the worst of it. 
I’ve got a window to get us both out of harm’s way. A small one, but 
it’s there.

I grab my makeshift halter from the passenger seat. The rope is still 
damp from last night’s adventure, and it’s about to get a whole lot 
wetter. Me along with it. After sucking in a deep breath, I throw open 
the door and leap out.

The rain hits me like a Gre hose. Within seconds, I’m soaked to the 
bone. Barbi watches me with those big brown eyes like she’s won-
dering what took me so long. She’s smart enough to escape her stall, 
but not smart enough to go back into it when it’s pouring down rain. 
Make it make sense.

“You’re gonna owe me big time for this one,” I shout over the wind, 
trudging toward her. I slip the halter over her head and behind her 
ears, cinching it tight. With a Grm tug, I try to lead her to the barn, 
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but she has other ideas. All thousand pounds of her stay rooted to the 
pavement.

“Barbi,” I warn, pulling harder. She doesn’t budge.
Beside me, 1udd G6es his eyes on the western sky and starts barking. 

I try to ignore him. Because dogs bark at clouds all the time. I’m not 
worried. Nope. Those churning clouds look pretty as a painting.

Barbi needs a good scratch to get her moving, that’s all. I reach for 
her hindquarters and dig my Gngers through her matted fur. It doesn’t 
work today. She lets out a long, low moo that’s swallowed by thunder, 
and then the sky opens up, pelting us with hail. Barbi’s thick coat 
protects her from harm, but my face takes the full brunt of each icy 
torpedo.

My heart rate kicks up. No more pretending all is well. This isn’t 
good. I’ve lived in Indiana long enough to know what hail means 
during a storm like this. We’re running out of time.

I tug on the halter again, more urgently. “Come on, Barbi– We need 
to move–”

The hail stops as abruptly as it started, the rain along with it. A wave 
of silence swallows us up. 1udd quits yapping, hunkers down, his ears 
alert. Something big is about to steamroll through.

The green-tinged clouds are so close I can touch them. More evi-
dence of impending danger. “We gotta go now, Barbi. Now–”

1udd bolts away, but Barbi still won’t budge.
I look across the Oat Indiana landscape, toward ?000 North. Sparks 

dance along the power lines like a cheap Greworks display. My ears 
pop. Then comes a low rumble that builds, like a freight train coming 
straight for us.

A tornado.
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The storm shelter is several hundred yards away:too far. I’ll never 
make it in time. My eyes dart around, searching for shelter. They settle 
on the ditch running along the side of the road.

I release Barbi’s halter and dive for it, splashing face-Grst into the 
water and mud. The sound intensiGes, louder than anything I’ve ever 
heard, like !od himself is unleashing his fury on Adams County.

A prayer escapes my lips. It’s not eloquent or long:just a desperate 
plea for protection. xor me, for Barbi, for everything I’ve worked so 
hard to build.

This could be it. This could be how I go out:huddled in a ditch, all 
because I tried to save a stubborn cow. What’s !od going to say when 
I’m standing before his throne7 8robably something like9 “What on 
earth were you thinking, Ben7”

“That’s just it, Sir,” I’ll answer. “I wasn’t thinking. Not very well.”
The wind shrieks overhead, the updraft so intense it tries to pull me 

out of the ditch. I squeeze my eyes shut and claw my Gngers into the 
dirt. The roar nearly deafens me, drowns out my own thoughts. But 
by some miracle:the grace of !od:I stay put.

As suddenly as it arrived, the roar fades. The pressure lifts. The 
wind dies down.

I’m not going to die.
I’m not going to die today.
The realization washes over me as real and tangible as the rain. As 

it trickles away, a new fear bubbles up.
Barbi.
I don’t want to look. But I have to.
Slowly, painfully, I force myself to my feet, my muscles screaming 

from all the adrenaline. I squint through the rain, desperate for any 
sign, nearly giving up hope until I hear her familiar moo.

“Barbi7–” I shout.
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There she is. Somehow, impossibly, she’s still standing, a couple 
hundred yards from where I left her. I sprint over to her, splashing 
through puddles, outstretching my arms. When I reach her, I give her 
the biggest bear hug of my life. “Barbi,” I say, through the rain. Jr is 
that my tears7 Both.

I let go, look her in the eye, run my hands over her soggy coat 
to check for injuries. Nothing. Not a scratch. She’s completely un-
scathed.

I throw my arms around her neck again, burying my face in her 
fur. “You dumb cow–” Barbi lets out another low moo and nudges 
me gently with her head. The halter is still attached. Another miracle. 
Either that or my knot-making skills are just that good.

I give the rope a tug. Barbi takes a tentative step.
“Now you decide to cooperate7” I tug again. She takes a few more 

steps, more conGdent this time. I redirect her toward the barn and 
we journey that way for a few yards until I get my Grst look at the 
tornado’s destruction.

My humble ranch house, the one I re-shingled last summer, is a 
mess of e6posed rafters and bent gutters. The north end took the 
brunt of it, with a gaping hole above my kitchen.

The barn where I craft and age all my cheeses didn’t fare well either. 
The metal roof is completely torn oH. The walls are still standing, 
so it’s salvageable, but I’m not so sure about my cheeses. The aged 
varieties might be okay, but the more delicate ones are probably wa-
terlogged.

My storage barn is gone. 1ust gone. My tractors are standing tall 
amid the wreckage so at least there’s that. Jnly the cow barn stands 
unscathed, like !od protected it with his hand, knowing there were 
precious occupants inside.
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Years of work, of building and improving, undone in a matter of 
minutes.

Barbi’s rope goes slack in my hand as my eyes start doing the math. 
It’s going to take thousands to G6 this place, not to mention the 
man-hours I won’t be compensated for. But the garden is going in this 
year. Nothing’s stopping that. It will be my little act of deGance against 
mother nature. She can wreck my property, but I’m not going to let 
her wreck my plans.

Barbi nudges my shoulder. Cows are more intuitive than people 
give them credit for. She knows something’s up, that I’m not happy. 
I wrap my arms around her neck and give her a big hug. We’re alive. 
The buildings can be repaired and rebuilt. Right now I need to get us 
out of this rain.

I let go of Barbi and tighten my Gst around the rope. “Let’s get 
home.”

We’re halfway to the barn when I feel another gut punch. 1udd. 
Fow could I forget my little buddy7 Did he Gnd a safe place to hunker 
down7

“1udd–” I yell through the chattering rain. “Fere boy–”
There’s no response, no reassuring bark or tail wag. Fe’s a loyal dog. 

If he was within earshot, he’d come running.
I pick up my pace. I need to get Barbi in her stall so I can commence 

a search and rescue mission.
Barbi cooperates, sensing my urgency. I roll open the big barn door 

and lead her inside past the joint stall where Stilts, my three moms, and 
their calves hang out. They’re huddled together in the corner, a heap 
of warm bodies lying on the hay, their eyes alert, following our every 
move. Nestled among them, his chin resting on his paws, is 1udd.

My chest swells with relief. I’ve never been happier to see that 
boy. “C’mere, 1udd–” I pat my leg. Fe looks up at me, his e6pressive 
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eyebrows arching, one side and then the other. “It’s okay. You’re safe 
now.”

Fe needs more proof. I don’t blame him.
“Fold on. I’ll be right back.”
I lead Barbi to her stall, my legs feeling weak now that the adrenaline 

is starting to wear oH. In addition to securing the latch, I feed a rope 
through the metal slats, tying it oH as tight as I can. A bicycle lock 
would work better. Note to self, go to Walmart and get one. Maybe 
that will thwart her escape eHorts. Not sure why I didn’t think of it 
sooner.

Barbi looks up at me innocently and licks my hand. “You just about 
got us both killed,” I tell her fondly. Fow can I resist that face7 “I s’pose 
I’ll forgive you. This time.”

I oHer her a smile and a pat before making my way back to check 
on the rest of my kids. They’re still huddled together, waiting for all 
heck to break loose again. “You’re safe now.” I rub each of their heads, 
looking them in the eyes to reassure them.

xunny thing happens though. They start consoling me. Not by 
giving me strength, but by taking it. Their innocence strips me bare, 
opens my heart wide open so I can really feel. Which isn’t what I want, 
but it’s what I desperately need.

I collapse onto the hay, grab onto Darci’s solid form, bury my face 
in her short coat, and let out a long-held breath:one I inhaled long 
before the tornado arrived.

She swings her head around and pins me against her side. 1udd pads 
over and rests on my lap. I plant a kiss on his head and scratch behind 
his ears. Stilts comes over too. She presses her nose to my cheek and 
then settles beside me.
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“Thank you,” I whisper, my words meant for heavenly ears. “Thank 
you for keeping us safe. xor letting me watch over your precious crea-
tures.”

Darci lets out a soft lowing sound, echoed by the others. 1udd 
nuzzles my hand. Barbi moos from her stall. I lost a lot today. But I 
still have everything I need.



Chapter Six

As I’m collecting my wits amid the comforting presence of my ani-
mals, my phone buzzes. It’s a text from Trevor.

You okay?
Am I okay? I’m still not a hundred-percent sure, but I’m heading 

that way. With shaking hands, I type: Yeah. Everyone okay at the 
ocAe? 

lgg dooD here. iLD you det hLt?
I look around the barn, at the cows huddled together. Darci shifts 

behind me, her massive body a solid support against my back. Judd’s 
paws are twitching like he’s still running for his life.

sobt a ,arnm I reply. iaOade to the Aheebe ,arn anD the hoube. 
iLD Lt hLt there too?

I stroke Judd’s fur, calmed by the steady rise and fall of his chest. 
My nerves are unwinding, little by little.

pcAe dot AgLMMeDm Trevor replies. TLnor DaOade. Hook out a 
bLgo.

A silo is gone? That’s minor?
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wof are the dLrgb? he continues.
wuDDgeD todether gLke a ,unAh oN bAareD MuMMLeb. I don’t 

mention that I’m included in that bunch. Bot a bAratAh on theO. 
’ar,LCb btLgg ab btu,,orn ab ever.

HhatCb dooD. IoOe over fhen you Aan.
) fLgg.
My phone rings as I’m chucking it in my pocket. Mom’s number 

lights up the screen. I take her call.
“Ben? Are you okay?” Her voice is higher pitched than usual.
“I’m One, Mom,” I assure her, trying to sound natural. “We’re all 

okay here.”
There’s a shaky exhale on the other end. “Gh, thank Sod. Did you 

get to your storm shelter in time?”
jhe won’t like what I’m about to say. “I was out front trying to get 

Barbi back in the barn.”
“Ben!amin WardF” Her fear turns to admonishment. “You risked 

your life for a cow?”
“Yes.”
Mom sighs heavily. “Did you get her to the barn, then?”
“No. I rode the tornado out in a ditch.”
jhe gasps. “Did Barbie...is she...”
“jhe’s alive. I don’t know how. I think the tornado picked her up 

and put her back down.”
“You’re kiddingF”
“Nope. Tornadoes can be weird like that.”
“jo I’ve heard. Never thought I’d actually experience it. I hid in the 

basement when it passed over. I thought I was going to wind up in 
Gz.”

3resh worry spikes my adrenaline. “Did the house get hit?”
“Yes. A little.” Mom pauses. “And Srandpa’s barn is gone.”
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“How bad is it?”
“It’s gone,” she says with more emphasis. “Completely qattened. 

I’m sorry, honey. I know how much fun you boys had out there.”
The old wood barn has been a Oxture of Living Water 3arm for as 

long as I can remember. Gr was. Its hand sawn boards and crooked 
frame weathered countless storms and seasons. The support beams 
were rotting. The roof sagged in places. Every strong wind threatened 
to topple the whole structure. A tornado Onally Onished the !ob.

jam and Dad have been at odds about what to do with it for 
years. jam argued it wasn’t safe, that we should tear it down before it 
collapsed on top of someone. Dad saw his childhood when he looked 
at that barn, his dad’s legacy, a physical connection to our family’s 
history.

“Have you talked to Dad?” I ask.
“Yes. He’s here.”
“I’m on my way.”
We end the call. I give Judd one last pat before I stand. My muscles 

protest, sti5 from clawing at the ground for dear life. I’m covered in 
mud, head to toe, but I’ll worry about showering later.

My little farm is eerily calm, the air heavy with the scent of rain 
and upturned earth. I climb into my truck, noting the new dents 
peppering its sides. Battle scars.

Judd !umps into my lap and crosses to the passenger seat.
As I drive to my childhood home, I’m shocked by the damage. 

Houses destroyed, trees uprooted, debris scattered across Oelds. I pass 
the grain elevator and get an eyeful of the “minor” damage. Gne of the 
smaller grain bins is split open, golden corn spilling out like sand from 
a broken hourglass.
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The rest of the silos look sound, but not unscathed. All the build-
ings sustained damage6dented siding, missing trim, metal rooOng 
torn away.

A knot forms in my stomach, tightening as I get closer to home. I 
reach over and pat Judd. His steady gaze and —uiet strength are !ust 
what I need. The Ward’s will face this together. That’s what family 
does. That’s what farmers do. We pick up the pieces and we rebuild. 
No matter how many times we have to do it.

As I pull into the driveway, I survey the yard. jeveral of the old 
maple trees out front are uprooted, their massive trunks no match for 
the storm’s raw power. The house wasn’t spared. jhingles are missing 
from the roof, creating a patchwork of exposed wood. Windows are 
shattered, and the porch railing hangs at an angle. 

My brothers and Dad are already here, gathered at the back of the 
property where Srandpa’s barn once stood. I make my way there, 
feeling heavy. G5 kilter.

A !umbled mass of splintered wood and twisted metal lies where 
the barn once stood. What were once walls and a roof are now a pile 
of kindling.

We used to swing from the barn’s rafters on a rope. Jump from the 
loft into piles of hay. Rescue litters of kittens from Srandpa’s rusty, 
beat-up truck. It’s like each memory was torn apart and tossed to the 
wind.

I !oin Dad, jam, and Trevor at the tail end of a heated discussion. 
Their volume is loud and their words are clipped.

“We can rebuild it, good as new,” Dad says.
jam shakes his head. “Dad, there’s no way. Look.” He bends down, 

picks up a gray board, and breaks it over his knee. The old, dry wood 
splinters with ease. “This wood can’t be salvaged. It can’t even be 
reclaimed.”
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“You don’t get to decide what happens to this barn,” Dad snaps. 
His angry tone makes us all qinch. “This is my farm. It’s my decision.”

Dad’s always been Orm, sure, but this is di5erent. There’s a desper-
ation to his demeanor that’s out of character for a man who’s always 
had it all together.

As Dad and jam argue over the fate of a barn that’s already gone, I 
scan the sky. There’s light to the west and the angry clouds are giving 
way to patches of blue. It’s about twenty degrees warmer too. I shrug 
out of my coat, toss it over my shoulder, and wait. When those two 
start arguing it has to run its course.

Dad gives up on salvaging the barn, but he still thinks the wood can 
be reclaimed. Ben breaks another board in his bare hands and tells Dad 
they should have leveled the barn years ago. That doesn’t go over well.

I look at my Dad, really look at him. He seems tired. Glder. His 
chest is concave, not broad and proud like I’m used to. There’s some-
thing else going on. jomething worse than a qattened barn and a 
dozen loose shingles. I noticed it this morning and I’m sensing it now. 
The tornado is over, but there’s a storm brewing inside him.

He falls silent. His shoulders slump. Defeat tugs on his face, mak-
ing the wrinkles deeper. He looks down, pulls o5 his glasses. With a 
trembling hand, he wipes his eyes. I’ve never seen my father cry, not 
once in my entire life.

“Your mom wants a divorce,” he chokes out.
His words hang in the air. Impossible. My parents divorced? Never.
Trevor throws his hands up and turns away. jam shoves his hands 

in his pockets. I stand there, mouth agape, feeling like the ground !ust 
opened up under my feet.

Dad stems the qow of tears with his thumb and foreOnger. “jhe 
served me the divorce papers this morning.”
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Mom and Dad have always been my constant, my unshakeable 
foundation. Now there’s a crack in it. Gnce water and life seep in, 
there’s no stopping the erosion.

Dad always said that when he and Mom recited their wedding vows, 
they meant them. Those words had weight, he said, like heavy cinder 
blocks set in a row. Thinking back, I’m not sure Mom ever verbally 
agreed. jhe !ust nodded along6smiled that —uiet smile of hers. But she 
hid secrets behind that smile. They were pent up, waiting for release. 
3or how many years?

Was Mom’s smile resignation instead of agreement? Have we been 
so caught up in the day-to-day of running the farm, of living our lives, 
that we missed all the signs?

I look at my brothers. My shock is mirrored in their faces. The barn 
can be replaced, the farm can recover from the storm, but how do we 
rebuild from this?

Dad takes a deep breath. His shoulders tremble as he wipes his eyes. 
His movements are deliberate, like he’s held together with bubblegum 
and duct tape and he’s afraid of knocking something loose.

When he Onally looks up, his expression is more familiar9a man 
ready to face life. He’s standing taller, pulling himself together like the 
dad we know so well6the man who boxes up his emotions and tucks 
them behind a wall of practicality, so tall and strong that even Mom 
couldn’t get to them.  

“This doesn’t change anything. The season goes on as planned.” He 
sweeps his gaze over the yard, taking inventory of the damage. “Let’s 
get to work.”  

None of us argue. We know what needs to be done. Together, we 
spend the next few hours assessing our losses9silently, methodically. 
The path of the tornado is clear: a diagonal scar carved across our 
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property. The old barn is unsalvageable, completely lost, but the newer 
structures are in better shape.

Dad works like a man possessed. He Oelds calls from insurance 
ad!usters, construction crews, neighbors o5ering help. His hands are 
steady as he presses the phone to his ear, his tone unyielding.

By late afternoon, we’ve tarped what we could, cleared trails of 
debris, and made short-term Oxes to the buildings most in need. Mom 
stays inside the house, keeping her distance, her silhouette occasionally 
visible through the kitchen window.

As the sun sinks lower, Dad Onally calls it. “3irst light, we tackle the 
fences,” he says.  

Exhausted, we nod our agreement. As I climb into my truck, I 
glance back at the house. Mom stands on the porch, arms wrapped 
tightly around herself.

“I’ll be back at sunrise,” I tell Dad. He waves me o5 distractedly, 
his phone pressed to his ear again as he turns toward the barn. Judd 
slumps into the passenger seat. He’s as tired as me.

But sleep doesn’t come when I Onally crawl into bed. Instead, I stare 
at the ceiling as the day repeats in my head. The devastation, the barn 
reduced to splinters, Dad’s vulnerability.

At four thirty the next morning, I’m already out of bed, my body 
moving on autopilot. I pull up to the main house !ust as light appears 
in the east. Dad’s truck is parked by the north Oeld. The narrow glow 
of his qashlight bobs along the sagging fence line.  

I grab my gloves and !oin him without saying a word. Together, we 
work, our silence Olled with the clink of wire and the scrape of boots 
in the mud. The physical labor gives my mind room to churn through 
one uncertain thought after another.

An hour in, Dad Onally speaks. “Your mother...” He stops, clears 
his throat, leans heavily against one of the fence posts. “jhe’s been 
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unhappy a long time. I !ust9I didn’t see it. Gr maybe I didn’t want 
to.”  

In the dim morning light, he looks older. Worn down in ways no 
amount of stubborn determination can hide.  

I have no idea what to say. jo I don’t say anything.
Dad exhales deeply and runs a hand across his tired face. “jhe says 

she never wanted this life. That she’s felt trapped for years. jhe stayed 
because it’s what I wanted. What your grandpa wanted.”  

His words spread through me like a dull ache. All those mornings 
she made us breakfast9did she dread that too? Decorating the house 
for Christmas, cleaning my skinned knees, helping me with my 4-H 
pro!ects9was she !ust going through the motions?

“What are you going to do?” I ask.
His !aw sets. Determination deepens the lines around his mouth. 

“What can I do?” he answers simply. “The work doesn’t stop. The 
farm doesn’t stop. We keep moving forward.”  

I nod. He’s right. But part of me can’t stomach the thought of 
plowing ahead like nothing has changed.  

We fall back into silence, our hands doing what they know best: 
manual labor. By the time jam and Trevor arrive, Dad and I have 
already repaired a large section of fence. Dad gives orders, his tone 
sharp, demanding our attention.

jam glances at me. He notices the tightness in Dad’s voice too. 
Neither of us say anything.  

Neighbors arrive as the day stretches on. We welcome their help, 
but they can’t mend what needs Oxed the most. The news of Mom and 
Dad’s divorce hasn’t spread yet. It’s only a matter of time. 3or now, we 
focus on what we can touch, Ox, and rebuild.

By the time the sun starts to descend, fences are mended, debris is 
cleared, and temporary patches are slapped onto the wounded build-
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ings. It’s not much to look at, but it’s enough to keep things func-
tional.  

The neighbors pack up and head home. Mom’s car inches out of 
the driveway along with them. jhe leaves without a word, her taillights 
red against the graying sky. As Dad watches her go, his expression 
is stony, unreadable. Then he turns and strides toward the house, 
slamming the screen door behind him.  

The three of us9jam, Trevor, and me9stand there and watch. As 
much as we helped him today, we can’t help him with this. Unsure of 
what to do next, we do the only thing we know: tend to the farm. Feep 
things running.

Life will go on, such as it is.
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