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McDonald’s Farm

	Candace West

	* * *

	Charity McDonald, owner of a horse rescue, hires new stable master Gilbert Bennett to settle the chaos her previous groom abandoned. She might have compounded her problems, however. First challenge: Gilbert is blind. Second challenge: She is responsible for the accident years ago that caused it. Worst of all, Charity can’t muster the courage to tell him who she is.


For Ms. Dee and Emily whose friendship have blessed me and my son. Also to their horses Crockett, Grits, Max, and Snow White. Their personalities are a joy to behold.


And he said unto me, My grace is sufficient for thee: for my strength is made perfect in weakness. Most gladly therefore will I rather glory in my infirmities, that the power of Christ may rest upon me.

	 

	2 Corinthians 12:9


Chapter One

	“At this rate, I’ll never finish.” Charity McDonald surveyed the mounds of paperwork on her desk. “Could I do over the last two weeks?”

	“Hardly.” The sardonic answer came from Rebecca Caldwell, co-owner of McDonald’s Farm. “Calling in sick won’t help either.” She lifted a coffee mug emblazoned with a rooster to her lips.

	“Why not? I would only be fibbing to myself.” Honestly, though, Charity hadn’t felt this ill in years. Ever since the master groom and his assistant had quit, things had spiraled out of control. The paperwork was the least of it. 

	McDonald’s Farm, a home for rescue horses, was Charity’s pride and joy—a mission to nurture these animals, earning their trust. They came from a myriad of backgrounds, one of them even blind. 

	Then trouble started. 

	The master groom had no patience dealing with the sightless one. “I’m out of my league. You should’ve never taken her on,” he had told her just prior to walking out. 

	Maybe he had been right. Neither of them knew anything about training or caring for a blind horse, but she couldn’t refuse. Now, the work and research occupied all her time while business literally piled up in the office. She had advertised the job openings. So far, the only applicants were Humpty Dumpty, Mr. Ee I Ee I O, and Little Miss Muffet, all college freshmen serious about the job.  

	Charity had offered them a case of alphabet soup for their trouble. Which they accepted. Rebecca still chortled whenever she thought of it. 

	Groaning, Charity rubbed her temples then stood. “I’m off to the stables. I’ll try to sort through this mess later.”

	The morning breeze whisked Charity’s long, cocoa-brown hair from her shoulders as she trudged down the pebbled driveway toward the massive A-frame barn—the reason she and her husband bought the place ten years ago. Though past decades had faded its former crimson glory, they had fallen in love with it. 

	She and Robin spent the next few years pouring all their weekends into restoring it, working toward their ultimate dream—operating a horse rescue. Oh the inside jokes they had shared after choosing its name, often falling asleep with laughter on their lips after an exhausting day. 

	Charity remembered the last time she’d kissed Robin, just before he’d zipped off to town on his motorcycle. A drunk driver had met him in a curve. 

	She squeezed her eyes shut against the memories, feeling the gravel crunch beneath her boots. Two years had crawled past, but it seemed longer. 

	Robin, you were supposed to be here. We dreamed of this together.

	Opening her eyes, Charity glanced at the cloudless blue sky as if she could somehow see beyond it. Here she was, thirty-five years old, without a clue how to move forward. How could she help the farm if she couldn’t help herself?

	The Kentucky sun warmed her shoulders, an invisible embrace shoring up her waning resolve. 

	“Miss Charity, we’ve got a problem. Snow White is barn sour.” Brent, one of the stable helpers during summer break, clipped across the driveway to meet her. He brushed a dusty sleeve across his forehead, frustration crinkling his brow. 

	“I’ll see if I can coax her into the round pen.” Charity stifled a sigh, the invisible embrace now pressing down on her. Snow White was one of the recent rescues, but she was sightless. Learning trust in addition to her new home was an extra challenge. Would she survive it? 

	She couldn’t remain in the barn forever, locked in a world of darkness, strange smells, and sounds. 

	Training Snow White to see everything in a new way might prove to be too much. Yet the alternative chilled Charity to the core. 

	This was Snow’s last chance. 

	Hers too, if she didn’t get things under control. 

	* * *

	“I think we have the answer to our prayers.” Rebecca popped her blond head around Snow White’s stall where Charity spoke in low, soothing tones while grooming the horse. 

	Prayers? Years had passed since Charity bothered praying. She arched a skeptical eyebrow as she straightened to stand. “Let’s have it.”

	“Someone has applied for master groom.” Rebecca crossed her arms atop the stall’s gate. “He also has an assistant groom who works with him.”

	Charity detected the hesitation in her voice. “What’s the catch?”

	Releasing a breath, Rebecca chewed her bottom lip. “He’s blind.”

	“What?” Charity almost dropped the brush in her hand. Keeping her voice low, she hissed, “Is this another joke?”

	“We’ve talked for the last half hour. His resume is impeccable. He has quite a few years’ experience.” Rebecca pushed herself away from the gate, glancing toward the yard. “In fact, he’s here. I think you should talk to him.”

	“He’s here.” Charity’s thoughts bobbled like the flies darting around her head. “And he’s serious? I don’t know how it could work.”

	Rebecca tugged the gate open, plucking the brush from Charity’s limp fingers. “Give him a chance. Anything is possible, you know. Mr. Bennett might be the perfect fit.”

	The humid air thickened around Charity’s head. Her heart stuttered. No, no, it couldn’t be him. “What’s his first name?”

	“Gilbert.” 

	Gilbert Bennett. Gulping down dread, Charity shook her head. “I can’t see him.”

	“Why not?”

	“I … I can’t. Tell him I’m busy or I’m gone.”

	Rebecca frowned, her stare growing stormy. “I can’t. I’ve already told him you’ll talk to him.”

	“Great.” Charity jammed her fists on her hips. “You’ve put me in a fine position.”

	“Position? You’re the boss. He’s applied for the job. What else was I supposed to do?” Rebecca flung up her hands. “He’s waiting on you.”

	“As if this day couldn’t get worse.” Charity shouldered past Rebecca and stalked outside without waiting for her to catch up. 

	Anxiety dizzied Charity as she neared the office. She hadn’t seen Gilbert Bennett since she was sixteen years old. After nineteen years, it was too soon as far as she was concerned. She had ruined his life. 

	Her throat tightened. 

	Surely, he didn’t know she owned the farm.


Chapter Two

	“I think we stand a good chance.” Gilbert shifted his spine in the uncomfortable hardback chair, hoping to alleviate the pressure on his lower vertebrae. The old injury, sustained from falling off a horse, still ached occasionally. 

	“I don’t know. It was difficult to tell.” Todd, his assistant, tapped wood, most likely the arm of a chair.

	The door brushed open on a squeaky hinge and footsteps entered the room, followed by the earthy scent of horses and hay. A smell never failing to awaken Gilbert’s senses. 

	“Mr. Bennett?” A hesitant, strained female voice neared them. 

	Gilbert held out a hand. “That would be me. Let me also introduce Todd Murray, my assistant groom. Are you Mrs. McDonald?”

	“Yes, but please call me Charity.” Wheels rolled from behind the desk. Then, a chair creaked as Charity sat. “Rebecca says you have quite a bit of experience. Tell me more.”

	“I know it seems unlikely, given my blindness, but I know horses and my way around a stable.” Gilbert launched into his pitch, chronicling the places they had worked, referencing their resumes while explaining their skills. Her silence was tangible, but he squelched the nervousness rising in the pit of his stomach. 

	Only when he paused did she speak. “Your experience is impressive, and it has nothing to do with your blindness.” Caution threaded her words. “I have to be honest. Everything is a mess around here since my groom quit. I’ve neglected the business side of things to take up the slack on the farm.”

	She shuffled papers on her desk. “Bills are piling up, costs are rising, but, most of all, I can’t afford to lose any sponsors. This rescue must be a safe haven for our horses where they will thrive and recover.”

	“We are up to the task.”

	“There’s one thing more. The reason my groom quit.” Charity’s voice tensed. “I recently acquired a blind horse. She is traumatized, needing a lot of care.”

	Shock overrode Gilbert’s nervousness. He rubbed his chin, slightly prickly because he’d forgotten to shave. “I don’t have any experience in this area, but I can research. Maybe I’m being a little overly optimistic, but my condition may give me an advantage. What say you, Todd?”

	“If you’re willing to give it a go, so am I.”

	God bless him. Todd never backed away from a challenge. 

	A wall clock ticked away the quiet moments while Gilbert waited for Charity’s response. He resisted the urge to swipe his clammy palms on his pants. 

	“We provide housing, an apartment on these grounds a stone’s throw from the barn. It only has one bedroom, but Mr. Murray can bunk there until he finds a place.”

	Gilbert’s lungs filled. “We’re hired?”

	“Yes. You’ve come at the right time. Thank you for applying.” The smile in her words sounded forced, but Gilbert couldn’t blame her. He wasn’t a typical master groom. 

	“We’re looking forward to working with you. Thanks for giving us a chance.” Gilbert stood, one hand around his cane while he outstretched the other in Charity’s direction. 

	After squeezing his fingers, Charity quickly withdrew her cold grip. “The apartment is ready whenever you are. Your resume says you’re from Bowling Green, two hours from here.”

	“Right. We’re prepared to start working immediately. We’ll arrange to move our things here another day.”

	“Sounds good. I’ll have the contracts ready tomorrow.” 

	After giving the keys to Todd, Charity led them outside to point out the apartment. With a hasty goodbye, she retreated, her footfalls padding back inside the office. 

	Gilbert tightened his grip on the cane, swiping it across the ground. He followed Todd’s voice as they moved toward the building. 

	“It’s about a hundred yards to the left of the barn,” Todd explained. “Looks like a renovated tobacco barn—a nice one. It has a metal roof. Original gray, weathered siding. A small front porch with three steps. Front door in the center with a window on either side. Very inviting. It’ll be hard finding as nice a place in town.” He chuckled. 

	Gilbert navigated the steps. The clean, woodsy smell drew him forward. 

	As they entered, the sound of Todd’s voice drifted upward, signifying the room had a vaulted ceiling. “It’s an open floor plan. There are stairs to the right of the entrance, leading to a loft. I’m assuming to the bedroom. There’s a sofa and a chair on the left side of the room. A stone fireplace on the back center wall. A small kitchen on the left side beyond the sitting area with a breakfast table in a nook. There’s a bathroom to the right.” Todd waited as Gilbert explored the space, using the cane to pinpoint the objects.

	“This is one of the nicest places we’ve had.” Gilbert brushed his palm over the fireplace mantle. 

	“I think so. Reminds me of a vacation cabin.”

	“If only it were. I think we’ll have our work cut out here.”

	“Probably, but if anyone can sort things out, it’s you.” 

	“Don’t sell yourself short, buddy.”

	Todd stepped toward the front door. “Think again. I’ll get our luggage now.”

	While his friend went to the truck, Gilbert climbed the stairs to familiarize himself with the bedroom. To his surprise, a half-bath was tucked in one corner. A window, warm with sunlight, was perched above the bed’s headboard. 

	Maybe the change would be good. Lowering himself onto the edge of the mattress, Gilbert fingered the stitching of a quilt, his thoughts drifting to unwanted memories. 

	Cancer had robbed him twice—five years ago with his mom and a year previous with his dad. Since his father’s death, Gilbert had been forced to sell the family ranch to pay the debts—both business and medical. Sighing, he rubbed his chest, the pain of loss almost physical. Letting go of the ranch had been like losing his parents all over again. 

	I am with you always, even unto the end of the world.

	Despite the grief, Gilbert smiled. Every day he clung to that promise because it carried him through the endless, lonely hours. 

	“Hey, are y’all here?” 

	Gilbert recognized Rebecca’s voice from below. “I’ll be down in just a moment.”

	“Sorry to disturb.” She shuffled her feet against the wood floor. “I’m here to take you both on a tour of the farm. We’ll also meet the horses.”

	“Sounds great.” Maybe that was why Charity hadn’t shown them around. He’d thought her abrupt departure a bit odd. “This is a nice place. I’ll be comfortable here.”

	“Charity and her husband worked hard restoring it. It’s a pretty cabin.”

	Gilbert soon reached the bottom of the stairs. “I haven’t had the pleasure of meeting her husband.”

	Rebecca took a quick breath. “He died two years ago.”

	“I’m very sorry.” What a burden running the farm must be. Sensing Rebecca to his left, Gilbert stepped around her. The breeze from the open door whispered across his face. 

	“Todd is coming up the walkway with the luggage. We can go after he brings it inside.”

	“Lead the way, and I’ll follow.”

	The grass rustled between their feet while they walked to the barn, Todd and Rebecca filling in the conversation along the way. Gilbert’s senses absorbed his surroundings. He had missed the work, smells, sounds—everything pertaining to farm life.

	As they entered the barn, Todd described the scene. The anxiousness dissipated from Gilbert rather than intensifying. He was more at home with horses than anywhere else. Lord, help me make a good start here.  

	After Rebecca introduced five highschoolers who would be working with them, she talked about the horses, forty in all, most of which were in the pasture. Altogether, two large barns housed them, each with twenty stalls. 

	“Our mission is to rehabilitate them for good homes. We also have five permanent residents. Another change would be too traumatic for them.” Her pace slowed to a stop in front of one of the stalls. “This is our newest girl, Snow White. She is a twelve-year-old Missouri Fox Trotter, gated. She’s shy and frightened, understandably. It’s becoming impossible to persuade her to leave the barn.” 

	“I have a feeling I’ll be hanging out here a lot, at least in the beginning.” Gilbert rested an arm on the gate, listening for Snow’s movements, hearing only her quick breathing. 

	“We’re counting on it.” 

	“After Todd shows me where everything is, I’ll be able to do most of the work as well. We’ll train our helpers how to work with me. All the little details.” 

	“Please help Charity and me understand how we can help things run more smoothly for you.”

	Gilbert nodded. “It’s a bit of a learning curve for all of us, but I think we’ll mutually benefit from it.”

	“I believe so too. Are you ready to tour the next barn?”

	“Would it be all right if I stay here to get acquainted with Snow White while you show Todd? He’ll put me through my paces later.”

	Rebecca laughed. “Sure. Come on, Todd. I’ll put you through the paces first.”

	“I’m looking forward to it.” 

	Shaking his head as their friendly banter dwindled in the distance, Gilbert stretched his hand over the gate so Snow White could get familiar with his scent. “Well, girl, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Just so you know, I’m sightless like you. I think you’ll learn we have a lot in common.”

	In gentle, murmuring tones, he talked while the minutes stretched into the hour.


Chapter Three

	“I’m sorry I was snippy with you earlier.” Charity leaned against the office door jamb, her hands framing a cup of coffee. 

	Glancing up from the computer, Rebecca scrunched her nose and straightened in the chair. “About that—what’s going on with you?”

	“It’s a long story.” 

	“I’m a sap for long stories. Care to share?” 

	“Not really, but I owe you an explanation.” Charity crossed the space to sit behind her desk. “It happened years ago.”

	“Not a very enticing hook, but I’ll give it a chance.” A glimmer of teasing brightened Rebecca’s blue eyes. 

	“I knew Gilbert once.”

	The admission snuffed out the twinkle. Rebecca crossed her arms. “What? He knows you?”

	“Yes. I mean, no, not now. He didn’t appear to recognize me. I hope he never does.”

	“How could he not know you?”

	“I haven’t seen him since we were teenagers. We were sixteen.” Charity washed down the lump in her throat with a sip of coffee. “When I was growing up, my parents moved often, chasing a better life or running away from their marital problems. We’d moved to Bowling Green in the spring. I’d made few friends, but that was nothing new.”

	“That’s where you met Gilbert?”

	Charity nodded. “I was out driving in the country one afternoon with another girl, when we saw a guy riding a horse on a turnrow that was parallel with the highway. He made quite a picture with his cowboy hat, cuffed shirt, and jeans. We were dazzled.” She chewed her lip, wishing the memory wasn’t so vivid. 

	“And?”

	“We passed, but I decided to turn around for another look—silly schoolgirl stuff. But I did a horribly stupid thing. As we approached, I blew the horn. Hard. Gilbert’s horse spooked and threw him.”

	“Oh, Charity.” Rebecca pressed her fingers against her lips, eyes widening. 

	“The back of his head had struck the ground hard when he landed.” Slamming her eyelids shut against searing tears, Charity massaged her temples. “It was awful. I thought I’d killed him.” Her frantic pleas for him to respond still screamed in her mind.

	Rebecca sprang from her seat and rushed to Charity’s side, kneeling and placing a hand on her knee. “Is that why he’s blind?”

	“Yes.” The tears slipped through their boundary to trickle down her face. “Totally my fault. They were so gracious and forgiving, his parents. Gilbert was devastated, understandably.  During those following weeks, I didn’t know what to do with myself. I visited him at the hospital. After his release, I stopped by his house every day. He loved to read, so I would get books from the library and read to him by the hour.”

	“That was a sweet thing to do, Charity.”

	“Precious little as far as I was concerned. He was really angry with me, would barely talk to me in the beginning. When I read, he would sit with his head turned away. His parents helped build the bridge between us. It took months, but we became really good friends.” 

	She snatched a tissue from a box beside her computer. “At times, I could tell Gilbert still resented me. He tried not to, but I couldn’t blame him. Then my parents’ marriage reached its breaking point. After the divorce, Mom took me to Oklahoma. I never saw Gilbert afterwards. End of story.”

	Grimacing, Rebecca wrinkled her sandy eyebrows. “Apparently, it’s not. Do you think it’s a coincidence he showed up?”

	“I stopped giving credence to fate or Providence long ago. Everything in my life fell apart after Gilbert’s accident. Until Robin, I was pretty messed up. Now, I can’t make sense of anything except the farm. I can make things right here even if I couldn’t for Gilbert. This is my anchor, my reason to exist. My purpose.”

	“Yeah, but what is your reason to live?” Rebecca gently squeezed Charity’s knee. 

	“Don’t get all religious on me.” She dabbed her nose. “I’m a realist.”

	Rolling her eyes, Rebecca stood. “Whatever you say, but listen: Whenever you need to talk, I’m here. I can’t imagine how you feel. Are you going to tell him?”

	“Absolutely not. He’s had years of learning to live with my mistakes, among them leaving without a word. He can’t think fondly of me.”

	“He’s going to catch on, Charity. There’s no way he’s forgotten you.”

	“He doesn’t have to know it’s me. We’re adults now. A lot of water has flowed under the bridge.”

	A stubborn expression firmed Rebecca’s face, warning Charity she wasn’t about to let the subject go. “Why are you afraid? Didn’t he forgive you?”

	“He said he did, but I could still tell …” An unwanted memory forced its way to the surface. Rebecca held her palms up, waiting for the answer that knotted in Charity’s throat. 

	One afternoon, Charity had walked into Gilbert’s room. Crawling on the floor, he was hunting for pieces of shattered glass. He had knocked over his soda and was picking up the shards. 

	Blood trailed behind him, dripping from one of his fingers. When Charity rushed to help, he roared, his anger boiling out like a blast of heat from an open oven.

	If you hadn’t … His broken voice still echoed in her mind. Sometimes the resentment had been too hard for Gilbert to overcome.

	Forcing her thoughts to the present, Charity shoved her chair backwards. She shuffled to the window and gazed out at the barn. 

	“What has life been like for him? The guilt is with me wherever I go,” she admitted. “When I wake up, when I go to bed, it’s always there. Seeing him worsens it. I do not want to get close to him again.” She threw Rebecca a grimace.  

	“I think it’s better if you tell him. Who knows? Maybe he isn’t angry with you anymore.” 

	“I doubt it.” Charity stared at a cardinal rooting in the grass. “It hurts to see Gilbert like this because of my stupidity.”

	“From the looks of it, he hasn’t let his blindness stop him from doing what he loves most. He’s an accomplished man. Give him a chance.”

	“When it comes to this farm, I will. But when it comes to me, I can’t.” Pivoting on her heel, Charity wiped her cheeks. “I need a moment to myself.” Without waiting for Rebecca’s reply, she zipped through the inner door adjoining the office to her house. 

	* * *

	Todd’s soft snoring downstairs drifted up into the loft where Gilbert lay reviewing the day’s events. Turning on his side, he stretched an arm under the pillow. 

	He’d spent a good deal of time talking to Snow White, allowing her to get used to his smell and the sound of his voice. Afterwards, Todd along with a few helpers showed him where everything belonged. He, in turn, explained the importance of returning everything exactly to its place without leaving any tripping hazards. 

	Overall, Gilbert believed he would learn to navigate the place without much trouble. “Lord, thank You for providing this job,” he whispered. It wasn’t home, but it was a start. 

	His thoughts turned to Charity, recalling her distant, strained tone. With God’s help, he wasn’t about to let her down. 

	Yet something else about her niggled the back of his mind. Like pesky gnats, it swarmed around his thoughts all afternoon. Gilbert scratched his forehead, old memories surfacing from a long-ago summer. Charity Hughes had helped him through those first devastating months after his accident. She’d read by the hour. Day by day, they’d grown to know each other pretty well.

	Gilbert’s face heated. He’d blamed her, lashing out whenever frustration had overwhelmed him. Not once had she justified herself. 

	Regret surged from the depths of his soul. He’d been spiteful while she had been kind. Even more, Charity had believed in him, encouraging him to tackle any challenge. 

	Never give up. How often had she said it? 

	His hostility had softened into friendship, a cautious trust. As the months passed, another feeling overtook his heart, however. Love slipped inside, wiping out his anguish, filling it with her. 

	Then she’d disappeared.    

	In a heartbeat, Gilbert had realized she helped him endure the blindness—the anger, confusion, and anxiety quelling under the sound of her voice. 

	Charity McDonald’s voice held a similar lilt.

	Shoving himself up, Gilbert swung his legs over the edge of the bed to sit. Could it be her?

	His heart pounded. Whoa, buddy. Slow down. If it were her, wouldn’t she have told him? In those early days after the accident, Charity had been guilt-ridden, her despair matching his. As their relationship sweetened, he had believed she was coming to terms with it. 

	One afternoon, Charity didn’t show up to read. The days passed with no word, until he learned from a friend that she and her mom had left town for good. She hadn’t bothered saying goodbye. 

	Gilbert’s darkness intensified those next months. He had resisted everyone’s help, blamed God for snuffing out his dreams. Until a pastor helped him understand the only light he needed was Jesus. One step at a time, the grace of God and his family’s support drew him out of the pit. 

	His fingers dug into the side of the mattress. Even though he rarely revisited those memories, he had never forgotten the young woman who’d changed his life. 

	The muggy breeze fluttered the curtains at the open window, carrying hints of the sweetgrass pastureland. Two owls hooted to one another in the nearby trees. As he listened, his pulse slowed. The only way to know for sure was to converse with her.  

	If it was Charity Hughes, what would he do?


Chapter Four

	Four days later …

	“Sure. I’ll be here.” Drumming a pencil on the desk, Charity ended the call, her sing-song tone splintering. “Stephanie Cooper is coming by, most likely because she’s heard we’ve had a mess out here.”

	“But the guys are doing a fantastic job.” Rebecca frowned. “Everyone works well with them.”

	“I know.” Standing, Charity slid the phone into her jeans’ pocket and tightened the scrunchy holding her ponytail. “Could you go warn them, let them know what to expect?”

	Rebecca shook her head. “Nothing doing. You’ve been avoiding Gilbert since day one. He needs to hear this from you.”

	Her friend was right. Charity’s shoulders slumped while the dread burrowed itself in the pit of her stomach. “Yeah, I guess so.”

	“It will be all right.” Rebecca gave her an encouraging smile. 

	“Which one—dealing with Gilbert or Stephanie?”

	“Both.”

	Never had Charity wished more for the earth to kindly swallow her. With quick strides, she trudged to the red barn where Gilbert was likely with Snow White. According to Rebecca, he had been working tirelessly to build the horse’s trust. 

	She halted near the open doorway, her boots scuffing the dirt. In calm, measured tones, Gilbert encouraged Snow White as he led her in Charity’s direction, his hand lightly gripping the halter. They both stopped. “Who’s there?” Gilbert turned his head in Charity’s direction. 

	Swallowing, she forced a bit of poise into her tone. “It’s Charity. Looks like I came at the wrong time.”

	His lips spread into an easy smile. “Not at all. I’m taking Snow for a bit of fresh air in the round pen.” He patted the horse’s neck. “If you’ll stay put, I’ll lead her there. Then, I’ll call you over.”

	“Sure.” 

	Dazed, Charity watched as Gilbert led Snow White outside to the round pen where it stood on the other side of the barn. The horse followed without protest, her ears twisting at every sound while Gilbert coaxed her. 

	After unlatching the gate, he guided her inside. When Snow had settled a little, Gilbert stepped outside the pen and latched it. If Charity had been a stranger, she would’ve never known they couldn’t see. Wonder filled her chest. What a beautiful sight they make together.

	With his back to her, Gilbert motioned for Charity to join him while continuing to reassure Snow White in her new environment. She stood as though frozen, her nostrils pulsing as she filled her senses. 

	Keeping her voice soft, Charity approached. “I didn’t dare hope to see this so soon. How did you do it?”

	Gilbert reached into his plaid shirt pocket and withdrew a piece of soft peppermint. “With a bit of bribery. She loves these.”

	Despite herself, Charity laughed. 

	A strange look brightened Gilbert’s blue eyes. He pulled in a breath. “It was by accident. The other day I took one out for myself, and she caught a whiff of it. The rest is history.” Calling the horse, he held out his hand, the peppermint lightly staining his palm.

	With cautious steps, Snow White moved toward Gilbert until she found his outstretched hand. Her gray muzzle first touched his fingertips before capturing the peppermint.

	Charity rested her arms on the pen’s railing. “I never would’ve guessed it. She trusts you.”

	“I hope so.” Gilbert’s grin faded, his expression sobering. “Are we doing things to your satisfaction?”

	“Yes, you’re doing a great job. One of our biggest sponsors, Stephanie Cooper, is coming now to look things over.” Charity chewed her lip. “She’s probably heard about our groom quitting. I wanted to give you fair warning. She can be almost impossible to please.”

	Gilbert tilted his head to one side. “Are you asking me to make myself scarce?”

	“Not at all.” A flush warmed Charity’s face. “I’m confident you’ll do just fine.”

	“Thanks.” Gilbert shifted toward her. “You have a wonderful place for these horses. What made you decide to build it?”

	More unwanted memories flashed through Charity’s mind. “My husband thought of it first. We saw the rundown barn, fell in love with it, and bought the place. We’d owned it for a year when a veterinarian asked if we could house a few rescue horses. An idea sparked. After we restored the barn, we built another. McDonald’s Farm sprung to life.” Her words faltered. 

	“I’m sure your husband would be proud of you.” 

	“I’d like to think so.”

	“It takes courage to move forward.” Gilbert motioned toward Snow White. “Speaking of courage, I have a request for this brave lady.”

	Relieved at the change of subject, Charity shrugged the tension from her shoulders. Talking about Robin always choked her. “Sure. What do you have in mind?”

	“Snow White needs a companion, another horse to help build her confidence as she learns to follow and explore.”

	“None of our horses will do?”

	Gilbert shook his head. “I suggest a miniature Shetland, a male. He would keep Snow White company, staying with her in the stall. I know another trainer who tried it with a blind horse. It worked well.”

	“I like the idea. If you find the horse, we’ll make it happen.”

	“Thanks.” Gilbert unlatched the gate. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to work with our lady. I’ll be teaching her voice commands.”

	Watching Gilbert and Snow White was like observing a hesitant dance between two shy people. Charity’s breath thinned. I’ve never seen anything so moving. Gilbert walked Snow around the pen, showing her the perimeter. After several rounds, he turned her in the opposite direction and repeated their steps. 

	Once, Gilbert yanked off his cowboy hat to fan his face. The sun threaded a blue sheen through his black hair. His broad shoulders complemented his six-foot frame, showing endurance. Sweat gleamed across his firm jaw and neck.

	Flustered, Charity steeled herself against noticing Gilbert’s pleasing features. So far, he hadn’t seemed to recognize her. Her conscience gnawed her thoughts. Maybe she was wrong to conceal her identity.  

	A vehicle’s pounding radio snagged her attention. An ebony SUV sped up the driveway toward her, its chrome flashing across Charity’s vision. After it halted, the driver parked. A middle-aged woman opened the door and stepped out, her tanned feet clad in leather sandals. 

	Bumping the door shut with her hip, Stephanie Cooper flicked a pair of sunshades to the top of her frosted, blond hair. Her stare fixed on Charity. She clipped across the lawn, her looped earrings swaying in rhythm with her steps. A picture of perfection. Her sleeveless, aqua blouse and white capris complemented her trim figure. 

	Next to her, Charity felt as though she’d just finished wrangling a pig. Plastering a pleasant, confident smile on her face, she waved. “Nice to see you, Stephanie.”

	“You too.” Not one to mince words, Stephanie glanced around the barnyard. “I’m back from my cruise. Was I ever behind on all the happenings. I heard you lost both grooms.”   

	“That’s true, but we’ve refilled those positions. Everything is returning to order.”

	“I’m relieved to hear it. I’d like to meet them.”

	Charity nodded toward Gilbert, who had brought Snow White to a stop. “This is Gilbert Bennett, our master groom. His assistant is in the pasture at the moment. Gilbert, this is Stephanie Cooper.”

	Gilbert stepped forward until he was near the gate then held out his hand. “Pleasure to meet you, ma’am.”

	Irritation rippled across Stephanie’s face as she comprehended the situation. She offered Gilbert a limp handshake before pivoting toward Charity. “Is this some sort of joke?”

	Charity’s jaw slacked. “Not at all.”

	Stephanie swished a manicured hand in the air. “You can’t be serious. How can he be any kind of groom?”

	“He comes highly recommended with years of experience.” An edge of steel hardened Charity’s tone. “Gilbert is doing an excellent job managing everything. You should see how he works with our Snow White, who is sightless. She is beginning to thrive in her new environment, thanks to him.”

	Pursing her red lips, Stephanie flung a glance at the horse. “I’m not sponsoring a rescue only for the blind to lead the blind.”

	From the corner of her eye, Charity noticed Gilbert back away, attending to Snow as if he hadn’t heard the nasty comments.

	Charity’s chest swelled. “There’s no need to be insulting.”

	“It’s not personal. You run a business, and I’ve supported this effort. But I’m not throwing my money away on pipe dreams.”

	“Look around. There’s no fluff anywhere on this farm. We’re providing a safe, nurturing place for our horses with professional trainers. We’ve been successful in finding dozens of homes for them. Also, we’re building a strong reputation across the state.”

	Stephanie crossed her arms. “All it takes is one foolish decision to ruin everything.”

	“Well, this decision isn’t one of them.”

	“I disagree. You’re too soft, Charity. As a businesswoman, you have to be practical.”

	For a tense minute, their stares collided. Charity willed her temper to remain calm. “I think we need to take the rest of this discussion to the office.”

	“I don’t. Since you’re clearly not listening, I’m not wasting another minute or dollar of my support.”

	“You’re withdrawing it? Over this?”

	“One of us has to be sensible. You’re clearly not.” Stephanie shrugged. “You have to draw the line somewhere or your rescue won’t succeed. I won’t be part of its failure.” She took a step toward her vehicle. “Call me when you change your mind.”

	As she watched Stephanie saunter away, Charity’s heart dropped to her stomach. How terrible for Gilbert to hear such a conversation.

	Would he direct his anger at her?


Chapter Five

	“I’m sorry, Gilbert.” Charity’s voice shook with remorse. “I wish she hadn’t said those horrible things.”

	Gilbert, used to mastering his emotions, covered his unease with a neutral expression. “Most people are kind, but I’m used to all sorts.” He reined in the desire to see Charity, to read her true reaction.

	“You’re not angry?” 

	Her nervous, unsure tone clawed at his conscience. In his youth, he would’ve exploded. Gilbert swallowed, rubbing his chin. “Not at all. I’ve learned to accept people’s reactions and my limitations. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t hurt a bit. But it’s okay. I’m sorry it has cost you.”

	She sighed. “We’re going to feel it, for sure. Honestly, though, I don’t want the support of someone who uses their money to push people around. If she doesn’t care about our horses, she needs to move on.”

	“Is there anyone else in the community who might be persuaded to give?”

	“Since it’s small, not really. There’s one banker, but he made it clear he had no interest from the beginning. I’ll expand my reach. It’s going to be all right.” 

	Her determination eased a little of Gilbert’s angst. Moving closer to the side of the pen where she stood, he reached out to find the railing. He curled his fingers around the sun-warmed metal. “I’d like to help. If there’s anything I can do, I’m willing.”

	“I appreciate it. You may regret volunteering.” A wry grin threaded her reply. 

	“I doubt it. Charity, thank you for believing in me. I hope you won’t be sorry.”

	Her feet shuffled the dirt. “Don’t worry. I won’t.”

	From behind, Snow White bumped her head into his shoulder, nickering softly. Charity’s laugh floated on the air, coaxing one from Gilbert. 

	“She wants another peppermint.” Gilbert fished into his shirt pocket.

	“Better not keep the princess waiting.” Charity moved away. “I’ll see you later.”

	As her steps dwindled, Gilbert held the treat on his palm while Snow nipped it into her mouth. His other hand stroked the side of her neck. 

	She was Charity Hughes, no doubt about it. He’d known it the instant she’d laughed when he’d told her about the peppermints. It swept him away to his teen years. How often had they laughed together? 

	Their conversation convinced him further. Sure, her voice had matured, but her intonations were very much the same. 

	Should I tell her?

	She obviously didn’t want him to know. Though everything within him shouted to march to the office and broach the subject, the Lord’s gentle whisper urged him to wait. 

	She carried wounds that still bled, crusting a hard edge around her heart. In the right moment, he would speak with Charity, but, for now, he needed to pray for the opportunity. The last thing he wanted was to hurt her.

	“I’ll help her any way I can,” he murmured to Snow White. “All right, girl, let’s get to work on those voice commands.”

	* * *

	After a wakeful night, Gilbert sank onto the front porch rocker and lifted a mug of coffee to his lips. Sunup was an hour away. All was still. He imagined the earth breathing out a misty haze that clung to everything. In a while, when the sun rose, the moisture would vanish like a memory. 

	The creamy, slight bite of coffee slid over Gilbert’s tongue while he visualized the early morning scene. Since his blindness, his memories of the world had grown more vivid, rather than washed out like a threadbare load of laundry. 

	His recollection of Charity remained sharp as well. The way he’d envisioned her in his mind as a teen entwined with the woman he now imagined—laugh lines framing her lips and deep, brown eyes. Was her hair still long? Once, she had allowed him to touch her face and hair. 

	Every detail still lived in his mind, locked deep inside, rarely visited. He still heard the rain pattering the roof of home, Charity’s feathery gasp when his fingers grazed her cheek.

	The next day she vanished like an unfulfilled dream.

	Gilbert grunted, rubbing the back of his neck. Sometimes his recollections did more harm than good. 

	The scrunch of gravel shattered the stillness. Footsteps clipped nearer, then faltered without stopping. 

	“Charity, is it you?”

	The steps halted. “Yeah. How on earth did you know?”

	“I’ve developed the knack of recognizing people by their gait.”

	“Really?” Surprised admiration filled her question. “What’s mine like?”

	“It’s difficult to put it into words. Brisk, light, yet with a hint of hesitance.” Gilbert set his mug on a table beside the chair. “So, what are you doing out before daylight?”

	“I’m an early riser. Usually, I walk or jog about a mile every day. This path leads all the way around the pasture.”

	“I’m anxious to learn it. I miss my evening walks.” Gilbert frowned at himself. He hadn’t meant to sound like a lonely beggar. 

	“Would you like to join me?” 

	“I don’t want to impose.”

	“It’s all right. Besides, you’ll have a chance to start learning the path.” 

	Was there a bit of regret in her tone? Gilbert chose to ignore it. “Give me a second to get my cane.”

	* * *

	Charity slapped her forehead with her palm. What am I thinking? The more often she spent time with him, the more likely he would recognize her. 

	Would that be so bad?

	The screen door popping shut interrupted her tumultuous thoughts as Gilbert stepped into the yard. 

	“The air is promising a nice day ahead.” He glanced at Charity almost as if he could see her. Her pulse skipped a beat. 

	She scanned the horizon. “The stars are sparkling in a clear sky.”

	“I like the way you describe things.” Gilbert fell into step beside her. 

	He’d once told her the same thing. Charity hunted for a mundane response. “Really?” 

	Gilbert chuckled. “Really.” 

	Yep. Mundane enough. How stupid of her. She rolled her eyes.

	Several minutes passed while they walked without speaking, the leaves of the nearby trees murmuring, a faint breeze twiddling with them. Somehow, the lack of conversation didn’t stir unease in Charity. It felt natural, just as it did in the early days of their friendship. 

	Charity ventured a peek at Gilbert. Though the shadows darkened his features, she glimpsed the serenity along the planes of his face. An old, familiar ache crested over her heart. 

	Despite their rocky start, a sweet comradery had blossomed. Though neither of them had admitted it, feelings had thrummed between them sometimes, so strong it scared her. What might have been had stalked Charity for quite a few years. Until she’d met Robin. 

	With a blink, she clamped down on those thoughts. All of it was over now. 

	“So, you’re an early riser too?” she ventured, anxious to step out of the past.

	“Yeah. I usually drink coffee, read my Bible, and pray. What gets you up?”

	“I like to walk and absorb the quiet before I tackle my workday. It settles me.” 

	Gilbert nodded, but his response didn’t satisfy her. Charity moistened her dry lips. “I’d like to ask you something, but it’s a bit personal.”

	“Sure. I’ll do my best to answer.”

	Her heart lurched. “Are you ever angry about being unable to see?”

	Gilbert’s brow creased in thought. “I lost my sight when I was sixteen. An unfortunate accident blinded me. In those early days, I was confused. Angry. I didn’t understand the reason.”

	“Do you understand now?”

	“The reason changes with each season of my life, but I’ve learned to be thankful I once had the gift of sight. Some people never have it. When someone describes a scene, I can picture it. I’d rather be grateful than angry.” He smiled. “It’s a good habit. I’ve been blessed. What about you?”

	“About me?” Charity pressed a hand to her chest.

	“It’s my turn.”

	“Ah, I see my mistake, asking you a personal question.”

	“Are you angry with where life has taken you?”

	Charity winced. “I try not to think about it. Fate does what it does, but I’m glad I have this farm.”

	Gilbert nodded. “It fills the hours, doesn’t it? If I had to depend on fate, though, I’d be angry too.”

	“What else do you call it?” Charity shrugged, dreading the answer. Deep down, she knew. 

	“Bad things happen to all of us. It’s part of living in this imperfect world.” Gilbert sighed. “Mostly, we don’t understand the reason. I’ve made peace with it. Since placing my life in God’s hands, I depend on Him to lead me. He provides
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