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  Rescued in Maple Bay

Prequel


His best friend's widow needs his help... But he's afraid she's stealing his heart as well. 
It takes everything Lilah Davis has to be a single mom and run the animal rescue she started with her late husband. In fact, without Henry's parents and his best friend Trace checking in she's pretty sure everything would fall apart. When three abandoned horses are turned over to her care, Trace is the one she turns to for help. It has absolutely nothing to do with how he makes her feel... Besides, she's not ready for anything more than friendship.
Trace Cardona is honoring his best friend’s last wish—for him to watch over Lilah and the kids. So when Lilah ends up with a wild, dangerous horse that needs training, he's willing to step in to help her—and continue to ignore his growing feelings for his friend's widow.
Trace could never take Henry’s place... But the more time Lilah & Trace spend together, the stronger their connection grows. And ignoring their feelings seems impossible. Even if they both know they should.






  
  Copyright © 2022 by Brittney Joy 
All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

Brittney Joy/Horse Girl LLC
www.brittneyjoybooks.com

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental. 

Rescued in Maple Bay / Brittney Joy; Horse Girl LLC --1st ed.
ISBN ebook: 978-1-958178-08-9 
ISBN paperback: 978-1-958178-09-6 






  
  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
    	
       
         Dedication
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        1. Chapter One
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        2. Chapter Two
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        3. Chapter Three
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        4. Chapter Four
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        5. Chapter Five
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        6. Chapter Six
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        7. Chapter Seven
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        8. Chapter Eight
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        9. Chapter Nine
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        10. Chapter Ten
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        11. Chapter Eleven
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        12. Chapter Twelve
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        13. Chapter Thirteen
      
      
    

  

    	
       
        14. Chapter Fourteen
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Epilogue
      
      
    

  

    	
       
         Starting Over in Maple Bay
      
      
    

  
      

    
  


  
  

Never miss a new release ~ Sign-up for Brittney Joy’s newsletter: 
http://www.brittneyjoybooks.com/newsletter




      [image: ]

The Maple Bay Series:

Rescued in Maple Bay
Starting Over in Maple Bay
Second Chance in Maple Bay
Country Stars in Maple Bay
Matched in Maple Bay








  
  To my little Lucy. I'm not sure who rescued who, but I'm so glad you came into my life. 






  
  Chapter One


“The pig got out again!” 
Lilah sighed at Andy’s yell, balancing a tired toddler on her hip and a stack of dirty dishes in her hand. She looked at her eight-year-old son. “Daryll?”
“Yep!” Andy replied through the screen door. “But Ben and I’ll get ‘im!” He raced off, joined by his younger brother. She didn’t even have time to respond before he was out of sight.
“Oh boy.” Lilah abandoned the dishes in the sink and set her toddler on the ground. “Momma, will you watch Sofie? I better get out there before someone gets hurt.”
“Of course.” Lilah’s mother-in-law Gayle stood next to the round oak table, wiping it clean. She hadn’t flinched at the idea of a pig chase. That was what came of having two rambunctious grandsons. She’d seen worse. “Come to Grandma, sweetie.” Gayle reached out.
Sofie gave an overtired whine and teetered toward her grandma. As she did, Lilah moved toward the back door, hopping into her cowboy boots along the way. The screen door slapped shut behind her as she jogged outside into the warm evening air. 
The boys were easy to spot. Andy and Ben were sprinting along the wooden pasture fence, chasing Daryll, the escape artist potbellied pig. Andy had his rope. Ben was just behind his big brother, holding high his weapon of choice—a carrot. Both boys ran like fire lapped at their booted heels, and their energy rippled out across the farm, sending the rest of the animals into a tizzy as well. In the pasture, Thunder the miniature horse whinnied at the top of his lungs and raced around in a circle. Curly Sue the alpaca snorted her disgust at all the commotion. The two goats—Frick and Frack—bounced around like their hooves were spring-loaded.
Needing to get the chaos under control, Lilah cupped her hands around her mouth. “Boys! Stop! Don’t scare him!”
Both boys slowed to a walk, though their faces told Lilah they didn’t want to. The animals in the pasture continued to bounce around, however, and Lilah frowned. Their antics would make it harder to catch the pig. 
Ben pointed the carrot at Daryll, who had stopped and was rooting his snout around in the grass. “I went to feed him, and he ran out the stall.” Her son looked dumbfounded by this act of defiance. “I didn’t mean to let him out.” Lilah caught a waver in Ben’s voice. He was a rough-and-tumble boy but had a very tender heart. Just like his father. 
“It’s okay, Benny. I know you didn’t mean to. We’ll get Daryll back in the barn. Don’t worry,” Lilah reassured her son, though she remembered how hard it had been to catch Daryll yesterday when he’d pulled the same stunt. “Can you get a bucket of grain? Maybe we can tempt him back into his pen with that.” 
Ben turned and ran for the barn.
Lilah looked at Andy. “Can you get on the opposite side of Daryll and shoo him this way? I’ll stand by the barn and stop him from running past.” Or so she hoped. Daryll was fast. His stubby legs and tubular body didn’t seem like they were made for speed, but the pig had proved her wrong during his escapade yesterday. Lilah only hoped she didn’t have to hunt the little bugger for an hour again. It had been a long day. She was beyond ready to get the kids cleaned up and into their pajamas.
Andy responded with a serious nod. He began walking a wide, stealthy circle around Daryll.
Lilah started toward the barn, but Daryll suddenly yanked his snout out of the grass, squealed, and jumped back into motion.
“Here he comes, Mom!” Andy warned, and Lilah realized Daryll was running like someone had threatened to turn him into bacon. He squealed again, bolting across the green grass. Lilah sprang forward, trying to get in front of the hoofed terror to keep him from running past the barn. The last thing she needed was for Daryll to disappear down the gravel driveway and end up on the road.
I promise this is a nice place to be, Lilah telepathically pleaded with the running pig. We’ll take care of you. You don’t have to run away.
Every animal Lilah rescued came with a story. Some worse than others. Many had histories she would never know. Daryll was one of the latter. He’d been found scavenging scraps around a dumpster just outside of Maple Bay, a gash on his neck that looked like a coyote or dog bite. Lilah was only keeping him secluded in the barn so that she could doctor his wound. But apparently Daryll was not a fan of being locked up, even if it was for his own good.
Hence, his escapes.
And the reason Lilah was now having a footrace with a pig.
“You better—” Lilah pumped her arms, wishing for the millionth time that her legs were longer. She wanted Daryll to take a sharp turn and head back into the barn. Instead, he ran at her like a linebacker. Lilah lurched forward, arms wide open.
But the pig was undeterred.
He swiveled to the side, and Lilah scrambled to grab him. Too late, she realized that wasn’t a bright idea. Daryll wasn’t a piglet. He was a solid fifty pounds of forward motion and had no intention of letting Lilah stop him. Instead, he burst from her grasp, knocking Lilah off balance and sending her into a stumbling, tripping mess that primed her for a belly flop into a mud puddle.
She squealed on her way down, sounding much like Daryll. But once she flopped into the mess, she froze, almost amused by the turn of events. Almost. The pig ran free, and Lilah was belly-down in the mud. She would’ve laughed if she wasn’t still worried about catching the runaway. 
To make things worse, her glasses had been knocked from her face during the scramble. She scanned the immediate area around her—a mucky pool, thanks to an afternoon thunderstorm—but there was no sign of her glasses.  Being nearsighted, Lilah could see fine within a ten-foot radius, but without her glasses, the rest of the world looked like it’d been drawn by her toddler: undecipherable scribbles and chicken-scratch.
“Oh, for goodness’ sake.” Lilah peeled herself from the muck, getting to her knees. 
“He went in the arena!” Ben yelled from somewhere to her left.
“Close the gate!” Andy ran past Lilah, feet thudding on the ground. Soon after, the gate hinges squeaked and both boys cheered.
Lilah paused, giving a hefty sigh, thankful Daryll was contained, even if she couldn’t see it for herself. However, now she resembled a chocolate-frosted cupcake. Slop dripped from her chest to toes.
“Lilah? You okay?” Boots crunched across gravel.
Lilah looked up, zoning in on the tall, blurry frame jogging toward her. She knew who the man was even without her glasses. “Trace?”
As Trace neared, his familiar dark features and gray-blue eyes came into crisp view. “Just pulled in. Managed to catch the end of your pig-wrestling match.” He stopped in front of her, offering his hand and a sympathetic smile. “You hurt?”
“I’m okay.” Lilah put her least dirty hand in Trace’s. He helped her up and out of the puddle. “Just wasn’t expecting a mud bath tonight.” 
She’d expected to clean up dinner, help the boys feed the animals, and go to bed. Now she’d have to spray herself off with a garden hose before she stepped foot back in the house.
“I think the pig won that round,” Trace said, giving her a once-over that made her very aware that she was dipped in mud.
“He definitely did.” Lilah raised a brow and shook her head. 
“Momma!” Ben shrieked as he ran over. “You’re filthy!”
She couldn’t help but crack a grin. Trace did too.
“Filthy?” Trace asked Ben. “Like the time you and your brother decided to play tackle football in the neighbor’s flooded field?”
“Yeah, like that time.” Ben giggled and put a hand to his mouth as he remembered. Then he latched on to Trace’s jean-clad leg in a hug. “Mom made corndogs and tater tots. You want some?”
Trace brushed a hand over Ben’s blond hair. “That sounds really good, but I just stopped by to drop off some papers for your mom. But maybe I could stop by another night? If that’s okay with your mom.” Trace glanced at her.
Lilah grinned. Her kids adored Trace. “For sure. And maybe I’ll make something a little fancier than corndogs and tater tots.”
Ben made a face. “Why?”
“Nothing wrong with some dogs and tots.” Trace flashed a smile that gleamed white against the dark stubble that covered his jaw. He patted Ben on the shoulder. 
“I don’t think Daryll wants to be in the barn,” Andy called as he walked over, joining the conversation.
“Daryll?” Trace asked.
Ben let go of Trace’s leg and hooked a thumb at his own chest. “I named him,” he stated proudly.
“Seems like a good name for a pig.” Trace gave an agreeable shrug. “And you guys did a good job rounding him up.”
Andy looked distracted. “Yeah, but he did this same thing yesterday. Took us forever to catch him.”
“I think you’re right, Andy.” Lilah shook some slop from her arm. “Daryll might be happier outside. Can you boys get his dinner and a bucket of water? Put it in the arena?”
The boys turned and began racing each other toward the barn.
“Trace, do you see my glasses anywhere?” Lilah spun around, searching.
Trace did the same, but he wasn’t blind as a bat. He quickly retrieved her glasses from the gravel nearby, gave them a quick wipe with the hem of his T-shirt, and handed them over.
“Thank you.” Lilah slid the glasses onto her face and sighed in relief, suddenly able to see the world again.
“Go inside. Get cleaned up. I’ll help the kids finish feeding the animals,” Trace offered.
“Are you sure?” Lilah wasn’t surprised by Trace’s offer. He was always willing to help her out, but she didn’t want him to feel like he was obligated to help her every time he stopped over.
 “I’ll bring the boys in when we’re done. Besides, I’ve got paperwork for you from my mom. And she sent along a box of chocolate caramel fudge.” Trace raised an eyebrow, knowing Lilah would be excited about the latter part. Trace’s mom owned Kandi’s Candy, the sweet shop in Maple Bay. Lilah managed the books for several of the town’s businesses, including Kandi’s. It was the only way she made enough money to continue feeding her critters. 
“She sent fudge?” Lilah’s eyes went wide. She would’ve hugged Trace if she wasn’t covered in filth.
Trace smiled, and Lilah again noticed how it made his eyes crinkle. “I’ll bring it in after the animals are fed.” Then he turned toward the barn.
For a few seconds, Lilah watched Trace walk off, appreciating his help . . . and all six feet of lean muscle and golden-tanned skin. Then she abruptly turned and walked toward the house, fighting a sense of guilt that had become commonplace.
Trace Cardona was her late husband’s best friend. 
Henry and Trace had known each other all their lives, and Lilah had known Trace almost as long as she’d known Henry. Since Henry had passed—just over two years ago now—Trace had gone over and above the duties of a friend. He’d been a strong support for Lilah and the kids, right along with Henry’s family. He’d been there, supporting her day by day as she crawled out of a very dark place. 
But lately, there’d been a shift. She’d started to enjoy having Trace around. She looked forward to seeing him. And there was a deep-seated voice inside her that said she couldn’t let those feelings grow into anything more.
She wasn’t ready for more. Not with anyone. And especially not with Trace.
Not wanting to disrobe outside since Trace was here, Lilah cautiously tiptoed through the house and upstairs, trying not to drip mud on the floors and carpets. Once in the bathroom, she stripped off her soaked clothes, took a quick shower, and threw on some fresh sweats. Fifteen minutes later, her body and mind were free of muck. Finger-combing her wet, shoulder-length hair, Lilah bounced down the stairs to the kitchen. When she stepped out of the stairwell, she met her mother-in-law’s gaze. Gayle had Sofie on her hip, and Lilah’s cell phone was pressed to her ear.
“Here she is,” Gayle said into the phone before handing it over to Lilah. “It’s the rescue group from Duluth. There are some horses a few hours north of here that need help.” Gayle bounced Sofie in her arms.
Lilah’s stomach dropped. It always did when she got a call like this. This was the reason she’d started Hearts and Hooves in the first place—to help animals in need—but that didn’t make these types of calls any easier.
Lilah pressed the phone to her own ear, bracing herself for what she’d hear next. “Hi, this is Lilah.”
The woman started in quickly, telling Lilah about three horses near the Canadian border that needed to be picked up as soon as possible. They’d been voluntarily turned over to animal control after a neighbor called the police, worried about the horses’ welfare. Lilah grabbed a notebook and pen from the kitchen counter. She wrote down an address and a few other details. As she continued asking questions, Trace and the boys entered the kitchen.
“Let me contact a few people, and then I’ll call you right back.” Lilah hung up the phone. Both Trace and Gayle were staring at her expectantly. “The horses need to be picked up tonight, but I’m not sure I have a place to put them. I can’t take them to Frankie’s. She’s got that sick horse.” Lilah’s friend ran a riding program for kids and always kept a few extra stalls open to house rescues, but one of her lesson horses had come down with strangles the past week. Her barn was on quarantine for the next month to keep the highly contagious disease from spreading. 
“The Westons?” Trace asked, knowing Lilah’s close-knit circle of volunteers as well as she did.
She shook her head. “They’ve got a full barn right now. Plus, both Jesse and Evan are leaving this week for the rodeo in Vegas.” A tense quiet filled the kitchen. Lilah’s chest tightened with doubt. But there wasn’t any other answer, and they all knew it. “I’ll take them.”
Gayle continued to bounce Sofie. Trace stilled. 
Lilah hadn’t housed any rescue horses in her barn since Henry had passed. It was something she and Henry used to do together, and she hadn’t felt confident enough or comfortable enough to do it since. Henry had introduced her to horses. He’d been the one who handled all the riskier aspects of rescuing traumatized animals. She wasn’t sure she could do this by herself.
But she couldn’t just leave the animals.
Trace set a hand on the back of a kitchen chair. “If that’s what you want to do, I can go with you to get them.”
Lilah swallowed and nodded.
“I’ve got the kids, Lilah.” Gayle patted a sleepy Sofie on the back. “Do what you need to do.”
“Thank you,” Lilah said, trying to muster her confidence. “I’ll call Frankie and Jesse and see if they can help too.” The horses needed her. It didn’t matter if she was ready for this or not.






  
  Chapter Two


A peach sunrise tinted the sky as Trace drove the truck and trailer through Maple Bay, aimed at Lilah’s place, just south of town. The horses bounced in the trailer, protesting their unwanted trip, and the commotion rattled its way up through the truck. Trace could tell it had set Lilah on edge. She was unusually quiet. In the rearview mirror, he noticed she was sitting stick straight. 
“That gelding is wound tighter than a girdle on a cow,” Frankie Barnes said from the backseat, where she sat next to Lilah. Jesse Weston occupied the passenger seat and Trace was glad they’d had four people for this rescue mission. It had taken coercing from all of them to get the three horses loaded.
Another kick rattled the trailer. Trace cringed, wishing the horses would keep their hooves on the trailer floor. 
“Maybe he’ll calm down once we get them settled in the barn?” Jesse said. He glanced at Trace, and the look in his eyes said exactly what Trace was thinking. Jesse trained horses for a living, and even he thought this horse was a handful.
How was Trace going to help Lilah through this?
“Doubt it,” Frankie said bluntly. “And he’s definitely going to need a visit from the vet.”
Lilah piped in. “Dr. Shiner said he’d be over as soon as he finishes up with the colic case he’s working on.”
Pulling into Lilah’s place, Trace parked the rig in front of the barn. “Lilah, are you sure you’re comfortable keeping the horses here?” He killed the engine.
Taking on horses for the first time since Henry passed was a big step. Especially when one of the horses didn’t have a lick of manners. The young chestnut gelding was big, strong, and resistant to human contact. That was a tricky combination for anyone, especially a busy young mom who hadn’t had full-size horses around in a while.
Trace turned to look at Lilah in the backseat. Her face told him she was considering what he’d asked. But he could see the moment her bleeding heart took over. 
“Arthur said he was a good boy,” Lilah replied, referring to the older gentleman that had voluntarily turned over his horses. “And that he deserves a good home.”
Arthur was in his eighties. He lived by himself in a remote area of northern Minnesota, and it was his grandson who had contacted the local humane society, looking to get rid of the horses. The grandson said Arthur could no longer care for the horses, as his memory was quickly fading. He was going to take them to auction this week if the humane society couldn’t take them. That’s when Lilah was contacted. Trace knew she’d probably saved the horses from ending up at a slaughterhouse. Still, he worried they were too much for her to handle on her own.
“I told Arthur we’d find him a good home.” Lilah set her hand on the door, steeling her face. “We’ll get him some veterinary care. In a few weeks, Jesse can start working with him. Maybe by the end of the summer he’ll have enough training that we can rehome him?”
That would be best for the unruly gelding. But would it be best for Lilah and the kids? What if the horse got loose like Daryll had yesterday? Trace’s protective side prickled, but before he could respond, Lilah opened the door and got out of the truck. 
He turned to Jesse, looking for backup. But Jesse just gave him a shrug. Lilah had made up her mind.
Trace sighed and adjusted the baseball hat on his head. “Let’s get them unloaded and see how it goes.”
After they opened the big barn door and turned on the lights, the four of them gathered at the back of the horse trailer, which shifted and groaned as the horses inside protested the delay.
“You girls lead the mares. Jesse and I will unload the gelding,” Trace instructed as he unlatched the trailer door and cracked it open. 
The aged palomino mare in the last slot craned her head toward him as morning light poured in on her dingy, cream-colored coat. Her eyes were wide and worried, but Trace talked to her as he crept in. He slipped beside her, snapped a lead rope to her halter, and unhooked her trailer tie. The mare followed Trace out of the trailer with cautious steps. Once she was on the ground, he handed her over to Lilah. The mare seemed kind. Her dropped belly indicated she’d probably been a broodmare most of her life.
“Hi there, my sweet girl,” Lilah cooed, as if she knew the palomino mare well. As she gently ran a hand over the mare’s neck, Trace’s heart squeezed. Lilah had never met an animal she didn’t love. He was just afraid her big heart would blind her to the enormity of what she was taking on.
Lilah led the mare toward the barn, and Jesse unloaded the second horse—another older quarter horse mare. This one was dark bay, nearly black, and looked like she could use a few good meals. Frankie took the skinny mare from Jesse and joined Lilah in the barn. As she did, the trailer started rattling like an unbalanced washing machine. The gelding whinnied as he crashed and banged his body against the metal divider that kept him in place. He was not happy about being left behind. 
“Let’s get him out before he breaks something,” Trace said to Jesse, not sure if the horse or the trailer would give first.
Jesse scooted around the outside of the trailer, and after a tense minute, he managed to reach through the trailer window and snap a lead rope onto the horse’s halter.
“He’s ready, but be careful,” Jesse announced. “Who knows what he’ll do when you open that divider.”
“Okay, I’m going in.” Trace said a little prayer as he stepped into the rocking trailer. The gelding whinnied again, calling for the mares while staring intently out the window. Taking advantage of his momentary distraction, Trace opened the divider that separated him from the horse and took hold of the lead rope. Once he was near the gelding’s shoulder, the horse cocked his head at him, like he wasn’t sure where Trace had come from.
“Easy, boy. Easy.” Trace stepped toward the back of the trailer, asking the horse to follow him to the open door. “Let’s get you out of here. Okay?”
The gelding wholeheartedly agreed with Trace’s suggestion. He lurched for the open door, and it took everything Trace had to hang on while still avoiding flailing hooves. The two of them made a hasty exit out the back of the trailer.
“Whoa,” Trace repeated over and over while managing to guide the horse into a few small circles. Once he’d convinced the gelding not to gallop, he pointed him toward the barn.
Jesse stood near the trailer, primed to jump in if needed. “You okay?” 
“I’m good,” Trace replied. He’d gained some rope burn and wished he’d worn gloves, but at least that was the only injury he’d sustained from the shotgun unloading. It had been a long time since he’d voluntarily handled a horse like this. In his younger years, Trace had ridden broncs and started colts. Now, at thirty-eight years, he preferred horses on the reliable side.
Glancing at the barn, Trace found Lilah and Frankie. They stood near the entrance, watching with eyes as wide as tractor tires. 
“Which stall do you want him in?” Trace asked.
Lilah opened her mouth to respond, but a whinny from the miniature horse in the pasture drowned her out. The high-pitched greeting sent the gelding into another tizzy. He reared, and Trace held his breath as the gelding’s belly rose in front of him. He was basically flying a thousand-pound kite. 
Taking a step back, Trace kept hold of the end of the lead rope. When all four hooves were back on the gravel, he spun the gelding into another circle.
“The last stall,” Lilah shouted, answering Trace’s previous question. Then Jesse shouted for Lilah and Frankie to back up. They did—quickly—as Trace led the gelding into the barn.
The gelding snorted as he pranced down the lighted barn aisle. Once Trace got him in the stall, he unhooked the lead rope, backed out, and shut the door. The gelding immediately spun a circle, screeched at the top of his lungs, and banged his rear end against the water bucket. Water sloshed over the horse and ground.
Trace turned to Lilah. Her eyes were glued to the horse, as if she were watching a car accident. Frankie and Jesse stood behind her, completely quiet.
“Arthur said he was a good boy?” Trace repeated Lilah’s words from earlier. Maybe Arthur’s memory was slipping faster than his grandson knew? That was not a good boy.
The horse whinnied again, frantic, as if he’d been abandoned. But the mares who’d come with him were just across the aisle, chomping hay contently in their stalls—like normal horses. 
“He’s pretty wound up.” Lilah was ashen, and Trace knew this horse was too much for her to handle. If she’d been leading him, he would’ve dragged her wherever he wanted to. Or worse.
“Jesse, did you have room for this guy at your place?” Trace asked, thinking of anywhere else the horse could go. Jesse’s family had a breeding and training operation—a big barn, arena, and plenty of pasture.
“We could move some horses around and make it work,” Jesse said. “I could put—”
“I don’t want to separate him from the mares. Not right now,” Lilah interrupted. “He’s overwhelmed. They always are when they first get here. Remember how Zeus was when he arrived?” Her gaze connected with Trace’s. It was uncertain and pleading. Trace wanted to ease her anxieties, but the two horses were not comparable. Zeus was the last horse Henry trained before he got sick. He was rank and spooky, but after a few months with Henry, Zeus had turned into a teddy bear. Now he was living the good life as a trail horse for a woman who lived just outside of Maple Bay.
“Lilah, this isn’t the same.” Trace looked away, not wanting to remind Lilah that Henry wasn’t here any longer. And she didn’t have the experience to handle a horse like this.
In the stall, the red horse trotted more circles, pounding his hay into the bedding. His eyes were frightened, rimmed in white.
“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to keep him here,” Trace continued. “But if you insist, then I’ll take care of him.” Trace wouldn’t be able to live with himself if something happened to Lilah or the kids.
He glanced back at Lilah. Reluctance and relief showed in her green eyes. 
“I can’t ask you to do that,” she said.
“You didn’t ask.” Trace placed a hand on the stall. “I offered. You don’t need to be handling this horse.”
Just then, the veterinarian’s truck pulled up in front of the barn.
Lilah still seemed hesitant, but she placed a hand on Trace’s arm and nodded. When she stepped away to talk with the doctor, Trace analyzed the pacing horse. He was not excited about working with the neurotic animal, but he’d do anything for Lilah. 
He’d made a promise to Henry, and he intended to keep it.






  
  Chapter Three


Lilah broke off the end of a carrot and offered it to her alpaca. Curly Sue gently nibbled it out of her palm while the two dwarf goats impatiently nibbled on Lilah’s jeans. 
“Don’t you worry. I’ve got plenty for everyone.” Lilah smiled at the tiny menagerie that circled her. Thunder the black-and-white miniature horse reached up as far as he could, his lips nearly grazing her elbow. She scratched his forehead before giving him his treat. Even Daryll was staring at her, curious and waiting for a carrot piece. In the past few days, he’d decided that Lilah and the boys weren’t so bad. He was also much more trusting now that he was in the paddock with the rest of the pack. The pack that loved Lilah.
“I’m glad you’re starting to like it here.” Lilah bent down and offered Daryll a carrot chunk. He snorted once and then gobbled it up. She snuck in a scratch on his head as he chewed.
On the opposite side of the fence, Trace was leading the big chestnut gelding whom Andy had named Blaze. The gelding didn’t actually have a white blaze on his forehead, but her son had watched him pace and stomp in his stall and decided on a “hot and fast” name. Lilah had agreed it was appropriate.
“I think Blaze is starting to realize your animals aren’t little horse-eating monsters,” Trace said as he led Blaze around the paddock, taking the time to make sure the horse was relaxed before letting him loose.
“That’s a big step,” Lilah replied before handing Curly Sue the last carrot bit. “Yesterday he was certain the goats were going to kill him.” Lilah wiped her hands on her jeans. 
“Much better today,” Trace agreed. He brushed the underside of Blaze’s neck with his knuckles. The gelding’s neck was arched, and he gave a loud snort, but at least he’d stopped prancing like the ground was on fire.
In her determination to help the horses, Lilah hadn’t really considered how she’d handle one that didn’t want to be handled. That had always been Henry’s forte. He and Trace had both grown up around horses. Training and riding were like a second language to them. Not to Lilah. She’d always loved animals but had been introduced to horses later in life. And there was a steep learning curve that came with handling a horse like Blaze.
Trace let Blaze loose. The gelding trotted across the paddock and stood at the fence that separated him from the two mares. He whinnied his frustrations about being separated, but the mares continued grazing happily, as if they also knew what was best for their friend. Blaze needed to be turned out in the small paddock for now. At least until the wound on his chest healed. Also, it was a whole lot easier for Trace to catch him that way.
“The stitches look good.” Trace walked toward the gate and let himself out of the paddock.
“I’m glad.” Lilah joined Trace in the space between the paddocks and the barn.
When they’d picked up the horses, Blaze had a fresh wound on his chest. He had probably lacerated himself on the rusty barbed wire fence that had kept the horses contained. Now he had a few stitches in his chest and an up-to-date tetanus shot.
“Thanks for your help, Trace,” Lilah said. She rarely resisted Trace anymore when it came to his offers of help. She’d learned he was persistent and would wear her hesitation down quickly.
“It’s no problem.” He gave her an easy smile and set the lead rope on the ground by the gate. “I’ve got to run to the hardware store, but I’ll be back around six if that works for you. I’ll take Blaze back to the barn and help you feed.”
“Six would be great.” Lilah hooked a thumb in her jean pocket. “But can I at least feed you lunch? As a thank you?” She cocked her head when he didn’t immediately agree. “I’m going to grill hamburgers, and I already made potato salad and chocolate chip cookies.”
The slight hesitation melted off Trace’s face. “I mean, who can say no to that?”
She grinned. “The hardware store can wait, then?”
“It can wait,” Trace agreed, and they walked toward the house.
Lilah’s house was a two-story farmhouse, nearly a hundred years old. She and Henry had bought it, the barn, and ten acres from his parents a few years after getting married. It still needed a lot of work, but everything functioned and was comfortable. And that suited Lilah. Even if her kitchen was straight out of the seventies. 
The back of the white house faced the barn. Ben and Andy were tossing a football on the lawn. Henry’s parents—Gayle and Randall—sat in rocking chairs on the wooden deck, watching the kids. They lived on an adjoining property and were an absolute Godsend, for both her and the kids, always willing to come help out. Lilah was closer to them than her own parents.
“It looked like Blaze settled down a bit.” Gayle smiled from her chair. She was crocheting a doily. Sofie sat on a blanket at Gayle’s feet, making something that resembled music on her little xylophone.
“Better today than he was yesterday,” Trace said as he and Lilah stepped onto the wooden deck.
“Isn’t that what we all hope for?” Randall asked, going philosophical and then chuckling at his play on words. Gayle smiled at her husband, lovingly. She knew he just couldn’t help himself with the dad jokes. 
“Sure is,” Trace agreed.
Lilah smiled and crouched down to kiss her baby girl’s head of blonde curls.
“Momma,” Sofie called, reaching out her chubby arms. Lilah constantly wanted to squeeze them. Instead, she picked Sofie up and set her on her hip.
“I’m going to get the hamburger patties out of the fridge. Trace is going to join us for lunch.” Lilah patted Sofie on the leg as she bounced her.
“Oh, good.” Gayle set her half-finished doily and needles on the table between the rocking chairs. “I made snicker-salad and brought corn to roast on the grill too. It’s all in the kitchen. I’ll help you get lunch together.”
“Sounds amazing,” Trace said but quickly added, “But I’ll help Lilah in the kitchen. You sit and relax.”
Gayle gave him an appreciative look that also told him she didn’t know how to do that. “Only if you let me keep watching my little munchkin.” Gayle raised her arms and Lilah handed over Sofie. The little girl giggled as Gayle placed multiple kisses on her cheek.
Randall rose from the rocking chair. “I’ll get the grill started.”
“Perfect. Thank you,” Lilah said before heading inside. Trace followed her into the kitchen. 
“Paper plates?” he asked, knowing the drill. He’d shared countless meals with her—with and without Henry. Lilah figured Trace knew her kitchen as well as she did.
“Yes, please.” Lilah opened the fridge and pulled out the bowl of potato salad she’d made this morning. “So what are you getting at the hardware store?”
Trace took the cold bowl from her and set it on the counter next to the stack of paper plates. “Picking up some special-ordered hinges and handles for the remodel I’ve been working on for the Andersons. Their cabinets are going in on Monday.”
“Are you close to done with that project?” She found the bowl of snicker-salad in the fridge and handed it off to Trace.
“Should be wrapped up in another week. Which is good cause I’m going to be busy with the new construction on the north side of the lake.”
“I bet. You’re working on two homes in that neighborhood, right?”
“Yep. Excavating starts next week, and I’ve got to get the structures built before winter sets in.”
“That’s a tight timeline,” Lilah noted. It was the middle of August now, and winter in northern Minnesota could sneak in as early as October. “But I know you can do it.”
Trace huffed a laugh. “I appreciate the vote of confidence. I’m hoping to have the structures done by end of September, barring any major setbacks with materials or subs.”
“Well, I can’t wait to see the houses. That’s exciting.” Lilah had watched Trace build his contracting business from scratch. Ten years after he began it, T.C. Contracting was highly sought after in their county. Trace was always busy with projects. She was happy for him, knowing it had taken him time to find his way back into civilian life after his stint in the army. But Trace was extremely handy and disciplined. The contracting business suited him well.
Lilah scanned the open refrigerator door for the ketchup and suddenly remembered Ben had used the last of it the other night. She sighed, knowing Ben wouldn’t touch meat without ketchup. Getting him to eat his hamburger was going to be a battle.
“I think I have another bottle in the pantry.” Lilah tapped her fingers on the door, talking to herself. She turned quickly, hoping she was remembering her pantry correctly. Deep in her thoughts, she hadn’t noticed Trace come up behind her.
“Can you hand me the—” Trace started, but Lilah smacked into him, cutting his sentence short.
“Uh,” Lilah breathed as she bounced off his chest. She stumbled backward, and Trace immediately caught her. His arms surged forward like fighter jets. One hand went to her waist. The other grasped her shoulder.
Lilah froze in his grip. For a moment she was certain the kitchen had never been that quiet.
There was space between them, as Trace’s arms were straight out. Like a Ken doll. Except this doll was living and breathing, and his accidental proximity was making Lilah feel things she had no business feeling. 
With his steel-blue gaze on her, Lilah was acutely aware of Trace’s big, warm palm resting just above her hip. Her stomach fluttered, and Lilah wanted to squash it like bug.
“Ketchup!” she nearly screamed. Trace’s eyebrows rose, and she rolled out of his grip. “I really hope I’m not out of it. I think I got an extra bottle at the market last week. Ben won’t eat . . . gosh dang.” The words gurgled out of her mouth as she hurried to the pantry. Once she was hidden amongst shelves of cereal boxes and canned vegetables, Lilah took a breath, trying to settle her pounding heart. Her attraction to Trace was growing, even though she didn’t want it to.
“I’m going to take the hamburger patties out and put them on the grill,” Trace said from the kitchen.
“Okay, thank you.” Lilah leaned back against a shelf, taking a moment to gather herself.
What was happening inside her head? She couldn’t think of Trace in any other way than as a friend. Trace had been a staple in her life for the past ten years. He’d been her husband’s best friend. That alone was enough to draw a line she should never cross. But beyond that hugely important piece, Lilah wasn’t sure her heart could fall for another man. She’d gone through too much. She’d loved too deep. And then she’d helplessly watched her love disappear because his body had disowned him. Lilah shivered, recognizing the immense hole Henry had left in her heart.
The back door opened and closed. She faintly heard Trace talking with Randall outside. 
Lilah closed her eyes and swore at the cancer that took her Henry. She gave herself five seconds to be angry. Then she took three slow, steady breaths, bringing herself back to the present and keeping her head from getting lost in the pain of the past.
When Lilah opened her eyes, a bright red bottle of ketchup was directly before her. She grabbed it, glad at least one of her dilemmas was solved.






  
  Chapter Four


Trace didn’t even go home after work the next day. He went straight to Lilah’s. He knew she’d be home late after Andy’s football practice and figured he’d knock out chores so she wouldn’t have to worry about them. As he cleaned stalls, topped off water tanks, fed the menagerie, and brought the horses in from their paddocks, the events of yesterday resurfaced in his mind. 
Spending time with Lilah, the kids, and Henry’s parents filled Trace’s heart and broke it at the same time. Because Henry should’ve been there with them—grilling burgers, tossing a football to his boys, laughing at his dad’s jokes. It was Henry that had built a beautiful family. Not Trace. Henry had made all the right choices, and he should have been rewarded for that. Instead, his life was cut short. And now Trace was the one who got to enjoy Henry’s family.
That was messed up.
Guilt burrowed in Trace’s gut, especially because his relationship with Lilah was skirting forbidden territory. Yesterday, when Lilah had fallen into his arms, Trace’s heart thudded into his throat, highlighting what he’d been ignoring.
He steadied himself against one of the barn walls as his heart rate sped up just remembering it. “I didn’t mean for this to happen,” he muttered into the quiet barn. He hoped his friend knew his intentions were good. “If I could turn off these feelings, I would.” 
The second-best option was to bury his feelings deep, where no one would ever find them. He’d been doing that for a while—with more than just Lilah. It was a skill he’d learned in the army, and he was good at it. At least that’s what previous girlfriends had told him. He’d heard more than a few times that he could be distant and cold. Maybe if he continued ignoring his feelings, they’d disappear. That would be better than acting on them and risking his relationship with Lilah. 
Trace shook his head at himself.
He would take care of Lilah and the kids. Always. That’s what he’d promised Henry the day before the tumor took his best friend’s life. Henry had asked him to look after his wife and kids. He hadn’t asked Trace to fall for Lilah or to take his place. So Trace would continue to do exactly what Henry had wanted—what was best for Lilah and the kids. He’d blatantly ignore his own heart for their benefit.
Gravel crunched, and Lilah’s car pulled in front of the barn. She got out and opened the back door. Ben took his seatbelt off and climbed out. He leaned into her for a moment, but when she started to talk, he ran off toward the house.
Trace’s ears perked up. Was Ben crying?
Andy rounded the front of the car and walked into the barn, wearing his Little League football jersey. “Hey, Trace. Did you feed already?” 
Lilah turned toward her son, noticing Trace.
“I did,” Trace replied. Andy looked disappointed and Trace quickly added, “but I didn’t give the mares their grain yet. Want to help me with that?”
Andy’s face brightened. “Sure.”
“I’ve got their grain and supplements mixed up in the feed room. Can you grab the buckets?”
Andy went into the feed room and retrieved the two buckets. As he carried them to the stalls, Trace addressed Lilah. “Is Ben okay?”
She walked into the barn, leaving the car door open. Sofie looked to be sound asleep in her car seat.
“He got picked on during practice today.” Lilah sighed and crossed her arms over her chest.
“What happened?” Ben was the sweetest kid, and Trace knew he wouldn’t start anything with anyone. He wouldn’t even harm a bug. When a fly made its way into the house, Ben made sure to catch and release it.
Lilah’s brow furrowed, and she stepped close to Trace, lowering her voice. “Freddie Jones told Ben he was too small to ever play football like his brother and he should just give up now.” She tapped her fingers against her bicep.
“What?” Trace immediately wanted to protect Ben’s kind soul.
“Yep.” Lilah’s lips puckered. “Is it horrible that I wanted to throat punch a seven-year-old?”
Trace paused, caught between concern and a chuckle. “Not really. As long as you didn’t do it.” Lilah had the patience of a saint and rarely got mad. But she was clearly in mama-bear mode.
“I didn’t.” She thrummed her fingers again. “I adulted . . . and talked to Freddie’s mom. Even though I think she’s a few cards short of a full deck.”
Trace blew out a chuckle. “Adulting is the worst.”
“It is.” Lilah let her arms fall. She gave another sigh. “But now Ben’s really upset. On the drive home, he kept saying he’s too small. That he’s not big like Andy or Dad.” Lilah paused. Her eyes went glassy before she cleared her throat. “Nothing I said made him feel better.”
Trace’s chest clenched. “Would you like me to talk to him? I’m not sure I can do any better, but I can try.”
Lilah nodded. Her lips were a thin line. “Yes. Thank you. He might listen to you better on this one.”
While Trace assisted Andy in feeding the mares, Lilah finagled Sofie out of her car seat. Then they all walked to the house together. Once upstairs, Andy went to take a shower, Lilah carried Sofie to her crib, and Trace headed into the boys’ bedroom.
It was dark outside, but the room was cloaked in soft light from the Spiderman lamp on the dresser. Ben sat cross-legged near his pillows on the bottom bunk bed. His head was dipped, looking at the flashlight in his lap. His dad’s flashlight.
“Hey, buddy.” Trace crouched down and joined Ben on the bottom bunk. He shuffled across the comforter until his back was against the wall. “Your mom told me what happened.” Trace raised his arm, and Ben nestled into the crook of it, setting his head on Trace’s chest. The flashlight was wedged between them. “And I’m here to tell you what Freddie said isn’t true.”
“But . . .” Ben sniffled. “I am small.”
Trace’s heart squeezed. “You’re not small. You’re a growing boy. You’ve grown so much this year.” Ben didn’t reply, but Trace knew the boys regularly measured themselves and marked their heights on the closet door frame. “How much have you grown since Christmas? Tell me.”
“Two inches.” Ben’s reply was just above a whisper.
“See? That’s huge. Can you imagine how tall you’ll be in another year?” 
Ben shrugged a shoulder against Trace’s side. “But the other boys at school are all bigger than me. I’m the littlest. I need to get a lot bigger to play football.”
“I watch you and your brother play football all the time. You’re already amazing.” Trace cradled Ben, wanting to put him in a bubble and protect him. “Besides, being big or small doesn’t determine what you can or can’t do. You can do anything you put your mind to. I promise you that.” 
Ben’s fingers lightly scratched at Trace’s T-shirt. “Freddie made me feel bad.” The sniffles had stopped, but Ben’s voice was still timid.
“Do you remember what your dad said about his flashlight?” Trace asked, touching his finger to the black flashlight that lay between them. That question gained an instant head nod from Ben. “Your dad said to turn his flashlight on if you were ever scared in the dark. So you could see that there’s nothing to be scared of.”
Ben lifted his head from Trace’s chest and looked up at him. “Yeah, so I can see that I’m all right and nothing will hurt me.”
“And it makes you feel better, right?”
“Right.” Ben’s brown eyes blinked. He sniffled one more time and wiped at his nose with his arm.
“I think that applies to this moment too. Should we turn on your dad’s flashlight and see if it will make you feel better?”
A hint of hope crossed Ben’s face. “Yeah.” He picked up the flashlight and clicked it on, beaming a triangle of light into the bedroom. Ben scanned it around the room, brightening every corner.
“Are you feeling better now?” Trace asked hopefully.
Ben turned the flashlight toward Trace, lighting up his stomach and chest. “Yeah, I feel better.” Ben’s sweet smile returned, and he gave Trace a hug.
Trace wrapped both arms around Ben, breathing a silent sigh of relief. If he felt like this after one talk with the kid, what did Lilah feel like doing this day in and day out? As rewarding as it had to be at times, parenting must be the hardest job on the planet. It had to be like watching your heart run around outside of your body and doing everything you could to keep it safe.
“Good,” Trace said. “Because you deserve to be happy, always.”
Ben snuggled back into the crook of Trace’s arm and shone the flashlight out into the room once more. That’s when Trace noticed Lilah standing in the doorway. She was leaning against the frame, her head tilted. One hand lay over her heart. 
Trace paused, taking her in. Then he waved at her with his fingers. She smiled back. 
“Hey, Momma,” Ben said. “Can you and Trace read me a story?”
She stood away from the door frame and walked into the room. “Of course we can.”






  
  Chapter Five


When both boys were tucked into bed, Lilah and Trace made their way downstairs. It was past nine o’clock, and Lilah should’ve been tired, but she hadn’t had a second to relax since she woke up this morning. She’d jumped into her day before sunrise, feeding animals and kids. By midafternoon, she’d finished financial reports for three clients, including Gayle and Randall’s farming business. Then it was dentist appointments, a quick dinner at McDonald’s, and Andy’s football practice. And if Trace hadn’t graciously taken care of evening chores already, she’d be heading out to the barn to do that now. 
Lilah turned to Trace as they entered the kitchen. “Thank you so much for everything today. For helping with the animals. For helping with Ben. I really appreciate it.” Her words didn’t feel deep enough for how grateful she was.
“It’s no problem.” Trace gave her a lopsided grin which fluttered her stomach.
“Seriously,” she reiterated, mentally smothering the butterflies. “I really appreciate it. More than you know.” It wasn’t just the time Trace spent with the animals or how he selflessly took chores off her plate, it was the way he was with her kids. He was an important part of their lives, someone they looked up to and loved. That had been especially apparent tonight.
After getting Sofie settled in her crib, Lilah had walked over to the boys’ room, but stopped short when she heard Trace’s voice. Peeking from the doorway, she listened and watched as Trace had soothed her son’s worries. He’d said just the right thing to brighten Ben’s spirit, and that had brightened hers as well. Trace had been the shining light of her day . . . her flashlight. It was a moment so sweet that Lilah wished she could have bottled it up and kept it for later. For the next time she needed someone to swoop in and patch a bruised heart. But not just anyone would do. She realized she only wanted that person to be Trace.
Instead of saying anything remotely close to what she was thinking, Lilah asked, “Join me for a glass of wine?”
“Wine?” Trace raised one eyebrow, making Lilah question her invitation.
“I could use some company while I give Thunder his probiotics,” she quickly added. “I forgot to tell you I started him on a new supplement, so I’m giving him some probiotics to prevent any tummy issues.” Asking Trace for help felt safer than asking him for his company. It was an invitation to stay and hang out, just the two of them, without voicing her true feelings.
Because there was something between them. Something tangible. Trace made her feel safe, protected, cared for. She felt a level of comfort with him she hadn’t felt with anyone else. She also knew she couldn’t lose him. He was an important piece of her family, and stepping anywhere outside the lines of friendship could alter the happiness she’d worked so hard to get back to—for herself and her kids.
“Sure,” Trace replied, his chiseled features highlighted in the soft glow of the kitchen light. “Wine and probiotics sound like the perfect way to end an evening.”
His farm humor broke Lilah’s intense train of thought. She grinned and turned to peruse their options from the countertop wine rack. “How does a cabernet sound?” Lilah pulled the bottle from the rack, craving something bold. Instead of responding, Trace walked up beside her.
“Here, let me get that.” He dug the corkscrew out of a drawer and took the bottle from her, giving Lilah pause as she watched him cut the foil and open the wine. Trace’s rugged hands—which usually wielded a hammer or saw—easily finessed the cork from the bottle, and Lilah took a moment to appreciate his gesture. And his solid arms. 
When the cork popped loose, Lilah opened a cabinet and pulled out two small mason jars, distracting herself from her attraction to Trace.
“I’d rather use these than the fancy wine glasses.” Lilah set the jars on the counter and twisted toward Trace. “Much harder to break, and I can throw them in the dishwasher.” Then she cringed. Why was she talking about her dishwasher? How much more boring could I be?
But Trace grinned as he poured wine into each glass. “Makes perfect sense to me.” He set the bottle down and handed her a jar. “I don’t use anything I can’t put in the dishwasher.”
Her internal wincing waned at his practical response.
Lilah raised her wine jar. “Cheers to you, Trace. For being so wonderful to my kids. And to me.” 
Trace’s blue-steel gaze fell on hers in a way that prickled her spine. “Cheers,” he replied, and her whole body tightened.
He clicked his glass to hers and they both sipped their wine. Trace’s gaze hadn’t left hers, and Lilah took another sip that was more of a gulp. She wasn’t doing great smothering the sparks zipping through her or the sudden awkwardness of the moment. “Should we go check on Thunder?” she asked quickly.
Trace’s fixed gaze flickered and softened. “Yeah, let’s do that.”
Lilah turned away and grabbed the plastic tube of probiotics from her kitchen countertop. It sat next to a half full sippy cup and Andy’s football jersey, which needed to be washed tonight. Both reminded her that she had more to consider than just herself when it came to Trace. Her life was complicated. She was a widow with three small children. Dating wasn’t a priority right now.
Lilah gave Trace a smile and stuffed the tube of probiotics in her jean pocket. “Okay, let’s go.”
Trace followed her outside and they walked toward the pasture in silence. August heat hung in the evening air, mixed with the telltale scent of campfire smoke. Lilah took a deep breath, letting both soothe her like a soft blanket. From the pasture, Thunder’s high-pitched whinny greeted them, forcing Lilah to focus on her little critter crew. She grinned.
“Hi there, babies,” she cooed. Thunder gave her a nicker. The sassy miniature horse said “hello” to her every time she came out of the house. Mostly, he wanted treats, but Lilah liked to think he was always delighted to see her.
“He is such a ham,” Trace said, eying the pasture. Her critters were lined up along the fence in anticipation of their arrival.
“They all are.” Lilah smiled, her anxieties fading. “They each have such funny personalities.” Her critters were quirky, silly, and obnoxious. Lilah loved them.
“Any potential adoptors for Daryll yet?” Trace asked as they neared the gate.
Setting her wine on top of a fence post, Lilah gathered a few carrots from a bucket just outside the paddock. “Not yet, but his Facebook post is getting a lot of likes and shares.” Lilah had taken photos of Daryll yesterday and posted them on the Hooves and Hearts Facebook page, along with a bio in which she tried to capture his goofy personality. “I just have to find the right person.” With each potential adoptor, there was an interview process and a home inspection, to make sure the adoptor and the animal were the right fit for each other. Lilah aimed to find forever homes for each of her rescues.
“You don’t think he’ll become a permanent fixture here on the farm?” Trace asked. Metal jangled as he unclasped the chain and opened the gate.
“Well . . .” She followed Trace into the pasture and shut the gate. “I never say never, but I’m hoping to find him a home.” Lilah didn’t rescue with the intention of keeping the animals herself, but there were exceptions to her rule. Those with special needs were hardest to adopt out. They required extra care and work, but in Lilah’s experience, they provided even more love that made the extra effort worthwhile. 
Her little herd was comprised of a handful of special cases. 
Thunder was prone to bouts of laminitis. His diet had to be cautiously managed. Sometimes he had to wear little rubber boots to give his hooves extra support. Curly Sue the alpaca was born blind. When she first came to the farm, she was frightened of everything. Frick and Frack, the dwarf goats, had more allergies than Lilah could count. Their diet also had to be carefully managed or else they’d itch and cough. But Lilah didn’t see any of their medical issues as negatives or hardships. The animals needed her. She needed them just as much. They had a way of making her worries fade away.
“Daryll fits in pretty well here,” Trace noted as the critters circled them. “And the boys seem to really like him.”
“The boys are like me. They love every animal they set their eyes on. We’d keep them all if we could.” Lilah scratched the top of Daryll’s head. “Plus, they think his snorting is hilarious.”
Daryll grunted as if on cue. Trace laughed. “I mean, it is pretty funny. And cute.”
“He’s winning you over too, isn’t he?” Lilah smirked at Trace and handed him the carrots. “Can you occupy the rest of the crew while I give Thunder his probiotics?”
“Sure can.” Trace broke a carrot into pieces, and all the critters crowded into his personal space. He handed the orange pieces out like candy. As he did, Lilah turned to Thunder. She knelt, put a hand under his neck and gently took hold of his face. Pulling the probiotic tube out of her jean pocket, she set the tip of the plastic tube at the corner of his mouth. When Thunder graciously opened his mouth, Lilah squirted the tummy-soothing paste onto his tongue. He licked and chewed like a good boy.
“There you go.” She patted him on the neck. “Now you can have a carrot piece.”
Trace offered the treat, and Thunder raised his head hungrily. His whiskered little lips gobbled it up.
“All gone now, guys.” Trace showed his empty hands to the animals. They sniffed his palms, making sure there weren’t any bits left.
Lilah stood, putting the plastic tube back into her jean pocket. She gave each of her fur-babies a pet before stepping over to the fence and retrieving the two glass jars sitting atop the posts. She handed one to Trace. Then she leaned against the fence and took a sip of wine, tilting her head back. The inky sky and twinkling stars captured and held her attention. Swallowing, Lilah pushed her glasses up on her nose and stared off into the bewildering combination of dark and light.
“What a beautiful night.” She took another sip of wine, savoring the deep black-cherry tones and a light hint of vanilla. “It’s nice to have a few minutes at the end of the night to relax. Thanks for giving me that.”
Trace walked over and leaned on the fence next to her. “Thanks for asking me to join you for a jar of wine.”
She glanced over and smiled at him. Trace was an arm’s reach from her. His elbow rested on the top board of the fence, almost touching her shoulder. When he tipped his head to the stars, she studied his profile. The curve of his neck, the breadth of his shoulders.
Standing here with him—just the two of them after a long day—felt easy and right.
“Trace?” she asked before her brain could stop her.
His head tipped towards her, meeting her stare. Her tongue stilled. She wasn’t sure how to verbalize her thoughts. Trace had been there for her through her lowest lows. He’d been an unforeseen rock and support. The kids considered him family. So did Henry’s parents. 
Was it wrong that she wanted him to pull her close?
“Am I crazy or . . .” Her heart began to race. She wanted to ask if he felt the same spark she did. Would he be with her, sipping wine and standing under the moonlight, if he didn’t?
“Crazy for what?” Trace’s eyes bored into hers, as if he was trying to read her mind. 
Before she could make her mouth work again, a warm breeze tossed a lock of hair across her face. Lilah raised her hand to sweep it back, but Trace beat her to it. In a single, slow movement, his fingers grazed her forehead, brushed over her temple, and tucked the hair behind her ear.
Lilah stilled at his gesture, unsure if she was breathing. And when his fingertips trailed down the curve of her neck, a shot of electricity darted through her.
“Lilah,” he started, resting the edge of his hand against her clavicle, sending a shiver down her spine. Not trusting her voice, she nodded and looked up into his eyes. Swirls of blue and silver were rimmed in navy, urging her to step close. And she couldn’t stop herself. In that moment, all she could see was Trace. She took a step toward him.
 In the next breath, Trace dipped down and brushed his lips to hers. His hand ran back up her neck and into her hair. Rough stubble grazed her skin. 
Lilah set a hand against his chest, steadying herself, not sure her heart could beat any faster. Trace kissed her in a way that made her see stars. Constellations. With her eyes closed. She couldn’t remember the last time she . . . the last time she . . .
The memory gripped her, and her whole body went rigid.
Trace pulled back and looked at her. “Lilah?”
The want in his eyes disintegrated, replaced with worry. Lilah tried to stop her spinning mind, but all she could think of was that she hadn’t kissed anyone since her husband. Since Henry.
“I . . .” She swallowed, not sure how to tell Trace what had clutched her thoughts. Her lips still tingled from his kiss.
Trace eased his hand from her hair curling it into a fist on her shoulder.
“I’m not sure this is a good idea,” he whispered, and even though she’d had the same thought, Lilah’s heart rebelled at hearing those words from Trace’s mouth. 
She blinked, recognizing pain on his face.
Was the kiss that bad?
“You’re right.” She took a step back, shell shocked by the thrill of kissing Trace followed by the plunge of defeat. 
“It’s just—” Trace started, but Lilah didn’t let him finish.
“It’s okay.” Saying so was the only thing she could think of to lessen the sting. “I should get back inside and check on the kids.”
Trace ran a hand through his dark hair and nodded. She walked to the gate, more
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