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      A chill slipped down Lilly Murdock’s collar.

      It wouldn’t be long now until the blizzard hit. She could feel its icy fingers already gripping the town of Calvin. She grasped the handles of the wheelbarrow heaped with hay and pushed it along the central aisle of the stable. Bandit, a scruffy ranch dog with a patchwork coat of brown, white, and black that some cowboy drifter had left behind, followed on her heels.

      The almanac had predicted the snowstorm. Pa would’ve said he felt it coming in his bones.

      She missed his dear voice.

      She’d been up at dawn, hauling in bags of feed and filling the water barrels. With eight rental horses to look after and another five boarded for the town’s residents, she was “riding with a full saddlebag.” Another thing Pa used to say. Lilly took in a deep breath against the familiar tightness in her chest. Almost a year now since Pa passed. It didn’t feel right that he was gone. Sometimes she would look up, expecting to find him mucking out a stall or sitting at the table repairing a bridle in their small living quarters.

      As she passed by one of the middle stalls, a familiar soft nicker called to her.

      There was work to be done, but she stopped anyway, letting go of the wheelbarrow’s weight outside the stall of her mare, Fancy. Unhooking the simple latch, Lilly swung open the three-plank stall door by its diagonal cross beam and slipped inside.

      Fancy was getting ready to be a mama for the very first time.

      “You called, Miss Fancy?” Lilly let her gaze rake the horse’s bulging belly.

      The mare lifted her head for a soothing stroke between her eyes, then affectionately pressed her muzzle against Lilly’s shoulder, her warm breath tickling Lilly’s ear.

      Fancy lipped and tugged at Lilly’s braid.

      “Stop that,” but the words had no heat as Lilly pushed the horse’s snout away gently.

      The mare had been tugging Lilly’s braid since they were both young fillies.

      “You are worse than a schoolboy!” Lilly scolded. She inspected the mare, running her hand down her neck in gentle, rhythmic strokes. She placed a palm on the mare’s belly, her gaze flicking to the hashmarks on the stall wall opposite. Each one represented a day in Fancy’s gestation. Her beloved Fancy was almost a week late delivering her first foal.

      A sharp rap sounded, and Lilly quickly slipped from the stall, Bandit padding behind her toward the big barn door that faced the street, already sliding open on its rail.

      She met a body wrapped in a coat, hat pulled low, as the door yanked at her arm and snow sprayed into her eyes.

      Danna O’Grady, Calvin’s marshal, was there with her hat pulled low to shield her face and the collar of her coat pulled up. The marshal’s chestnut mare snorted and shook her head, raining the accumulating snow across Lilly’s boots as she pulled the door closed behind them.

      Danna stomped snow from her boots and brushed wet flakes from the shoulders of her long duster and the legs of her wool trousers. Lilly admired the marshal’s no-nonsense attire but couldn’t quite bring herself to wear men’s clothing.

      “Mornin’!” Danna pushed her hat back a bit. “Snow’s comin’ on quick.”

      “Need to board this girl?” Lilly asked. The horse lipped the pocket where Lilly kept a stash of sugar cubes. She nudged the soft nose away. “Aren’t you going home for Christmas?”

      The marshal lived on a homestead out of town with her husband and two small daughters.

      “With a storm like this, I may be needed in town—holiday or not. Especially after last year.”

      Lilly remembered the dust-up when a local rancher had tried to take revenge on Nick McGraw, shooting at him right on the street.

      Danna tied off her horse in the aisle. “Expecting a train this morning. With half the hotel closed for repairs, we’re gonna be hard pressed to find lodging for the passengers to hole up and wait out the storm. You may end up with an extra horse or two.”

      Lilly’s neck flushed hot at the mention of the hotel. She set her jaw against the unhappy memories, refusing to let her expression change.

      “The few boarding houses Calvin has will fill up quickly with this storm and the holiday,” Danna said, unbuttoning a few buttons of her coat and loosening her scarf.

      “I reckon.” A thought struck Lilly. “It’s almost Christmas, and there’s no room in the Calvin inns.”

      One side of Danna’s lips inched up. She scanned the livery, her eyes catching on a few empty stalls, then returning to her face. “You do remember where Mary and Joseph ended up?”

      “I think the lesson is about making room in our hearts for the Savior.” Lilly didn’t want to think about opening her heart. It was still too raw. She would be alone this Christmas—the first one without Pa.

      Danna didn’t seem in any hurry to head back out into the snow and wind.

      “You gonna be all right?” Danna tipped her head toward the lean-to Lilly used as her quarters. “You set to weather this storm?”

      Lilly nodded. “I’ve got plenty of water, feed, and hay.”

      Danna sent her a pointed glance. “Wasn’t asking about the animals. I know you will take good care of them. I was asking about you. You got enough food stocked for a couple of days?”

      Lilly pictured the barren shelves above the dry sink.

      “I’ll be fine.” This time the hot prickle in her eyes surprised her. It had been a long time since someone asked after her. “I’ll be fine,” she repeated, walking to the mare and moving to take off the girl’s saddle.

      “You’ve already got a couple of inches of snow on the roof.” Danna motioned to Lilly’s quarters again. “Want me to get someone to climb up there and sweep it off?”

      “I’ll get to it once the storm passes.”

      “If it piles up too much, you might get a leak—or worse.”

      “I know.”

      The list of things she’d been putting off for later just kept getting longer. At least she knew she had wood. She had bartered the use of a horse and wagon with one of the locals for cut wood for the stove. But she hadn’t filled her wood bin yet. Another thing to add to the list.

      Lilly moved to the horse’s bridle and began unbuckling it. She tucked the horse into the nearest free stall and put the wooden bars in place. “I’ll bring you back some water, Chestnut.”

      Danna raised one eyebrow. “I didn’t know my horse had acquired a name.”

      Lilly flushed slightly. “I can’t seem to help myself from giving them a nickname if they don’t have one.”

      Finally, Danna headed toward the door. “You sure you don’t need help?”

      “I’m certain.”

      She’d learned independence from Pa. Or rather, living with Pa. She knew if she worked hard enough, she wouldn’t need help.

      Except there was a part of her lately that felt like she was being buried alive in a snowbank.

      Danna turned back before she slipped through the door. “I’ll check back when I can.”

      “It’s not necessary, Marshal. I’m used to being on my own.”

      Danna nodded her farewell and stepped out into the wind and snow.

      Lilly settled Chestnut with feed and water. Just as she was getting back into her chores, impatient thumps pounded against the door.

      She left the wheelbarrow a few feet behind her and opened the door. A wiry man wearing a wrinkled black wool suit over a white shirt and a snow-dusted bowler hat stood before her.

      “Ma’am,” he drawled. He seemed to look through her, peering over her shoulder. “I’d like to speak to your man about renting a horse.”

      “The livery is not renting horses today. Not with the storm coming.” She was used to strangers assuming there must be a man somewhere. She never outright lied. And tried not to let it bother her.

      Bandit padded over and sat near her right boot, ears perked, eyes alert.

      “The storm is why I need to get on the road immediately,” he spoke slowly, as if explaining to a child. “Go fetch your husband,” he ordered.

      Lilly bristled but drew in a steadying breath, mustering a professional tone.

      “We’re closed for business. I suggest you find a room in town.”

      He scowled, his mustache creeping up like a caterpillar. “I aim to rent a horse,” he said tightly.

      “I said no.”

      His expression twisted into a sneer. “A girl like you probably can’t tell a filly from a stallion. Does your man know you’re turning away good customers?”

      He moved forward as if he’d pass by her to enter the livery.

      Bandit surged to his feet, growling.

      The man startled and stepped back over the threshold.

      Lilly acted on instinct, slipping behind the wheelbarrow, grabbing the handles, and rolling it forward across the threshold to create a barrier between them.

      The wind whipped around her while the smell of manure swirled up from the wheelbarrow in a pungent cloud. Lilly tipped the wheelbarrow just enough to cause several clods of manure to fall on the man’s boots.

      “Oh, forgive me.” Lilly tried for a bit of her father’s north Georgian drawl. “This heavy wheelbarrow can be a bit unwieldy.”

      Bandit barked but faded back into the barn.

      The man’s fingers curled in tight fists, his mustache now an angry slash above his tightly pressed lips.

      Unease prickled at the back of her neck. From the corner of her eye, she caught a glimpse of movement.

      “Is there a problem, Lilly?” A deep baritone cut through the snowy silence.

      Jakob Anderson.

      Recognition flared, followed quickly by an involuntary wave of relief.

      The man turned to Jakob even as Lilly caught sight of Jakob’s wagon and pair of horses through the falling snow. When had he arrived? The wind must have masked the sounds of horses’ hooves and jingling harnesses.

      Bundled up in a tan coat and a black wool hat, covered in a layer of wet snow, he looked more like a large snowman than a successful farmer. He’d grown a beard, and it too was white with snow. His vivid blue eyes narrowed as they assessed the situation before edging his towering six-foot-four frame between Lilly and the angry man.

      The man offered Jakob a strained smile.

      “Finally, someone I can talk business with. Your man looks quite capable.” The last words were thrown over Jakob’s shoulder, aimed at Lilly, whose hands fisted at her sides.

      “He’s not my man.”
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        * * *

      

      Jakob let the sting of Lilly’s rejection roll off as he used his body to block her from the man who’d looked like he was ready to take a swing at her.

      Even without looking at her, Jakob felt the familiar pull of affection, an invisible cord that drew him to her. He might not be her man, but women should be treated with kindness and respect.

      “You’ll want to move along, sir.” The man blinked up at Jakob, then scowled, but when Jakob didn’t relent, he turned without another word. The fool headed down the boardwalk muttering about how he’d take his business to the other livery in town.

      Leaving Jakob to face the woman he’d once wanted to marry.

      Her cheeks were pink with cold, and strands of her auburn hair had escaped her braid to frame her heart-shaped face. And her green eyes flashed with challenge. He couldn’t seem to look away now that the threat was gone.

      “Why did you do that?” Lilly side-stepped Jakob and moved the wheelbarrow to one side of the big barn door. “I had things under control.” She said the words over her shoulder as she heaved the big door all the way open.

      Jakob wasn’t so sure. He’d seen the wheelbarrow tip, watched the man stiffen with indignation and barely contained rage when she dumped the manure on his boots. Lilly was clever that way. When they’d been in school, kids teased Jakob for his height and awkwardness, and she’d found ways to defend him. Like putting crickets in Tommy Freedman’s lunchbox. Part of him wanted to smile at this latest shenanigan, while another part wanted to scold her for provoking the man.

      He realized she was standing in the open doorway with hands on her hips, waiting for his answer.

      “I didn’t do anything.” He raised his hands, palms outward.

      She seemed stumped for a moment, then sighed. Her eyes flitted over his shoulder to the pair of dark brown Morgan horses hitched to the wagon. Jakob followed her gaze to see Jorunn snort while Pia stomped and shook, rattling the harnesses and shaking off the accumulating snow.

      “The storm is coming on too fast. I’d appreciate a place to keep the horses. If you’ve got room.” The words rushed out of him, and he gave her his profile as heat crept up into his ears. All these months apart, and she still could still render him a foolish schoolboy. He ran a hand over his beard and worked to steady his heartbeat.

      She nodded. “I’m surprised you came to town at all, with this weather threatening.”

      “I was roped into it against my better judgment,” he admitted, moving to take Pia’s bridle in one hand. He clucked his tongue, and the pair started walking slowly toward the stable door.

      Lilly stepped to the side for him and the rig to pass by.

      “It’s Christmas.” As if that explained everything. He felt Lilly’s stare as he led the horses inside, and more words tumbled from his mouth. “I came to get sugar and flour and cinnamon for the cookies my new sister-in-law wanted to bake. Also, to pick up the gifts Mor ordered.”

      Lilly sniffed, and he went on, “It was foolish. I know. But Marta begged me. ‘Please Jakob,’” he made his voice high in an imitation of his youngest sister. “‘We can’t have Christmas without cookies.’”

      Lilly used her entire weight to tug the big door closed as the wagon passed inside. Was it sticking a little?

      He gave a soft command, and the horses came to a stop. With the door closed, it was much quieter inside, and Lilly’s voice carried.

      “She won’t have them now.” She must’ve realized how sharp the words sounded, because she softened her expression. “She’s still got you wrapped around her little finger.”

      He couldn’t deny the affection he felt for his family, especially Marta.

      “I should have stayed put. Albert said he’s closing the General Store early, and all the boarding houses are full up.”

      Lilly didn’t look at him as she moved behind the package-filled wagon and then near Jorum’s side, where she started undoing the horse’s harness. “The marshal told me. Where are you planning to stay?”

      Her voice was cool. Almost stiff. The teasing Lilly of moments before had disappeared. Had she remembered how things were between them now? The awkwardness of a broken friendship?

      Albert had suggested Jakob lodge here at the livery. With Lilly. The young man couldn’t have known his simple suggestion would stir up such turmoil inside Jakob.

      “I’ll figure something out⁠—”

      “You should stay here.”

      Her words tumbled over his, leaving an awkward silence as they faded.

      Jakob fumbled with the buckle on Pia’s harness. Alone for a day or two to ride out the storm? Stuck inside the barn—or worse, her living quarters for all those hours?

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” he said.

      Though he kept his eyes on the harness, he felt her glance like a spark across the horses’ backs. “Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t sleep outside.” She slipped the harness strap from Jorum’s back. “I have my quarters, and you can bed down in your wagon out here. No one can say anything inappropriate went on.”

      Her tone was calm, matter-of-fact. Completely the opposite of how his stomach felt, twisted in knots.

      When she glanced up at him again, he ducked his head and pulled off his stiff gloves, shoving them in his back pocket. Pretending it was his half-frozen fingers that slowed his task, not her outlandish suggestion.

      Stay with Lilly.

      The drumming in his chest quickened its rhythm. His mind whirled as he unbuckled the harness. He had harbored feelings for Lilly from the first moment they’d spoken. She had been his anchor in a new world when his family emigrated from Sweden and settled near Calvin. When she’d become engaged eighteen months ago, he’d distanced himself. Prayed desperately for his feelings to fade.

      Now, after only a few minutes in her presence, everything he had worked so diligently to bury was rising to the surface, sharp enough to make him bleed.

      Wind blasted against the stable door. His gaze snagged there.

      Lilly’s followed. “You cannot go back out in that blizzard, Jakob. Soon, you won’t be able to see a foot in front of you.”

      He wouldn’t risk the horses, and they both knew it. There seemed to be no other choice.

      He couldn’t look at her when he said, “Thank you, Lilly. You are a good friend to let me stay.” There. They had been friends once. It would be enough.

      Her brows drew together. “Are we still friends, Jakob? We haven’t spoken in such a long time, and I…” Hurt chased the ghost of a smile from her face before she blanked her expression.

      He had caused that hurt by his silence.

      Regret thickened his throat. He rested one hand on Pia’s back, waited for Lilly to meet his eyes.

      “Yes, we are always friends,” he said softly. Saying the words aloud, he realized they were true. He would always be her friend. “I’m sorry I didn’t come after your father died.” After the broken engagement, Jakob had wanted to come and see her. But he’d been exchanging letters with Astrid, and Mor had discouraged it.

      “You’re not the only one to blame,” Lilly said softly. “I’ve been busy since Pa passed. We’ll both forgive each other. All right?”

      She didn’t wait for an answer but led Jorunn to one of the empty stalls. Jakob followed her with Pia, settling her in the stall next door.

      The quiet companionship he and Lilly had once shared seemed to be rekindled. Maybe he could make it enough.

      He wouldn’t hope for more. Never again.
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      “Come inside and warm up. You look as frozen as a snowman.” Lilly threw the bolt to secure the stable door and motioned for Jakob to follow her.

      Jakob looked down at himself. Snow still clung to his stiff coat and the front of his trousers. The outside of his brown leather boots had darkened with wet stains, the seams crusted with snow. Inside his boots, his feet were so cold they ached and were turning numb. He should borrow some blankets from Lilly, make his pallet in the wagon, and get out of his wet clothing. Instead, he found himself trailing Lilly to her quarters, the dog close to his heels.

      “I’ll make us some coffee,” Lilly said over her shoulder as she opened the door. She flew into action, fluttering around her small living space like a chicken in a cramped coop. Jakob stood at the threshold, taking in the room. Had it always been so small? It’d been years since he’d been inside these quarters.

      The room was still dominated by a black iron stove that had seen better days. The soot-blackened pipe appeared crooked and loose where it went through the ceiling. A tiny window above the dry sink let in the muted gray light of the stormy midday.

      Lilly plucked a coffee can from the top shelf of the corner cabinet, then breezed by the bed in the corner, straightening the rumpled quilt on her way to the table. The small side table near the bed held a lamp and a stitching awl and several pieces of leather.

      Jakob remembered that Lilly’s father was always working on something in his spare time. Seemed Lilly had inherited that trait.

      She set the coffee can on the table. Scurried to the stove for the coffeepot, turned, and motioned him in with the swing of the empty coffee pot in her hand.

      “Warm yourself by the stove. Bandit, go lie down.”

      Jakob took a couple of long strides past the familiar oval farm table to stand before the stove. When they’d both been ten years old, Lilly had helped Jakob write English words on a slate and read from their primers. The dog trotted to the rug by the bed, circled three times and plopped himself down. Jakob side-stepped as Lilly sidled by him to the water barrel near the back door. Her skirts brushed against his pant leg sending a subtle warmth through him that had nothing to do with the stove.

      “Pardon me,” she whispered. Her eyes cut to him and swept up and down his tall form before turning her face away, but he saw the blush climbing up her neck and into her cheeks.

      He was clearly in the way. It had always been so in the schoolroom. On a church pew. He’d sprouted up early, and towering over his schoolmates had always made him feel self-conscious. His accented words had been another difference. He’d thought he’d long since buried those old insecurities, but here he was, feeling out of place and awkward again.

      While Lilly ladled water into a tin coffee pot and placed it on the cookstove, he stalked to the wood bin next to the water barrel. He reached in and grabbed one of the two split logs left in the bin and brought it to her in two long strides.

      He knelt to add the log to the stove, trying not to notice how close it put them. “I’ll haul in more wood before your pile is buried in snow.”

      She frowned. “I can fetch my own firewood.”

      “Of course you can. But if I’m stuck here, I’d like to help.”

      Stuck here. She gave him a sideways glance as he flushed and looked away. He hadn’t meant for his frustration at the circumstances to come out in his words like that.

      His gaze drifted to the shelves of the corner cabinet, mostly bare save a few tins of beans, a bag of flour, and a jar of fruit. Was she short on money?

      She caught him looking at her shelves as she closed the stove door. “I had hoped the storm would hold off long enough for me to visit Heyer’s grocery this afternoon to stock up.”

      Outside the window, a thick veil of snow obscured the afternoon light. No one was going anywhere in this whiteout.

      “There’s enough flour to make biscuits. And canned beans to hold us over. It won’t be Christmas dinner, though.” She crouched in front of the corner cabinet, opened the door, and pulled out her mixing bowl. She plucked a sagging flour bag and other things from the upper shelves and placed them in the bowl, then shuffled over to the table to set up shop.

      She’d always liked to keep busy, but this near-frantic energy was…more. Was he making her uncomfortable? He stood, planning to retreat to the barn. And then coughed.

      “Lilly, I think the room is filling with smoke,” he choked out.

      “It always gets a little smoky when I put a new log on.” She didn’t lift her eyes from the bowl where her hands remained buried, mixing the dough.

      “It shouldn’t.” He inspected the stove. The coffee had just begun to boil.

      “Maybe the stovepipe is cracked. I’ll fix it when I have more time.” He heard the firm note in her voice. The subject was closed.

      He couldn’t keep himself from watching her sift flour onto the table. He’d always thought her the prettiest girl in Calvin. But he saw the changes in her. The curve of her cheeks was sharper, and there were tired lines around her eyes. The girl he’d known had been open, freely sharing every thought that danced through her mind. The woman had become more reserved, holding her thoughts to herself. And even more self-reliant. He guessed she’d had to be since her pa passed away and her fiancé had abandoned her. How long had she been on her own? Nine months? Longer? Guilt knotted in his stomach. He could see for himself the evidence of how alone she’d been.

      “I should have come after your pa died—” he blurted out, then cut off mid-sentence. “It must have been hard. I am very sorry for your loss, Lilly.”

      He’d gone to the funeral at the church—stood in the back while her fiancé, Stephen Barclay, sat in the front pew beside her. As the preacher read a psalm, bittersweet memories of Angus Murdock washed through his mind, the tales he’d spun of his boyhood adventures, wandering among the red clay hills and Georgia pines, his southern roots threaded through his speech.

      “Thank you, Jakob.” Her words held a bit of stiffness, and she kept her focus on rolling out the biscuit dough. “You’ve got more than your share of work at the farm. I’m no one’s responsibility but my own.”

      The words were a wall between them. He’d once known her every hurt, every secret. Even the ones she hadn’t verbalized.

      Now those thoughts were off limits.

      The wind blasted against the outside wall, and the ceiling rafters groaned. He wanted to do the same when he thought about the heavy snow piled on the dilapidated roof. His eyes scanned her shabby, worn quarters again. Things were worse for her than he had imagined.

      A cough tickled his throat again.

      His attention shifted to the portrait of Lilly’s mother hanging above the bed. The image of the dark-haired beauty had held that place of honor for as long as he had known her. Lilly resembled her mother except for the auburn hair she inherited from her father. His gaze caught on the white gloves draped over one corner of the portrait. Hazy gray wisps of smoke hovered in front of the delicate white gloves.

      Pushing the coffeepot aside, he quickly pulled off the front iron burner with the lid lifter handle and inspected the stove’s firebox. The log quarter she’d put in earlier crackled and burned orange, but the smoke wasn’t traveling up the chimney. He reached to the back of the stove and fiddled with the damper lever. It was jammed. He closed his eyes for a moment against the stinging from the heat and smoke. Lilly rushed to the window and cracked it open, the howling wind clawing its way inside.

      “I can fix it, Jakob.” She put a floury hand on his arm. “It’s been getting stuck lately. You have to…” She leaned sideways, her shoulder brushing his. He felt her warm breath near his ear. For a moment, his hand froze on the lever.

      “I see it, Lilly.” He held his space, not letting her push him out of the way. He fiddled with the handle, then turned it with a little more force and the vent opened.

      Lilly sent him a narrow-eyed gaze.

      He had just extended his arm over his head to tap the pipe when she surprised him by saying, “The Jakob I knew before would never argue with me.”

      He didn’t look at her. “Maybe you don’t know me anymore, Lilly.”

      He had grown up. Had his heart broken. Moved on. Or thought he had.

      He thought he had buried the old crush, but being near her again, the feelings lingered like the smoke in the air.
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        * * *

      

      Lilly watched from the corner of her eye as Jakob tapped the pipe again for good measure. There was a soft thud and hiss as snow and ice dropped from the pipe into the oven.

      “The damper and the pipe need repair.” He stood with hands on his hips, watching the pipe. Thinking.

      A knot of nervous energy twisted Lilly’s gut. His quiet presence filled the space. Why was she so acutely aware of him? She chanced a glance at him, his blond hair curled above his shirt collar, his beard neatly trimmed. He held himself differently than she remembered. Or had it simply been too long since she’d seen him?

      He glanced over and caught her staring. Flustered, she dropped her gaze.

      There had to be something she could do in the livery for the quarter hour the biscuits needed to bake. Watering? Yes. She could do that.

      “I’m going to get some of the watering done while the biscuits bake,” she said over her shoulder as she stepped into the livery. Bandit sprang up and bolted after her.

      Jakob turned from the stove. “I’ll help you.”

      She was aware of him following closely behind her as she left the too-small living quarters and went into the livery. She breathed a sigh of relief. This was her space. The place she loved the most.

      She stopped near the large barrels she used to store water when it was too cold to visit the pump outside, all lined up against one wall.

      “These will freeze over, won’t they?”

      She heard the note of concern in Jakob’s voice. More when he followed up with, “Did your pa use a stove in here?”

      She shook her head. “Not for years.”

      When she realized there was no talking Jakob out of his notion of being useful, she gave him a pail and sent him down the aisle to each stall—the opposite direction she took.

      Jakob exited Ike’s mule’s stall carrying an empty tin bucket at the same time Lilly exited another stall. Their gazes locked. He averted his eyes, turning to shut the stall door. She had a strange sense of the past and the present colliding. Jakob had helped her with chores many times over the years. He’d always had a shy smile. Now Jakob did not smile. His expression was carefully neutral.

      Maybe you don’t know me anymore.

      There was a part of her that ached. She’d always counted on Jakob’s steadiness, even when he hadn’t seemed to want to be her friend anymore.

      People changed. She knew that well.

      Fancy nickered from her stall nearby, the sound was followed by the thud of hooves pawing at the ground, restless and uneasy. The mare paced in tight circles, her agitation clear. Lilly slipped into the stall.

      “Should you go in with her?” Jakob’s voice came from close by—he must’ve followed Lilly in this direction.

      “It’s all right,” she reassured him.

      The mare calmed when Lilly stroked her neck.

      The mare moved close and stuck her warm, wet nose behind her ear between her neck and shoulder and nipped at her braid again. Jakob approached the stall; one hand gripped the top rail. Fancy gave her another wet horse kiss, this time right on her ear.

      Jakob chuckled. “I remember her doing that when she was a foal. You said it was her way of giving you a hug.”

      Lilly was more concerned with the still-full feed trough than his words.

      “Little Fancy, all grown up and going to be a mama herself. What’s that?” Jakob pointed to the hash marks on the opposite wall.

      “I’ve been keeping careful count. Doing what I can to be ready.” Worrying. Lilly couldn’t quite admit to it.

      She righted Fancy’s water bucket. She’d been trying not to think about the day Fancy was born. But the memories came like flashes of lightning before a downpour.

      Arriving home to the livery from school to find Winnie lying on the stall floor in a bed of blood and hay, her breathing sporadic and harsh.

      Running to their quarters to find Pa slumped over the table, passed out. An empty bottle of whiskey in front of him.

      Back in the barn, the metallic smell of blood.

      Lilly blinked against the onslaught of images. Steadied her trembling lips. “I don’t want to lose her. Not like…” Winnie.

      “A breech birth is difficult. Your pa did what he had to do to save Fancy.” Years ago, Jakob had arrived at the very moment Lilly had stared at the foal standing on wobbly feet, not knowing what to do.

      He was the only reason she hadn’t fallen apart. She’d never told him the truth about how they’d lost their prize mare that day.

      Jakob’s gaze rested on the horse. Lilly turned away so he wouldn’t see the old hurt. She’d tried to save Winnie. Failed.

      Lilly nudged the stall door, Jakob stepped back, and she let herself out of Fancy’s stall.

      “I should’ve done more to save her.” Lilly instantly wished she could take back the vulnerable words.

      “How could you have?” he demanded softly. “Your father delivered…” Jakob’s voice faltered. “He didn’t, did he?” Realization was there in his voice.

      “When I raced home from school, she was already almost gone.” Lilly whispered the words. Bandit sat on her foot. “He’d passed out⁠—”

      “From the bottle,” he finished for her.

      She nodded, risked a glance at him. Jakob’s expression was easy to read this time. No surprise or shock, just quiet compassion.

      “You knew.”

      “I noticed things.”

      “Why didn’t you ever say?” Lilly asked.

      “It wasn’t my place.”

      He was right. Pa and those old secrets had been Lilly’s burden to bear. No one else’s.

      She lifted her chin. “The biscuits will be ready to come out of the oven.” She skirted around Jakob, but he held out a hand. She paused.

      “You were just a girl, Lilly. Not much older than Marta. You are not to blame for Winnie’s death.”

      “I shouldn’t have gone to school that day.”

      She caught his anger in the set of his jaw. “Should you have skipped every day? To keep bad things from happening? Your pa heaped a lot of responsibility on your shoulders. It wasn’t yours to carry.”

      Maybe.

      His words dusted her like snowflakes. Not quite sticking.

      “This time I will be right here when Fancy goes into labor.” She crossed her arms over her chest in determination.

      Jakob watched her for a moment before he nodded slowly.

      She grew uncomfortable under his scrutiny, and that made her words fall out in a rushed ramble. “I see signs that she is getting closer to foaling. Just today, her milk sack—” She broke off. Stephen’s disapproving face popped into her mind. Heat traveled up her neck.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.” She started walking toward her rooms, knowing the biscuits must be brown and hot by now. “I shouldn’t speak so openly about birthing. It is improper for a woman to speak of such things.”

      Jakob fell in beside her. He made a scoffing noise in his throat. “Birth is a part of life.” His words carried a sense of ease and confidence. They’d both grown up, but he was more at peace, settled in a way she couldn’t seem to grasp.

      “Stephen didn’t like it when I discussed such things.” She said over her shoulder. “A lady does not talk about such things. Let alone spend her days in the thick of it,” she parroted Stephen’s words. Why had she brought up Stephen? Their engagement had been over months ago.

      Jakob came even with her as they arrived at the door.

      “At the farm, we talk about our animals all the time—my sisters and my mother too, all of us.” A boyish grin pulled at his lips. “We are happy to speak of such things. There is joy and excitement in waiting, and beauty when the Lord brings new life into the world.”

      Suddenly the tension that had squeezed at her middle like a saddle cinched too tight, loosened. How she had missed Jakob’s plainspoken honesty. Where Jakob saw beauty in the simple rhythms of life, Stephen saw impropriety.

      The two men were so different.

      She’d thought Jakob was out of her life, like Stephen.

      God had brought him to her doorstep. But why?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Jakob, you do not need to make repairs for me.”

      Lilly hadn’t meant for her voice to be so sharp. She’d just come in from the livery where she finished the last of the watering to find Jakob crouched in front of the corner cabinet, wiggling the leaning door. Since he’d devoured three biscuits and another cup of coffee, he’d filled the wood bin, replenished the water barrel, and tightened the loose slat on one of her chairs.

      Maybe he felt as restless as she did, needed an outlet for this energy crackling between them since his expression of compassion outside Fancy’s stall.

      “I like fixing things,” he said over his shoulder.

      Her stomach knotted. He probably thought he needed to fix her too. Stephen had.

      Bandit bounded through the doorway behind her.

      As soon as he spotted Jakob crouched down, he assumed it was a game and raced over, jumping up and placing his front paws on Jakob’s shoulders. Jakob’s balance wavered, but he quickly steadied himself and gently pushed the dog off with his elbow and a laugh.

      “What? You want to help too?” he asked affectionately.

      “Bandit, go lie down.” The dog’s attention shifted to Lilly. She pointed to the rug near the bed, and the dog obeyed with one more sweep of his tail.

      Jakob finished tightening the screws on the old door hinges, pulling the door open and closed a couple of times. The door shut properly now. He stood and rolled his shoulders, his back muscles flexing under the fabric of his shirt. Lilly’s eyes lingered longer than she intended. An unexpected rush of warmth spread through her face. She quickly looked away as Jakob turned. Heavens! What nonsense was this? This was Jakob. They were friends, had been since school.

      Her eyes caught on the empty coffee cup on the table. She made a beeline to the table, swiped the cup up, and moved to the dry sink where her mixing bowl was still soaking.

      “I’ll add another log,” Jakob said. He grabbed a split log from the bin and moved to the stove.

      Wasn’t it already too warm in the room? She spread a cloth to set the few dishes on it to dry, but Jakob, towel in hand, had sidled up beside her and reached to take the cup from her hand. For a moment, they held the cup between them.

      “You don’t have to⁠—”

      His brows lifted, and a new intensity flickered in his eyes.

      “I know,” he said, pulling the cup gently from her grip. His fingers brushed hers, a spark passing between them. She plunged her hands into the now-cool dishwater, clutched the dishrag, and began scrubbing the baking sheet.

      She glanced up to see him standing near the bed, his gaze lingering on the satin gloves draped over the portrait’s frame.

      Pa had always praised Mama for being a great beauty. Lilly had never compared.

      “The gloves were my mother’s,” she said quietly. “She wore them the day she married my father. I thought I would wear them when I married Stephen.” Why hadn’t she put them away?

      Lilly caught the subtle shift in Jakob’s posture.

      “We don’t have to talk about him,” he said. “Unless you want to.”

      “I’m sure you heard the gossip.” She scrubbed the dirty pan with more force.

      “Some,” he said carefully. “Mor taught me to ignore it. That most of it is nonsense.”

      She bared her teeth in a semblance of a smile. Stephen had broken things off in such a public way. There was no confusion in the words that had been spread around town.

      How could it still hurt so badly? It was her pride. All these years spent trying to prove she belonged.

      She put the clean pan on a towel laid on the tiny bit of counter space and looked at her hands before she plunged them back in the sudsy water. Imagine those delicate gloves on her work-hardened hands!

      It didn’t work.

      But she’d once believed it could. Somehow. Pa had pushed her to consider Stephen. Called her first—and only—suitor a fine, hardworking businessman. She had to swallow a lump in her throat as she remembered the joy on her pa’s face when she’d accepted Stephen’s proposal.

      Pa had wanted her to become a genteel woman like her mother had been. But Lilly wasn’t that woman. And never would be.

      “I’m glad we didn’t marry,” she said, not quite able to meet Jakob’s gaze.

      Jakob’s chin jerked up. “I thought you wanted to marry him.”

      She’d never wanted anything but to run the livery with Pa. She’d thought she loved Stephen, but now she knew she’d loved the idea of being with someone who wanted her for herself.

      “I was mistaken. About all of it. I couldn’t be the woman he wanted.”

      Jakob shook his head. “Maybe the problem was with him. I think you would be a good helpmate to any man.”

      She caught the slight wince as he said the words.

      Jakob was a good friend to say so. But her engagement to Stephen had exposed her flaws. She was not like other women.

      “Did you know Stephen’s parents saw an opportunity to expand their business? They bought another small hotel in Rock Springs. Stephen jumped at the chance to be out from under his father’s watchful eyes.”

      It was the only saving grace for her now. Stephen no longer resided in Calvin. She didn’t have to see him every day around town.

      “He would have taken you away from your home here in Calvin and your horses?” Jakob chewed on that thought for a long moment. “The town would suffer. People depend on you here.”

      She took a deep, satisfying breath and let his words soothe her. Jakob understood intuitively what Stephen refused to see. Lilly needed the livery and to stay connected to the town of Calvin, the only place where she had roots.

      “After Pa passed, Stephen wanted me to spend less time at the livery. He wanted me to be more of a partner to him. Someone who threw fancy dinner parties. Could hold a conversation with the mayor or other business owners.”

      He had wanted Lilly to trade her work clothes for fancy dresses and tea in a parlor that smelled of roses and polish. He couldn’t fathom that she didn’t want the same thing. What kind of woman prefers horse manure and hay?

      “I can’t see you like that.” Jakob sounded genuinely stumped.

      Agitated, she stalked to the stove, then pulled over a pot that rested on the right back burner and dumped the beans into it. Snatching a wooden spoon from a crock on the side shelf, she turned to Jakob, who’d side-stepped a few feet away from the stove to give her space.
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