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Unforgettable Secrets in a Small Town

	 

	Love. Secrets. Second Chances.

	 

	Welcome to a place where everyone knows your name… and your past is never as far behind you as you think.

	In this unforgettable collection of small-town romances, hearts are tested, secrets come to light, and love arrives in the most unexpected ways—from windswept ranches and cozy bakeries to fire-lit danger and holiday magic.

	A woman chasing a dream finds herself in over her head—and face-to-face with a rugged neighbor who challenges everything she thought she knew about independence.

	A rookie firefighter becomes the prime suspect in a deadly blaze—and the detective assigned to the case may be the only one who can save her… or break her.

	A struggling business owner fights to hold everything together while uncovering truths that could change her future forever.

	Two mischievous dogs play matchmaker, nudging their guarded humans toward a second chance at love.

	A dedicated nurse discovers that sometimes the path home leads straight into the arms of a man who needs her just as much as she needs him.

	A determined young woman and a rancher with a dream learn that strength isn’t about standing alone—it’s about letting someone stand beside you.

	And when a child’s life hangs in the balance, a small town must come together as love, sacrifice, and a powerful secret threaten to change everything.

	From emotional and heartwarming to suspenseful and uplifting, these stories celebrate resilience, redemption, and the courage it takes to start over.

	Because in a small town…

	love finds you, secrets shape you, and second chances are always waiting.

	Escape to a world where every story leaves a mark—and every heart has a home.

	 


Featuring New York Times and USA Today bestselling authors alongside rising voices in contemporary romance.

	 

	 

	Mending Fences in Sunset

	Amy Simone

	A determined woman trades security for a rundown farm and a fragile rescue horse—only to discover that rebuilding a life takes more than hard work. With a gruff rancher at her side, she must decide whether independence means standing alone… or learning to trust again.

	 

	Playing with Fire

	Taylor Lee

	A rookie firefighter becomes the prime suspect in a deadly blaze that claims two lives. As a relentless detective closes in, attraction ignites between them—but trusting the wrong person could cost everything.

	 

	Trouble with Eden

	Susanne Matthews

	After a devastating accident, a man seeking a fresh start arrives in a small town to claim an unexpected inheritance—only to find his new life tangled in secrets, grief, and a connection he never saw coming.

	 

	Sweet Peppermint Kisses

	Josie Riviera

	A temporary holiday job on a horse ranch changes everything for a nurse determined to return home. As Christmas magic fills the air, she and a brooding rancher must decide if love is worth rewriting their plans.

	 

	Be My Angel

	Dani Haviland

	A fiercely independent woman and a rancher with a dream find unexpected connection in a small town. As they challenge each other’s assumptions about strength and vulnerability, they discover that love doesn’t ask for perfection—only courage.

	 

	 

	Brown Eyed Girl

	Denise Devine

	When her first love returns to their small town, a long-buried secret forces Carly to face the past—and decide if love deserves a second chance.

	 

	Sexy, Sassy & Not Available

	Mimi Barbour

	When a devoted mother’s world is shaken by her son’s life-threatening illness, hope arrives in the form of a famous football star with a secret. But the truth he carries could either heal their hearts… or break them apart.
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A determined woman trades security for a rundown farm and a fragile rescue horse—only to discover that rebuilding a life takes more than hard work. With a gruff rancher at her side, she must decide whether independence means standing alone…

	 or learning to trust again.

	 

	
Chapter 1 - The Mud and the Mercy

	The key felt wrong in her hand. Not wrong like it wouldn’t work, but wrong in its sub-stance—too light, the metal thin and tinny, as if it belonged to a child’s diary instead of a life’s new chapter. Fayelene Boudreaux closed her fingers around it, the jagged teeth digging into her palm. This was it. The start of everything. She could almost see it, laid out like a blueprint in her mind: a neat row of stalls in the currently sagging barn, a fresh coat of white paint on the fences uprights, and Jolie, her first official rescue, grazing peacefully in a paddock lush with clover. Jolie, a name that meant ‘pretty,’ for a horse whose life had been anything but. Faye envisioned the mare’s coat shining, her ribs covered, her eyes losing their haunted, hollow look. This rundown patch of earth wasn't just a rental property; it was a promise.

	She stepped out of her ten-year-old sedan, the car door groaning in protest. The gravel of the driveway crunched under her worn sneakers, a satisfying, solid sound. Mr. Hebert, the landlord, was waiting on the porch of the small house, a man who looked as weathered and neglected as the property he owned. He pushed a sweat-stained hat back on his head, his eyes squinting against the late afternoon sun.

	“There she is,” he said, his voice a low rumble. He came down the rickety steps, holding out a hand that was more callus than skin. “Figured you got lost.”

	“Just traffic,” Faye lied, shaking his hand. His grip was firm, dry. “It’s… bigger than I remembered.”

	He followed her gaze across the overgrown yard to the small barn and the paddock beyond. “Land’s got a way of doin’ that. Looks manageable on paper, then you’re standin’ in it.” He dropped the flimsy key into her waiting palm. “She’s all yours. For now.”

	Faye’s stomach tightened at the addendum, but she forced a smile. She was a bookkeeper by trade, a master of balancing ledgers and forecasting expenses. She’d run the numbers on this venture a hundred times. It was tight, dangerously so, but it was possible. It had to be.

	“The water’s on, electric too. Propane man’s comin’ Friday,” Mr. Hebert continued, pointing a thick finger toward the fence line that separated her five acres from the vast, manicured pasture next door. “Back fence leans like an old drunk, but it’ll hold. Mostly.”

	“Mostly?”

	“Neighbor keeps good cattle. They ain’t lookin’ to escape into this mess.” He gave a short, humorless laugh. “Got more sense.” He sized her up then, a slow, deliberate appraisal from her sneakers to her determined chin. It was a look she recognized—the same skeptical once-over her ex-husband, Richard, used to give her whenever she’d suggested doing something more ambitious than balancing his firm’s accounts. The look that said, You’re not cut out for this.

	“You sure about this, ma’am?” Mr. Hebert asked, his tone softening just a fraction. “This ain’t no hobby farm. Place needs work. A lot of it.”

	“I’m not afraid of work,” Faye said, the words coming out stronger than she felt. She needed them to be true. For her, for her son, Leo, who thought she was having a mid-life crisis, and most of all for the horses like Jolie who had nowhere else to go.

	He just grunted, a noncommittal sound that was neither encouragement nor doubt. He tipped his hat. “Well, call me if the roof starts leakin’ more than a trickle. Anything else is on you.” He turned and walked back to his dusty pickup truck, leaving Faye standing alone in the driveway, the single key feeling heavier now, the weight of every leaky roof and leaning fence post pressing down on it.

	She watched him drive away, a plume of dust rising behind him. The silence that settled in was absolute, broken only by the buzz of insects in the humid air. It should have been peaceful. Instead, it felt… empty. Waiting.

	The horse trailer was three hours late.

	Faye had spent the time pacing, walking the perimeter of the paddock, her initial excitement curdling into a low-grade anxiety. She’d tested the gate, which swung open with a shriek of rusty hinges. She’d peered into the small, dark barn, the air inside thick with the scent of old hay and decay. Every minute that ticked by was another minute Jolie spent crammed in a metal box, another minute for something to go wrong.

	When the low rumble of a diesel engine finally reached her, relief washed over her so intensely her knees felt weak. She hurried to the end of the driveway just as the sky, which had been a hazy, bleached-out blue all afternoon, began to bruise with gray clouds. The truck was a hulking, mud-splattered beast, pulling a long, silver gooseneck trailer.

	The driver, a man with a sour face and impatient eyes, barely glanced at her as he swung the rig off the narrow parish road. “Boudreaux?” he barked over the engine’s idle.

	“Yes, that’s me. I was getting worried.”

	“Tire blew outside of Opelousas.” He gestured with his chin toward the paddock. “You want her back there?”

	“Yes, please. Just inside the gate.”

	The first drop of rain hit her forehead, fat and cold. Then another, and another. Within seconds, the world dissolved into a roar. The wind whipped through the live oaks, tearing at the Spanish moss and plastering Faye’s t-shirt to her skin. The dust in the driveway turned instantly to a dark, slick paste.

	“Damn it,” the driver muttered, squinting through the instant torrential downpour. He gunned the engine, trying to make the turn into the narrow drive too fast.

	Faye saw it happen in slow motion. The heavy front wheels of the truck hit the soft shoulder, sinking immediately. The driver cursed, spinning the wheel, but it was too late. The weight of the trailer was a dead anchor, pulling the entire rig sideways. There was a sickening lurch, a groan of tortured metal, and the truck and trailer slid with a great, sucking sound into the deep ditch that ran alongside the road. The trailer tilted at a terrifying angle, one side high in the air, the other buried deep in the mud.

	From inside, a frantic, percussive banging began. A high, terrified scream of a horse.

	“Jolie!” Faye cried, running forward, heedless of the mud sucking at her sneakers.

	“Stay back!” the driver yelled, climbing out of the cab, his face pale. “She’s goin’ crazy in there!”

	The banging intensified. Thump-thump-CRACK. It was the sound of hooves striking metal, of a thousand pounds of pure panic trapped in a space no bigger than a closet. Faye’s blood ran cold. A horse could thrash, could get a leg caught, could snap a bone in an instant. Her dream, her promise, was dying in a ditch before it even had a chance to begin.

	“We have to get her out!” Faye screamed over the drumming of the rain. She scrambled up the muddy embankment to the side of the trailer, her hands slipping on the wet aluminum. She pressed her face to one of the small, barred windows. All she could see was a frantic swirl of brown hide and a wild, white-rimmed eye.

	“Can’t get the ramp down like this!” the driver shouted, his earlier impatience replaced by a dawning horror. “She’s stuck. We’re both stuck.”

	Faye’s mind went blank with terror. She pulled at the handle of the trailer’s side door, but it was jammed, the frame twisted by the angle. She beat her fists against the metal. “It’s okay, girl,” she sobbed, her voice lost in the storm. “It’s okay, Jolie, I’m here.”

	But it wasn’t okay. The horse’s frantic movements were making the trailer rock, settling it deeper into the mud. The rain was a solid sheet, blurring the world into a gray, watery chaos. Faye was soaked, shivering, and utterly, hopelessly useless. This was it. The colossal, undeniable proof that her son, her ex-husband, and even Mr. Hebert were right. She had no idea what she was doing.

	“You got any idea what you’re doing out here, city girl? Or you just plan on drowning us all in the mud?”

	The voice was deep, rough, and so close it made her jump. A man stood beside her, having appeared from the deluge as if summoned by it. He was tall and broad, water streaming from the brim of a cowboy hat that did little to protect the rest of him. He was drenched, his denim shirt clinging to a wide chest and powerful shoulders. His face was set in a deep scowl, his jaw tight, and his dark eyes were fixed on the tilted trailer with an expression of profound irritation.

	Faye stared at him, speechless. He didn’t wait for an answer. He took in the scene with a single, sweeping glance—the buried truck, the panicked driver, Faye plastered in mud and frozen with fear, the dangerously angled trailer.

	He turned to the driver. “You got a chain?”

	The driver just shook his head, looking dazed.

	The man let out a sound of disgust. “Of course you don’t.” He looked back at Faye, his gaze lingering for a half-second, and she felt a fresh wave of humiliation wash over her. He saw exactly what she was: a disaster. An inconvenience that had spilled over from her property into his.

	“Don’t just stand there,” he snapped, not at her, but at the driver. “Get in your truck. Put it in neutral when I tell you. Don’t touch the gas. You understand?”

	The driver nodded numbly.

	The stranger turned and strode back the way he came, disappearing into the rain toward the neighboring property. Faye thought he’d just abandoned them, another person writing her off as a lost cause. But a minute later, the headlights of a heavy-duty pickup cut through the downpour. He backed it up with terrifying precision, stopping his rear bumper inches from the front of the stuck rig. He moved with an economy of motion, a frustrated competence that was both intimidating and mesmerizing.

	He jumped out, leaving his engine running, and pulled a massive, greasy chain from a toolbox in the truck bed. The links clanked against the metal, a heavy, purposeful sound against the chaos of the storm. He crawled halfway under the front of the hauler’s truck, the mud sucking at his jeans, and expertly attached the chain to the frame. He did the same to his own truck, his movements sure and swift.

	He straightened up, wiping a muddy hand on his thigh. He looked at Faye, who was still standing by the trailer, useless. “Get away from there,” he commanded. His voice wasn’t cruel, just absolute. It was the voice of a man who didn’t have time for pleasantries when there was a problem to be solved.

	She scrambled back, her feet sliding in the slick mud. He gave a sharp whistle to the driver, who put the truck in neutral. The stranger climbed into his own cab. The engine of his truck roared, the tires digging into the gravel, spitting rocks and mud. The chain went taut with a loud crack, the sound of a gunshot. For a second, nothing happened. The stranger’s truck strained, the engine whining in protest. The trailer shuddered, and a fresh wave of panicked kicking erupted from inside.

	Faye held her breath, her hands clasped so tightly her knuckles were white. This felt like trying to move a mountain with a piece of string. It was impossible.

	Then, with a groan that seemed to come from the earth itself, the trailer began to move. It slid, inch by agonizing inch, up the embankment. Mud sluiced off its sides in thick, brown sheets. The stranger didn’t stop, didn’t hesitate. He just kept a steady, powerful pressure on the gas, his gaze fixed in his side mirror, until the hauler’s truck was clear of the ditch, its wheels finally finding purchase on the solid surface of the driveway.

	He got out of his truck and began unhooking the chain without a word. The driver, looking shaken, stumbled out of his own cab.

	“I… thanks, man. I thought…”

	The stranger didn’t even look at him. He coiled the heavy chain and tossed it back into his truck bed with a clang. His attention was solely on the trailer, and the terrified animal within.

	“Get it on level ground,” he said, his voice flat. “Then get out of the way.”

	The driver, eager to be anywhere else, did as he was told, pulling the rig further up the drive and parking it in the muddy, but at least flat, yard. He dropped the ramp with a crash of metal on wet ground.

	The stranger walked past Faye to the back of the trailer. The rain had softened to a steady drizzle, but the air was still heavy and charged. He didn't ask her permission, didn't ask for her help. He just took charge.

	“She got a halter on?” he asked, his back to her.

	“Yes. The lead rope is just inside the door.”

	He swung the heavy door open. The mare, Jolie, stood inside, trembling violently. Her coat was dark with sweat, her eyes rolling, showing the whites. She was wedged against the side, her hip pressed into the metal wall. She was a picture of raw terror.

	Faye started forward. “Jolie, easy girl…”

	The man put out an arm, blocking her path. The muscle in his forearm was hard as wood against her chest. “Stay put. You’re wound up as she is. You’ll only make it worse.”

	He was right. Her heart was pounding, her hands shaking. She was radiating panic. He, on the other hand, was a block of solid calm. He ducked into the trailer, his broad shoulders filling the opening. He moved slowly, deliberately, murmuring to the horse in a low, steady voice. Faye couldn’t make out the words, just the tone—a deep, soothing rumble that was the complete opposite of the sharp commands he’d been barking earlier.

	He emerged leading the mare by the rope. Jolie’s hooves clattered nervously on the metal ramp, her head high, her nostrils flared. She was thin, her ribs a faint outline beneath her muddy coat, but she had a delicate, beautiful head. Even terrified, she was lovely.

	The man kept the lead rope short, his hand firm and steady. He led her down the ramp and into the paddock, his boots sinking into the mud with every step. Faye hurried to swing the gate shut behind them, her fingers fumbling with the cold, wet latch.

	He stood with the horse in the center of the small enclosure, one hand stroking her neck, his voice still a low murmur. Jolie’s trembling began to subside. She dropped her head, nudged his chest, and let out a long, shuddering sigh. It was a surrender. A concession of trust that Faye, her supposed rescuer, hadn’t been able to earn.

	The driver was already back in his truck, eager to leave. He gave a short, unapologetic wave and rumbled back down the driveway, leaving a fresh set of ruts in his wake.

	Faye was alone with the stranger and her horse. The rain had stopped. The only sounds were the dripping of water from the trees and Jolie’s soft snorts.

	The man unclipped the lead rope from the halter and coiled it neatly. He walked back to the gate, his expression unreadable. He handed the rope to Faye. His fingers brushed hers, and his skin was rough, calloused, and surprisingly warm.

	“Thank you,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “I don’t know what I would have done.”

	He just nodded, his gaze sweeping over the dilapidated barn, the leaning fence, the sea of mud that was her new yard. He looked at her, at her city sneakers caked in muck, her thin shirt soaked through.

	“You got feed for her? Hay?” he asked.

	“It’s coming tomorrow. I have a few flakes of hay in my car to get her through the night.”

	He grunted. “She’s underweight. Needs more than a few flakes.” He looked back at Jolie, who was now cautiously exploring the corner of her new, muddy home. “She’ll need a vet to look her over, too.”

	“I have a number for one,” Faye said quickly, feeling the need to prove she wasn’t a complete fool.

	He didn’t seem impressed. He pulled a thick black marker from his pocket, turned, and wrote a series of numbers on the weathered gray wood of the gatepost. “This is Doc Landry’s cell. He’s the best. Tell him Beau Guidry sent you.”

	Beau Guidry. The name fit him. It was as solid and uncompromising as he was.

	“Thank you, Beau,” she said, the name feeling foreign on her tongue.

	He just gave another short nod, his eyes lingering on her. Then he turned and walked away, his long strides eating up the distance to the fence line. He slipped through the wires of the leaning fence with an easy grace and disappeared into the twilight gathering over his own neat, orderly fields.

	Faye stood clutching the lead rope, the plastic cool and slick against her skin. She looked at the number scrawled on her gate, then at the terrified, beautiful mare huddled in the corner of the paddock. The air was cool and clean after the storm, but she felt a chill that had nothing to do with her wet clothes. She had her horse. She had her land. But the brief, brutal mercy of a stranger had only served to highlight the vast, muddy reality of just how far she had to go.

	 


Chapter 2 - Pastries and Practicality

	A single point of pressure in her lower back was the first indication of morning. Faye shifted, and the plastic crinkle of the air mattress beneath her was the second. The floor was cold, a damp chill that worked its way through the thin sleeping bag and into her bones. She opened her eyes to a gray, unfamiliar light filtering through a dirty window-pane. Briefly, she didn’t know where she was. Then the dull ache in her shoulders from hauling boxes, the stiffness in her knees from kneeling in mud, and the faint, earthy smell of wet ground brought it all back. This was home.

	She pushed herself up, her joints protesting. The living room was a canyon of cardboard boxes, a testament to a life hastily packed and unceremoniously dumped. A half-eaten bag of chips and an empty water bottle lay on the floor beside the mattress, the sad remains of last night’s dinner. Beyond the window, the world was a watercolor wash of green and brown, dripping and still. The sheer, unvarnished reality of it settled on her, a physical weight. The leaning fence, the sea of mud, the skeletal barn with its missing boards. It wasn’t a charming fixer-upper. It was a ruin. And it was hers.

	A deep sigh escaped her, a sound swallowed by the quiet of the empty house. She had wanted this. Had dreamed of it for years, stuck in her cubicle, the scent of stale coffee and ozone her constant companions. She’d pictured green pastures and the quiet nicker of a horse. She had not pictured this crushing, silent mess.

	Her first thought was of Jolie.

	Faye pulled on the same muddy sneakers from the day before, not bothering with socks. The damp chill of the rubber was immediate. She grabbed a sweatshirt from an open box and stepped outside. The air was cool and heavy with the smell of rain-soaked earth. The mud in the yard had settled into a thick, greedy paste that sucked at her shoes with every step, making a sound like a wet kiss. She navigated the short distance to the paddock, her hands shoved deep in her pockets.

	Jolie was where she’d last seen her, huddled in the far corner of the lean-to, a dark, motionless shape against the weathered wood. Her head was down, and she stood with one hip cocked, a statue of misery. She looked thinner in the morning light, her coat dull and patchy. Faye’s heart constricted. The mare was a mirror of how she felt: abandoned, wary, and utterly alone.

	She stopped at the fence, her fingers curling around the top rail. The wood was slick with moisture, a splintered board digging into her palm. “Hey there,” she said, her voice soft, tentative.

	Jolie’s head snapped up. Her ears, delicate and expressive, swiveled toward Faye, every line of her body rigid with distrust. She took a shuffling step backward, deeper into the shadows of the lean-to. She didn’t make a sound, just watched.

	Faye remembered the few flakes of hay she’d salvaged from her car. It was a pathetic offering, but it was all she had until the feed delivery arrived. She trudged back to her car, the mud trying to claim her shoes. The hay was on the passenger seat, shedding bits of dried grass all over the upholstery. She pulled the small, compressed block out, the stems scratching her bare arms.

	Back at the fence, she pulled the flakes apart, shaking them out before tossing them over the rail into the driest patch of ground she could find. The hay landed with a soft rustle. Jolie watched the offering, then her gaze flicked back to Faye, her dark eyes unreadable. She didn’t move. She didn’t even twitch a nostril toward the scent of the food.

	“It’s okay,” Faye whispered, though she wasn’t sure which of them she was trying to convince. “It’s okay.”

	The horse remained frozen, a silent, equine accusation. Faye stood there for a long time, the damp air clinging to her skin, until the cold made her shiver. Defeated, she turned back toward the house. The phone in her sweatshirt pocket began to vibrate, a jarring intrusion into the morning’s oppressive quiet. She pulled it out. The screen read: DANIEL.

	She almost didn’t answer. She knew what this call would be. But ignoring him would only make it worse. She swiped the screen, the glass cold against her thumb. “Hi, honey.”

	“Mom? Are you okay? I tried calling last night.” His voice was tight with a familiar, frustrated concern that always felt more like judgment.

	“I’m fine. The cell service is spotty out here. I was just… getting settled.” The lie tasted thin. She hadn’t settled anything. She’d just survived.

	“Settled? Mom, what does that even mean? Are you sleeping on the floor?”

	“An air mattress,” she corrected, walking toward the house. “It’s not so bad.”

	“Right.” The single word was heavy with skepticism. “So, did the horse get there?”

	Faye looked over her shoulder. Jolie hadn’t moved. “Yes. She’s here. Her name is Jolie.”

	“Jolie,” he repeated, the name flat in his mouth. “And how is she? Is she the magical, life-changing creature you were hoping for?”

	The sarcasm stung. “She’s scared, Daniel. It was a long trip and a stressful situation.”

	“A stressful situation you created,” he said, his voice losing its thin veneer of patience. “I just don’t get it, Mom. You cashed out a huge chunk of your 401k. For what? A rundown rental in the middle of nowhere and a broken-down horse?”

	Faye stopped, her hand on the doorknob of the rental house. The metal was cold and pitted with rust. “She’s not broken-down. She just needs some care.”

	“Mom, I love you, but a crippled horse isn't a retirement plan. When are you coming back to real life?”

	The words landed like stones. Real life. The life where she sat in traffic for an hour each way, stared at spreadsheets until her eyes burned, and came home to an empty apartment that still felt like it belonged to her and Mark, haunted by the ghost of a thirty-year marriage. The life where she was sensible, practical, and slowly suffocating.

	“This is my real life now,” she said, her voice trembling slightly. She hated how weak she sounded, how her own conviction wavered under his scrutiny.

	A long, weary sigh came through the phone. “Okay. Look, I have to get to the office. Just… call me if you need anything. Like, if you need me to come get you.”

	“I won’t,” she said, too sharply. “I’m fine, Daniel. I have to go.”

	She ended the call before he could reply, shoving the phone back into her pocket. Her hand was shaking. She leaned her forehead against the rough wood of the door, the splinters pressing into her skin. Tears pricked at her eyes, hot and unwelcome. He was worried. She knew that. But his worry felt like an anchor, trying to drag her back to a shore she had fought so hard to leave. The worst part was the insidious whisper in her own mind that agreed with every word he’d said. What have you done?

	The question echoed in the empty house as she stepped inside. The stacks of boxes seemed to mock her. The air mattress sagged in the middle of the floor like a disgusting monument. She couldn’t stay here. Not right now. She needed out. She needed her sister.

	The drive to Grand Coteau was a blur of sugarcane fields and oak trees draped in Spanish moss. Faye drove on autopilot, her mind replaying Daniel’s words. She hadn’t told him the whole truth about her finances. The 401k withdrawal had been substantial, and after the first month’s rent, the security deposit, the hauler’s fee, and the cost of Jolie herself, the number in her bank account was terrifyingly small. She had a plan, a flimsy, hopeful business plan involving giving riding lessons to kids once Jolie was sound, but looking at the mare huddled in the shed, that plan felt like a childish fantasy.

	She pulled into the small gravel lot beside Pastel & Praline. Celeste’s bakery was a splash of cheerful periwinkle blue on the town’s main street. A wrought-iron sign shaped like a whisk hung over the door. Even from the car, she could smell it—the intoxicating perfume of butter, sugar, and yeast. It was the scent of comfort, of safety.

	The little bell above the door chimed as she entered. The warmth of the place wrapped around her instantly, a welcome embrace. The interior was cozy and bright, with small wooden tables and a long glass case filled with Celeste’s creations: flaky croissants, jewel-toned macarons, and rows of perfectly iced petit fours. Her sister was behind the counter, her back to the door, carefully arranging a tray of pralines.

	“Be right with you,” Celeste called out, her voice as warm as the room. She turned, a smile already on her face, and then she saw Faye. The smile vanished, replaced by an expression of sharp, immediate concern.

	Celeste didn’t say a word. She simply rounded the counter, untying her flour-dusted apron. She took Faye by the arm, her grip firm and steady, and led her to a small table in the corner, away from the front window. She pushed Faye gently into a chair, then disappeared behind the counter again. She returned with a thick ceramic mug of dark coffee and a plate with a warm, golden-brown kolache, its center filled with glistening fruit.

	She set them on the table in front of Faye. The heat from the mug radiated into Faye’s cold hands. “Drink,” Celeste ordered softly. “Then talk.”

	Faye wrapped her fingers around the mug, letting the warmth seep into her skin. She took a sip of the coffee. It was strong and black, and it scalded her tongue, but the jolt was what she needed. She looked at her sister, at her kind, practical face, and the dam broke. The tears she’d been holding back since the phone call with Daniel finally spilled over, silent and hot.

	She told her everything, the words tumbling out in a disjointed rush. The terrifying journey in the storm, the truck driver who couldn’t wait to get away, the river of mud, the horse who wouldn’t come near her. She told her about the silent, disapproving neighbor, Beau Guidry, who had helped her without a single kind word, and the vet’s number he’d scrawled on her gatepost like an accusation. And she told her about Daniel’s phone call, his voice echoing all her own worst fears.

	Celeste listened, her expression never changing. She just sat there, her hands folded on the table, letting Faye pour out all the fear and frustration and exhaustion. When Faye finally fell silent, wiping at her cheeks with the back of her hand, Celeste pushed the plate with the kolache closer.

	“Eat,” she said again.

	Faye picked it up. The pastry was soft and warm, the dough yielding under her fingers. She took a bite. The sweet, slightly tart filling burst in her mouth. It was the first real food she’d had in twenty-four hours, and she devoured it in four bites.

	Celeste watched her, a small, sad smile on her lips. “Better?”

	Faye nodded, her throat thick. “A little.”

	“Good.” Celeste leaned forward, her tone shifting from gentle to practical. “Okay. So it was a disaster. First days are always disasters. Remember when I opened this place? The ovens went out, a pipe burst in the bathroom, and I set fire to a batch of croissants. All on the same day.”

	“This feels different,” Faye mumbled, staring into her coffee cup. “This feels… permanent. Like I made a mistake I can’t undo.”

	“Faye, you have been talking about this for ten years,” Celeste said, her voice firm but not unkind. “Ten years of cutting out pictures of farms and circling ads for horses. You didn’t just wake up one morning and decide to do this. This wasn't a whim. This was a plan.”

	“Some plan,” Faye scoffed. “I have a terrified horse, a barn that’s about to fall down, and a son who thinks I’ve lost my mind.”

	“He’s just worried,” Celeste said, waving a dismissive hand. “Daniel’s a numbers guy. He sees risk. He doesn’t see the part where his mom was wilting away in that apartment, getting smaller and sadder every year since the divorce. He doesn’t see that you needed to do this.” She paused, her eyes twinkling with a familiar spark of mischief. “Now, tell me about this grumpy cattleman. Is he cute-grumpy or just-an-asshole grumpy?”

	Despite herself, a small laugh escaped Faye. It felt rusty. “I don’t know. He’s… big. And quiet. And he looks like he knows how to do everything I don’t.” She thought of his hands, calloused and rough against hers when he’d handed her the lead rope. The memory sent a strange, unexpected warmth through her.

	“Hmm,” Celeste said, tapping a finger on the table. “A capable man. That has potential.” She leaned back in her chair. “Okay, let’s be practical. What’s the financial plan look like? For real. No fluff.”

	Faye flinched. It was the question she’d been avoiding. She took a deep breath and laid it out for her sister, the real numbers. The dwindling savings account, the optimistic but unproven business idea, the list of immediate, necessary expenses: vet bills, feed, fencing materials.

	Celeste listened intently, her brow furrowed in concentration. She didn’t judge or scold. When Faye was done, she nodded slowly. “It’s tight,” she said. “Tighter than I’d like. But it’s not impossible. You’re not broke, you’re just starting from zero. There’s a difference.”

	She reached across the table and squeezed Faye’s hand. Her skin was warm and smelled faintly of vanilla. “You’ve got this, Faye. You’re the most resilient person I know. You raised a kid on your own while Mark was off ‘finding himself’ every other weekend. You put yourself through bookkeeping courses at night. You survived that soul-crushing job for fifteen years. Mending a fence and taming a scared horse? You can do that standing on your head.”

	The words were a balm. Celeste had always been her anchor, the one who saw strength in her when all Faye could feel was weakness.

	“First things first,” Celeste continued, her voice all business now. “You need a list. What has to happen today?”

	“I need to call that vet,” Faye said, the task feeling slightly less daunting now. “And I need to go to the feed store. The delivery isn’t coming until tomorrow, and Jolie needs proper food.”

	“Okay. The vet and the feed store. Two things. You can do two things.” Celeste stood up. “Finish your coffee. I’ll pack you some sandwiches for lunch. And a bag of pastries. Sugar helps with manual labor. It’s a scientific fact.”

	Faye watched her sister move around the bakery with an easy, confident grace. She felt a shift inside her, a small, fragile seed of determination beginning to sprout in the barren soil of her self-doubt. It wasn’t a tidal wave of confidence. It was just a quiet, stubborn refusal to give up. Not yet.

	She returned to the property an hour later, bolstered by coffee, sugar, and her sister’s unwavering faith. The sky was still overcast, but the gray seemed less oppressive now. The rental house looked just as dilapidated, the mud just as deep. But the crushing weight of it had lessened. It was no longer an insurmountable mountain of failure. It was a project. A long, difficult, expensive project, but a project nonetheless.

	She parked the car and got out, a paper bag from Celeste clutched in one hand. She breathed in the damp, earthy air. It didn’t smell like despair anymore. It smelled like work.

	Her gaze went immediately to the paddock. She expected to see Jolie still hiding in the lean-to. But she wasn’t there. Faye’s heart gave a little jump. She scanned the muddy enclosure, her eyes searching.

	There she was.

	Jolie was standing near the center of the paddock, her feet planted in the mud. She was watching the house. Watching the car. Watching her. Her head was high, her ears pricked forward, her body tense but not panicked. She wasn’t hiding. She was waiting. A silent, four-legged question mark against the gray landscape.

	Faye stood by her car, the bag of pastries crinkling in her hand, and met the horse’s gaze. The distance between them was still vast, a chasm of fear and uncertainty. But for the first time, it didn’t feel impassable.

	 


Chapter 3 - The Feed Store Gospel

	The paper bag from Celeste felt flimsy in her hand, a poor shield against the mare’s steady, unnerving gaze. Jolie stood motionless in the mud, a statue carved from neglect and fear. She wasn't hiding, but she wasn't welcoming, either. It was an assessment. A challenge. For fifteen years, Faye had navigated office politics, deciphered spreadsheets, and placated unreasonable clients. She had learned the language of polite, civilized warfare. None of it applied here. This was a different kind of negotiation, one conducted in silence, across a gulf of mud and mistrust.

	She began to believe the pastries a foolish, sentimental gesture. You couldn't bribe a wild thing with sugar and flour. Trust wasn't bought; it was built. Plank by plank, scoop by scoop. The list Celeste had helped her form solidified in her mind. First, food. Real food. Then, the vet.

	She left the bag on the passenger seat of her car, a silent promise of a treat for later, for a time when a treat might be accepted. The engine turning over was a harsh, mechanical sound in the quiet country air. Jolie didn't bolt. She just watched, her ears swiveling to track the car as Faye backed out of the muddy drive and pointed it toward town.

	The directions she’d pulled up on her phone led her to Sunset Feed & Supply. It was a long, low building of corrugated metal, flanked by stacks of fencing and pallets of salt blocks. A dusty Ford F-250 was parked near the wide loading bay doors, its tailgate down. A man was heaving fifty-pound sacks from a dolly into the truck bed, his movements economical and strong. Faye recognized the set of his shoulders, the dark hair under a worn baseball cap. Beau Guidry. He didn’t look in her direction as she pulled into a parking spot, but she felt his presence like a change in barometric pressure.

	Taking a breath, she grabbed her phone, the screen displaying a list of things she didn't understand: Senior formula, low starch, high fiber, beet pulp, probiotics. The words were alien, a foreign language for a country she’d just entered without a passport. She felt like a complete fraud, an actress playing the part of a competent rural woman, about to have her costume ripped away under the fluorescent lights of the feed store.

	The heavy glass door opened with a jingle of a small bell overhead. The interior was a cavern of organized chaos. Shelves soared toward the high ceiling, laden with everything from rubber boots to birdseed. The air was thick with the sweet, earthy scent of grain, the sharp tang of leather from a display of bridles, and a fine layer of dust that seemed to coat everything. It was the smell of work, of animals and earth, a world away from the sterile, recycled air of her old office.

	Behind a long wooden counter, a stout man with a friendly, weathered face looked up from a newspaper. He wore a faded denim shirt and a name tag that read ‘Mitch’. Two other men, older and dressed in overalls, were perched on stools, nursing styrofoam cups of coffee. All three of them stopped what they were doing and fixed their eyes on her. The conversation died instantly.

	Faye’s steps faltered on the worn wooden floorboards. This was it. In the city, she could be anonymous for years. Here, anonymity was a luxury she didn’t have.

	“Well now, morning,” the man named Mitch said, his voice a low, gravelly rumble. He folded his newspaper with deliberate slowness. “Something I can help you with?”

	“I hope so,” Faye said, her voice sounding thin to her own ears. She walked toward the counter, clutching her phone like a talisman. “I need to get some horse feed.”

	“That’s what we sell,” he said, a small smile playing on his lips. The two old-timers on the stools exchanged a look.

	“You’re the one moved into the old Miller place,” the one on the left stated. It wasn’t a question. He had a face like a dried apple and eyes that missed nothing.

	Faye’s stomach tightened. “Yes. I’m Faye Boudreaux.”

	“Mitch Thibodeaux,” the owner said, gesturing to himself. “This here is Cecil and Ray.”

	Cecil and Ray nodded in unison, their gazes unwavering.

	“Heard you brought a horse with you,” Ray said, his voice raspy. “One of them rescues from the auction over in Opelousas.”

	The small-town telegraph had been working overtime. Faye felt a flush creep up her neck. “That’s right. An older mare.”

	“Older mare, huh?” Cecil pushed his cap back on his head. “Gonna need something easy on the teeth, then. Soaked beet pulp’s what you want. Can’t go wrong with beet pulp.”

	“Nah,” Ray countered immediately, waving a dismissive hand. “Beet pulp’s all sugar. Give an old horse that much sugar, you’re asking for founder. You want a good timothy-alfalfa cube. Soak ‘em good, they puff right up.”

	“The cubes are fine if you got all day to soak ‘em,” Mitch chimed in, leaning his elbows on the counter. “But a good complete senior feed has all that balanced out for you. Less fuss.”

	They were talking about her horse, about her life, as if she were a puzzle they were all working on together. The advice, a barrage of well-meaning but contradictory opinions, washed over her. She felt her carefully researched list on her phone becoming more useless by the second. These men didn’t operate on internet articles; they operated on generations of lived experience.

	Her gaze drifted past them, through the large front window. Beau Guidry slammed the tailgate of his truck shut. The sound was sharp, final. He wiped his hands on his jeans, then turned and glanced toward the store. His eyes, even from that distance, were startlingly clear. They met hers for a barest fraction of a second. There was no flicker of recognition, no nod, nothing. It was a blank, dismissive look that slid right past her as if she were part of the scenery. Then he turned his back, climbed into the cab of his truck, and started the engine.

	The public rejection, so small and insignificant, landed like a stone in her gut. He knew who she was. He’d been on her property just yesterday. But here, in front of the town’s gatekeepers, he had made it clear they were not associated. She was on her own.

	“So,” Mitch said, pulling her attention back inside. “What’ll it be?”

	Flustered, she looked down at her phone again, clinging to the authority of the printed word. “I think I’ll start with a complete senior feed. The one with… low starch.”

	Mitch nodded sagely. “Good choice. Down aisle three, on your left. Brand with the big red bag. Can’t miss it.”

	“Thank you.” She gave a tight smile to the three men and made her escape, her boots echoing on the floorboards. The aisles were narrow, packed high with bags of feed for every conceivable animal. The sweet smell of molasses was stronger here. She found the aisle, and then the brand. The big red bag. It was bigger than she’d imagined. The label on the front proclaimed its virtues in bold letters, but the most important detail was printed at the top: 50 LBS.

	It sat on the bottom of the shelf, a dense, formidable block. Faye stared at it. Fifty pounds. She’d carried fifty-pound boxes of printer paper at her old job, but that was different. Those were square, manageable. This was a sack, unwieldy and limp. She squared her shoulders. She had to do this.

	She bent her knees, just like all the workplace safety posters advised. She got her hands underneath the bag, the coarse paper digging into her palms. She pulled. The bag shifted a half-inch with a soft, uncooperative slump. It was like trying to lift a sleeping dog. She grunted, straightened her back, and pulled again, trying to heave it up toward the lip of the metal shopping cart she’d grabbed. The bag rose a few inches, its weight pulling at her shoulders, her arms trembling with the strain. It was no use. It was too heavy, too awkward. Defeated, she let it drop back onto the shelf with a dusty thud.

	She stood up, brushing the dust from her hands onto her jeans, her cheeks burning with humiliation. She could go ask Mitch for help, but that felt like admitting defeat in front of the town council. She was supposed to be capable. She was supposed to be able to handle this.

	A shadow fell over her.

	She didn’t hear him approach. At first she was alone in the aisle, the next he was there, standing at her elbow. Beau Guidry. He was closer than he’d been yesterday, close enough that she could feel the warmth radiating from his arm, though they weren't touching. He smelled of clean sweat, dust, and something else, something like the open air after a rainstorm.

	He didn’t say a word. He didn’t even look at her. His focus was entirely on the bag. He bent, his movements fluid and easy, and scooped the fifty-pound sack up as if it were a bag of groceries. The muscles in his forearm bunched under the rolled-up sleeve of his work shirt. With no apparent effort, he swung the bag over and settled it into her cart. It landed with a soft, solid whump.

	The whole thing took less than five seconds.

	He straightened up and was gone before she could form a word of thanks. His boots made no sound on the concrete floor as he walked away, disappearing around the end of the aisle. Faye was left staring at the bag sitting neatly in her cart, her heart thumping a strange, uneven rhythm against her ribs. The air where he had stood still seemed to hold his warmth. It was the most unnerving, confusing, and oddly chivalrous thing she had experienced in years.

	She pushed the now-heavy cart toward the front of the store, her mind reeling. The weight of the bag made the wheels wobble. Mitch was waiting for her, a knowing glint in his eye. He rang up the purchase, his movements unhurried.

	“That’s a good feed,” he commented, as if nothing had happened. “Should do right by that mare of yours.”

	“I hope so,” Faye managed.

	He finished the transaction and leaned forward, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “That’s Beau Guidry’s place next to you.” He jerked his head toward the door where Beau had exited. “He don’t say much, but he knows his business. You listen when he talks.” Mitch gave her a slow, deliberate wink.

	Faye nodded, unable to form a reply. She pushed the cart out the door, the bell jingling her departure. The advice felt less like a friendly tip and more like a piece of gospel, a fundamental truth of this new world she now inhabited. You listen when he talks. The problem was, he didn’t talk. Not to her, anyway.

	Back at the rental property, the afternoon sun was trying to break through the clouds. The place looked the same—rundown, muddy, and overwhelming. But something inside Faye had shifted. The encounter at the feed store, as awkward as it was, had armed her with more than just a bag of horse feed. It had given her a thread, a connection to the community she was now a part of, whether she felt like it or not.

	Jolie was standing by the leaning fence, watching her pull in. She hadn’t moved back to the lean-to. She was waiting.

	Faye wrestled the heavy bag out of her trunk, grunting with the effort. She hauled it to the small, dilapidated barn that smelled of old hay and dust. Inside, she found a rusty scoop and an old rubber bucket. She tore open the top of the red bag. The feed inside was a mix of pellets and dried pulp, and it smelled sweet and oaty. It smelled like proper food.

	She measured out a small amount, just a single scoop, into the bucket. The plastic scraped against the concrete floor. Her heart was beating a steady, hopeful rhythm now. This was the real test.

	Carrying the bucket, she walked out toward the paddock. Jolie watched her approach, her body tense, her head high. Every line of the horse’s frame screamed flight. Faye didn’t look directly at her. She kept her eyes soft, her shoulders relaxed, just as the internet articles had advised. She hummed a little, a tuneless, quiet sound, anything to fill the silence with something other than her own anxious breathing.

	She unlatched the gate, its rusty hinges groaning in protest, and slipped inside. The mud sucked at her boots with each step. She stopped about twenty feet away from the mare, well outside her personal space. Jolie’s ears were pricked forward, her nostrils flaring as she tasted the air. She could smell the feed.

	Slowly, Faye lowered herself to a crouch, making herself smaller, less threatening. She held the bucket out, her arm extended, and waited.

	The silence stretched. A crow called from a distant oak tree. The wind rustled the dry leaves still clinging to the branches. Jolie didn’t move. Faye’s arm began to ache from the weight of the bucket. Her muscles screamed in protest. She thought about giving up, about just leaving the bucket on the ground. But Mitch’s voice echoed in her head. He knows his business. Beau hadn’t spoken a word, but his action had been decisive. He had provided the tool. It was up to her to use it. She held her position.

	Then, a flicker of movement. An ear twitched. The mare took one slow, deliberate step forward, her hoof making a soft squelch in the mud. She stopped, stretched her neck out, and sniffed at the contents of the bucket from a safe distance. Her warm breath washed over Faye’s hand.

	Faye remained perfectly still, her own breathing shallow.

	Jolie took another step. And another. Her head dipped lower, her soft, whiskered muzzle hovering just over the pellets. Faye could see the deep brown of her eye, the way it watched her, full of caution and a desperate, hungry hope.

	Finally, with a soft snort, the mare dipped her head into the bucket.

	The sound of her chewing was the most beautiful sound Faye had ever heard. It was a rough, grinding noise, the sound of life, of acceptance. The horse’s lips were surprisingly soft as they nudged against the plastic, sorting through the feed. She ate quickly, efficiently, without lifting her head until the last pellet was gone.

	When she was finished, she raised her head and looked at Faye. Her muzzle was dusted with feed. She didn’t run. She didn’t retreat. She simply stood there, a few feet away, and watched her. The question was still in her eyes, but it was different now. It was no longer ‘who are you?’, but ‘what now?’.

	Faye slowly lowered the bucket, her arm trembling with relief and exhaustion. A connection had been made. A single, fragile thread stretched between them in the quiet afternoon. It wasn't a solution to all her problems. It didn't fix the fence, or the leaky roof, or the dwindling number in her bank account. But as she stood up, the empty bucket swinging from her hand, she knew it was a start. It was everything.

	 

	


Chapter 4 - A Hard Diagnosis

	The empty bucket swung from Faye’s hand, a light, hollow weight that did nothing to ground her. Jolie stood her ground, muzzle still dusted with the sweet-smelling feed, her large brown eye fixed on Faye. The raw fear was gone from the mare’s gaze, replaced by a quiet, waiting exhaustion. It was a question, not of threat, but of consequence. What now?

	The single, fragile thread of connection between them felt as thin as spider silk and as strong as a tow chain. It was a beginning. And beginnings required action. The thought solidified, sharp and clear, cutting through the emotional haze of the last hour. She couldn't stand here forever, admiring this small victory. Victories had to be built upon, or they crumbled.

	Faye gave the mare a slow, deliberate nod, a promise she wasn’t sure she could keep. “Okay,” she whispered, the sound swallowed by the humid air. “Okay, girl. Let’s see what we can do.”

	She turned and walked back toward the leaning gate, her boots sinking into the mud with each step. The number Beau had scrawled on the weathered gray wood of the gate post was thick and black, written in a confident hand. A name, Dr. Martin, and a string of digits. Her phone felt heavy in her back pocket. Pulling it out, her thumb hovered over the screen, the reflection showing a woman with dirt on her cheek and straw in her hair. A stranger, almost.

	Back in the city, a problem like this would have been abstract. A call to a service, a credit card number read over the phone, an appointment scheduled. Here, standing in the mud with the scent of horse and damp earth clinging to her, it felt terrifyingly real. Each digit she typed into her phone was a commitment, a step further away from the life she had known. She pressed the call button before she could talk herself out of it.

	A calm, professional voice answered on the second ring. “Dr. Martin’s office, this is Cheryl.”

	“Hello,” Faye said, her own voice sounding thin. “My name is Fayelene Boudreaux. I… I have a horse that needs to be seen. It’s a rescue. She’s in pretty awful shape.”

	“Is it an emergency, ma’am?”

	Faye looked over her shoulder at Jolie, who hadn’t moved. The mare’s head was low, her whole body a portrait of weary resignation. “I think it might have been an emergency for a long time,” Faye said quietly. “But no, she’s not colicking or bleeding. She’s just… neglected.”

	There was the sound of pages turning, a soft rustle over the line. “Dr. Martin is just finishing up a call, but he’s got a packed afternoon. He might be able to squeeze you in late today, if you’re on his way home. Where are you located?”

	Faye gave her the address, the unfamiliar rural route number feeling strange on her tongue.

	“Oh, the old Miller place,” Cheryl said with a familiarity that was both comforting and intrusive. “Sure, he’ll be coming right past there. I’ll tell him. He should be there within the hour. Is the horse accessible?”

	“Yes. She’s in a small paddock right by the drive.”

	“Good. He’ll call when he’s on his way.”

	“Thank you,” Faye said, the words feeling inadequate. She ended the call and slid the phone back into her pocket. Within the hour. Her stomach twisted. There was no more time for second thoughts. The clock was ticking. She walked back to Jolie, moving slowly, and leaned against the rough wood of the fence, not too close, just sharing the same space. The air was thick and still, heavy with the promise of more rain. Waiting. It seemed to be all she did lately.

	Less than forty-five minutes later, a dusty, dark green truck that had seen its share of country miles rumbled down her driveway. It pulled to a stop near the paddock gate, and an older man with a cloud of white hair and a kind, weathered face stepped out. He wore practical jeans and a faded polo shirt with an embroidered logo of a leaping horse over the pocket. He moved with the slow, deliberate economy of someone who had spent a lifetime working with large, unpredictable animals.

	“Ms. Boudreaux?” he asked, his voice a low, pleasant rumble. He had a pair of wire-rimmed glasses perched on his nose, and the eyes behind them were a startlingly clear blue.

	“Faye, please,” she said, wiping a damp palm on her jeans before shaking his offered hand. His grip was firm, his hands large and surprisingly gentle. They were capable hands.

	“Alistair Martin,” he said with a nod. “Cheryl said you had a new resident.” His gaze shifted past Faye to the mare standing motionless in the middle of the paddock. He didn’t approach immediately, just stood by his truck, observing. “Well now,” he said, his voice soft. “She’s had a rough go of it, hasn’t she?”

	He retrieved a worn leather bag from the passenger seat of his truck and walked toward the gate. Faye opened it for him, her heart thumping a nervous rhythm against her ribs. He didn't seem to notice her anxiety, his entire focus on the horse. He moved into the paddock without hesitation, not directly at Jolie, but at an angle, letting her see him, assess him.

	“Easy now, old girl,” he murmured, his voice a soothing balm. “Just here to take a look at you. No one’s going to hurt you.”

	Jolie’s ears swiveled to track his approach. Her body tensed, a ripple of unease passing through her thin frame. But she didn’t bolt. She held her ground, watching him with that same cautious hope she had shown Faye.

	Dr. Martin stopped a few feet away, setting his bag down in the grass. He stood still, letting the horse get used to his presence. He spoke to her the whole time, a low, continuous stream of nonsense and reassurance. He talked about the weather, about the price of feed, about a stubborn calf he’d pulled that morning. The words didn’t matter; the tone did. It was calm, patient, and utterly non-threatening.

	Slowly, he raised a hand and extended it, palm down. Jolie stretched her neck, her nostrils flaring as she took in his scent. She sniffed his knuckles, her whiskers tickling his skin, and then, with a soft sigh, she seemed to accept him. He began his examination, his hands moving over her body with a practiced, methodical touch. He started at her head, checking her eyes and teeth, murmuring to her all the while. He ran his palms down her neck, over her withers, along the sharp, protruding line of her spine.

	Faye stood by the fence, twisting a loose strand of her hair around her finger, feeling useless. She was merely a spectator to this quiet, intimate conversation happening between the vet and the horse.

	“Well, her teeth are a mess,” Dr. Martin said without looking up. “Badly need floating. She’s probably not been able to chew properly for years. That’s part of the reason she’s so thin.” He moved his hands over her coat, parting the dull, matted hair. “And she’s got a nasty case of rain rot along her back and rump. See these scabs? It’s a skin infection from being constantly wet and run-down.”

	He beckoned Faye closer. Hesitantly, she entered the paddock and stood beside him. He showed her the crusty lesions, the sore, pink skin beneath. When she reached out and touched the edge of one, a wave of heat radiated from the mare’s skin. Jolie flinched but didn’t pull away.

	“We can treat that with medicated shampoo and keeping her dry,” he said, moving on. “But it’s a sign her immune system is compromised.”

	He worked his way down to her legs, running his hands over each one, feeling for heat or swelling. Then he crouched and picked up her left front hoof. The smell hit Faye immediately—a foul, rotten odor that made her stomach clench.

	“And here’s another problem,” he said, his voice grim. He took a hoof pick from his pocket and began to carefully scrape away the packed mud and manure. “Thrush. In all four feet, I’d wager. It’s a bacterial infection in the frog. It’s eating away at the tissue. Must be painful for her to walk.”

	He cleaned out the hoof, revealing the ragged, diseased tissue of the frog. It looked like something decaying. Faye felt a surge of anger, hot and useless, at whoever had let this happen.

	He set the hoof down gently and moved to her right foreleg. He spent more time there, his brow furrowed in concentration. His fingers probed the tendons running down the back of the cannon bone with an expert’s sensitivity. Jolie shifted her weight, a flicker of pain in her eyes.

	“Ask her to walk for me, would you?” he asked, straightening up. “Just lead her in a straight line, away from me and then back.”

	Faye found the cheap rope halter and lead she’d bought, her hands fumbling with the buckle. Jolie submitted to being haltered with a weary patience. Faye clicked the lead rope on and, with a soft cluck, asked the mare to walk.

	The limp was immediately, painfully obvious. Jolie favored her right front leg, her head bobbing with each step in a clear rhythm of pain. It wasn't a slight offness; it was a pronounced, chronic lameness that spoke of an old, deep-seated injury.

	Faye’s throat went dry. She brought the mare to a halt and turned to face the vet. The kindness was still in his eyes, but it was now overlaid with a professional gravity that chilled her.

	He let out a long, slow breath. “That’s what I was afraid of,” he said. He walked over and ran his hand down the problematic leg again. “She’s got an old tendon injury here. Poorly healed. Probably tore it years ago and was just left to stand in a field. There’s a lot of scar tissue. It’s thick, unyielding. That’s what’s causing the lameness. It’s chronic, Faye. It’s not going away.”

	The diagnosis landed like a series of body blows. Severe malnutrition. Rain rot. Thrush. And now this. A permanent injury. Each word was a weight, pressing down on the fragile hope she had nurtured that afternoon.

	Dr. Martin looked from the horse to her, his expression frank and honest. He wasn't trying to soften it. He was giving her the truth, hard and unvarnished.

	“So, what’s the prognosis?” Faye asked, the words feeling like gravel in her mouth.

	He took off his glasses and polished them on the hem of his shirt, a gesture as he formulated his thoughts. “The malnutrition, the skin infection, the thrush… all of that is treatable. It’ll take time, good feed, and consistent care. But we can fix it. The leg,” he paused, putting his glasses back on, “the leg is another story.”

	He laid it all out for her, his voice even and direct. “Recovery is possible, but it will be a long, expensive marathon. She’ll need corrective shoeing to support that leg, probably for the rest of her life. We’ll need to manage the inflammation with supplements, maybe occasional injections. There will be a careful rehabilitation program to try and build up the supporting muscles. But I have to be honest with you. There is no guarantee she will ever be fully sound. She’ll never be a riding horse. She’ll always be, to some degree, lame.”

	A marathon. The word echoed in Faye’s head. Marathons required training, endurance, and resources. She had none of those things. Her savings account, already depleted by the move and the first month’s rent on this broken-down property, flashed in her mind. She thought of the fence that needed replacing, the roof on the house that leaked, the bills that would keep coming regardless of the sick horse in her care.

	The numbers began to spin in her head, a bookkeeper’s cruel accounting. Corrective shoeing—how much would a farrier charge for that every six weeks? Supplements—a monthly cost, indefinite. Vet follow-ups, medications, specialized feed. The total was a terrifying, unknowable figure that threatened to swallow her whole.

	A wave of pure terror washed over her. It was cold and sharp, a stark contrast to the humid afternoon. This was insane. She couldn’t do this. She was a divorced, forty-something woman who’d spent the last twenty years behind a desk, not a rancher with deep pockets and a wealth of experience. What had she been thinking, bringing this animal here? It was a fantasy, a foolish, romantic notion that she could save something when she could barely save herself. She had made a terrible, costly mistake.

	“She’s got a lot of heart to have made it this far,” Dr. Martin said, his voice cutting through her panic. “But heart doesn’t pay the bills or heal old injuries. This is going to be a marathon, Ms. Boudreaux. You sure you’re ready to run it?”

	His question hung in the air between them. It was her out. He was giving her a chance to say no, to admit she was in over her head. He would understand. He would probably even help her find a rescue organization that was better equipped. It was the logical, sensible thing to do. The responsible choice.

	Her gaze shifted from the vet’s face to Jolie. The mare had moved closer while they were talking and now stood beside Faye, her head lowered. As if sensing her turmoil, Jolie nudged her arm with her soft, whiskered muzzle. The touch was gentle, a simple point of contact. Faye looked into the horse’s eye, so close she could see her own frightened reflection in the deep brown liquid. There was no judgment there. No expectation. Just a profound, soul-deep weariness and a flicker of that same desperate hope she’d seen earlier.

	The terror receded. In its place, something else rose up—a feeling as solid and unyielding as granite. It was a grim, protective determination that settled deep in her bones. This wasn't a mistake. This was a choice. Her choice. Maybe it was the first real one she had made for herself in years.

	This horse, this broken-down place, this impossible situation—it was hers. Running was what her ex-husband did. It was what she had done, in her own way, leaving the city. But she wasn't running anymore.

	She met Dr. Martin’s gaze, and the fear was gone from her own. “Yes,” she said, her voice clear and steady. “I’m sure.” The word felt like dropping an anchor in a storm. “Map out the full treatment plan. Tell me everything we need to do. We’ll start right now.”

	A slow smile spread across Dr. Martin’s face, crinkling the corners of his kind eyes. “Alright then,” he said, giving Jolie a firm pat on the neck. “Let’s get to work.”

	He went to his truck and came back with his bag and a medical tote. He talked her through the first steps as he worked. He gave Jolie a shot to boost her immune system and another for the inflammation in her leg. He showed Faye how to clean and treat the thrush, the acrid smell of the purple medicine filling the air. He explained the feeding schedule, the specific supplements she would need, the type of medicated shampoo to buy for the rain rot.

	Faye absorbed it all, making a mental list, the bookkeeper in her mind automatically organizing tasks and costs. It was still terrifying, but it was no longer an amorphous cloud of dread. It was a plan. A series of steps. Something she could manage, one day at a time.

	As the vet was carefully cleaning Jolie’s right foreleg, a flicker of movement at the edge of her vision caught Faye’s attention. She looked past the paddock, across the sagging line of the shared fence, toward the Guidry Ranch.

	Beau was there.

	He was a hundred yards away, on his side of the property, methodically mending a section of his own fence. He had a post driver in his hands, and a neat line of new wooden posts stood waiting to be set. He wasn't looking at them. His focus seemed to be entirely on the task at hand, the precise alignment of a post, the tension of the wire.

	But he wasn't working. The post driver was still in his hands, but he was motionless. He had paused.

	Faye couldn't see his expression from this distance, couldn't read his posture. He was just a solid, quiet shape against the backdrop of his well-tended pasture. He wasn't staring, not overtly. Yet she felt his observation as surely as she felt the humid air on her skin. It was a silent, unreadable presence that settled over the paddock. He had been there for a while, she realized. Watching. Listening.

	She wondered what he was thinking, standing over there in his world of order and competence, watching her stand in the middle of her chaos with a broken horse and a mountain of impending bills. Was it pity? Disapproval? Or something else entirely?

	Dr. Martin straightened up, oblivious to their silent audience. “I’ll call my farrier for you,” he said. “Tell him it’s an urgent case. He’s the best. He’ll know what to do for her.”

	“Thank you,” Faye said, her gaze still fixed on the figure by the fence line.

	Beau chose to move. He lifted the heavy post driver and slammed it down with a dull, resonant thud that carried across the distance. Then he moved to the next post, his actions once again fluid and efficient. He hadn't looked their way, not once. But she knew he had seen it all. He had seen the diagnosis in the vet’s posture, had seen the decision settle on her face. And he had said nothing.

	 


Chapter 5 - Cheerios in the Shavings

	The resonant thud of Beau’s post driver had long since faded into the thick, humid air of Saturday afternoon. Dr. Martin was gone, leaving behind a list of instructions, a hefty future bill, and the lingering, sharp scent of purple thrush medicine in the small barn. Faye had spent the morning executing the first steps of the plan, a methodical process that kept the larger panic at bay. She’d mucked the stall, laid down a thick bed of fresh pine shavings, and carefully measured out the first dose of medicated feed. Jolie had eaten it slowly, her soft lips whiskering against the bottom of the rubber bucket.

	A flash of silver cut through the green of the overgrown lane. A pristine SUV, so clean it seemed to repel the dust and mud of the driveway, crunched to a halt near the porch steps. Daniel. A wave of love, sharp and fierce, washed through her, immediately followed by a familiar, defensive tension that coiled in her stomach. She wiped her damp hands on the thighs of her jeans and walked out of the barn to meet them.

	The driver’s side door opened, and her son unfolded himself from the leather interior. Daniel was tall and wore his success as easily as he wore his tailored polo shirt and khaki shorts. He surveyed the property, his gaze sweeping over the peeling paint on the house, the sagging porch railing, and the unruly weeds choking the flowerbeds. He didn't say a word, but Faye could read the verdict in the slight tightening of his jaw.

	“Hey, Mom.” He managed a smile as he came around the front of the vehicle, but it didn’t quite reach his eyes. He gave her a careful hug, his arms stiff, a gesture that avoided getting any of the barn on his clean shirt.

	Chloe, his wife, was already on the passenger side, unbuckling their son. She was always the diplomat, her expression a careful blend of warmth and concern. “Faye, it’s so good to see you. Are you doing okay out here?” Her eyes flickered toward the leaning fence that separated Faye’s world from Beau Guidry’s meticulously ordered one.

	“I’m doing just fine,” Faye said, her voice a little brighter than necessary.

	Then the back door slid open, and a small boy with a shock of blond hair and Daniel’s serious eyes launched himself out of the car seat. “Gamma!”

	The tension in Faye’s chest dissolved. She knelt, her knees protesting on the gravel, and opened her arms. Grayson, all two-and-a-half feet of him, barreled into her embrace. He smelled of milk and sunshine and that specific, sweet scent unique to a beloved child. She buried her face in his soft hair, inhaling the pure, uncomplicated joy of his presence. He squirmed in her arms, his small hand patting her back with surprising force.

	“I miss you, Gamma,” he mumbled into her shoulder.

	“I missed you too, sweet boy,” she whispered back, her throat tight. This was the anchor. This was the part of her old life that tethered her to the new one, the one thing that made perfect sense in the midst of all the chaos.

	Daniel cleared his throat. “We brought you some things from the house. A few boxes you left behind.” He gestured to the packed rear of the SUV.

	“You didn't have to do that,” she said, rising and taking Grayson’s small, sticky hand in hers. His fingers curled around her index finger, a perfect, trusting grip.

	“It was no trouble,” Chloe said, her smile gentle. “We were worried about you.”

	The worry was a palpable thing, a third passenger in their car. It settled over the yard, thick as the Louisiana humidity. Daniel’s questions started as they walked toward the house, each one polite, each one a carefully aimed probe. “Is the well water safe? Have you had the wiring checked? Does the air conditioner even work in this heat?”

	Faye answered each one with forced patience. Yes, the water was tested. Yes, the landlord had an electrician check the panel. Yes, the window unit in the bedroom rattled like a dying beast but produced cold air. She felt like she was defending a thesis on a life he had already deemed a failure.

	“You wanna see my horse, Gray?” she asked, changing the subject, turning her attention to the small boy.

	His eyes went wide. “Horsey!” he shrieked, his little body vibrating with excitement. He tugged her hand, pulling her away from the house and its silent accusations, toward the barn.

	The mood shifted when they stepped inside. The barn, though old, was clean. The air was cooler, filled with the scent of hay and fresh pine. Jolie stood quietly in her stall, her head hanging low. She looked up as they approached, her ears swiveling forward, her large, dark eyes soft and curious.

	Grayson stopped dead, his mouth a perfect ‘o’ of wonder. He let go of Faye’s hand and took a tentative step closer to the stall door. “Big horsey,” he whispered, his voice filled with reverence.

	“Her name is Jolie,” Faye said softly, her hand resting on Grayson’s small shoulder. The warmth of him seeped into her palm.

	Jolie took a slow step forward, her movements careful, and lowered her head to the top of the stall door. She blew a soft breath through her nostrils, a gentle puff of air that stirred Grayson’s fine hair. Instead of being scared, the little boy giggled, a pure, bubbling sound that filled the quiet space. He reached a chubby hand up, his fingers outstretched.

	“Gentle, sweetie,” Chloe cautioned from the doorway.

	But Jolie was the picture of gentleness. She waited, perfectly still, as Grayson’s fingers made contact with the velvety softness of her nose. He stroked her once, twice, his touch clumsy and full of awe. The mare closed her eyes for a second, a gesture of quiet acceptance that made Faye’s heart ache. Here it was. The proof. The reason. This small, perfect connection between a broken animal and an innocent child.

	Daniel stood behind Chloe, his arms crossed over his chest. He wasn't looking at the horse. He was looking at Faye, his expression unreadable.

	Grayson, still patting Jolie’s nose, fumbled with the plastic cup of Cheerios he’d been clutching. The cup tipped, and a cascade of little golden-brown O’s tumbled out, scattering across the clean, pale yellow of the pine shavings. They disappeared into the bedding, a tiny, domestic mess in the rustic quiet of the stall.

	Chloe gasped softly. “Oh, Grayson, honey. Look what you did.”

	“It’s alright,” Faye said quickly, her voice thick. “It’s just Cheerios. The chickens will find them later.”

	But the image stuck in her mind. The perfect, machine-made circles of the cereal, a staple of Grayson’s neat, suburban life, lost in the organic, fragrant mess of her own. It was her two worlds, colliding and scattering on the floor of a rundown barn.

	Later, while Chloe was putting a sleepy Grayson down for a nap in the spare room, Daniel followed Faye out to the porch. She sat on the top step, which groaned under her weight, and watched a pair of cardinals chase each other across the overgrown lawn. The air was thick, promising a late afternoon thunderstorm.

	Daniel didn’t sit. He stood over her, a familiar posture from her past life, from arguments with her ex-husband, Robert. The man standing over her, laying down the law. It made the muscles in her back tighten.

	“Mom,” he began, his voice low and serious. “We need to talk.”

	“We are talking, Daniel.”

	He sighed, a sound of deep, paternal frustration that grated on her nerves. “This isn't you,” he said, gesturing vaguely at the peeling paint, the messed-up fence, the whole imperfect landscape of her new life.

	“Isn’t it?” she asked, her gaze fixed on the Guidry Ranch next door. From here, she could see the neat, straight lines of Beau’s new fence posts, a stark contrast to her own sagging wires.

	“No. You’re a bookkeeper. You like order, balanced ledgers, air conditioning. You don’t like mud and vet bills and… this.”

	The condescension in his tone was a spark on dry tinder. She had spent twenty-five years balancing the ledgers for Robert’s construction company. She’d found satisfaction in the clean, predictable columns of numbers, the way everything always added up, accounted for, and made sense. But it had been his company, his money, his life. She was just the one keeping score. After the divorce, when she saw the final settlement, she realized how little of it had ever been hers. Robert had been generous with household allowances, with gifts, with vacations. He’d given her a credit card with a high limit and encouraged her to use it. “Don’t worry about the bills, honey,” he’d always said. “I’ve got it covered.”

	And she hadn’t worried. She had trusted him. She’d relied on his assurances, on the comfortable cage he’d built for her. Then, one year, when his business hit a rough patch he hadn’t told her about, the card was declined at the grocery store. Just like that. She was standing there with a full cart, the cashier looking at her with pity, her face burning with a shame so hot it felt like it was melting her skin. He’d fixed it, of course. He’d come down to the store, paid in cash, and apologized profusely. But the lesson was seared into her memory. Relying on someone else, even someone who loved you, meant placing your dignity in their hands. And hands could always let go.

	“I’m learning to like it,” she said, her voice quiet but firm.

	“Mom, just let me help.” Daniel’s voice softened, but the intent was the same. It was the same tone Robert had used. Gentle, reasonable, and utterly controlling. “This isn’t you. Let me write you a check, and we can get you settled somewhere safe before you sink everything into this.”

	He pulled his wallet from the back pocket of his shorts. The sound of the Velcro ripping open was unnaturally loud in the quiet afternoon. He was actually doing it. He was going to stand on her porch and offer to buy her compliance. The shame from that day in the grocery store rose in her throat, hot and acidic.

	She stood up, turning to face him. They were nearly the same height, a fact that always seemed to surprise him. “Put it away, Daniel.”

	He paused, his checkbook halfway out of his wallet. “What? Mom, I’m just trying to—”

	“I know what you’re trying to do,” she cut him off, her voice shaking slightly with a fury she hadn’t felt in years. “You’re trying to fix me. You’re trying to put me back in the box you’re comfortable with. The sensible mother with the sensible apartment in Lafayette.”

	“I’m trying to keep you from getting hurt! That horse is a money pit. This place is a wreck. What happens when the first hurricane comes through? What happens when you run out of money?”

	His questions were logical. They were the same questions that kept her awake at night, whispering doubts in the dark. But hearing them from him, framed as an indictment of her choices, made her dig her heels in.

	“This is me, Daniel,” she said, her voice gaining strength, the tremor gone. She met his worried, frustrated gaze without flinching. “This is the me I’m trying to find. And I’m not for sale.”

	The words hung in the humid air between them. His face hardened, the concern replaced by a flash of anger, then hurt. He shoved his wallet back into his pocket. “Fine,” he snapped. “Be stubborn. Don’t call me when it all falls apart.”

	“I won’t,” she said, the words tasting like a lie even as she said them. Of course she would. He was her son. But she needed him to believe she was strong enough not to.

	The rest of the visit was a study in polite tension. Chloe emerged with a now-awake Grayson, her eyes darting between Faye’s rigid posture and Daniel’s stony silence. She chattered brightly, filling the quiet with talk of Grayson’s new preschool and a recent trip to the zoo, her words like flimsy bandages on a deep wound. Daniel remained quiet, his answers to his wife’s questions clipped and monosyllabic.

	When it was time for them to leave, Faye hugged Chloe tightly. “Thank you for coming,” she whispered.

	“Take care of yourself,” Chloe whispered back, squeezing her hand.

	Daniel gave her another one of his stiff, careful hugs. “I’ll call you during the week,” he said, his voice flat. It was not a promise of connection, but a statement of familial duty.

	The real goodbye was with Grayson. Faye knelt again, and he threw his arms around her neck, his small body warm and solid against hers. He planted a wet, smacking kiss on her cheek.

	“Bye, Gamma,” he said. “I love you.”

	“I love you too, my sweet boy. More than anything.”

	She held him memorizing the feel of his small arms, the weight of him in her lap. He was the bridge. He was the reason she had to make this work, to build a life that was her own, a place where he could come and see a grandmother who was whole, not just a dependent appendage to someone else’s life.

	She stood and watched them buckle him back into his pristine fortress on wheels. He waved frantically from the window until the SUV disappeared down the lane, leaving behind only a settling cloud of dust and a profound silence.

	Faye stood on the porch for a long time, the echo of her son’s judgment warring with the fierce, protective love for her grandson. The joy of his visit was a warm glow in her chest, but Daniel’s words had left a painful, stinging welt on her soul. She looked from her rundown house to the green pasture where Jolie was now standing, her head raised, watching the spot where the car had vanished. It was all a mess. It was all uncertain. But it was hers. Every last splintered porch step and sagging wire. It was all hers.

	 


Chapter 6 - The Ghost on the Fence Line

	The bottle was cold, its condensation leaving a damp ring on the worn arm of his porch chair. From here, Beau Guidry could see the whole sorry spread of her life. The little rental house, needing paint. The swaybacked barn that looked one good storm away from giving up. And the woman herself, Fayelene Boudreaux, moving as a solitary silhouette against the intense purple of the evening sky. A light flicked on in her kitchen, a small square of yellow defiance against the encroaching dark.

	He took a long pull from his beer. It wasn't his problem. He’d been telling himself that for a week, ever since she’d limped onto the property with a rattling truck and a horse trailer held together by rust and prayer. He’d watched the whole chaotic arrival from this same chair. Watched her struggle with the ramp, watched the old mare hobble out, favoring a leg so much it made his own teeth ache in sympathy. A city woman with soft hands and a softer head, playing at a life that would chew her up and spit her out before the first frost.

	He’d seen her kind before. They’d come out from Lafayette or Baton Rouge, full of romantic notions about country living, and last maybe a year. They couldn’t handle the mud, the isolation, the sheer, unrelenting work of it. They didn’t understand that the land didn’t care about their feelings. It demanded sweat and sense, and she seemed short on both.

	His jaw tightened as the scene from the feed store played back in his mind. Her, standing there, chin jutted out, insisting she could manage a fifty-pound bag of senior feed on her own. The pride in her eyes was almost comical, a thin shield against the reality of her situation. He’d helped her anyway, not out of kindness, but because the sight of her struggling was an irritation, a stone in his shoe. It was easier to lift the damn bag himself than to watch her fail.

	Then there was the vet. He’d seen her out by the paddock, phone pressed to her ear, her posture radiating a frantic helplessness. He’d known what it was. A sick animal and no idea who to call. He’d scrawled Doc Arnaud’s number on the gatepost with a piece of charcoal from his truck bed, an impulse he’d immediately regretted. Getting involved was a mistake. It was letting a weed take root. Give it an inch of water and it would try to take over the whole pasture.

	And today, the grand finale. A shiny, oversized SUV, the kind that had never seen a gravel road, had rolled up her drive. A slick-looking man in clothes too clean for the country and a woman who floated beside him. A little boy. He’d watched from a distance as he checked his own fence line, the sound of their voices too faint to carry, but their body language screaming volumes. The man—her son, he guessed—had stood with his arms crossed, posture stiff with disapproval. He’d gestured at the rundown house, at the fence, at the old mare. Beau didn’t need to hear the words to know their shape. What are you doing? This is a mistake. You can’t handle this.

	He’d seen it all before. He knew the bitter taste of a child’s judgment.

	He drained the last of his beer, the taste flat and warm. He should go inside. There were books to balance, tack to clean. There was always work to be done. But he stayed, held in place by the single light in her window, a moth drawn to a flame he had no business circling.

	His gaze drifted from her house to the small barn just beyond it. The roof was sagging, the paint all but gone, but the lines of it were good. Solid. It was that barn, that specific patch of land, that was the real stone in his shoe.

	The memory surfaced, unbidden and sharp as a shard of glass. Marie.

	She would have loved that old mare. She’d have called the horse a survivor, seen the spirit in her tired eyes instead of the liability. Marie had a gift with them, a quiet patience that could gentle the most spooked colt. She was the horse person. He was cattle. He understood herds, bottom lines, the brutal math of ranching. Marie understood individuals, the language of a flicking ear, the trust in a soft nicker.

	They had stood right where his fence met the rental property line, years ago, looking at that same barn. The place had been empty then, too.

	“It’s perfect, Beau,” she’d said, her hand tucked in the crook of his arm. The warmth of her skin pressed against his bicep. “Just enough room for a couple of rescues. A place to gentle them. Give them a second chance.”

	They’d talked about it for months. Making an offer on the small parcel, fixing up the barn, putting in new fences. It was meant to be her project, her sanctuary. A place for her to pour all that quiet, steady love into something that was just hers. They’d been saving for it, planning it. It was going to be the next chapter.

	Then there were no more chapters.

	A familiar heat rose in his chest, a toxic mix of anger and grief that still had the power to choke him. Watching that woman over there, with her broken-down horse and her city dreams, felt like a trespass. It was a stranger stomping through the ruins of his own private chapel. Every time he saw her struggle with a fence post or haul a bucket of water, it was a parody of the life Marie was supposed to have built there. A ghost of a dream, now inhabited by a fool.

	His gruffness was a wall. He knew it. A high, thick wall he built brick by brick every morning. It was easier to be the surly neighbor than to explain the truth: that her presence next door was a constant, grinding reminder of everything he had lost. Helping her felt like a betrayal. Acknowledging her struggle felt like admitting that someone else was living a life, however poorly, in the space Marie had left behind. It was easier to dismiss her, to judge her, to keep her and her problems on the other side of the wire. It was self-preservation.

	He remembered the look on Faye’s face when the shiny SUV had finally pulled away, leaving a plume of dust to settle in the twilight. He’d been walking back to his porch and had paused by the machine shed, partially hidden. He saw her stand there, unmoving, for a long time. He was too far away to see the tears, but he recognized the set of her shoulders. It was the posture of someone taking a punch and refusing to fall down. A mixture of defiance and a pain so deep it hollowed you out from the inside.

	He knew that look. He’d seen it in his own mirror for a year after Marie died. It was the face of someone pretending to be whole for the benefit of others, only to be left alone with the pieces when they were gone.

	The flicker of recognition annoyed him more than anything else. It was a crack in the wall, a chink in the armor. He didn’t want to understand her. He didn’t want to see a reflection of his own grief in her stubborn pride.

	He pushed himself out of the chair, the wood groaning in protest. The screen door slapped shut behind him as he went inside, leaving the empty bottle on the railing. He stood in the sudden quiet of his own kitchen, the familiar scent of coffee and leather a comfort. From his kitchen window, he could still see that one light burning in her house. A single, stubborn pinprick in the vast, dark landscape.

	It wasn't his problem. A woman with more sentiment than sense and a horse with three good legs between them. He had his own ghosts to worry about without inviting new ones over the fence. He turned his back on the window and the light, resolving to let her make her own mistakes. He would keep his distance. He would mind his own business. He had to.

	 


Chapter 7 - A Break in the Line

	Something was wrong.

	The thought surfaced from a shallow, restless sleep, sharp and unwelcome in the pre-dawn quiet. Faye lay still, listening. The wind that had rattled the old farmhouse windows all night had died down, leaving a profound silence in its wake. It wasn't a sound that had woken her, but the absence of one. The familiar, soft snuffle and stamp from the paddock, sounds she’d already learned to register subconsciously, were missing.

	She slid out of bed, her bare feet hitting the cold, uneven floorboards. She didn't bother with a robe, pulling on the thin sweatshirt she’d left on a chair as she moved through the dark house. The metal of the back doorknob was cold and slick with condensation. Outside, a cool dampness clung to her skin, a promise of the oppressive humidity that would arrive with the sun. The grass, long overdue for a cut, was soaked with dew, instantly plastering the cuffs of her pajama pants to her ankles.

	She walked toward the small barn and the attached paddock, her steps quickening with a dread that coiled low in her stomach. The world was painted in shades of charcoal and deep indigo, the horizon just beginning to soften to a bruised purple. She could make out the silhouette of the paddock fence.

	And the empty space inside it.

	"Jolie?" Her voice was a raw whisper, swallowed by the vast, quiet landscape.

	The paddock gate was latched, just as she’d left it. Her heart began to thud against her ribs, a frantic, panicked rhythm. She ran a hand along the top wire of the fence, moving quickly along the perimeter. Her fingers snagged on something sharp. A splinter. She stopped, peering into the gloom.

	A whole section of the fence was gone. Not just down, but obliterated. A top post, its base rotted through to something as soft and useless as cork, had snapped clean off. It lay on the ground, pulling two lengths of rusted wire with it, creating a wide, gaping hole. The wind must have finally finished the job her landlord had neglected for years.

	Panic, cold and sharp, seized her. She scanned the darkness beyond the broken line, her eyes straining. Nothing. Just the rolling expanse of her neighbor’s land, a sea of black that stretched toward the distant line of trees. She pictured Jolie wandering onto the road, pictured the horse tangled in wire somewhere, injured and alone. The scenarios played out in a sickening, high-speed reel in her mind. Stupid. She was so stupid to have trusted that fence, to have believed this place was safe.

	Then she saw it. A flicker of movement far out in the darkness. A pale shape against the dark, sleeping lumps scattered across the field. Jolie. Her coat, a soft grey in the faint light, made her stand out. Relief washed through Faye so intensely her knees felt weak. It was followed immediately by a fresh wave of terror. The dark, sleeping lumps were cattle. She was in Beau Guidry’s pasture, grazing peacefully among his herd.

	Getting in trouble was one thing; causing a stampede was another. She remembered the sheer size of him, the coiled stillness that radiated an intimidating competence. He wouldn't just be angry; he would be furious. He would see her as exactly what he likely already thought she was: a foolish city woman with no business being out here, a liability.

	But she couldn't leave Jolie there. She couldn't knock on his door at this hour and admit her failure. The shame of it was a physical weight. She had to get the horse back. Quietly.

	Faye ducked through the gap in the fence, the broken wire catching on the sleeve of her sweatshirt with a sharp tear. The ground on his side of the fence felt different, the grass shorter, firmer under her thin slippers. It was his territory. Every step felt like a trespass, a violation. The air was still, the only sound the soft, rhythmic tearing of grass as Jolie grazed. The cattle were motionless, dark humps of sleeping muscle that could erupt into a thousand pounds of panicked, trampling force.

	She moved slowly, her body tensed. She kept her steps light, her arms held slightly out from her sides for balance, as if walking a tightrope. "Jolie," she whispered, the sound barely audible. "Come on, girl. Easy."

	The mare lifted her head, her ears swiveling in Faye's direction. She watched her approach, her jaw still moving methodically. The cattle didn't stir. Faye’s pulse was a frantic drum in her ears. She was close now, maybe twenty feet away. She held out a hand, her palm open in a gesture she hoped looked calming and not like the terrified trembling she felt.

	"It's okay, sweet girl. It's just me."

	Jolie took a step back, then another, moving deeper into the scattered herd. Her gaze was fixed on Faye, but she wasn't coming closer. It was a game, and Faye was losing. Her quiet coaxing grew more urgent, her whispers tighter.

	"Jolie, please. You have to come with me. Now."

	The horse snorted softly and turned, ambling away with a placid indifference that was more infuriating than any spooked flight. She was just out of reach, always just out of reach. Faye followed, her movements becoming less cautious, more desperate. She ducked around a sleeping steer, the animal’s warm, grassy scent filling her nostrils. Her slipper slid on a patch of damp earth, and she flailed to keep her balance, her arm bumping against the solid flank of a cow. The animal shifted with a low grunt, and Faye froze, her blood turning to ice.

	"Don't you move."

	The voice was not a yell. It was low, deep, and cut through the pre-dawn gloom with absolute authority. It came from the darkness near the fence line, and it stopped her cold. Every muscle in her body locked. She couldn't have moved if she’d wanted to.

	A silhouette detached itself from the shadows. Tall, broad, unmistakable. Beau Guidry. He wasn't moving quickly, but every step was deliberate, closing the distance between them. The rising sun was just beginning to outline the horizon behind him, casting him in shadow but illuminating the rigid set of his shoulders. His voice, when he spoke again, was tight with a controlled anger that was far more frightening than shouting.

	"Stay. Right. There."

	He didn't look at her. His focus was entirely on the animals. He moved in a wide, calm arc, his body language relaxed and non-threatening. He made a low, humming sound in his throat, a continuous, soothing note. Faye watched, mesmerized and mortified, as he approached Jolie. The mare, who had refused to let Faye get within ten feet of her, stood her ground for him. She watched him come, her ears soft.

	He didn't have a rope. He didn't have anything but his own steady presence. He reached Jolie and ran a hand down her neck, his movements slow and sure. The horse leaned into his touch, nudging his shoulder with her nose. The entire exchange took less than a minute. It was a quiet, expert negotiation she couldn't even begin to comprehend. He murmured something to the horse, then took hold of her mane and began to lead her back toward the fence. Only when he was a few feet away did he finally look at Faye. His eyes, even in the dim light, were hard.

	"You're lucky they're used to deer," he said, his voice still low and taut. "You could've started a stampede. Got yourself or that horse trampled. Did you think about that?"

	The accusation hit its mark, fueled by the shame that was already churning in her gut. Her throat felt tight, the words sticking. "I just... I panicked."

	"Panic gets people killed out here," he said. It wasn't a lecture; it was a flat statement of fact. He didn't wait for a response. He led Jolie past her, his gaze sweeping over the sleeping cattle one last time before he turned toward the break in the fence.

	Faye followed, feeling like a chastised child trailing after a parent. The silence was thick, broken only by the soft tread of Jolie's hooves on the damp earth and the wet whisper of their own feet through the grass. He navigated the gap with an easy step, holding a broken strand of wire aside for the horse to pass through safely. He didn't offer the same courtesy to Faye. She scrambled through on her own, snagging her sweatshirt again.

	He led Jolie back into the paddock and stood with her, his hand resting on the mare's withers, calming her. The horse seemed to draw from his stillness, her earlier skittishness gone. He was a part of this landscape, as solid and rooted as the old oaks that dotted his property. She was an intruder, a foreign object that disrupted the natural rhythm of the place.

	He finally turned back to face her, his expression unreadable in the growing light. The sun was cresting the trees now, casting long shadows across the pasture. His anger seemed to have settled, but what replaced it wasn't relief. It was a kind of weary gravity. His gaze went from her face to the gaping hole in the fence, then back again.

	"She can't stay in here," he said, his voice flat. "Not with this."

	It wasn't a suggestion. It was a verdict. And it was a problem she had absolutely no idea how to solve. The weight of his competence, of her own glaring inadequacy, pressed down on her. His anger hadn't just been about a trespass. She saw it now. It was about the fundamental order of things—about safety, responsibility, and the unforgiving reality of the world she had so naively entered. He was angry because she had put herself and the animals in danger, a danger he understood in his bones and she had failed to even consider. It was the kind of anger born from fear, and that, somehow, felt worse than simple annoyance. It made her feel impossibly small, and impossibly alone.

	 


Chapter 8 - The Weight of the Wire

	The verdict hung in the air long after he’d gone, a quiet, unassailable fact. She can’t stay in here. Not with this. He hadn’t needed to say more. He hadn’t needed to give her a deadline, but his silence had been its own kind of clock. As he’d walked away, back toward his own property without a backward glance, she’d felt the minutes begin to drain away.

	Panic, cold and sharp, had her keys in her hand and the car engine turning over before she’d fully processed the decision. Humiliation was a hot flush on her skin, but defiance was the fuel. She would not be the helpless city woman. She would not fail at this. She would fix the fence.

	The drive to Sunset Feed & Supply was a blur of green cane fields and her own ragged breathing. Her knuckles were white on the steering wheel. The problem wasn't just the fence; it was the entire, overwhelming reality of what she’d done. She’d bought a horse she couldn’t properly care for and moved it to a property she couldn’t maintain. Beau Guidry hadn’t just been angry; he’d been seeing the plain truth of her, and the sight of it in his eyes was more damning than any shouted words.

	She pulled the car onto the gravel lot of the feed store, the tires crunching loud in the morning quiet. The building was long and low, part metal siding, part weathered wood, with a wide porch that held bags of soil and stacks of empty pallets. It was the hub of this small world, a place she’d only been to once, feeling like an impostor then, too. Today, the feeling was a hundred times worse.

	The heavy wooden door groaned as she pulled it open, the handle smooth and cool against her sweaty palm. Inside, the air was a dense mixture of scents: sweet grain, leather, and dry dust. It was a working place, not a boutique. Aisles were packed tight with everything from fifty-pound bags of feed to metal buckets, horse tack, and rubber boots. Toward the back, she could see tools, rolls of wire, and stacks of lumber. The hardware section. Her destination.

	A man in a faded cap and a shirt with ‘Mitch’ embroidered over the pocket looked up from behind a cluttered counter. He was older, with kind, crinkled eyes. “Mornin’. What can I get for ya?”

	Faye’s throat felt tight. She walked toward him, her boots sounding too loud on the worn concrete floor. “I, uh… I have a problem with a fence.”

	Mitch leaned his elbows on the counter. “That’s a common problem. What kind of problem?”

	“A horse-sized problem,” she said, the words coming out in a rush. “A post is broken. Snapped right at the ground. The wire is down. My horse… she got out this morning.” She left out the part about where the horse had gone. The shame of it was a stone in her gut.

	He nodded slowly, his expression giving nothing away. “Post rot, probably. Happens. You need to replace it. Two, probably. One on either side of the break to get a good stretch.”

	“Two,” she repeated, nodding as if this were obvious. “Right. Two posts.”

	“T-posts or wood?”

	She stared at him, completely blank. “The ones that are there now are… round. Wood.”

	“Wood it is, then. You need a post-hole digger?”

	“Yes. I think so. And wire? And… things to attach the wire?”

	“Staples,” he supplied gently. “Fence staples. Got everything you need.” He came out from behind the counter, his boots scuffing along the floor. He moved with an unhurried, practical grace that made her feel even more clumsy and out of place. He led her back toward the hardware section, a cavern of tools and metal. “You got a come-along?”

	“A what?”

	“A wire stretcher. To pull the wire tight.”

	“No. I don’t have anything.” The admission was humiliating.

	He grunted. “Can do it with a hammer and some muscle, but it won’t be pretty. Might sag on ya.” He stopped in front of a bin of long, heavy-handled tools that looked like giant, menacing tweezers. “There’s your digger.” He pointed to a stack of wooden posts, each one taller than she was and thick as a small tree trunk. “And your posts. Pressure-treated pine. Should last you a good while.”

	He walked her through the rest of it, pointing out a heavy roll of barbed wire and a small, heavy box of U-shaped staples. She tried to absorb the information, to file it away in some logical order the way she used to file invoices, but her brain felt like a sieve. He was speaking a different language, one of muscle and soil and tension.

	“Now you just dig your hole, drop your post, tamp it good and tight, and stretch that wire 'til it sings. Simple.”

	Simple for who? The thought was so sharp it was almost a sound. For him, maybe. For Beau Guidry, certainly. For her, it sounded like trying to build a rocket ship with a book of matches. She nodded anyway, a jerky, unconvincing motion. “Okay. Simple.”

	Back at the counter, he rang up the two posts, the roll of wire, the box of staples, and the post-hole digger. The total made her flinch. It was another unplanned expense, another dip into the savings that were supposed to last her until she figured out a real plan. She handed over her credit card, the plastic feeling flimsy and inadequate.

	“Need a hand gettin’ this to your car?” Mitch asked, already moving toward the posts.

	“No, I’ve got it,” she said, the defiant lie automatic on her tongue. She couldn’t bear the thought of him seeing her struggle, of him witnessing the full scope of her incompetence.

	He gave her a long, considering look, then nodded. “Alright then. Holler if you change your mind.”

	She didn’t. She wrestled the first post off the stack. It was heavier than she’d imagined, dense and awkward. The wood was rough against her hands. She dragged it toward the door, its end bumping and scraping along the concrete. Outside, the morning humidity hit her like a wet blanket. She maneuvered the post across the gravel lot, her arms already aching with the strain.

	Getting it into her small SUV was a puzzle she couldn’t solve. It was too long for the trunk. It was too long to lay across the back seat. She finally managed to jam it in diagonally, from the front passenger footwell to the opposite rear corner, the end of it pressing against the window. She had to shove the passenger seat all the way forward. One down.

	The second post was just as terrible. The post-hole digger was a clumsy, heavy metal beast that clanked against the posts. The roll of wire was the worst. It was a compact, dense coil of sharp-edged metal, secured with more wire. She tried to lift it, and the sheer, dead weight of it nearly pulled her over. She grunted, wrapping her arms around it, the barbs on the outer strands digging into her sweatshirt. She staggered to the car and heaved it into the back, where it landed with a heavy thud that shook the whole vehicle. The small box of staples felt like it was full of lead.

	By the time everything was loaded, she was sweating, her hair sticking to her forehead. A fresh tear snagged on her sweatshirt from a barb. Her hands were scraped and covered in grime and splinters. She slammed the hatchback shut, the sound echoing her frustration. She felt a fresh wave of humiliation, a deep, burning inadequacy that had nothing to do with the fence and everything to do with her life. This was what it felt like to be truly on her own. There was no one to call, no one to help. Just her, and a pile of supplies she barely knew how to use, and a problem that felt bigger with every passing minute.

	The drive back was slow and careful, the ends of the posts rattling against the dashboard and the window with every bump in the road. When she pulled up to her rental property, the sun was higher, the shadows shorter. The air was getting thick with the promise of afternoon heat. She looked at the clock on the dashboard. Nine-thirty. She had two and a half hours.

	Unloading was a reverse of the same clumsy, exhausting process. She dragged the supplies, piece by heavy piece, out to the broken section of fence. Jolie watched her from the paddock, her ears pricked forward with curiosity.

	“Don’t look at me,” Faye muttered to the horse. “This is your fault.” But it wasn’t, and she knew it. It was hers.

	She put her hands on her hips, surveying the scene. The broken post was splintered at the base, rotted through. The wire sagged to the ground in a tangled mess. It looked worse now that she had the new materials, their clean lines and solid weight a stark contrast to the decay they were meant to replace.

	First, the hole. She picked up the post-hole digger. It was heavy, the wooden handles thick and unwieldy in her grip. She spread the handles apart, opening the two shovel-like blades at the bottom, and slammed them down into the earth where the old post had been.

	The tool hit the ground with a dull thud and stopped, jarring her arms all the way to her shoulders. She’d barely broken the surface. The ground here wasn’t soft pasture. It was hard, packed clay, baked by years of Louisiana sun.

	She tried again, putting all her weight into it. The blades bit a little deeper this time, maybe an inch. She pulled the handles together, closing the blades to scoop up the dirt, and lifted. A pathetic clump of dry soil and grass roots came up. She deposited it on the ground beside her.

	This was going to be impossible.

	She kept at it, driven by a frantic, desperate energy. Slam the digger down. Pry the handles apart. Slam. Lift. A few ounces of dirt. Her breath came in harsh pants. Sweat dripped from her forehead into her eyes, stinging. The sun beat down on the back of her neck.

	All the while, she was aware of him. She didn't look, didn't dare turn her head toward his property, but she could feel his presence. It was in the low, steady rumble of a tractor engine starting up in a distant field. It was in the flash of sun off the windshield of his truck as he drove along a fence line far to her right. He was working. He was moving with purpose and efficiency across his land, a master of his domain, while she was here, a fool fighting a losing battle with a hole in the ground.

	Each time she heard the sound of his engine, her stomach tightened. He was out there. He could see her. She imagined his gaze, not angry anymore, but something worse: pity, maybe. Or a kind of clinical assessment of her failure. The thought made her slam the digger into the ground with renewed, reckless force. The impact vibrated up through her bones.

	An hour passed. The sun climbed higher. Her hands were raw, the beginnings of blisters forming on her palms despite the grime. Her back was a solid wall of fire. Her shirt was soaked through with sweat, clinging unpleasantly to her skin. She paused, swaying on the digger, chest heaving. She looked down at her work.

	The hole was perhaps a foot deep. It was crooked, wider at the top than the bottom, a sad, lopsided crater. It was nowhere near deep enough to hold a fence post securely. At this rate, it would take her all day to dig one hole, let alone two. And she still had to set the posts, and deal with that monstrous roll of wire.

	Despair began to creep in, a cold tide rising against the hot burn of her defiance. The confident woman who had marched into the feed store was gone, replaced by this sweaty, filthy, exhausted creature who was about to cry with frustration. She was failing. In full view of the one person whose respect she inexplicably, desperately wanted, she was failing.

	She took a long, shaky breath and started again. Slam. Lift. The movements were slower now, weaker. The pile of excavated dirt beside the hole was pitifully small. She hit a rock. The digger blades scraped against it with a grating sound that set her teeth on edge. She tried to work around it, angling the tool, but it was no use. The rock was too big.

	She threw the post-hole digger down. The tool clattered on the hard ground. She dropped to her knees, ignoring the bite of pebbles and dry grass, and reached into the hole. Her fingers scrabbled in the dirt, trying to get a grip on the rock. It was wedged tight. She pulled, her muscles screaming in protest, her fingernails scraping against the stone. It wouldn't budge.

	That was it. That was the final straw. A sob of pure frustration escaped her throat, thick and ragged. She sat back on her heels, wiping a dirty forearm across her sweaty face, smearing mud across her cheek.

	She looked at the sun. It was almost directly overhead. Noon.

	The deadline had arrived, and she had failed. She had a shallow, crooked hole with a rock in it, two useless posts lying in the grass, and a roll of wire she probably couldn't even lift again. She had nothing to show for her morning of frantic, back-breaking labor but blisters, an aching body, and the bitter, choking taste of her own inadequacy.

	The rumble of the tractor engine she’d been hearing in the distance had stopped. The sudden silence was more unnerving than the noise had been. It felt expectant. She stayed on her knees, head bowed, staring at the useless hole in the ground. She didn't want to look up. She didn't want to see him coming.

	But she heard it. The soft, steady crunch of boots on dry grass, getting closer. Each step was a hammer blow against her shredded pride. He stopped just behind her. She didn't have to see him to know he was there, his shadow falling over her, a silent, physical confirmation of everything she already knew. She had failed, and he was here to witness it.

	 


Chapter 9 - The Rhythm of the Work

	The silence was absolute. The tractor’s rumble had been an annoying hum at the edge of her hearing all morning, a constant reminder of his presence on the other side of the property line. Now, its absence was a weight, pressing down with the full force of the noon sun. Faye stayed on her knees, the sharp edges of gravel biting into her skin through her jeans. She stared at the pathetic hole, at the stubborn rock embedded in its side. Her own failure, carved into the unforgiving Louisiana soil.

	The crunch of his boots on the parched grass stopped. He was right behind her. She could feel the heat radiating from him, could feel his shadow blocking the sun from her bowed head. Humiliation was a physical thing, a hot, metallic coating on her tongue. She squeezed her eyes shut, waiting for the inevitable. The smug comment. The condescending offer. The "I told you so" that he had more than earned the right to say.

	Instead, there was only the sound of his breathing, steady and slow. Then, a slight shift of movement. A large, calloused hand reached past her, not to touch her, but to grip the wooden handles of the post-hole digger she had thrown down in disgust. He lifted it as if it weighed nothing. The muscles in his forearm, tanned dark by the sun, flexed with the simple motion.

	Without a single word, he stepped around her, positioned the tool over the second, untouched spot she had marked, and drove the blades into the earth.

	Thump. Scrape.

	He lifted, squeezed the handles to eject the dirt, and drove it down again.

	Thump. Scrape.

	The rhythm was hypnotic. Powerful, efficient, brutally simple. There was no wasted motion, no hesitation. He wasn't fighting the earth; he was working with it, using his weight and leverage in a way she hadn't even conceived of. Faye pushed herself up from her knees, her legs stiff and protesting, and took a step back. She wiped her muddy forearm across her brow, watching him.

	In what felt like less than five minutes, a perfect, cylindrical hole, deep and clean, stood where there had been only dry grass. He didn't pause, didn't even look at her. He moved to her failed attempt, angled the digger, and with a few sharp, clever jabs, worked the rock loose. It came out with a clod of clay, and he kicked it aside. A few more plunges and her crooked, shallow mess was a twin to the first one. Two perfect holes. A morning's worth of her sweat and agony, undone and redone in the time it took to catch her breath.

	The finality of her incompetence settled in her gut, cold and heavy. He had proven his point. Now he would leave. He’d go back to his perfectly maintained fences and his healthy cattle and leave her here with her blisters and her pride in tatters.

	He set the post-hole digger down, the metal clinking softly against a stone. He turned, and his gaze finally met hers. His eyes, the color of dark honey, held no mockery. They held nothing at all, a flat, unreadable expression that was somehow worse than contempt. He looked at the two cedar posts lying in the grass.

	"Hold the post," he said. His voice was a low rumble, rough around the edges from lack of use.

	Faye blinked. It wasn't a question. It wasn't an offer. It was a command. Simple. Direct. She stood frozen for a second, the heat and her own confusion making her thoughts sluggish. He was supposed to leave. He was supposed to gloat. He wasn't supposed to… enlist her.

	He nudged one of the heavy posts with the toe of his boot. "This one. In the corner hole."

	Something inside her, the same stubborn pride that had gotten her into this mess, wanted to refuse. To tell him she could handle it herself, even though they both knew it was a lie. But the exhaustion was a tide she couldn't fight, and the truth was undeniable. She couldn't do it. Not alone. Swallowing the bitter taste of defeat, she nodded, the movement stiff and jerky.

	She walked over to the post, her muscles screaming with every step. It was heavier than she remembered. She half-lifted, half-dragged it to the first hole, her blistered hands protesting the rough texture of the wood. She wrestled it upright and guided the end into the dark opening.

	"Straight," he said, his voice closer now. He was squatting, his eyes narrowed as he sighted down the property line. "A little to your left. Your other left."

	Heat flared in her cheeks. She shuffled, manhandling the post until he grunted in what she assumed was approval. He stood and retrieved a small, yellow level from a pocket in his work pants she hadn't noticed. He pressed it against the side of the post. The bubble floated, then settled dead center.

	"Hold it there. Don't move."

	He grabbed the shovel she'd abandoned near the porch and began to fill the hole, scooping the loose dirt and clay back in around the base of the post. He worked with the same fluid efficiency as before, his movements economical and sure. With each shovelful, the post became more stable in her hands. When the hole was filled, he used the butt of the shovel handle to tamp the dirt down, working his way around the post, packing the earth until it was dense and solid. He checked the level one last time. Still perfect.

	He moved to the second post, and she followed, dragging it into position without waiting to be told. They repeated the process. She held it steady, her arms aching, while he filled and tamped. They didn't speak. The only sounds were the scrape of the shovel, the thud of the handle against the packed earth, and their own breathing, harsh in the humid air.

	A rhythm began to form between them. An unspoken understanding. He would reach for a tool, and she would find her hand already moving to get it for him. He would gesture, and she would understand. The space between them, which had crackled with animosity and resentment, was now filled with the quiet hum of shared work. The hostility had burned away under the relentless sun, leaving something else in its place. Something focused. Neutral.

	He stepped back, surveying the two posts standing stark and straight against the blue sky. "Corner post needs a brace."

	He walked over to the barrier, the one that separated her rental property from his pristine pastures, and with a grunt of effort, wrenched a half-rotted post from the ground. He carried it back, then went to his tractor, returning with a small handsaw. Faye watched, mesmerized by the competence in his hands. He measured the angle with his eye, cut the rotted post to size, and notched it to fit against the corner post.

	"Hand me the hammer," he said, not looking at her.

	She retrieved it from where she’d left it by the porch steps. He took it from her, their fingers brushing for a fraction of a second. A jolt, small and unexpected, went through her. It wasn't romantic. It was just… contact. The first time they had touched. The calluses on his fingers were rough against her skin.

	He drove a long spike through the brace into the post with three perfectly placed blows. The sound echoed in the stillness. Thwack. Thwack. Thwack.

	"Wire's got to be tight," he said, speaking to the fence post as much as to her. "Not just to keep your horse in, but to keep my cows out. A loose wire is more dangerous than no wire at all. They get a leg caught, they panic. Break a leg, or tear themselves open."

	He finally looked at her, his expression serious. "A cow with a cut can get infected. An infection can kill it. That's a two-thousand-dollar loss because a wire was sagging."

	Faye felt a fresh wave of shame, this time mixed with a dawning understanding. This wasn't just about him being a difficult neighbor. It wasn't about pride or property lines. It was about the practical, brutal reality of his livelihood. A reality she had never even considered.

	"I… I didn't know," she whispered, the words feeling inadequate.

	He held her gaze. "I know."

	That was all he said. But the way he said it changed everything. It wasn't an accusation. It was a statement of fact. I know you didn't know. It acknowledged her ignorance without condemning her for it. For the first time, she felt like he was seeing her not as a nuisance or an incompetent city woman, but just as someone who didn't know.

	He turned his attention to the monstrous roll of wire. "Let's get this stretched."

	He unhooked the end, securing it around the far post with a speed and dexterity that made her head spin. He walked the heavy roll down the line, the wire unreeling behind him, a silver ribbon against the green-brown grass. He stopped at the newly set corner post.

	"We'll need the post driver for this," he said, nodding toward a heavy-looking contraption lying near his tractor. It was a thick metal cylinder with two handles welded on the sides. "It's a two-person job."

	She followed him, and together they lifted it. It was immensely heavy. The steel was hot from the sun, and she had to adjust her grip on the handle. They carried it back to the post. He showed her how to set a tensioner post a few feet away from the corner post, a temporary anchor for stretching the wire. They drove it into the ground together, using the heavy tool.

	"Lift on three," he commanded. "One. Two. Three."

	They lifted the driver together, its weight a shared burden.

	"Down."

	They brought it down with a deafening CLANG that vibrated up Faye's arms and into her teeth. Her hands, raw and blistered, screamed at the impact. She bit her lip to keep from crying out.

	"Again. One. Two. Three. Lift."

	CLANG.

	They fell into another rhythm. The rhythm of the work. Lift. Drop. The shock of the impact. The ringing in their ears. Their bodies moved in sync, a clumsy, unpracticed dance of shared labor. She was acutely aware of him, of the solid wall of his body so close to hers. The scent of him—sun-warmed skin, dust, and a faint, clean smell of soap—was unavoidable. The muscles in his back and shoulders bunched and released with each lift, a display of raw, functional strength that was both intimidating and strangely compelling.

	The tension that had been between them since she'd moved in was still there, but it had changed its nature. It was no longer a brittle, hostile thing. It had become something thicker, heavier, like the humid air itself. A current of awareness that flowed between them with every shared movement, every synchronized breath.

	When the tensioner post was set deep enough to satisfy him, he showed her a tool she'd never seen before, a 'wire stretcher.' It was a clanking, greasy piece of metal that looked like some kind of medieval torture device. He attached it to the wire, hooked it to the temporary post, and began to crank a handle. The wire groaned, tightening with each turn of the ratchet. The pitch rose from a dull thrum to a high, resonant hum.

	He stopped cranking and plucked the wire with his thumb. It sang with tension. "See? It's like a guitar string. Has to have the right amount of give, but not too much."

	He worked the wire around the corner post, using a special tool to wrap it around itself, creating a knot of metal that looked like it could withstand a hurricane. He did the same for the other strands, top and bottom. His hands, which she had only ever seen clenched in frustration or resting impatiently on his hips, moved with an incredible, patient grace. They knew this work. They understood the language of wire and wood and steel.

	When he got to the final strand, he stopped. He looked at her, then at the wire stretcher.

	"You do this one," he said.

	Faye stared at him. "Me?"

	"You need to know how it feels. When it's right." He stepped back, gesturing for her to take his place.

	Hesitantly, she stepped forward. She put her hands on the handle of the stretcher. It was gritty with grease and dirt. She began to crank. It was harder than he'd made it look. The resistance was immense, and she had to put her whole body into it. He stood beside her, not helping, just watching.

	"More," he said, his voice low and close to her ear. "Keep going. You'll feel it."

	She cranked again, her muscles straining. The wire hummed, the note getting higher and higher.

	"There," he said. "Stop."

	She stopped, her breath coming in ragged pants. He reached past her, his arm brushing against hers, and plucked the wire. It gave off a clean, sharp, musical note. The sound of a job done right.

	"That's it," he said.

	He showed her how to wrap the wire, guiding her hands, his fingers firm and warm over hers as he demonstrated the twisting motion. Her skin tingled where he touched her. Her entire awareness narrowed to the feeling of his hand on hers, the low timbre of his voice, the shared space of a few square inches of hot, dusty ground. It felt more intimate than any conversation they'd ever had. Because it wasn't a conversation. It was a collaboration.

	When it was done, she stepped back, her hands falling to her sides. He removed the wire stretcher and pulled the temporary post from the ground.

	The fence was done. Two new posts, standing straight and true. Three strands of wire, stretched taut and gleaming in the sun. It looked… professional. Solid. Safe.

	They stood side-by-side, looking at their handiwork. The silence returned, but it was different now. It wasn't the empty, waiting silence from before. It was a full silence, weighted with the effort they had just expended. A silence of mutual accomplishment.

	Faye looked from the fence to him. His face was streaked with dirt, his shirt soaked with sweat and clinging to his chest. He looked tired. But when he turned and met her gaze, the impenetrable mask was gone. In its place was something she couldn't name. It wasn't friendship. It wasn't forgiveness. It was just… acknowledgment. A shared understanding that had been forged in the heat and the dirt, with the clang of steel and the strain of muscle.

	He had taken her failure and, instead of shaming her with it, had quietly, patiently, transformed it into a success. A success he had made her a part of. The wall of resentment she had so carefully constructed around her heart began to crumble, turning to dust under the force of that simple, profound realization.

	He opened his mouth to say something, then seemed to think better of it. He just gave her a short, single nod. Then he turned and started walking back toward his tractor, leaving her standing alone by the new, strong fence.

	 


Chapter 10 - Casserole and Complications

	Faye watched him walk away, his back a straight, uncompromising line against the afternoon sun. The tractor sat waiting for him, a patient metal beast. The silence he left behind was heavier than the one before, filled with the echo of hammered steel and the ghost of his voice, low and close by her ear. She stood by the fence, her hand resting on the top wire. It was tight, humming with a tension that felt like a promise. It wouldn't break.

	He had fixed her failure. More than that, he had taught her how to fix it herself, his hands over hers, guiding, not commanding. The memory of the contact, the rough warmth of his skin against hers, was a brand on her own. She flexed her fingers, half-expecting to still feel the impression of his.

	The nod. That single, short dip of his chin had said more than an hour of conversation. It was acknowledgment. Respect, maybe. It was enough to make the foundations of her anger toward him feel like sand.

	She expected him to climb onto his tractor and drive away, disappearing over the rise of his own property and leaving her with the finished fence as the only proof he’d been there at all. Instead, he walked past the machine, heading for the gate that led to his house, a low-slung rancher barely visible through a stand of live oaks. She watched, confused, until he disappeared from sight. She should go inside. Shower. Drink a gallon of water. But her boots felt rooted to the dusty ground. She was waiting, though she didn't know for what.

	A few minutes later, he reappeared, walking back with the same determined stride. He was carrying two bottles of water. They were slick with condensation, gleaming in the sun. He didn't stop at the fence line but came right up to her, extending one of the bottles.

	"Here," he said. His voice was rough, as if the silence had made it rusty.

	She took it. The plastic was shockingly cold against her grimy palm, the chill a welcome jolt to her system. Her fingers left clean tracks in the condensation. "Thank you." The words felt inadequate.

	He twisted the cap off his own bottle and took a long swallow, his throat working. He gestured with his chin toward her house. "Let's get out of the sun."

	It wasn't a request, but it wasn't an order, either. It was a statement of simple, irrefutable fact. The sun was relentless. They were both exhausted. Faye nodded and turned, leading the way to the rickety porch that sagged on the front of her rental. The wood groaned under their combined weight as they sat on the edge, their boots resting in the fine, pale dust. They just sat, drinking the cold water in a silence that was no longer empty or heavy, but comfortable. It was the quiet of shared labor, of muscles that ached with purpose. The world was reduced to the squeak of a plastic bottle, the distant buzz of a cicada, the feeling of cool water sliding down a dry throat.

	Faye risked a glance at him. His profile was stark, his jaw set. The dirt on his face highlighted the lines of exhaustion around his eyes. He wasn't looking at her, but out at the pasture, at the new fence. At Jolie, who was standing under the shade of the lone oak tree, swishing her tail.

	"What'd the vet say about her leg?"

	The question, when it came, was so unexpected it took her a second to process it. It was the first time he’d asked anything personal, anything that wasn't about property lines or trespassing cattle. It was the first time he'd acknowledged Jolie as anything other than a potential problem.

	She followed his gaze to the old mare. "Arthritis, mostly. And she's malnourished. The rescue I got her from did their best, but she was in rough shape when they found her."

	She found herself telling him about it, the words spilling out into the quiet afternoon. She told him about the auction, the kill pen, the look in the mare's eyes. She explained the vet's instructions: senior feed, gentle exercise, and a joint supplement that cost more than her own vitamins. She talked about the slow, painstaking process of earning the horse's trust, of the first time Jolie had eaten from her hand without flinching.

	He listened. He just listened. He didn't interrupt, didn't offer advice, didn't judge her for taking on a broken-down horse she probably couldn't afford. He just sat beside her on the splintering porch step, drinking his water and listening as if her words mattered. As if her story was something worth hearing. When she finally trailed off, feeling like she'd said too much, he didn't say anything. He just nodded, that same short, economical gesture from before.

	"She's lucky you found her," he said, his eyes still on the horse.

	Faye's throat tightened. It was the kindest thing anyone had said to her in a long time. It was simple, and it was true, and coming from him, it felt like a prize she had won. The wall inside her didn't just crumble; it washed away in a flood of gratitude so potent it left her dizzy. She opened her mouth to thank him, to say something, anything, to keep this fragile peace between them, to learn more about the quiet, capable man beside her.

	The crunch of tires on her gravel driveway shattered the air.

	A familiar blue sedan pulled to a stop, and her sister, Celeste, hopped out, balancing a large glass casserole dish in her hands. She was a whirlwind of bright color and energy, her smile wide and her eyes taking in the scene on the porch in a single, sweeping glance. The quiet intimacy evaporated like water on hot pavement.

	"Well, I see you've been busy," Celeste called out, her voice cheerful and loud in the stillness. She walked toward them, the dish held out like an offering. "I brought you a housewarming dinner. Chicken and rice. Figured you wouldn't have time to cook."

	Beau was on his feet before Celeste even reached the first step. The open, relaxed posture was gone, replaced by a stiff-backed caution. The man who had listened to her story about a rescued horse was gone, and the gruff, wary cattleman was back in his place. He had rebuilt his walls in the space of a heartbeat.

	Celeste stopped at the bottom of the steps, her gaze flicking from Faye's dirt-streaked face to Beau's closed-off expression. Her smile didn't falter, but her eyes sharpened with a curiosity that made Faye's skin prickle.

	"Faye, you didn't tell me you had company," Celeste said, her tone light.

	"Celeste, this is my neighbor, Beau Guidry," Faye said, her voice sounding strained to her own ears. "Beau, my sister, Celeste."

	Beau gave Celeste a nod that was a world away from the one he'd given Faye earlier. This one was curt, a dismissal. "Ma'am."

	"Nice to finally meet the man behind the cows," Celeste said, her smile widening. "Faye's told me so much about them."

	Faye shot her sister a look, but Celeste ignored it, her focus entirely on Beau. He shifted his weight, his discomfort palpable. He looked from Celeste to Faye, his expression unreadable but distant.

	"I should be going," he said, his voice flat. "Got chores to do." He placed his empty water bottle on the porch railing. "Glad we could get that fence sorted."

	"Thank you again, Beau. For everything," Faye said, the words feeling clumsy now, overheard.

	He just nodded at her, then at Celeste, and turned. He walked away without a backward glance, his long strides eating up the distance to his own property. He didn't look back.

	They watched him go, the two sisters standing in a silence that was now buzzing with unspoken questions. As soon as he was out of earshot, Celeste turned to Faye, handing her the casserole dish. The glass was warm through the towel wrapped around it.

	"Okay, spill," Celeste demanded, her voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper. "So that's the grumpy cattleman? He's not just cute-grumpy, he's actually-cute grumpy. And sweaty. Which, on him, is a good look."

	"He was just helping me with the fence," Faye said, clutching the heavy dish. The warmth seeped into her hands, a poor substitute for the fragile warmth she'd felt sitting next to him.

	"Helping you with the fence," Celeste repeated, her eyebrows raised. "Uh-huh. You were sitting here looking mighty cozy for two people who were just 'helping with the fence.' It looked like a movie right before the big kiss."

	"Don't be ridiculous," Faye snapped, heat rising in her cheeks. She turned and pushed open the screen door to her house, needing to put a physical barrier between herself and her sister's perceptive gaze. "He's my neighbor. That's it."

	Celeste followed her into the small, cluttered kitchen. "Faye, I'm your sister. I know your 'it's nothing' face. That was not your 'it's nothing' face. That was your 'oh-crap-it-might-be-something' face." She leaned against the counter, crossing her arms. "Making friends, fixing fences... Is there anything else I should know about, big sister?"

	Faye set the casserole on the counter with more force than necessary. The dish clattered against the formica. "There's nothing to know. He was angry that Jolie got into his pasture. He was right to be. The fence was a mess. So we fixed it. End of story."

	"The end of the story does not usually involve sitting on the porch together sharing a post-manual-labor beverage like you're in a commercial for beer or pickup trucks," Celeste countered. "He looked at you, Faye. When I first drove up, before he saw me. He was looking at you. And it wasn't the way a man looks at a fence-fixing partner."

	Faye busied herself with finding a space in the refrigerator for the casserole, her back to her sister. She didn't want to hear this. She didn't want to examine it. Because if she did, she would have to acknowledge the flutter in her own stomach when he'd handed her the water. She'd have to think about the way her entire body had been aware of his proximity on the porch, the way his quiet attention had felt more intimate than any conversation with her ex-husband.

	Celeste's words were a mirror, forcing her to see the last hour not as a simple neighborly transaction, but as something more. Something complicated and terrifying. He was just a man. Her neighbor. A man who had, until today, been a source of anxiety and frustration. But the man on the porch... he was different. He was quiet strength and unexpected kindness.

	"He's not my type," Faye said, the lie tasting like dust in her mouth.

	"Oh, really?" Celeste's voice was laced with amusement. "Because from where I was standing, the strong, silent, capable type who can fix things with his bare hands and looks good covered in dirt seems exactly like your type. Or at least, the type you desperately need after years with a man who called a handyman to change a lightbulb."

	The comparison to Mark was a low blow, and it hit its mark. Faye squeezed her eyes shut for a second, drawing against the cool metal of the refrigerator door. Celeste was right. Beau was everything Mark wasn't: self-sufficient, competent, grounded. He was tied to this land in a way Faye was just beginning to understand.

	"It doesn't matter," she said, finally turning to face her sister. "I'm not looking for a 'type.' I'm looking to survive the next six months without having a complete nervous breakdown. I have a horse to heal, a son to reassure, and a life to build from scratch. The absolute last thing I need is a complication in the form of my grumpy, actually-cute neighbor."

	Celeste's expression softened. She pushed off the counter and came over, placing a hand on Faye's arm. The contact was gentle, sisterly. "I know. I'm just teasing. Mostly." She gave Faye a small smile. "But you have to admit, it's a nice view."

	Faye couldn't help the small smile that touched her own lips. "Don't you have a bakery to run?"

	"I do," Celeste said, squeezing her arm before letting go. "And you have a casserole to eat. Don't let it get cold." She headed for the door, then paused on the threshold. "Just... be careful, Faye. This town is small. And a man like that... men like that don't stay single for long around here."

	And with that parting shot, she was gone, her car kicking up a cloud of dust as she drove away.

	Faye was left alone in the sudden silence of her kitchen. The only sounds were the hum of the refrigerator and the frantic beating of her own heart. She walked back to the screen door and looked out toward Beau's property. There was no sign of him. There was only the land, and the trees, and the new, strong fence standing between their two worlds.

	A complication. That's what he was. Celeste was right. Faye pressed her forehead against the cool mesh of the screen door. She had come here for simplicity, for a quiet life where the only drama was a sick horse and a dwindling bank account. She had not, under any circumstances, come here to feel this dizzying, terrifying pull toward the one man who could make her life infinitely more complicated. The realization settled in her stomach, heavy and warm like the casserole on her counter. It wasn't just gratitude she felt for Beau Guidry. It was something else, something dangerous. It was attraction. And she had absolutely no idea what to do with it.

	 


Chapter 11 - The Quiet After the Thunder

	The world woke in silence. Not the empty, waiting silence of the night before, but a thick, settled quiet that absorbed all sound. Faye’s first conscious thought was of the stillness. The storm had broken, its violence spent, leaving behind a world washed clean and fragile. She lay unmoving, her cheek pressed against the cool cotton of her pillowcase, and listened to the drip of water from the eaves. A slow, steady rhythm. A heartbeat.

	The memory of the barn arrived not as a thought, but as a physical sensation. Her skin felt tight, overly sensitive, as if every nerve ending was awake and listening. She could conjure the exact texture of his flannel shirt under her fingertips, the solid warmth of his chest just inches from hers. The air in her bedroom was cool, but she remembered the humid, heavy atmosphere of the barn, thick with the scent of rain, damp hay, and him. It was a scent that had rooted itself somewhere deep in her memory, a complex chord of earth and work and something else she refused to name. The almost-kiss. It hung in the quiet room with her, a ghost of warmth and pressure against her lips. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the image remained—the look in his eyes, the slight part of his lips, the way the world had narrowed to the space of a single, held breath.

	Pushing the sheet away, she sat up. The wood floor was cool against the soles of her feet. She had come here for a different kind of quiet, the predictable peace of solitude. She had not bargained for this thrumming, internal hum, this constant, low-grade awareness of the man on the other side of the new fence line. It was a complication, just as Celeste had said. A problem she had no idea how to solve.

	Dressing in old jeans and a worn t-shirt, she bypassed the kitchen and went straight to the back door. The casserole from Celeste sat on the counter, a testament to sisterly concern she didn't have the appetite to face. She needed to see. She needed to put her hands on something real, something that wasn't a memory or a feeling.

	She pushed open the screen door and stepped onto the small porch. The air was cool and carried the clean scent of wet earth and crushed pine needles. Her gaze swept across the yard, and the breath she’d been holding left her in a slow, defeated hiss. It was worse than she’d imagined. The yard was a disaster zone. A large limb from one of the ancient oaks had snapped, its leafy canopy sprawled across half the lawn like a fallen giant. Smaller branches, leaves, and pinecones littered every surface, plastered to the side of the house and tangled in the overgrown bushes. The ground was saturated, the grass submerged in pools of standing water that reflected the pale grey of the morning sky.

	She stepped off the porch, and the soft ground gave way under the heel of her boot with a sucking sound. This wasn't a simple cleanup. This was an excavation. She walked over to the massive fallen limb, its trunk thicker than her waist. She placed a hand on the wet, rough bark, pushing against the immense weight of it. It didn't budge. Not even a quiver. A wave of helplessness washed over her, cold and sharp. She could spend a week out here, dragging the smaller branches into a pile, but this? This was beyond her. This required tools she didn't own and strength she didn't possess.

	Her eyes drifted toward the paddock. Jolie stood near the far fence, head down, placidly ripping at a patch of grass. The mare seemed unbothered, the new fence holding strong against the wind and rain. A small, fierce surge of gratitude for Beau went through her, so potent it was almost painful. He had done that. He had kept her horse safe. And now, looking at the wreckage of her yard, she was faced with the undeniable truth that she needed him again. The thought was galling. It felt like a failure, a crack in the new, independent life she was so desperately trying to build.

	She bent down, grabbing one of the smaller branches, and began to drag it toward the edge of the property line. The wet leaves slapped against her jeans, soaking the denim. It was heavy, awkward. By the time she had it to the tree line, her breath was coming in short pants and her lower back ached in protest. She turned, hands on her hips, and surveyed the remaining debris. It seemed impossible, as if the single branch she’d moved had made no difference at all. She was one person against a tide of wreckage.

	It was then that the sound reached her, a low rumble that grew steadily closer. A truck engine. Her entire body tensed. She knew that sound, the specific gravelly hum of his Ford. A knot formed in her stomach, a tight coil of dread and something else, something she was terrified to acknowledge as relief. She stood frozen in the middle of the yard, a piece of debris in a field of it, and watched as his truck pulled to a stop at the end of her driveway.

	He killed the engine, and the silence that rushed back in felt heavier than before. She saw his silhouette through the windshield. Then the driver's side door opened, and he swung himself out. He was dressed for work in jeans and a dark grey Henley that stretched across his shoulders. In the bed of the truck, a chainsaw rested, its orange casing bright against the dark metal. Her eyes fixed on it. A tool. A solution.

	He walked toward her, his boots making squelching sounds in the mud. He wasn’t looking at the mess in the yard; his eyes were on her. In one hand, he held two steaming paper cups from the gas station down the road. He stopped a few feet from her, the distance feeling both too large and too small.

	"Figured you could use this," he said, his voice a low rumble that seemed to fit the quiet morning. He held out one of the cups. "And a hand."

	The words were simple, a plain statement of fact, but they landed in the space between them with the weight of everything left unsaid in the barn. This was his answer. This was his way of navigating the awkwardness. A silent peace offering. Her hand felt unsteady as she reached out to take the cup. Her fingers brushed against his, and a jolt, faint but unmistakable, shot up her arm. The same current from the barn. The cardboard was hot, and she wrapped her cold fingers around it, anchoring herself to the simple sensation.

	"Thank you," she managed, her voice sounding thin. "You didn't have to do that."

	"I know," he said. He took a sip from his own cup, his gaze finally leaving her to scan the yard. He took in the fallen oak limb, the scattered debris, his expression unreadable. There was no judgment, no "I told you so" about the old trees. Just a quiet assessment.

	The silence stretched, filled only by the drip of water and the distant call of a bird. It was thick with the memory of the storm, of the near-kiss, of her standing alone at her screen door last night, admitting the truth to an empty kitchen. He was a complication. And here he was, on her ruined lawn, holding coffee and a solution, making himself indispensable.

	He finished his appraisal of the yard and looked back at her. "Where do you want the burn pile?"

	The question was so practical, so direct, it cut through her paralysis. A burn pile. Of course. She hadn't even thought that far ahead. She had been stuck on the impossible task of moving things, with no plan for what to do with them once they were moved. "I... I don't know. Over there, I guess? Away from the house and the barn." She pointed toward the far corner of the property, near the woods.

	He nodded, then turned and walked back to his truck without another word. The interaction felt stilted, careful. They were two people navigating a new and uncertain terrain, and the shared physical labor was the only map they had. He lowered the tailgate with a metallic clang, lifted the heavy chainsaw out as if it weighed nothing, and set it on the ground. He pulled the starter cord once, twice, and on the third pull, the engine roared to life, a violent, angry sound that shattered the morning's fragile peace.

	Faye flinched at the noise, but Beau seemed not to notice. He walked to the largest fallen limb, the chainsaw buzzing in his hands, and with a practiced movement, he began to cut. The saw bit into the wood, spitting a plume of sawdust into the damp air. He worked with an efficiency that was mesmerizing, his body moving with the rhythm of the machine. He broke the massive limb down into manageable sections, the roar of the saw punctuated by the crack and thud of heavy logs hitting the wet ground.

	Her coffee forgotten in her hand, she watched, then realized she was standing uselessly. She set the cup on the porch railing and walked over to the first log he’d cut. It was heavy, the bark slick with moisture, but she could move it. She wrapped her arms around it, grunting with the effort, and began to drag it toward the spot she’d designated for the pile.

	And so they began. They worked without speaking, falling into a surprisingly easy rhythm. He cut, and she hauled. The roar of the saw was a buffer, filling the space that might otherwise have been crowded with awkward questions and unspoken apologies. It was just the work. The clean, simple logic of a task that needed doing. He broke down the larger branches, and she followed behind him, gathering the smaller pieces, her arms quickly beginning to ache with the strain.

	The sun burned through the thin layer of clouds, and the air grew warmer, steam rising from the damp earth. She shed her light jacket, her t-shirt already sticking to her back. Sweat trickled down her temples. Every so often, she would straighten up to catch her breath, and her eyes would find him. He was relentless, moving from one section of the yard to the next, his focus absolute. The muscles in his back and shoulders bunched and released under the thin fabric of his shirt with each movement. He was capable. Grounded. Everything Celeste had said.

	They cleared the main section of the lawn and moved toward the driveway. Here, the branches were smaller but more numerous, tangled together in a messy web. They worked closer now, the buffer of distance gone. She reached for a branch at the same time he did, and her hand landed squarely on top of his.

	His skin was warm, calloused, and the contact was like a lit match to dry kindling. The electricity from the barn, from the coffee cup, returned with a vengeance, a sharp, buzzing current that made her snatch her hand back as if burned.

	"Sorry," she mumbled, her face flushing hot.

	He didn't say anything, just straightened up, his eyes meeting hers over the pile of debris. The chainsaw was off now, resting at his side, and the silence rushed back in, more potent than ever. His gaze was intense, searching. She could see the question there, the same one that had been in his eyes in the barn. Her heart started a frantic, uneven rhythm against her ribs. This was the danger. This quiet intimacy forged through shared work. It was softening her resolve, breaking down the walls she had so carefully constructed.

	She could feel herself magnetized by it, into the comfort of his presence, the simple gratitude of not being alone in this overwhelming mess. And that realization sent a jolt of pure panic through her. This was how it started. A cup of coffee. A helping hand. And soon she’d be depending on him, weaving his presence into the fabric of her life until she couldn't imagine it without him. She had lived that life with Mark, a life of comfortable dependency that had left her utterly adrift when it was gone. She would not do it again. She could not.

	She had to do this herself. She had to prove, if only to herself, that she was capable of standing on her own two feet, even when the ground beneath them was muddy and littered with obstacles.

	Taking a deep breath to steady her voice, she looked him directly in the eye. "Beau, thank you. Really. I... I never would have been able to get this far without your help." She gestured to the nearly cleared yard, the massive pile of logs and branches they had created. "But I can handle the rest from here."

	The words felt like stones in her mouth, ungrateful and clumsy. She saw the flicker of surprise in his eyes, quickly followed by something that looked like disappointment. It twisted a knot in her gut. She was pushing away the one person who had shown her nothing but kindness, and it felt awful. But it also felt necessary. A survival instinct.

	Hie placid expression was unreadable again. She braced herself for an argument, for him to insist. But he just gave a slow, single nod. "Alright, Faye."

	He didn't question her. He didn't push. He respected her words, and somehow, that was worse. It made her feel small and stubborn. He bent down, picked up the chainsaw, and began walking back toward his truck. She stood there, her arms wrapped around her middle, watching him go. The space he left behind felt vast and empty.

	He loaded the chainsaw into the bed of the truck and shut the tailgate. She thought he would get in and drive away, but he paused, his hand on the driver's side door. His gaze drifted past her, toward her small, weathered barn. The place where it all started. His brow furrowed slightly.

	He lifted a hand and pointed. "You see that?"

	Faye turned, following his gesture. She squinted, her eyes scanning the roofline of the barn. At first, she didn't see anything out of the ordinary. Then her eyes found it. A section of the corrugated metal roofing on the far side, near the back corner, was bent upward, peeled back from the structure like the lid of a tin can. The wind must have caught it just right, wrenching it from its moorings. Through the gap, she could see the dark, weathered wood of the rafters beneath, exposed to the sky.

	A cold dread trickled down her spine, chilling the sweat on her skin. That wasn't a branch she could drag to a burn pile. That wasn't a problem she could solve with stubbornness and aching muscles. That was a real problem. A structural problem. An expensive problem.

	"The wind must've gotten under the edge," Beau said, his voice carrying across the yard. He had walked a few steps closer, his eyes still fixed on the damage. "You'll want to get that tacked down before the next rain. It gets into those rafters, you're looking at rot. It'll be a much bigger fix then."

	She stared at the peeled-back metal, at the vulnerable heart of the little barn exposed to the elements. All her renewed, panicked resolve, her fierce declaration of independence, evaporated, leaving her feeling foolish and small. She could handle the rest, she had said. The words tasted like a lie in her mouth. She couldn't handle this. She didn't have the tools, the knowledge, or the money to handle this.

	The complication wasn't just standing in her driveway anymore. It was embedded in the very structure of her new life, a gaping hole in the roof of the sanctuary she was trying to build. And she was standing in the middle of her wrecked yard, utterly, completely on her own.

	 


Chapter 12 - A Son's Concern, A Grandson's Charm

	The crunch of tires on her gravel driveway was a welcome sound. A week had passed since the storm, a week of Faye staring at the peeled-back gash in her barn roof and feeling a low, simmering panic she refused to fully acknowledge. She’d called three roofers. One never called back, one quoted a price that made her stomach clench, and the third promised to come "sometime next week." For now, a blue tarp, wrestled into place by Beau after she’d swallowed her pride and asked for his help with the ladder, was the only thing between the old rafters and the sky. He hadn't said 'I told you so.' He'd just held the ladder steady, his presence a quiet, non-judgmental weight at the bottom.

	But today was not about roofs or pride or the complicated man next door. Today was about Grayson.

	Faye wiped her hands on her jeans and pushed open the screen door, a genuine smile spreading across her face for the first time in days. Daniel’s sleek, silver sedan, always meticulously clean, looked out of place parked next to her dusty pickup truck. He was already out of the driver's side, his shoulders set in the familiar lines of his corporate lawyer posture. Chloe, his wife, was unbuckling their two-year-old from his car seat in the back.

	“There’s my boy!” Faye called out, her voice warm.

	Grayson’s head popped up, his blond curls bright in the Saturday sun. A wide, toothy grin split his face. “Gigi!” he shrieked, a sound of pure, uncomplicated joy. He scrambled out of the car and launched himself into a clumsy, toddler run across the yard.

	Faye met him halfway, scooping him into her arms. He smelled of sunscreen and fruit snacks. His small arms wrapped tightly around her neck, and she buried her face in his soft hair, inhaling the scent of him. This was real. This was the anchor in the swirling waters of her new life.

	“Oof, you’re getting so big,” she murmured, kissing his chubby cheek.

	“I miss you, Gigi,” he mumbled into her shoulder.

	“I miss you too, sweet boy.” She held him tight before setting him down.

	Chloe approached, her smile gentle. “Hey, Faye. Good to see you.” She gave Faye a brief, one-armed hug around the wiggling toddler between them.

	“You too, honey. How was the drive from New Orleans?”

	“Not too bad. Traffic was light,” Chloe said, her eyes scanning the yard.

	Then Daniel was there, kissing Faye’s cheek. The fabric of his polo shirt was crisp and cool against her skin. “Hey, Mom.”

	“Hi, sweetie.” She looked at her son, her heart swelling with a fierce, maternal love that had never faded. He was handsome, successful, a good husband and father. He was everything she’d ever hoped he would be. But as his eyes moved past her, taking in the property, she saw his expression shift. The smile tightened, the warmth receded, replaced by a look of careful, critical assessment. The joy of their arrival began to curdle in her stomach.

	He took a slow turn, his gaze sweeping over the landscape of her life. He saw the pile of branches and debris she hadn't managed to clear yet, stacked near the burn pile. He saw the section that still sagged despite her and Beau’s temporary repairs. And then his eyes landed on the barn, on the stark, ugly blue of the tarp covering the wound from the storm. His brow furrowed.

	“Looks like you got hit pretty hard,” he said. It wasn’t a question. It was a statement of fact, an opening argument.

	“Just a summer squall,” Faye said, forcing a lightness into her tone she didn't feel. “Nothing I can’t handle.” The words felt like a weak echo of the ones she’d thrown at Beau a week ago.

	Daniel didn’t respond. Instead, he started walking, his hands tucked into the pockets of his khaki shorts. He moved with a purpose that made her skin prickle. This wasn't a casual stroll. This was a deposition. He walked the property line, his expensive boat shoes crunching on the dry grass. He stopped, gripping the top wire and giving it a shake. It wobbled precariously.

	“This is the property line with the Guidry Ranch, right?” he asked, looking back at her.

	“Yes. That’s Beau’s pasture on the other side.”

	He nodded slowly, his gaze lingering on the sagging fence before moving on. He circled the debris pile, his expression unreadable. Faye felt Chloe’s unease beside her. She gave her daughter-in-law a small, tight smile, but Chloe’s eyes were on her husband.

	Grayson, oblivious, had found a stick and was happily drawing lines in the dirt.

	Daniel completed his circuit at the barn. He stared up at the tarp. “That’s not a long-term solution, Mom.”

	“I’m aware, Daniel. I have someone coming to look at it.” The lie was small, but it felt heavy on her tongue.

	He turned to face her, his arms crossed over his chest. The sun was bright, the sky a brilliant, cloudless blue, but all Faye could feel was the shadow of his disapproval. The corporate lawyer had arrived, and court was now in session.

	“Let’s get Grayson inside and have some coffee,” she said, her voice strained.

	The interrogation began over the second cup. They sat at her small kitchen table, the one she’d found at a thrift store and refinished herself. Grayson was on the floor, happily stacking colorful plastic blocks, providing a fragile buffer of innocence against the rising tension.

	Daniel stirred his coffee, the clink of the spoon against the ceramic mug, methodical and precise. He set the spoon down perfectly parallel to the handle. “So, the roofer,” he began, his tone deceptively casual. “What’s a repair like that going to run?”

	Faye’s grip tightened on her own mug. The heat seeped into her fingers. “I’m still getting estimates.”

	“You have a contingency fund for this kind of thing, right? For major repairs?”

	“Daniel, I’m fine.”

	“Are you?” He leaned forward, his voice dropping into a softer, more persuasive register. It was the voice he used when he wanted to settle, to make the other party see the inherent logic of his position. “Mom, I love you, but look at this place.” He gestured vaguely with one hand, encompassing not just the house but the fences, the barn, the whole overwhelming project she had taken on. “You’re working yourself to the bone. You’re out here all alone. Is this really sustainable?”

	A familiar wave of defensiveness washed over her, hot and sharp. It was the same feeling she’d had for years with her ex-husband, Robert, whenever he’d questioned her judgment or her abilities. To hear it now, wrapped in the velvet glove of her own son’s concern, was infinitely more painful.

	“I’m not alone,” she said, her voice tight. “I have neighbors. I have Celeste.”

	“Your sister is an hour away. And your neighbor… is he helping you with your finances? Is he going to pay to fix that roof?”

	“This isn’t about money,” she insisted, knowing even as she said it how hollow it sounded. To Daniel, everything was about money. Risk and reward. Assets and liabilities.

	“Everything is about money when the roof is caving in,” he countered, his voice still maddeningly gentle. “What about the horse? What are the vet bills like for an animal in that condition?”

	“Her name is Jolie. And I’m managing it.”

	“How? Mom, I know what Dad left you. It was a comfortable amount, but it’s not infinite. It’s not enough to sink into a failing property and a sick animal. This isn’t a retirement plan, it’s a money pit.”

	The words landed like stones in her chest. A money pit. A failing property. He saw her dream, the one thing that had pulled her out of the gray fog of her post-divorce life, and he saw it only in terms of depreciation and loss.

	“It’s not a project, Daniel. It’s my life,” she said, the words feeling inadequate. “It’s… it’s the first thing in twenty years that’s felt like it was mine. Jolie needs me. This place needs me. It gives me a reason to get up in the morning.” She tried to explain the profound sense of purpose she felt when she was mucking out the stall, or the quiet triumph when Jolie finally allowed her to brush her matted coat without flinching. She spoke of the peace she found in the physical labor, the satisfaction of seeing a fence post straightened, a gate re-hung.

	He listened patiently, his head tilted, his expression one of deep, sorrowful understanding. It was the look of a man listening to an irrational but beloved client. When she finished, her voice thick with an emotion she couldn't name, he reached across the table and covered her hand with his. His hand was smooth, uncalloused.

	“I know you think that,” he said softly. “But from the outside, Mom… it looks like you’re running from something. It looks like an emotional decision, not a practical one. It’s a mid-life crisis with a mortgage.”

	The phrase hit her like a slap. Midlife crisis. It was so dismissive, so cliché. It reduced everything she felt, everything she was trying to build, into a textbook psychological symptom.

	He squeezed her hand. “We miss you in New Orleans. Chloe and I could use your help. Grayson misses his Gigi.” He glanced down at their son, who was now trying to fit a square block into a round hole, his face a mask of concentration. “You could be there for his first day of preschool. You could have your own life, a real life, without all this… struggle.”

	The maternal guilt he’d been aiming for struck its target with brutal accuracy. A sharp pang went through her. Was she being selfish? Was she trading precious moments with her grandson for the sake of a broken-down horse and a piece of land that was fighting her every step of the way? The image of Grayson’s face, his little hand in hers at the zoo, flashed through her mind. The easy weekends they used to have, the brunches, the walks in the park. She was giving all that up. For what? For the smell of hay and the constant ache in her back?

	She pulled her hand from under his. “This is a real life, Daniel.”

	The tension in the small kitchen was thick enough to taste. Chloe shifted uncomfortably in her chair, her eyes darting between mother and son. The happy sounds from Grayson on the floor seemed to belong to another world.

	He shoved his blocks away with a frustrated grunt. “Horsey!” he declared, pointing a chubby finger toward the back door. “See horsey!”

	He scrambled to his feet and made a surprisingly quick, wobbly beeline for the door leading to the backyard and the paddock.

	“Grayson, no, sweetie, stay here,” Chloe said, starting to get up.

	But Faye was already moving. “It’s okay,” she said, her voice rough. “I’ll go with him.”

	Anything to escape the suffocating judgment in that room. She pushed her chair back and followed her grandson, her heart a tight, aching knot in her chest. She needed air. She needed to see Jolie. She needed to be reminded of why she was putting herself through all of this.

	The screen door banged shut behind them. The bright, hot sun was a shock after the cool dimness of the house. Grayson toddled with unwavering determination toward the paddock fence, his little legs pumping. Faye’s throat tightened with a familiar, primal fear. The fence wasn’t electrified, but Jolie was still a large, unpredictable animal. She had never shown a bit of aggression, but with a child…

	“Careful, Gray-bug,” she said, quickening her pace to stay right behind him.

	He reached the fence and gripped the wire mesh with his small hands, pressing his face against it. “Horsey,” he whispered, his voice full of awe.

	Jolie, who had been standing with her hip cocked in the shade of the lone oak tree, lifted her head. Her ears swiveled forward, her dark, liquid eyes fixing on the small figure at the fence. She took a slow, deliberate step forward, then another. She moved with the stiff, careful gait of an old animal in pain, but she moved toward them.

	Faye’s heart was in her throat. She placed a hand on Grayson’s small back, ready to pull him away at the slightest sign of trouble.

	Jolie stopped a few feet from the fence, her head lowered, her nostrils flaring as she took in the scent of the little boy. Grayson didn’t seem to have a shred of fear. He let go of the fence, bent down with the singular focus of a toddler on a mission, and plucked a handful of white-flowered clover from the base of a fence post.

	He turned back to the fence, his fist clutching the small, wilting bouquet. “For you, horsey,” he said, his voice clear and serious. He pushed his hand through the wire mesh, the clover sticking out from his tiny fingers.

	Faye held her breath. Jolie took another slow step forward, her movements impossibly delicate. She stretched her long neck over the fence, her soft, whiskered muzzle twitching. She lowered her head to Grayson’s outstretched hand. With lips as gentle as velvet, the mare delicately nibbled the clover, her warm breath puffing against his skin. She took every last leaf, her eyes soft and half-closed.

	Grayson giggled, a pure, bubbling sound of delight. He pulled his empty hand back and patted the horse’s nose through the fence. “Soft,” he declared.

	Jolie stood perfectly still, allowing the small pats, her gaze calm and accepting.

	Faye let out the breath she hadn't realized she was holding. She watched the scene, her hand still resting on her grandson’s back. The damaged old horse, discarded and in pain, and the innocent, perfect little boy, offering a gift without condition. There was a quiet, sacred trust in the exchange, it bypassed all of Daniel’s logical, financial arguments.

	This was not a liability. This was not a money pit. This was life, messy and difficult and aching, but also filled with moments of breathtaking grace. This was the reason. This was the purpose she had tried and failed to articulate over coffee. It wasn't something you could enter on a spreadsheet or argue in a courtroom. It was something you felt, deep in your bones.

	A fierce, unshakeable conviction settled over her, calming the turmoil in her chest. Her son, with all his love and all his concern, couldn't see it. He saw risk and foolishness. But she saw healing. She saw a second chance, not just for the horse, but for herself. And watching her grandson’s small hand on Jolie’s soft nose, she knew, with absolute certainty, that it was worth fighting for.

	 


Chapter 13 - The Farrier's Verdict

	The conviction that had settled in her bones yesterday felt a world away. Now, under a humid afternoon sky the color of dishwater, all she felt was a familiar, acidic anxiety churning in her stomach. The air was so thick it felt like something you had to push through, each breath a conscious effort. Her cotton shirt was already sticking to the small of her back, and the dust from the paddock clung to her damp skin.

	A plume of that same dust rose from the end of her gravel driveway, announcing the arrival of the farrier’s truck. It was an old Ford, faded to a pale, indeterminate blue, and it rattled up to the barn with the slow, deliberate confidence of a vehicle that had made this same kind of trip a thousand times before. Faye’s hand, resting on the top rail of the paddock fence, tightened until the splintery wood pressed deep into her palm. This was it. Would her stubborn hope find purchase or shatter completely.

	The truck door creaked open and a man unfolded himself from the driver’s seat. He was exactly as Beau had described him: grizzled. His hair was a salt-and-pepper thatch, his face a roadmap of creases carved by sun and time, and his arms were corded with the kind of muscle that comes from a lifetime of hard, repetitive work. He wore a heavy leather apron over his jeans, despite the oppressive heat. He gave a curt nod in her direction, his eyes sweeping over the property, taking in the barely sufficient barn and the sagging fences before landing on Jolie, who stood watching him from the center of the paddock, her head low.

	“Ma’am,” he said. His voice was gravelly, with no room for pleasantries. “I’m Earl.”

	“Faye Boudreaux,” she managed, forcing her hand to release its grip on the fence. She walked toward him, wiping her damp palm on her jeans. “Thank you so much for coming out on such short notice.”

	“Beau said it was important.” He didn’t offer to shake her hand, instead turning his assessing gaze back to the mare. “That her?”

	“Yes. That’s Jolie.” The name felt fragile in the heavy air.

	Earl grunted, a sound of acknowledgement, not approval. He moved to the back of his truck and lowered the tailgate with a resounding clang that made Jolie flinch. He began pulling out his tools—a hoof stand, a metal box of rasps and knives, hammers of varying sizes. He worked with an economy of motion that spoke of decades of practice. There was no wasted energy, no hesitation.

	Faye hovered uselessly nearby, her stomach twisting itself into smaller, tighter knots. “Can I… can I get you some water? I just made some iced tea.”

	“Got my own,” he said, gesturing with his chin toward a battered thermos in the cab of his truck. He hefted his tool box and the stand. “Let’s get her out where I can see her walk.”

	Faye’s throat felt tight. She nodded and went to the paddock gate, her hands fumbling with the simple chain-and-clip latch. Jolie watched her approach, her ears swiveling back and forth, tracking Earl’s movements. The mare didn’t resist as Faye clipped on a lead rope, but she could feel a fine tremor running through the animal’s body, a vibration of fear that traveled up the rope and into her own hands.

	She led Jolie out onto the flattest patch of ground between the barn and the fence, a stretch of packed dirt and stubborn weeds. Another sound intruded—the low, familiar rumble of a different truck.

	Faye’s head snapped up. Beau’s dark green Chevy was turning into her driveway, moving much slower than Earl’s truck had. It rolled to a stop a respectful distance away, the engine cutting out with a soft sigh. He got out, then he just stood by the door, his thumbs hooked in his front pockets. He wasn’t looking at her, but at the physical line that separated their properties.

	He started walking toward it, his stride long and easy. “Afternoon, Earl,” he called out.

	Earl, who was running a hand down Jolie’s foreleg, grunted again. “Beau.”

	Beau stopped at the fence line, a good twenty yards away. He finally looked at Faye. “Just checking this section of fence,” he said, his voice carrying easily in the still air. “Looked like a post was coming loose.”

	It was the thinnest of excuses. His eyes weren't on the fence post he was ostensibly inspecting; they were on her. They were on Jolie. He was here because he knew what this day meant. A flare of irritation went through her—the same prickly defensiveness she felt whenever she suspected pity. She didn’t need a chaperone. But beneath the irritation, a deeper, quieter current of relief flowed through her. She wasn’t entirely alone with her impending verdict.

	She gave him a stiff nod, unable to form a reply, and turned her attention back to Earl. He had positioned himself by Jolie’s head, his movements calm and slow. “Alright, ma’am. Walk her straight away from me, then turn and walk her straight back.”

	Faye’s hand was slick on the lead rope. She coaxed Jolie forward. The mare’s limp was painfully obvious on the hard ground. The uneven rhythm of her hoof-falls seemed to echo in the suffocating silence, each sound a testament to her pain. Faye’s gaze was fixed on the horse, but she was intensely aware of the two men watching her, their silent judgment hanging in the air. She walked Jolie to the end of the drive, turned her in a careful circle, and walked back.

	Earl watched, his expression unreadable. He didn’t say a word. He just motioned for her to stop. He moved to Jolie’s side and picked up her left front hoof, the one that seemed to cause her the most trouble. He settled it onto the hoof stand and picked up a hoof pick from his box. He worked methodically, scraping away packed dirt and debris from the sole. Jolie shifted her weight, her muscles tense, but she stood for him.

	The silence stretched, broken only by the scrape of metal on horn and the buzz of a horsefly. Faye stood holding the rope, feeling as rooted to the spot as the fence posts. She could feel Beau’s presence behind her, a solid, quiet weight in her peripheral vision. He hadn’t moved. He was just there, watching. Waiting.

	Earl finished cleaning the hoof and began his real examination. He pressed his thumb into the soft tissue of the frog, watching the horse’s face for a reaction. He tapped the outside of the hoof wall with the handle of a tool, his head cocked as if listening for something only he could hear. He ran his hands up her leg, probing the tendons, feeling the joints. Jolie bore it all with a stoicism that broke Faye’s heart.

	He moved from one hoof to the next, repeating the process with the same painstaking, unhurried precision. Each minute that passed felt like an eternity. Faye found herself cataloging every detail—the way sweat trickled down Earl’s temple, the rhythmic flick of Jolie’s tail, the feel of the worn leather lead rope in her hand. Anything to keep from screaming, Just tell me.

	Finally, after what felt like hours, Earl placed Jolie’s last hoof back on the ground. He straightened up slowly, his back cracking with a sound like popping knuckles. He took a deep breath and wiped his hands on a greasy rag he pulled from his back pocket. He looked from the horse to Faye, and his expression was grim.

	Faye’s stomach plummeted. This was it. The dreaded news. He was going to tell her it was hopeless, that the damage was too old, too severe.

	“Well,” Earl began, his voice low. He looked at Jolie, a flicker of something—not quite sympathy, but maybe respect—in his eyes. “The good news is, I don’t think it’s permanent. Not if it’s handled right.”

	Hope, sharp and blinding, surged through Faye so powerfully it made her dizzy. She exhaled unexpectedly. “Really? You can fix it?”

	Earl held up a hand, tempering her relief. “I didn’t say I could fix it. I said it ain’t permanent. She’s got some deep bruising in the sole, looks like an old abscess that never healed right. And the angle of her hoof is all wrong. Years of neglect, I’d wager. It’s put a hell of a strain on her tendons.” He shook his head. “It’s gonna take time. A whole lot of it. We’d have to start with a series of therapeutic shoeing sessions. Build up the heel, give that sole some protection so it can heal. Careful trims every four weeks on the dot. And no riding. No work. Just quiet turnout for months. Maybe a year.”

	The hope that had soared began a slow, heavy descent. This wasn't a simple fix. It was a long, complicated campaign.

	“She’s got heart, this one,” Earl said, giving Jolie a rough pat on the neck. The mare actually leaned into his touch. “But heart don’t pay the bills. It’s gonna be a long road, and it ain’t gonna be cheap.”

	Faye swallowed against the dryness in her throat. The question was a lead weight on her tongue, but she had to ask. “How… how much for the first session? To get her started?”

	Earl named a price.

	The number didn’t just register in her brain; it landed like a punch to her solar plexus, knocking the air from her lungs. It was more than the check Daniel had left on her counter. It was more than she could comfortably afford by a long shot. It was a figure that made her careful, hand-to-mouth budget seem like a cruel joke. For a single session. The first of many.
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