
 
 

The next morning Kaylee was bleary-eyed as she crawled out of bed. She’d been up too 
late working on her manuscript. Ideas for several new scenes with Sassy and Duke had struck her 
the night before and the words had flown from her fingertips. 

It had felt different, though. She could already tell the contrast in her writing as she set 
the scene, layering in the warm dry scents of earth and hay in the barn, the soft swirl of hair on a 
calf’s forehead, and the far-off sound of a tractor in the background. But it wasn’t just the new 
added textures of the ranch life. She’d also written a kissing scene the night before that crackled 
with tension and had her opening a window in her bedroom to let in the night air to cool her 
heated skin. 

She couldn’t remember the last time she’d written with such passion—with both the 
quickness of her thoughts, and the subject on the page. Her characters came alive in her 
imagination, as if she really were Sassy Scott. And it wasn’t hard to imagine who she was 
thinking of as the handsome Duke Ramsey. Her own heart raced as she filled the pages with her 
thoughts and feelings…er…Sassy’s thoughts and feelings. 

Although it was easy to get caught up in the fantasy. The soft whisper of denim as 
Luke…dang it… Duke’s hand reached for Sassy’s. The tentative touches and stolen glances. The 
rush of desire when the hero’s lips finally found the heroine’s. 

It was no wonder that when she finally fell into bed, her dreams were filled with images 
of her and Luke playing out the same scenes. 

But those dreams were pushed aside the next morning as a stream of sunlight covered her 
bed, and the only kisses she was getting were slobbery ones from Gladys. 

She quickly took a shower, then dressed in jeans, one of the short-sleeved shirts she’d 
bought, and her new boots. Trying to convince herself she was ready for whatever Luke threw at 
her today, she strode down the hall to the kitchen in search of caffeine and the cowboy. 

But instead of finding Luke, she found a note on the counter stating he’d be back soon 
and that he’d left a pan of scrambled eggs and sausage warming in the oven for her. 

Just as well. Her mind was still racing, as it often did in the morning with thoughts for the 
new book, and she wanted to get some of it down while it was still fresh. She grabbed a 
notebook and pen then filled a plate and poured a cup of coffee for herself and took them out to 
the front porch. 

Inhaling a deep breath, she took in the view of the mountains and the still soft sounds of 
the morning on the ranch. The faint clucking of the chickens, the gentle lap of the pond, and the 
low whinny of a horse from the pasture. It was beautiful. 

The air felt different here. And so did she. Something about being on the ranch was 
filling an empty place inside her. Maybe a place she didn’t even know was there. Not until she 
got here and found the missing pieces to fill it with. 

She opened her notebook, and her pen flew. She absently shoveled scrambled eggs into 
her mouth as she tried to capture the thoughts and feelings of waking up to a morning on the 
ranch. 

She’d filled several pages and had just popped the last link of sausage into her mouth 
when she heard the sound of Luke’s truck and looked up to see him coming down the driveway. 
He was pulling a small white trailer behind the truck. 



Taking her dishes into the sink, she snuck one more bite of scrambled eggs and a quick 
glance at herself in the mirror before heading back out to meet Luke. “What’s in the trailer?” she 
asked as she approached the truck. 

A mischievous grin beamed from his face as he led her toward the doors of the trailer. “I 
got to thinking about you last night and your fear of horses, and I came up with an idea.” 

“Oh,” was all she could say, still stuck on the part where he said he’d been thinking about 
her the night before. 

He’d seemed a little cool after they’d left the hospital the night before, and they hadn’t 
shared their usual easy conversation at supper. She’d figured it had to do with the memories 
being at the hospital dragged up, and hoped it wasn’t her that had made him broody and sullen as 
he’d headed out for his nightly chores. 

His mood obviously hadn’t dampened her writing or her thoughts about him sleeping just 
down the hall from her, but the notion that he had been thinking about her sent little tingles of 
nerves shooting across her skin. That and the roguish grin he was flashing her way. 

“You know how they say you have to take small steps before you can run?” He opened 
the back end of the trailer with a flourish. “Well, I figured you could start with a small horse then 
graduate to a bigger one.” 

She gasped as she peered into the trailer at the cutest little horse she’d ever seen. It had a 
brown coat, a thick tawny-colored mane, and a hot pink daisy tucked jauntily behind its ear. “Oh 
my gosh. It’s adorable.” 

“Her name is Marigold. And she’s a mini horse. She belongs to Rita Mullins, one of the 
women you met yesterday who brought in all the books to sign.” 

She nodded, her focus still enraptured by the charming creature. “Yes, I remember who 
Rita is.” 

“She lives up the way and when I called her this morning, she was thrilled to loan us 
Marigold for the day. She said to tell you, no pressure, but she thinks she’d be a perfect addition 
to one of your books. She even sent along a pan of her famous cream puff dessert and a baked 
ziti to sweeten the deal.” 

“A baked ziti? When did she have the time?” 
He shrugged. “I don’t know, but I think she was trying to outdo Carol’s prize-winning 

jam.” 
“All this competition is gonna make me as round as Gladys.” Kaylee giggled as the mini 

horse sniffed her hand. Gladys, who had been hanging behind her, slowly moved closer to check 
out the new arrival. The two animals sniffed each other’s noses then Gladys rubbed her ear along 
the horse’s cheek. 

“Speaking of food,” Luke said, pulling a baggie from his front pocket. “Rita also sent 
along a few treats. She said the carrots are Marigold’s favorite. You want to give her one?” 

Kaylee nodded. “I’m a little nervous, but I’m trying to think of her as a big dog instead of 
as a little horse.” 

“Smart. Except giving a horse a treat is much different than the way you hold one out for 
a dog.” He held his arm out straight, his palm up. “Hold out your hand like this, keep it flat so 
she doesn’t accidentally nibble on your fingers.” Kaylee held out her hand, mimicking what 
Luke was doing. 

He set a small chunk of carrot in her palm. “Now keep your hand flat. Let her take it from 
you.” 



Kaylee held her breath as the little horse snuffled her fingers then delicately took the 
carrot in her teeth. “I did it.” 

Luke chuckled. “You sure did. Here’s another one.” He tossed a piece of carrot to Gladys 
and one to Cooper, who had jumped out of the truck earlier and just finished his rounds of 
sniffing all around the ranch and returned to Luke’s side. 

Kaylee fed the horse another carrot then reached up to gently pet her nose. “She’s so soft. 
Her skin around her mouth and nose are like velvet.” 

“See? Not scary at all.” Luke stood next to the horse and scratched her ears. “I thought 
we could take her into the barn, and you could brush her.” 

“Yes, I’d like that.” Summoning her courage, Kaylee reached out and put her hand on top 
of Luke’s. “Thank you. For doing this for me. And for not making me feel like an idiot about 
being afraid of horses.” She couldn’t believe he’d gone to all this trouble. For her. 

“Lots of people share that fear,” he said quietly, not moving his hand from under hers. 
“You helped me yesterday, so I wanted to do something for you today. And I knew you couldn’t 
help but fall in love.” 

She sucked in a quick breath. Fall in love? 
“With Marigold, I mean,” he said, pulling his hand away and stuffing it into his pocket. 

“She’s such a cute little thing. You can’t help it.” 
He was pretty cute, too. The way he suddenly seemed almost shy and like he wasn’t sure 

where to look. 
He picked up Marigold’s halter and led her toward the barn. Kaylee followed, pretty sure 

the mini horse wasn’t the only one she was falling for. 
 

 


