
 
  
 

Although if Kaylee were being honest, her heart was racing at the sight of Luke, who’d 
stopped his work and was leaning casually on the end of the pitchfork, and she’d just seen him 
ten minutes ago, too. Back when he’d told her he had work to do and she should go to her room 
and get settled in, which sounded like a nice way of telling her to leave him alone and let him get 
his chores done. 

“What are you doing out here?” 
Did she detect a note of annoyance in his voice? 
She took a step back. This was stupid. She’d gotten some good material already. She 

should just go back to her room and write. 
Stop it. She’d only jotted down a few notes. Detailing the leather and hay-scented barn 

would hardly fill a chapter. She swallowed and forced her shoulders back then walked over to 
the stall. “I’m here to help.” 

Luke’s brow furrowed. “Help with what?”  
“With whatever you’re doing. 
He raised an eyebrow. “You want to help muck out stalls?” 
“I’m not sure what that means, but if it’s an authentic ranch activity, then yes, I’m all in.” 
“Look, I know you’re here to help with your writing, so why don’t you take a nice walk 

through the fields or sit on the porch swing.” His gaze traveled up and down her outfit. “I don’t 
think you want to ruin your fancy duds there. This is pretty messy work.” 

She bristled. “I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty. And this shirt is practically ruined 
anyway.” She peered around at the work Luke had been doing in the stall and formed a pretty 
good idea about what “mucking” entailed, and she fought to keep from wincing at the job. That 
porch swing idea suddenly seemed a lot more appealing. 

Would Sassy sit on the porch swing? No. She would roll up her sleeves and get messy. 
“I told you. I’m here to have some authentic experiences, so put me to work.” 

He eyed her for a moment—just long enough for her palms to start to sweat—then lifted his 
shoulders in a shrug. “All right. Suit yourself.” He held out the pitchfork. “I don’t think it’s much 
of a stretch to assume you’ve never cleaned out a stall before.” 

“No, but when I was in fourth grade, I got to bring the class guinea pig home for 
Christmas break, so I’ve got a general idea of what to do.” She shoved her notebook and pen into 
her back pocket and took the pitchfork. 

Luke chuckled. “This will be sort of like that, except the ‘muck’ you’ll be shoveling out 
will be about the same size as that guinea pig.” 

Eww. She held back a grimace. 
After showing her what to do, he stood back to watch as she slid the pitchfork in and 

lifted a pile of soiled hay. He flashed a grin at her wrinkled-up nose. “You said you wanted a real 
ranch experience. Not gonna get much more authentic than that.” 
 



 
Kaylee held back a groan as she hung up her pitchfork a few hours later. She’d asked to 

be put to work, and Luke had obliged her request. Now her back hurt, and so did her legs and her 
arms, and pretty much every other muscle she had. But she didn’t want Luke to see her 
struggling. 

She plastered on a smile as the cowboy came up behind her. “Anything else I can do to 
help?” she asked, hoping he would say no. 

He narrowed his eyes as he studied her then shook his head. “I think you’ve put in a good 
day’s work already.” 

“Thank goodness,” she muttered, trying not to sag against the barn wall in relief. If her 
pinched toes and feet were killing her before, they were downright murderous now. She was 
pretty sure her left one had gone numb. Thoughts of Sassy crept into her mind. Her feisty heroine 
wouldn’t let a little struggle like sore feet get her down. She straightened and pulled her 
shoulders back. “I mean, thank you.” 

He tilted his head. “What in the world are you thanking me for?” His gaze traveled over 
her rumpled clothes and dirt-smudged arms. “Between the back-breaking work of cleaning the 
stalls and then spilling that water trough and falling in the mucky mud, I figured you’d be 
cussing my name. I sure wasn’t figuring to get an offering of gratitude.”  

“Oh, but I am grateful. Really. This is exactly the kind of stuff I want to learn. I won’t 
ever mention a pitchfork or a horse’s stall in one of my books again without remembering the 
feel of sore muscles or blistered hands.” She swiped at the still damp traces of mud drying along 
the leg of her jeans. “Or the smell of old trough water.” 

Luke chuckled good-naturedly. “That might be one you’d be inclined to forget.” 
“There is nothing about this day I’ll ever forget.” 
A curious look crossed Luke’s face before he waved a hand toward the barn door. “Why 

don’t you go on up to the house and get cleaned up. I’ll be along in a few minutes to start 
working on supper.” 

“Sounds good,” she said, taking a step forward, then tightening her face as she tried not 
to wince at the pain in her feet. She pressed a hand against the work bench to steady herself. 
“You go on back to whatever you were doing. I’ll just wait for Gladys then head out.” She called 
to the dog, hoping Luke would leave the barn and not have to witness her painful journey back to 
the house. 

Of course the dog came bounding toward her, the ecstatic corgi ferociously wagging her 
tail. Gladys wiggled with joy at her feet then raced out of the barn, stopping at the door to look 
back to make sure Kaylee was following. 

Thankfully, Luke had moved farther into the barn and had his back to her now as he 
hauled a bale of hay toward the stalls. 

Forcing herself to put one foot in front of the other, she did her best to hide the pain as 
she half-walked, half- limped back to the house. The last few steps to her bed were torture, and 
she face-planted into her pillow as she collapsed on the mattress. 

She could have fallen asleep and slept for hours but the throbbing of her feet had her 
rolling over and sitting up to reach for one of the agonizing boots. Grabbing the heel, she 
flinched in pain as she yanked and pulled at one then the other, but to no avail. The boots were 
stuck. 

She was going to be forced to wear them for the rest of her life. 



“Come on,” she pleaded with the boots. “Release me, you evil beasts.” She leaned 
forward, trying a different angle, but couldn’t keep her balance and toppled off the bed, 
sprawling on the floor in a puddle of anguish and exhaustion.  

She let out a whimper that had Gladys racing to her side to lovingly cover her cheeks in 
doggy kisses. Kaylee didn’t even have enough energy to stop her. 


