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Dedicated to my girlfriends. I don’t know who I’d be without you. Thank you for your continuous love and support.








one

LEATHER GLOVES, POCKET KNIFE, WATER BOTTLE. I went over the list in my head as I stuffed the gloves in my pockets and grabbed the half-empty water bottle from the barn floor. Wiping the sweat from my brow, I filled the bottle to the top using the hose hung on the barn wall. I’d need every drop of water out in the field this afternoon. Heck, it was only 10 a.m. and my jeans were already sticking to my legs.
“Ew, Lucy,” a voiced squeaked, and I looked up from the hose to see Taylor walking down the barn aisle. She was leading her mare, Star, and must’ve just got done giving her a bath. Star’s copper coat was unusually dark and a track of wet hoofprints followed her on the concrete floor. “You know that hose is used to fill the horses’ water buckets, right?” She wrinkled her nose in disgust before stopping Star and clipping the crossties onto her halter. 
I raised a sweaty eyebrow at Taylor. Of course I knew the hose was used to fill the horses’ water buckets. I was the one to fill them— twice a day.
“It’s the same water that’s piped into the tack room sink,” I replied with a shrug of my shoulders. Not to mention it was ten steps closer than the tack room. If the hose had been outside, I would’ve pressed my mouth to the spray and gulped, but I didn’t want to make a mess in the barn. “I mean, I kiss my horse on his mouth anyway. What’s the difference?” My horse, Chance, loved kisses and I loved giving them to him— especially on his wrinkly, whiskered nose skin. 
Taylor grinned at me before disappearing into the 
tack room. “You do have a point.”  
I knew I did. Because Taylor loved to give Star kisses as well. She was just a little more discreet about it than I was. 
“Where is everyone, anyhow?” Taylor asked from inside the tack room. “It’s like a ghost town around here.”
“Casey and Marilynn went to hook up the truck to the flatbed trailer,” I said, securing the lid on my water bottle and winding the hose back on its hanger. “Mr. Owens has been baling hay all morning and said it’s ready to get picked up in the field.” 
Mr. Owens was my boss and the owner of Red Rock Ranch. The ranch had been in his family for nearly a hundred years and he was very involved in the everyday activities— running machinery, hauling cattle, and often joining trail rides. But more than that, he and his wife were the faces of the guest ranch. They greeted every guest when they arrived and were present at every meal. However, Mr. Owens mostly left the barn and the horses up to the stable hands— me, Casey, and Marilynn.   
Taylor sauntered back into the aisle, picked up a brush, and started to comb through Star’s long, flaxen mane. “Can I help?” 
Her question confused me. “With what?” I asked, certain Taylor was not referring to stacking hay. 
“With the hay, silly,” she added. “With the picking-up part.” Taylor tossed her long blonde braid over her shoulder and I almost laughed. 
I cleared my throat instead. “We’ll be picking up bales from the field and stacking them on the trailer. Then we’ll unload them into the barn. You sure you want to help with that? It’s not very glamourous. And it’s like a thousand degrees today.” I was not overexaggerating. 
“Yeah,” Taylor agreed, like I’d just asked her to go get ice cream in town. “I mean, I already rode Star and gave her a bath. What else am I going to do all day? Hang out with my mom in the cabin?”
I wiped my hand on my pant leg. “Okay. As long as Mr. Owens is fine with it. I don’t think too many of the ranch guests help with loading hay.” Actually, I was sure of that. Stacking hay was the only thing I didn’t like about horses. It was hard, sweaty, dirty work, and if I was a paying guest at this ranch, like Taylor, I’d probably choose to spend my afternoon watching the horses graze, cleaning tack, or reading a book. Anything other than stacking hay. 
Taylor led Star into her stall and took off her halter. “Well, I’m not just any guest,” she said, and gave Star a peppermint before closing the stall door. “I’m sure Mr. Owens will let me help.” Taylor gave me her signature movie star smile. I knew it usually got her what she wanted. 
I assessed Taylor, knowing she was not prepared for what she thought she wanted to do. Her jean pockets were outlined with rhinestones. Her makeup was freshly applied. And I had no earthly idea how she kept her white tank top clean while she rode and then gave Star a bath.
“Well, okay,” I said, pressing my lips together. “Let’s find you some leather gloves, then.” 
“Great,” Taylor replied with more enthusiasm than I was feeling.
As Taylor followed me into the tack room, I couldn’t picture her picking up hay bales in a field under the blazing hot sun, but she’d surprised me a few times since I arrived at the ranch. At the start of the summer, Taylor intimidated me. No, she frightened me with her icy glares and sassy comments. But, after being forced to spend time with her, I learned that Taylor came across as tough, but she was really a softy. She’d do anything for her mare, Star. Taylor and I were different in many ways, but we shared one thing— a deep love of horses. And if she wanted to throw some haybales around today, then so be it. Maybe she’d surprise me again with some mad hay-throwing skills?
“I saw a pair of gloves in here the other day,” I muttered, opening cabinets, one by one, searching. “Somewhere in here.” I pushed aside rolls of vet wrap and bottles of leather conditioner. 
“Maybe they’re in the saddle bags,” Taylor offered, and started unzipping the pack bags hung on the wall. 
“Maybe.” I opened another cabinet and peeked around fly spray and tubes of de-wormer. Just as I thought I’d have to run to my cabin and grab my extra pair of gloves, I saw yellow fingers poking out from behind a tub of horse treats. “There they are,” I announced, and I heard Taylor walk up behind me. 
But when I moved the tub of treats and grabbed the leather fingers, I felt more than just the gloves. Before I realized what was happening, a small gray creature scurried over my hand and up my arm. Its beady eyes glared at me as it ran toward my face, and I was sure the scream that came out of my mouth could’ve been heard from the pastures. 
“What the—” Taylor asked, but her question quickly turned into a scream that matched mine and we danced around the tack room like our feet were on fire. 
“Mouse!” I managed to yell as the nasty little thing flew from my arm and onto the floor. Taylor jumped and grabbed onto me as we watched it zigzag around before finally scurrying out the tack room door. 
“Gross!” Taylor squealed, her eyes wide, both hands clamped on my arm. 
I shook my body and stuck out my tongue, disgusted that the creature had run across my bare arm. I was sure I’d have nightmares about little feet shimmying across my skin for years.  
Amid the mouse attack, I hadn’t noticed footsteps in the aisle until a tall body appeared in the doorway. It was Casey— peering into the tack room like he might have to save us. 
“Are you two okay?” he asked with a smirk on his face. He hooked his thumb in his jean pocket and waited for an answer. It was then that I realized Taylor and I were basically hugging each other. I let go of Taylor and stood up straight, trying to wipe the fear from my face. 
“Yeah, we’re fine,” I replied, feeling my cheeks heat up. “I mean. We saw a mouse.”
“I figured that much,” Casey said, pulling the brim of his baseball hat a little further down on his head, like he was trying to cover up his smile. “I thought maybe you guys were fighting off a monster. Or you saw a ghost or something.” 
“It was a mouse,” Taylor said and raised her eyebrows at Casey. “And it ran across Lucy’s arm! Nasty!” 
Casey shook his head. “You two ride thousand-pound animals and you’re scared of a little mouse?” He couldn’t hide his smile any longer, and I suddenly felt very silly for screaming as loud as I did.
“It caught us by surprise.” I shrugged. Even though I was embarrassed, I found myself smiling back at him. I couldn’t help it. Casey had a way of making me blush, even when my blood wasn’t pumping from getting scared senseless. 
“Oh, it surprised us alright,” Taylor added and executed a shimmy with her shoulders. “Yuck.”
I was silently glad Taylor witnessed the mouse with me and I wasn’t the only one that screamed at the top of my lungs. 
Casey stepped back from the door. “The mouse is fully contained now. You’re safe to come out of the tack room. Jaycee caught the little escapee.”
Taylor and I shuffled out of the tack room, not sure who Jaycee was. In the barn aisle we met two sets of eyes— a girl and a boy. They looked to be our age, probably sixteen or seventeen, and the girl wore a t-shirt that said This Ain’t My First Rodeo. Her well-worn cowboy boot was balanced on top of an over-turned bucket, and I assumed she was the mouse catcher. A black and white border collie stood next to her and stared at the bucket like there was a treat that would pop out of it at any given second. The tall boy stood a few strides behind them both. 
“Taylor, Lucy,” Casey said with a nod of his head. “This is Jaycee. That’s Levi.” Levi grinned and waved, giving us a much less judgmental look than Jaycee. “They both help with odds and ends around the ranch. They’ll be helping with hay today.”
“Hi.” I waved, biting my lip as I realized everyone in the barn heard me screech and jump around. All because of a tiny mouse. 
“I’ll get rid of it,” Jaycee said, casually. She had one hand on her hip. The other pointed at the bucket.
When she reached for the overturned bucket, I couldn’t help myself. “What do you mean you’ll get rid of it?” There was a finality to Jaycee’s words.
Jaycee looked at me from under her ballcap. Her thick, dark ponytail spilled over her shoulder when she did. “The mouse,” she clarified. “I’ll get rid of it.”
“Like kill it?” I asked, swallowing.
Jaycee looked confused. I couldn’t blame her. A few seconds ago, I’d been screaming bloody-murder because the mouse touched me. But I didn’t want it to die.
“You can’t do that,” Taylor jumped in, sounding offended. “Can’t we just let it go?”
“Sure,” Jaycee said, and I felt my shoulders relax. I wasn’t going to be responsible for a mouse murder. Even if it had scared me silly. “We can let the mouse go, if you want him to run right back to the tack room and surprise you again tomorrow.” 
Jaycee was definitely being sarcastic.
“We’ll shut the tack room door to keep him out,” Taylor said, trying to help. This made Jaycee look at the both of us like we were crazy instead of silly. 
I turned to Casey, not sure what to say. I didn’t want the little mouse to find its way back into the tack room and make a mess. I also didn’t want Jaycee’s dog to grab it the second Jaycee took her boot off the bucket. 
“Mice are pretty sneaky. They can get into about anywhere they—” Casey started, but stopped when he looked at me. Taking a breath, he motioned to Jaycee. “Just leave him. I’ll take the mouse out to the field and let him go.” He caught my eye and gave me a defeated grin. “That way he’ll have a fighting chance.” 
Before anyone could protest, Marilynn shouted from the other end of the barn. “Let’s go!” Her voice carried like she was standing next to me. 
Marilynn wasn’t much older than the rest of us— seventeen, and only beating out Casey’s birthday by a few months. She was also the smallest of the ranch crew, but Marilynn had a way about her that demanded respect. She spoke. You listened. That was how it worked.  
“Mr. Owens is waiting in the field,” Marilynn shouted. The diesel truck rumbled just outside the barn. “No time for lolly-gagging or whatever you guys are doing.”  
At that, Jaycee took her boot off the bucket. “Come on, Patsy. Leave it,” Jaycee said, and the border collie followed her as she walked away. Levi did too.
I turned to Casey and gave him a thankful smile. I knew he offered to save the mouse’s life on my behalf. 
Casey kept his blue eyes on me. There was something about his stare that made my stomach flip-flop. 
“I’ll rescue the mouse,” he said. “You better get in the truck. Marilynn doesn’t like to wait.” 
“I’ve got shotgun,” Taylor said with a little hop as she jogged off. 
Casey suddenly looked confused, and I shrugged. “She wants to help. Told her she could if it was okay with Mr. Owens.” 
The truck horn beeped and I remembered what I was originally searching for.
“Gloves,” I blurted, and turned on my heels. “I was going to grab some for Taylor.” 
Hurrying into the tack room, I found the gloves in the open cabinet, but hesitated before snatching them, hoping the mouse hadn’t left any friends behind. When I grabbed leather instead of a rodent, I sighed and jogged back into the aisle. By that time, Casey was on the other end of the barn. He was carrying the bucket and yelled something to Marilynn as he passed the truck. Bucket in hand, he was heading toward the pasture. I thought he’d never looked cuter.




two

THE TRUCK RUMBLED as it crept across the freshly cut field. Marilynn’s elbow hung out the driver’s side window. She had one hand on the wheel as she navigated between two rows of bound hay bales. The rest of us were on foot, in charge of picking the bales out of the field and stacking them on the flatbed trailer.
Casey, Levi, and Jaycee walked alongside the trailer, plucking rectangular bales from the ground. They swung them up onto the trailer by their twine, and Taylor and I stacked them. I hopped across the top layer of bales like a circus acrobat, working hard to keep up with the onslaught of tossed hay.
“Incoming,” Casey yelled as he launched another bale through the air, making sure it landed in front of me. He threw the bale exactly where it needed to go— like he’d been throwing hay all his life. Maybe he had. I simply had to bump the bale with my knee to press it tightly against the growing stack. Thankful for his expertise, I turned and watched Casey pick up the next bale. His t-shirt sleeves were rolled up to his shoulders and I unknowingly let myself get so distracted by his arms that I lost sense of where I was walking and nearly tripped over the bale Jaycee threw at my heels. 
“Easy, Cowgirl,” Jaycee warned and caught my attention, stopping me just shy of the rolling bale. 
“Oops!” I caught my balance, but only because I bumped into Taylor and grabbed her shoulder. 
“Whoa, Lucy,” Taylor squeaked, and let go of the bale she was carrying. It dropped to her feet and she stumbled, but Levi was at the edge of the trailer and caught her arm. He looked happy to steady her.  
I gave her an apologetic look. “Sorry. Wasn’t watching where I was walking.” To be exact, I was watching Casey’s sweaty muscles. 
Taylor straightened up, brushing off my clumsiness with a quick shake of her head, and Levi gave her a smile. 
“Eyes on the bales, ladies,” Jaycee said, mostly to me. Then she added a wink and I knew she’d caught me staring at Casey. Heat rushed to my cheeks and I grabbed the offending bale behind me. 
Focus, Lucy, I told myself as I heaved the bale up onto my thigh. So far today, everyone witnessed you scream at the top of your lungs because a tiny critter touched you. Let’s not take a nose dive off the trailer, too. No more getting lost in Casey’s arms.
Casey tossed another bale onto the trailer, oblivious to my ogling and stumbling. 
“Only about five hundred more bales to go,” he said, joking about the fact that we’d just barely started. Then he wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief. 
“Five hundred?” I asked, like my biceps weren’t already burning. “That’s easy. I could do this in my sleep.” What was I talking about? Why do I babble when I’m nervous?
Casey laughed at my joke and grabbed another bale just as Marilynn stopped the truck and turned off the engine. 
“Water break,” Marilynn yelled before she opened the truck door. “Everyone needs to stay hydrated.” She jumped out of the truck with an armful of water bottles. Her brunette bob bounced as she passed the plastic bottles out like candy.
Parched and sweaty, I followed Taylor off the back of the trailer. We hopped down the bales like stairs and joined the group on the shaded side of the haystack. It was nice to get out of the beating sun. Everything was sticking to me— my jeans, my hair, my sports bra, even my gloves. I felt like a cat that had accidently fallen in a water trough. 
“Take a five-minute break,” Marilynn announced. “I’ve got to ask Mr. Owens a few questions.” Then she turned and marched off across the field, headed for the tractor pulling the baler. 
Everyone was quiet for a minute, guzzling water. I closed my eyes, thinking cold water had never tasted so good. In the heat, it was sweeter. 
“It’s like a big puzzle,” Taylor said, plopping down on the ground and setting her water bottle against her leg. She was sweaty too, but somehow, the sweat on her skin looked more like glitter. “You’ve got to get the bales stacked just right or it messes everything else up.” 
“Haven’t you loaded hay before?” Jaycee asked, like Taylor’s observation was pretty obvious. However, she looked more curious than judgemental as she brushed hay bits from her bare arms with gloved hands. Jaycee definitely had experience in the hay department. She had no problem keeping up with the boys. 
Taylor shook her head. “I board Star at home. No hay loading involved.” She said it matter-of-factly and pulled off her gloves. If her explanation hadn’t convinced Jaycee, her manicured nails sure did the trick. 
“Really?” Jaycee lifted an eyebrow, like she didn’t know another human being that had never stacked hay. 
Taylor shrugged. “Really.”
Casey cut in. “Jaycee, Levi, and I’ve been bucking hay together every summer since we were twelve.” He took another swig of water, his sandy hair dark with sweat at the base of his neck. 
“It’s not glamourous, but it sure beats hitting the gym,” Levi added, and then gave a mock “gun” show, curling his arms into the air like a body builder. Levi was tall and lanky with black hair and olive-toned skin. If he’d been a horse, he would have been a Thoroughbred. A bay Thoroughbred. “These are home grown farm muscles, ladies. Try to contain yourself.” 
Casey chuckled, nearly choking on his gulp of water. Coughing, he wiped his mouth with his arm and said, “Good thing, because Three Rivers doesn’t have a gym. Your game with the ladies would really suffer if you didn’t buck hay.”
Levi gave a few more over exaggerated faces and fancy arm curls before he laughed at himself. His chuckle was contagious and the group joined. Jaycee play-punched Levi in the shoulder, stopping his gun show. 
“Put those away,” Jaycee said, teasing Levi like a little brother. Her raven ponytail swayed with her punch. In the chuckles that followed, I realized that Casey, Levi, and Jaycee knew each other well.
“Come on, Jaycee,” Levi whined, rubbing his shoulder where she had punched him. “Just because your muscles are bigger than mine doesn’t mean you have to beat me up.” He gave her a sly grin like he was teasing her, but the way he kept rubbing his arm told me otherwise. “I have to haul barrels around tonight at the Round-Up. You don’t want me doing that one-armed, do you?”
“Actually, I’d love to see you do that one-armed,” Jaycee replied, with a smile that wrinkled her nose. 
“What’s the Round-Up?” I asked. Jaycee and Levi looked at me like I was an alien that just landed from somewhere far, far away. 
“Lucy’s not from here,” Casey said, putting his baseball cap back on his head. His hair curled out from under the edges of his hat. 
Jaycee squinted at Casey. “Well, duh,” she said. “We have exactly thirty-six people in our class. If Lucy lived in Three Rivers I probably would have seen her around. Geez.” She looked at me like, Can you believe this guy? 
“Where you from?” Levi interjected and leaned against the hay.
“Willow,” I replied, fiddling with my bottle cap. “It’s about an hour from here.” 
“She’s here for the summer,” Casey added. “Working on the ranch.”
Taylor jumped in, bringing the conversation back to its original subject. “So, what’s the Round-Up?”
“She’s not from her either,” Casey said, pointing a thumb at Taylor and giving Jaycee a sarcastic grin. 
Jaycee rolled her eyes at him but answered Taylor’s question. “It’s like a combination of a rodeo and a horse show. It’s a big deal around here. Try-outs start tonight.”
Taylor’s eyes got big. I thought she might jump up from her seat on the ground. “A competition?” 
“Yeah,” Jaycee replied, surprised by Taylor’s sudden interest. 
“Are you trying out?” I asked Jaycee, but Levi laughed. Jaycee immediately swung at him but Levi jumped away before she connected with his shoulder. 
Jaycee steadied herself after the missed punch and shook her head at Levi. “Not my thing. Plus, my horse is kind of a hot mess. He likes to run fast in a straight line, but not much else. Except buck. He does like to buck.” She shrugged like this was no big deal. Something about her honesty made me smile. “Part of the competition includes barrel racing. The other is a horsemanship pattern. I’d rather wrestle a steer.” 
“Can anyone try out?” Taylor asked, getting to
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