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    For the ones who got back on.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The bull doesn't care about your comeback story. He just knows what his body wants to do.

-Old stockman's saying
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​PART ONE: THE FALL

​Chapter One: Sinister

[image: ]




The rosin smoke rose off the rope like a prayer nobody was listening to.

Cole worked the tail through his hand feeling the braid bite into his palm through the leather glove. The bull beneath him was still for now, but it was the stillness of a coiled spring, the kind of quiet that comes before violence.

Sinister. Eighteen hundred pounds of brindle hatred out of Brady Cusler's Black Cat Ranch. The bull had a reputation. Cole had seen the highlight reels on his phone in the hotel room last night when he should have been sleeping. Sinister had put three riders in the hospital this season alone. Two broken arms and a punctured lung.

But Cole was nineteen years old and invincible. He had a new F-250 in the parking lot, payments he could barely make, and a camper hitched to the back that still smelled like factory plastic. He had a third-place finish in Montana and a buckoff in California and tonight was supposed to be the night he proved he belonged here.

The Challenger tour stop in Jacksonville. Not the big show, not yet, but close enough to taste it. Close enough that the scouts were watching, that a good ride could move him up the rankings, that everything he had been working toward since he was seven years old and his daddy first put him on a sheep was finally starting to feel real.

He had worn out three VHS tapes watching Travis Shelfler highlights as a kid. The Snowflake legend, three-time world champion, the greatest bull rider to ever come out of Arizona. Chester used to say Travis was proof that a kid from the White Mountains could make it to the top. Cole had believed him.

Get your hips up, his father's voice echoed in his head. The same thing Chester had said a thousand times in the practice pen back home, standing on the catwalk of those rusty chutes, a Coors in one hand and disappointment in his eyes. You ride with your hips, not your arm. Your arm just keeps you attached. Your hips keep you balanced.

Cole shifted his weight, felt Sinister bunch beneath him. The bull knew what was coming. They always did.

Forty acres of scrub juniper and a single-wide trailer. That was what he came from. That was what he was riding away from, eight seconds at a time.

The flank man pulled the strap snug. Sinister grunted, shifted, pressed hard against the left side of the chute. Cole's leg scraped against the rail and he lifted it, resettled, found his seat again.

Easy now. Easy.

He looked up at the lights, the crowd a blur of color and noise beyond the chute panels. Somewhere out there, people were eating popcorn and drinking beer and waiting to see if he would die or fly. That was what bull riding was. That was what it had always been. A bet against gravity and biology, against eighteen hundred pounds of animal that wanted you gone.

His phone had seventeen text messages he had not read. His mother had not sent any of them. She had not sent anything since 2007, since she drove away from the ranch in a Ford Taurus with a suitcase in the trunk and did not look back. Cole had been nine years old, standing in the yard, watching the dust settle on the dirt road.

He did not think about that. Did not think about anything except the rope in his hand and the bull beneath him and the eight seconds between him and something like glory.

You ready?

The gateman's voice cut through the noise. Cole looked down at Sinister's broad back, at the muscles rippling beneath that brindle hide, at the horns that had been tipped but could still break ribs if they caught you wrong.

He nodded.

The gate banged open.

The first jump was clean.

Sinister lunged out of the chute like he had been shot from a cannon, hindquarters kicking high, front end dropping. Cole felt his hips set, felt his free arm come up for balance, felt the rhythm start to build in his bones.

This is it. This is the ride.

The bull spun left, hard, faster than the video had shown. Cole leaned into it, kept his chest over his hand, let his body follow the motion instead of fighting it. One second. Two seconds. The crowd was screaming but he could not hear them. There was only the bull and the rope and the thunder of hooves on dirt.

Three seconds. Four.

Sinister changed direction.

It happened fast, faster than Cole could process. The bull reversed his spin, whipped right, and Cole felt himself slip. Just a little. Just enough. His hips came loose, his weight shifted wrong, and suddenly he was not riding the bull anymore.

He was just trying to survive it.

Five seconds. Six.

Hold on. Just hold on.

But his body was already going, already sliding off the right side, and his hand.

His hand did not come free.

The wrap was too tight. The rosin was too sticky. Something in the braid had caught wrong, twisted wrong, and when Cole's body left Sinister's back his hand stayed behind.

Seven seconds.

He was hanging now, bouncing against Sinister's side like a rag doll, his shoulder screaming, his wrist bent at an angle that wrists were not supposed to bend. The bull was spinning, bucking, trying to shake loose this thing that was attached to him, and Cole could not find his feet, could not find the ground, could not find anything except pain and chaos and the terrible certainty that this was going to end badly.

Seven point six seconds.

Sinister's back hoof came down on something that was not dirt.

The sound was wrong. Wet. Final. Like a branch breaking in a storm, except the branch was inside Cole's body, somewhere in his right hip, and the pain that followed was so big and so bright that it swallowed the whole world.

He did not hear the buzzer.

Did not see the bullfighters rush in, one of them grabbing Sinister's horns, the other working frantically at the rope to free his hand.

Did not feel himself hit the dirt, finally loose, his body crumpled in the Jacksonville dust like something that had been thrown away.

He only knew the sky above him, the lights blinding, the stars he could not see, and the single thought that cut through the pain like a blade:

This is how it ends. Nineteen years old, and this is how it ends.

Then the darkness came, and he was grateful for it.
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​Chapter Two: Homecoming
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The hospital in Jacksonville had white walls and machines that beeped and doctors who used words Cole did not understand.

Acetabular fracture. Surgical intervention. Extensive rehabilitation.

What it meant was simpler: his hip was shattered, his season was over, and the truck payments were going to come due whether he could ride or not.

They operated on the fourth day. Put him back together with titanium plates and screws, the surgeon explaining afterward that the socket had broken into multiple pieces, that the cartilage was damaged, that the recovery would be long and the outcome uncertain. Cole listened to the words but could not make them stick. The morphine drip made everything soft, distant, like he was watching his own life through a window.

His father did not come.

Cole had not expected him to. Jacksonville was a long way from Springerville, and Chester McCoy did not fly, did not like to drive farther than Show Low, did not do much of anything anymore except drink and tend the bulls and talk about the old days when he still had a wife and a future and something to believe in.

But Chance came.

He showed up on the third day, before the surgery, walking into the hospital room with road dust on his boots and dark circles under his eyes. He had driven sixteen hours straight from Springerville, burning through vacation days he could not afford to lose, because that was what you did when your best friend was lying broken in a Florida hospital. That was what friends were for.

"You look like shit," Chance said.

"Feel like it too."

Chance pulled up a chair, sat down heavy, and for a long moment neither of them said anything. Just sat there in the beeping silence, two kids from Apache County a long way from home.

Chance Peters was twenty years old. He had a bad back and a Safeway name tag and a dream that had died two years ago at a high school rodeo in Holbrook when a bull named Copperhead put him into the fence wrong. Three vertebrae. Six months in a brace. A lifetime of knowing what he could have been if his body had held together.

Now he stocked shelves on the night shift and watched bull riding videos on his phone during breaks and pretended that was enough.

"How bad?" he asked.

Cole told him what he knew. The shattered acetabulum. The surgery scheduled for tomorrow. The months of recovery ahead. The fact that he might never ride again, not really, not the way he had before.

Chance listened. Did not interrupt. Did not offer false hope or empty words.

When Cole was done, Chance leaned back in his chair and looked at the ceiling.

"You remember Lost Creek?"

The practice bull. One of Chester's meanest, back when they were kids. A red brindle that had dumped Cole fourteen times before he finally rode him clean.

"Remember what you said after? When you finally covered him?"

Cole shook his head. The morphine was making it hard to think.

"You said, 'He can't hurt me anymore. I already know what the worst feels like.'"

Chance leaned forward.

"You know what the worst feels like now. Sinister showed you. So the question is, what are you going to do about it?"

Cole did not have an answer.

He was nineteen years old, lying in a hospital bed in Florida, and the only future he could imagine was the one he had just lost.

#
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CHANCE STAYED FOR THE surgery.

Sat in the waiting room for six hours while doctors cut Cole open and pieced his hip back together like a broken puzzle. When Cole woke up in recovery, groggy and sick from the anesthesia, Chance was there. Still in the same clothes, still with those dark circles, but there.

"Surgeon says it went well. Good reduction, whatever that means. You're gonna be on crutches for a while, but the hardware's solid."

Cole tried to speak. His mouth was dry, his tongue thick.

"Don't talk. Just rest. I'll be here."

And he was. For three more days, until Cole was stable enough that the hospital started talking about discharge, about medical transport, about the long road home. Chance had to get back. His job, his life, the responsibilities that did not stop just because his best friend was broken.

"I'll come see you," Chance said on the last morning. "Soon as you're settled. Every chance I get."

"You don't have to."

"I know I don't have to. I'm going to anyway."

He gripped Cole's hand. Not a handshake. Something more.

"You're gonna get through this. I don't know how yet, but you are. And I'm gonna be there to see it."

Then he was gone, back to Arizona, back to the life that was waiting for him. And Cole was alone with the machines and the beeping and the long hours until they sent him home.
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THEY FLEW HIM OUT A week after the surgery.

Medical transport to Phoenix, then a long drive east with a home health aide who did not talk much. Cole lay in the back seat, his leg immobilized in a brace, watching Arizona scroll past the window. The desert first, brown and endless. Then the slow climb into the pines, the air cooling, the landscape turning green.

It was early April. The wildflowers were just starting to bloom along the highway, patches of yellow and purple against the brown grass. Cole watched them pass and felt nothing.

Through Show Low. Through Pinetop. Through the small towns that got smaller and poorer the farther you went from the city. And finally, Springerville. Home.

The single-wide looked worse than he remembered.
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