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Your favourite authors love Bailey Hannah!


‘Thanks to Bailey Hannah’s Change of Hart, I have officially entered my cowboy era. This book has everything I want in a second-chance romance. It was angsty. It was emotional. And it was so damn sexy. Throw in a hardworking hero on horseback and I am sold! Now I just need to go back and meet the other men on the’


Laurie Gilmore, Sunday Times bestselling author of
The Pumpkin Spice Café


‘As angsty and emotional as it is swoony and sexy, Change of Hart is a second-chance romance that will have readers simultaneously wiping their tears and smiling until it hurts. Denny and Blair are totally captivating!’


Lyla Sage, New York Times bestselling author of
Lost and Lassoed


‘Bailey Hannah’s books are an exhilarating ride. I close each one with my hair blown back and a smile on my face, immediately ready for another’


Tarah DeWitt, USA Today bestselling author of
Funny Feelings


‘Readers will swoon over this angsty and wildly hot second-chance romance. Bailey Hannah’s writing is beautiful, the characters are nuanced, and the emotions are complex’


Sarah Hawley, author of
A Witch’s Guide to Fake Dating a Demon


‘Bailey Hannah knows how to deliver the heat! Saddle up, readers – this cowboy romance is about to leave you breathless’


Carlie Walker, author of The Takedown




Readers are hooked by Change of Hart!


‘This was one of those books you read that makes you wish it would never end. I think I’ve found a new favourite author’


Laura, Reader Review


‘If you love cowboy romance with a highly emotional storyline, fantastic spice and hilarious moments I would 100% recommend this book’


Lucy, Reader Review


‘I absolutely loved this book – my favourite book of the Wells Ranch series!’


Hayley, Reader Review


‘Bailey, you’ve blown me away! Oh my!!! I’m so emotionally attached to these characters, the love I have for them is infinite. This book is 6+ stars’


Danielle, Reader Review


‘This was the most PERFECT childhood lovers, second chance romance I’ve ever read’


Poppy, Reader Review


‘Bailey Hannah has hit new heights in her cowboy romance era. Blair and Denver are officially one of my favourite fictional couples’


Jordan, Reader Review




For the fiercely independent.
I hope you find someone you can lean on.
Until then, you have Denver Wells.
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Content/Trigger Warnings


• Alzheimer’s disease (discussed in detail, on page)


• Abortion (discussed, not shown)


• Alcohol consumption, including underage (on page)


• Broken bone (on page)


• Cancer (on page)


• Depression (discussed in detail)


• Horse accident (animal unharmed, on page)


• Parental abandonment (discussed, not shown)


• Parental sickness/death (on page)


• Prescription depression and pain medication use (on page)


• Vomit (on page)


• Explicit sex scenes including cum play, sex toy use, rimming, breeding, praise, pleasure dom (mild), marking (hickeys/cum)





Prologue—Blair



“I have lost myself, so to say.”


—Auguste Deter (first person to be diagnosed with Alzheimer’s disease)





At 5:48 p.m. on Christmas Day, my life fell apart.


Rapidly blinking to clear the hazy film blurring the elaborate turkey dinner in front of me, I look toward the living room to avoid my mother’s gaze. Not twenty minutes ago, I was curled up on the couch with my sister in our matching pajamas, teasing Mom for turning on the fireplace television channel. Now the loudly crackling faux-fire and accompanying sleighbell-filled music adds levity I don’t appreciate.


Backdropped by the twinkling lights of the Christmas tree, my dad sits with a pained smile. “Sorry we didn’t tell you sooner.”


Alzheimer’s disease: a neurodegenerative disease that causes memory and thinking ability to decline. The most common form of dementia; it is irreversible.


Outside the snow is falling in a swirling fury—the perfect representation of what’s happening in my chest while I stare past my dad, cracking my knuckles to keep thoughts of hitting him at bay. Punching my loving father in the face won’t solve anything. It won’t change my mom’s diagnosis, or the fact that they’ve kept it hidden from me for months. But it will upset my parents, my sister, and my ten-year-old nephew.


The muscles around my chest constrict my lungs, and I struggle to take a full inhale as panicked thoughts overwhelm my brain. Letting out a shaky breath, I do what I always do: smile.


“Okay, we’ll handle it.” I clasp my hands in my lap to keep them from trembling wildly. “People are living so much longer with the disease now. There are tons of treatment options. We can set up some safety equipment—locks, alarms, notes—and it’ll be fine.”


It’ll be fine.


“It’ll be fine,” I repeat while fighting the waver in my smile. I give my younger sister a nod of encouragement, blinking back tears when I see marked fear in her eyes.


Of course, it won’t be fine. Our mom is younger than the typical age for Alzheimer’s. And while neuroscience wasn’t something I focused a lot on during my six years of nursing and graduate school, I know early-onset Alzheimer’s often progresses faster. Mom will forget everything she knows, piece by piece. Until her brain loses the ability to keep her body functioning. And nobody in this family will ever truly be fine again.


But for now—for the sake of protecting them—I’ll say it’s fine.


Fifteen minutes later, I excuse myself from Christmas dinner and pull out my laptop to spend the rest of the night in a deep dive on Alzheimer’s disease. Except a distracting orange sticky note on top reminds me of a call I was supposed to have with the local doctor, Dr. Brickham, earlier in the week about a job. My dad set it up, suggesting I take the job because of how desperate Wells Canyon is for decent medical care. But from what I can tell, every conversation I’ve had with my parents over the past six months was a long string of lies. Now I realize this was his subtle way of getting me to move back home.


“Fuck,” I mutter to myself, crumpling the paper and chucking it in the direction of the wastebasket.


Of course I forgot. My brain is essentially 2,875 sticky notes in a messy pile, so it comes as no surprise that adding one more to the chaos didn’t make the information stick. Now Mom’s diagnosis means I get to add a new batch of unhelpful notes to my muddled mind.


I flop back on the bed of my childhood room with a defeated exhale, staring at the spackled ceiling through tear-stained vision. I simply cannot be a thirty-one-year-old living in a room with fucking glow-in-the-dark stars across my ceiling. Sobbing, I stand on my bed and stretch until my ribs burn and I can barely lift my arms, peeling off every damn plastic star.


Like it or not, I’m moving back to Wells Canyon.





Denver



It’s not that I’m trying to die—it’s that I don’t particularly care if I do. Not if I go out on the back of a horse, with the sun on my back and a smile on my face. Few people understand that, but my mom always did, which is why she’s the only person I want to talk to in the moments leading up to every ride.


There’s nothing but the gentle sound of stretching denim and leather when I squat down in the alley. A fiery course of electricity radiates up my thighs to crackle in my spine, and I take my time straightening back up. After a few slow neck rolls, I’m primed and ready to jump on the back of a bucking horse.


My hands skate up my worn chaps on their way to my mouth, and I press the pads of the index and middle fingers to my lips, then tap them gently against my mother’s memorial plaque on the barn wall.


“Give ’em hell,” I whisper on my way out the door. It’s become somewhat of an incantation in the years since I last heard her say it. A message to wherever her spirit might be; a reminder that I’m not trying to die, if she wouldn’t mind looking out for me.


After a long, harsh winter, the first rodeo of the spring is a sold-out show. The stands are packed, with spectators shoulder-to-shoulder along every square inch of fence rail lining the arena. But I’m not nervous about having a few hundred sets of eyes on me. It only ups the ante because, even if I don’t win, I always come to impress. After all, putting on a show for the crowd is almost as important as winning—especially at these small-town rodeos with relatively lean payouts.


Swinging wide arm circles to warm up my shoulders, I track down Colt—one of the ranch hands at my family’s 20,000-head cattle operation. Besides the local buckle bunnies, he might be my biggest fan around here. And since my best friend decided to start ditching me for dad duties, Colt’s the only guy I can count on to rodeo with me.


Turning the corner, I spot him leaning against the rails of a bucking chute, talking to Peyton. Normally, Peyton would be a sight for sore eyes, with blond hair, blue eyes, great tits, and a penchant for cowboys. Plus, she’s fun enough to hang out with short term, which is the most I can offer any of the women around here.


What more could I ask for?


A flash of brown hair in the background pulls my attention away. I’m shit at gambling, but I’d bet at least fifty percent of the women here have brown hair. There have to be a hundred brunettes in this place, so it couldn’t be. Wouldn’t be.


Right when I’m reminding myself that she wouldn’t be caught dead at a rodeo in Wells Canyon, the sight of her profile as she dips into the crowd of barrel racers plucks at a too-tight guitar string in my chest.


I’ve just seen a ghost; okay, so technically she’s not dead, but her presence here certainly feels paranormal. Even after all this time, I would recognize her anywhere. That face is one I spent hours memorizing, and years trying to forget.


Maybe I’ve been transported back in time.


I turn to follow the girl, desperate to find out if I’m seeing things, but a hand wraps around my bicep, and I’m tugged into the present.


“Hey, cowboy,” Peyton coos in my ear, slinging her arms around my neck. In a place that otherwise smells overwhelmingly like sweat, livestock, and dirt, she’s nothing but strawberries and honey. I inhale deeply, smiling at her like I can’t feel each unsteady beat of my heart. Like my chest isn’t slowly closing in on itself. Like I’m not tempted to toss her aside to chase after a memory.


“Thought I was gonna come find you after my ride,” I say.


“Thought you might need a kiss for good luck.” She smiles up at me, but I can’t keep my thoughts from wandering to the empty space farther down the alley.


But what if it was … No, couldn’t be.


Of all the rodeos, this isn’t the one to be distracted at. It’s been months without any real saddle bronc practice, and I can’t safely sit my ass down on a thousand-pound animal when I’m not in the right headspace. So if I could quickly chase after her and confirm it was all in my head, I’d be fine. …


“Denny.” Peyton interrupts my train of thought at the same time Colt grabs my shoulder to let me know it’s time to ride.


“Sorry, gotta go. I’ll see you after.” I pull back, flashing her a smile before directing my attention to Colt. Pushing the apparition I saw into a faraway corner of my brain.


Colt’s hand slaps down on the worn saddle, sending a cloud of shimmery dust into the air. “Saddled up and ready to rock.”


Showtime.


I check over his work, tightening the cinch and taking a deep breath before climbing to straddle the chute’s top rail. Thirteen hundred pounds of attitude sits below me, letting out loud snorting breaths, eager to get this show going. The thing a lot of people don’t understand about bronc riding—all rodeo sports, really—is how much fun the animals find this, too. If a horse doesn’t want to participate, they simply won’t perform. It’s a game to them, a moment of blissful freedom to be wild, to play with humans the same way they play with other horses. Then they go back with the stock contractor to live a pampered life in a lush, green field. If Wells Ranch’s remuda could see these horses, they’d start bucking our cowboys off in hopes of finding a new job as rodeo roughstock.


The haggard, braided bronc rein slides through my callused hand, and I plop down into the saddle. Tuning out the cowboys slapping me on the back, repeating tips I’ve heard a million times. Lift. Lean back. Chest up. Chin down.


Eight seconds doesn’t feel like a long time to most. Outside of rodeo, I can’t remember the last time I noticed exactly how long a second is. But when those may be your last eight seconds alive, it’s a fucking lifetime. Yet despite the real possibility of serious injury, I can’t imagine ever giving up this sport. Life’s short, and the adrenaline rush of saddle bronc is better than just about anything I’ve ever experienced.


I shift in the saddle, adjusting my seat and securing my boots deep in the stirrups. Readjusting the bronc rein in my hand exactly three times, in time with three deep breaths—the way my grandpa taught me.


Lift, chin down, mark out.


Licking my sweat- and dust-covered lips, I hold my free arm out. Strong and steady, not that it’ll stay that way once this horse starts trying to throw me off. And before I have the time to overthink things, I give a nod.


The gate swings open with a bone-chilling creak. The only thing I have now is muscle memory. My heels hold tight to the horse’s broad shoulders, and the front hooves stomp the earth. We’re on fire—cemented in my seat, I’m spurring, lifting, riding out the wave with unwavering skill. We veer to the left and my focus snags on an apparition between the horse’s ears.


The girl who used to be my everything.


It doesn’t seem justified to call her the one that got away. Because that implies she slipped between my fingers; the truth is I dropped her and we both shattered.


The animal bucks and I tighten my core, gaze unbroken. When our eyes lock, I lose sense of everything around me. Forgetting where I am, what I’m supposed to be doing. Then I’m moving in the wrong direction and …





Blair



Bile rises in my throat as Denver climbs into the chute. It doesn’t matter that I grew up here, that I’ve watched rodeos hundreds of times, or that I used to be sitting atop his bucking chute when he rode. The stress of watching anybody willingly put themselves in danger wears on my heart a little bit, but I can’t deny that my anxiety’s skyrocketing now. Seeping into every muscle, ligament, fiber of my being. It’s different watching him.


Licking my lips, I wait with bated breath for the nod. For the release of the unruly bronc. The gate’s flung open and Denver’s feet are up, dulled spurs hitting above the shoulder blades, marking out his legal ride. For a qualified ride, he has to exit the chute in this position, and hold there until the front hooves hit the ground for the first time. Once he’s marked out, the eight seconds are about showmanship just as much as staying in the saddle. And, fuck, Denver Wells has always been great at putting on a show.


One second. His form is perfect—heels firmly held high, arm unmoving, ass barely leaving the saddle. So much better than I remember him riding as a kid.


Two seconds. His heels drag down the horse’s side with impeccable timing, before shooting back up to the shoulders.


Three seconds. The horse turns in my direction. The quiet corner of the arena where I’ve been strategically hidden, avoiding locals. Avoiding him.


Four seconds. I swear his eyes meet mine, though I know there’s no way he’s paying attention to anything except staying on the bucking animal. Tell that to my skipped heartbeat, though.


Five seconds. The horse veers right midair, nearly tossing Denver out of the saddle with the unexpected, jarring turn. Suddenly, he’s struggling to keep his seat, death grip on the bronc rein, free arm fighting for balance. His sand-colored cowboy hat flies in the opposite direction, floating through the air before settling on the ground.


Six seconds. Another sporadic turn, directly toward the fence. Denver is flung off the horse’s side, his back and shoulders slamming into the metal rails, head ringing against a sponsorship sign from Al’s Hardware. He hits the ground with a cloud of dust and emphatic silence from the crowd.


My stomach drops, breathing stops. Stillness hangs over the arena—both the event clock and the overall concept of time stopping as everyone waits for him to get up. Seconds pass, the pickup men get the bronc safely down the alley, and Denver’s still motionless.


Slipping between the rails, I sprint through the thick arena sand, every muscle in my legs burning as I fight to get to him. I throw myself down to the sun-warmed earth, and my right hand clutches the identification around my neck.


“I’m the medic. Stop touching him,” I yell at the cowboys attempting to jostle him back to life. “You want to be useful? Go grab the neck collar and spine board.”


Two things I would’ve brought out myself, had I been in the right mindset at the time of the accident. Had I not been so caught off guard by something as stupid as my high school ex-boyfriend looking in my direction. I’m supposed to be a trained medical professional, not a silly, hormonal teenager. This is why providing medical care to family or friends was against policy at my old job. Except now I’m a nurse practitioner in my tiny hometown, and a policy like that would mean being unable to help pretty much everybody.


“Denver.” His name leaves my dry mouth in a whisper. Then a second time as a plea. “Denver. Denny.”


His long dark eyelashes flutter slowly over his cheek, Adam’s apple bobbing with a hard swallow. “Bear?” he whispers.


“Hey. Don’t move, okay?” I place my hand on his tanned forearm to keep him still, catching a glimpse in my periphery of a cowboy running toward us with the equipment I asked for. “How are you feeling?”


“Never been better,” he says with a wincing smile as I delicately slip the collar around his neck.


“Yeah, I’m sure.” I stare at him, telling myself I’m only watching for abnormal pupil dilation. But I’m drowning in the molasses of his rich eyes—struggling to pull myself out of the hold they’ve always had over me. A brown hue so many overlook, assuming they’re plain. Except his are flecked with amber and gold, an array of color only visible when you’re close enough to kiss him. “All right, let’s get you into the ambulance and head to Sheridan.”


I motion at the cowboys to grab the spine board, and together we shift him onto it. He’s not a lanky, thin teenage boy anymore, and it takes four of them to carry him out of the arena. Always the life of the party, Denver gives the crowd a small fist pump, which makes them wild. Raucous cheers ring out, and the announcer broadcasts well wishes for the hometown cowboy over the loudspeaker. A smile lights Denver’s face, despite his glassy eyes giving away the intensity of his pain.


By the time we reach the rodeo ambulance, he’s laughing with the guys about having a vendetta against Al from Al’s Hardware now. They load him up while I check in with the other medical volunteer, then I slip onto the small bench seat next to Denver, fighting the urge to look into his eyes again.


It’s a retired ambulance—significantly older than I am, and lacking most current medical equipment. But at least it provides a safe way to transport the many rodeo injuries to the nearest hospital an hour away. The heavy back doors shut with a thud and, less than a minute later, we’re pulling out of the parking lot.


I didn’t anticipate being alone with my ex-boyfriend when I signed up to provide medical assistance at the local rodeo. Thank God for the paperwork keeping me occupied. And for the potholed road which requires me to take my time, struggling to keep my printing legible as the rickety vehicle careens down the highway away from Wells Canyon. Without something to keep my hands and mind busy, I might make a stupid choice, like trying to talk to the man lying in front of me.


He looks older, but so many years have passed, it makes sense. When was the last time I saw him? A cursory glance at the café when I was home for Christmas a few years ago, I think. He didn’t see me.


When was the last time he saw me? How much older do I look?


For a long while, the only sounds are rattling equipment and our driver, Johnny, singing along to a Creedence Clearwater Revival cassette tape. The way his voice cracks during “Fortunate Son” is very unfortunate, but I welcome the distraction.


Denver’s eyes are boring into the top of my skull long before he speaks. “So, you’re back in town.”


“Seems so.”


“Since when?”


I shrug one shoulder. “Few weeks.”


“For how long?”


I sigh. “Don’t know.”


I didn’t want to move back to my hometown in the first place. In fact, I’ve avoided Wells Canyon as much as humanly possible for the last decade. But now, thinking about leaving means thinking about my mom’s Alzheimer’s disease progressing beyond what my dad and I can handle ourselves. It means thinking about moving her into long-term care or hospice. So, as much as I don’t want to be here, I can’t stand the thought of what the end date of my stay means.


“Are you capable of answering with more than two-word sentences?”


I glance up to catch him smirking at me. I tap the pen against my clipboard and consider telling him I have much more than two words I could say to him. There are so many unorganized thoughts in my brain, I don’t know where to begin.


“Yeah, no.” I count the words on my fingers, shaking my head as I return to the incident report on my lap. Filling out the paperwork only serves as a reminder that I used to know every single detail about this boy. Now my knowledge is restricted to full name, birth date, and blood type.


“Is your girlfriend your emergency contact?”


“So you are capable of more than two words. I don’t have a girlfriend.”


“Does the blonde you were with behind the chutes know that?”


“Blair Hart, were you spying on me?” He flashes a lopsided grin, complete with his famous dimples. Dimples that stole my heart so many years ago. A smile I refuse to let envelop me again. “Nah, I ended things with her after my ride today.”


“You … broke up? After your ride?” I squint at him, looking for any indication that he’s suffering a brain hemorrhage. “You definitely need a CT scan when we get to the hospital, because I haven’t left you alone since you hit the ground. When did you have time to break up between then and now? I think you’re confused.”


“Not confused, and we didn’t break up because we weren’t actually together. Colt handed me my wallet and phone before you whisked me away in this dilapidated hunk of metal.” He holds up the phone and wallet, trying to disguise the pain he’s clearly feeling in his shoulder. “I sent her a text while you were busy ignoring me. Terrible bedside manner, by the way.”


Some things, like the flirtatious teasing, seemingly never change. Other things, like the fuckboy attitude, are painfully new to me. Of course, I’ve heard snippets about his dating life since I moved away. It’s a small town—everyone is dying to let me know what my ex-boyfriend has been up to whenever I come home to visit. As if I give a shit. It’s been almost fourteen years, for God’s sake.


“Wow, dumping her over text is a dick move.”


His nose scrunches and his head rocks side-to-side as much as the neck brace allows, like he’s weighing my words. “Desperate times call for desperate measures.”


“Or you’re concussed and making poor choices.”


“Never thought this clearly in my whole life, Hart.” He winks.


Jesus Christ, he is a total douche now.


“Anyway, is your ex-girlfriend your emergency contact?”


“Nah, Red is. Usually he’s with me at rodeos, but he’s a little preoccupied these days.”


“At least one of you grew up,” I mutter under my breath, pulling my phone out to text Red.


“Overrated … growing up, I mean. I’m happy for him and Cass—don’t get me wrong. Hazel’s adorable, and Red’s the happiest I’ve ever seen him. But I don’t want that.”


An involuntary puff of air leaves my nostrils, and I do my best to play it off as a sniffle by running a knuckle across the tip of my nose. My phone buzzes and I glance down at the bright screen. “Well, Red’s busy with the baby, but he says Austin will come pick you up when the hospital discharges you.”


“You mean I don’t get to ride all the way back to Wells Canyon on this uncomfortable-as-fuck gurney?”


“Fortunately, no.” I tap my fingernails against the clipboard, checking my watch for the fortieth time. I swear this drive is taking significantly longer than usual.


“You could ride home with us, if you don’t want to be trapped with Mr. CCR.” He hooks his thumb in Johnny’s direction, who’s currently banging out a drum solo on the steering wheel. No, I don’t want to spend another full hour listening to his singing, but I’ll take that over another hour with Denver Wells. “Plus, you’d be saving me from a lecture. Austin’s gonna want to skin me for this.”


“You earned that lecture fair and square.”


He groans. “I miss when you used to bat your eyelashes to get me out of trouble.”


The corner of my lip ticks upward reflexively. God, I used to do that all the time. When I was a teenager hanging around the ranch, Grandpa Wells and Bennett both treated me so much like the daughter neither of them had. Which meant I got away with murder and, because Denver was always the one with me, he got away with everything, too.


“I can’t, anyway. I need to get back right away,” I say.


I promised Dad I would be home by dinner, because Mom’s condition always worsens in the evenings. Early-onset Alzheimer’s disease at just shy of fifty-nine years old. Something had been off for a long time before my dad insisted she see a doctor, and I kick myself daily for not being around more often to notice the signs. Not that it would help with a fatal disease. But I could have been here to help sooner. To spend more time with her. On the days when I really feel like wallowing in a pit of depression, I find myself wishing I’d never left town to begin with.


The clearing of a throat brings me out of my stupor. Denver raises an eyebrow, eyes locked on mine. “I said, what’s the rush? The rodeo will be long over by the time you’re back.”


I stare back, narrowing my gaze. “I … uh, need to be around in case some intoxicated cowboys get hurt at the barn dance.”


He seems to accept that answer, sucking his lips in for a moment of thought. The ambulance slows to a stop at a red light. Finally, we made it to Sheridan.


Rattling over a speed bump as we turn into the hospital emergency parking lot, Denver clears his throat. “Aren’t you curious about why I ended shit with her?”


“Not in the slightest,” I lie.


“Yeah? I guess you probably know why, anyway.”


Because he’s a fuckboy looking for his next conquest, is my best guess. Hit by a wave of claustrophobia, I frantically grasp the back door handles, needing out of this personal hell on wheels. I expected to grapple with mixed emotions about moving back to my hometown—into my childhood bedroom, no less—but not about him. I didn’t anticipate his smug smile to send blood rushing up my chest and cheeks. I didn’t anticipate Denver fucking Wells.





Denver



I slide my ass into Austin’s passenger seat, avoiding the look he’s giving me, and reach for the seat belt with a wince. Concussion and a broken collarbone. Could’ve been a lot worse, honestly. Maybe Aus should focus on the fact that I didn’t die before he starts his parental-type speech.


“I don’t want to hear it,” I groan, leaning my head against the cool windowpane and shutting my eyes.


I held it together pretty well around Blair, still hopped up on adrenaline and probably a hint of shock—both from the fall and seeing her. Admittedly, I was unable to stop smiling because she finally came home like I prayed she would for years. Not that she noticed how happy I was to see her again, because she actively avoided interacting with me.


And the instant I watched her drive away, it all came crashing down.


“You good?” Austin asks as the truck lurches backward out of the parking stall.


The painkillers for my collarbone do nothing to ease the ice pick lobotomy going on in my skull—a seething halo of pain making it hard to focus. Even in the late afternoon, the cloudy skies are too bright and the truck engine is too loud. Plus, the carefully constructed wall around my heart’s already threatening to crumble over the girl who was the reason for building it in the first place.


But aside from all that, yeah, I’m good.


“Yeah. You should see the other guy.” Not opening my eyes, I hold my good arm up to shoot a finger gun in his direction.


I hear his hand scrub across his beard. “You’re an idiot.”


“You love me.” This time I do open one eye, just enough so I can see to give him a little love tap on the upper arm.


“Know what I love more? Not wasting half my day to come pick your ass up from the hospital.”


“Thanks, big bro. I love ya, too.” I slouch down in the seat, tilting my head so the truck pillar blocks the sun. “It’s like old times with you and Blair coming to my rescue. Didn’t know she was back in town until she was suddenly doctoring me up right there in the arena.”


She’d appeared like a fucking angel, cloaked in sunlight and staring at me wide-eyed when I came to. Of course, I saw her before that—it’s why I fell off the horse in the first place. But having her so close, talking to me, face awash with concern, was unparalleled. She looked nothing like she used to, in fancy clothes that didn’t suit a rodeo, hair neatly tied up, and more makeup than she even wore to prom. Nothing like the small-town girl I knew. Still, she’s as stunning now as she was then.


“You didn’t know? She’s been at the ranch with Cassidy damn near every day.”


Migraine be damned, I open my eyes and turn to look at Austin. She has? How am I the last to know about this?


“Huh. Must’ve missed the memo.”


“Would you have cared anyway?” He raises a brow.


Maybe? Yes? I blink down at the floorboards. “Nah, you’re the biosecurity guy. I don’t give a shit who comes and goes on the ranch.”


“Right.” He reaches for the dented travel mug in the cup holder and takes a long gulp. “So are you finally done rodeoing?”


Ah, time for the lecture.


I pull a face. “It’s a concussion and broken collarbone. I’ll be back out there in like a week … two, tops.”


“Until you hurt yourself again. And we’re down a cowboy again. Luckily this happened today, not a few weeks from now when we’re really busy. You’d be paying out of your own pocket for a day worker to replace you.”


“Pump me full of ibuprofen and whiskey, and I’m basically invincible. If anything, it’ll make me stronger than I usually am. I can work perfectly fine.”


He sucks his teeth. “Denver, quit being an idiot. You’ll go home and sleep it off, like the doctor told you to.”


It’s been a full week since the rodeo, and either Blair has managed to completely avoid me at the ranch, or Austin was exaggerating about how often she’s been coming here. Granted, for the first two days after the fall, I mostly stayed in bed. Then, against the judgment of the mother hens—also known as Beryl, Kate, and Cecily—I went back to work. So I suppose it’s possible she’s been here and I’ve missed it.


I’m not about to ask anybody and make it seem like I care that she was here. I can’t let myself care that she’s back, despite my concussed brain telling me to shoot my shot right there in the ambulance. My entire world collapsed when she left almost fourteen years ago. The thought of having her, and losing her all over again, scares the absolute shit out of me.


Did I break things off with Peyton on a whim because Blair’s back in town? Sure. Was I thinking straight? No. But our casual situation was drawing to a close regardless. I never date women for more than a month or two—much longer and they start getting attached, and it becomes harder for me to break things off without seeming like a total piece of shit. Over text wasn’t my finest work, admittedly. Especially because now she’s mad, and real close to going full Carrie Underwood on my ass.


“I’m in desperate need of a brewski.” Colt claps his hands together as we stroll across the parking lot of the local dive bar, the Horseshoe.


“Fuckin’ eh.” With my good arm, I reach for the metal door handle—shaped like a horseshoe, of course—and yank it open. Turning the corner, I collide with something … or rather, someone. “Shit, my bad.”


On instinct I grab the arm of the person I crashed into. And then it hits me like a fully loaded freight train.


“Shit, Blair. Sorry.” I drop her arm, but make no move to step back despite being practically on top of her. Just shy of six-foot herself, she’s face-to-face with me. Close enough to kiss. And fuck me, do I consider going in for the kill. “We’ve gotta stop meeting like this.”


“Meeting like what? This is nothing like—” Her eyes flit to my loose arm, and she lets out an irritated sigh. “Why aren’t you wearing your sling?”


“I’m totally fine now.” I show off by lifting my arm to about ninety degrees. Scorching heat radiates out from my injury, but I grit my teeth, smiling as though there’s no discomfort.


“Besides, he can’t double-fist drinks with one arm,” Colt chides, brushing past us.


I raise an eyebrow at him. “Well, now … that sounds like a challenge.”


“Denver.” Blair stresses the fact that my name has two syllables. She tilts her head with a huff, giving me a look that elicits a mocking chorus out of the ranch hands, who then quickly shuffle away before getting swept up in her wrath.


With a smile, I say her name back in a horrific attempt at a valley girl accent. “Blair.”


If I thought she looked too preppy and polished for the rodeo, she’s really pushing the boundaries here. Her black long-sleeve is so modest there’s nary a sliver of wrist or neck exposed, yet so tight it accentuates every gentle curve in her willowy, athletic build. High-waisted tan trousers. And heels. Blair Hart doesn’t—didn’t—wear heels. Not even to prom. She doesn’t fit this town anymore, and there’s a jogged memory flitting by of her teenage wardrobe: jeans, faded T-shirts, and a collection of Stetsons every cowboy in town was envious of. Then she grew up and moved away and changed. And, despite the passing of a decade, it turns out I’m still as affected by her as the day she left me for good.


“It’s been a week. You should be wearing a sling. At the very least, try to keep your collarbone stable when you sit down—no double-fisting drinks. Got it?”


“Yes, ma’am.” I give her a salute, hoping to induce a smile.


Nothing.


“So, what are you doing here?” I ask.


A small crease forms between her eyebrows and she gestures to the small black server pouch tied around her waist. “What does it look like I’m doing? Helping Dave out because he hasn’t found a replacement for Cass yet.”


She starts sounding real similar to an adult in a Peanuts cartoon as my tunnel vision narrows at a dizzying rate.


A fucking ring.


She’s wearing a ring. My Blair is wearing a fucking massive rock on her goddamn left fucking hand. It’s too big for her slender fingers. Too showy for her personality. Too impractical for a nurse practitioner who probably wears latex gloves a lot of the time. But maybe the reason I feel every bruising beat of my heart is because at sixteen she promised that part of herself to me.


A fucking ring.


I scrunch my nose to calm the stinging sensation, and work to pull in a steadying breath.


None the wiser, she tucks her hands into the pockets of her fancy pants and turns to walk away. “Go sit down. I’ll bring over beer in a minute.”


I watch her go, telling myself I shouldn’t. It was stupid to think she hadn’t moved on after a decade away from this town. She’s perfect in every way—naturally, she found a wealthy man in the city to make all her dreams come true. To be the man I could never be.


“Come dance with me.” A rasping voice in my ear raises the hair on the back of my neck. Pointed fingernails drag up the goosebumped skin until Peyton’s plucking the hat from my head and placing it on hers. Evidently, that text meant fuck all.


“Can’t use my arm.” My focus remains entirely unbroken from the sight of Blair’s ass as she bends to clear a table.


She’s taken.


Just because there’s a goalie doesn’t mean you can’t score. …


No. She’s not that type.


“You know what? Fuck it.” I turn to Peyton, eyeing up her skimpy, shimmery halter top. Even her cleavage is glittery. “Let’s dance.”


I let her guide me to the dance floor, wrapping my good arm around her waist as Randy Travis croons over the speaker. And I probably should’ve worn the sling, because by the end of that first half-assed two-step, my entire upper body is throbbing.


Peyton suddenly grows by about two inches, raising up on the balls of her feet, presumably for a kiss. But as much as I’m willing to dance with her, I have no interest in bringing her home tonight, no matter what the cowboy hat on her head implies. So I take a large step back, dropping my touch from her waist.


“I need a drink,” I mouth over the loud music, nodding my head toward the back wall where all the ranch hands are drinking around a large wood table. After so many years of spending every Friday night here, it’s become our designated spot. No reservation placard required.


To my dismay, Peyton’s hot on my heels. And she plunks herself into my lap when I sit down, sending sharp jolts of pain from my armpit to my fingertips. A few weeks of casual dating and a breakup text later, here I am with a stage-five clinger.


And I could look past the fiery ache in my collarbone, or my annoyance at Peyton’s bony ass on my thigh, if either thing ignited a single spark in Blair’s eyes. But the full glass of beer clunks down in front of me, sloshing over the rim, and she carries on. No hint of jealousy or questioning, no eye contact filled with longing. It turns out seeing me with another girl has zero effect on her. Meanwhile, that ring on her finger—even without knowing anything about the guy—has me silently apologizing to my liver for the oblivion I’m about to drink it into.


“Hart.” I catch a fleeting moment of her attention. “Bring over a tray of shots. Whiskey.”





Denver
(thirteen years old)



My boots clapped together, sending dust and dried mud shrapnel into the air. Seated on the tailgate of Mom’s pickup, I was watching her tack up a seven-year-old gelding. Somewhere, Dad and Austin were likely practicing their team roping. Jackson was in his own world—as always—slowly, thoughtfully brushing his mare. And I had nothing to do. Nowhere to be until it was my time to ride … in a little over three hours.


I loved rodeo. My entire family loved rodeo. So much, in fact, that my grandfather was the local rodeo association president for more than twenty years, and it was his dad before that. From April to October, each and every weekend was consumed by rodeo. Mom was one of the top barrel racers in British Columbia. Dad and Austin made a powerhouse team roping duo, with Aus heading and Dad heeling. Jackson was on track to be the top tie-down roper in the provincial high school rodeo circuit.


And then there was me. The only one not needing to groom or exercise my horse. No practice outside of jumping on unbroken horses and unruly cattle on our ranch. Despite my family’s objections, I rode steers rather than roping or wrestling them.


Folding the ten-dollar bill my grandpa had given me at breakfast that morning, I tucked it into the front pocket of my jeans and hopped off the tailgate.


“Gonna go buy a drink from the concession,” I said, glancing over at Mom.


“Okay, baby. If you see Blair, buy her one, too.”


“But Grandpa ga—”


“Denver Wells.” Her tone was blunt, tightening around me at the same time as she pulled on the horse’s cinch. “You be a decent boy and buy that girl a drink. She just had her best run of the season so far. She deserves it.”


I rolled my eyes with a huff. I had mucked out extra stalls the day before for that money, and now I had to spend it on some girl. Great.


“And Denver,” she called as I walked away. “Maybe it would be fun if you two hung out together. She doesn’t really know anybody except us here.”


Double great.


Now I had to spend my hard-earned money on her and hang out with her?


Should’ve slipped away when Mom wasn’t looking.


Regretting my decision to open my mouth, I trudged across the rodeo grounds. Navigating between stock trailers, I kept my head down. The way I figured, I couldn’t get in trouble for not buying Blair a pop if I genuinely didn’t see her on my way to the concession.


Fat chance.


There she was. On a patch of grass directly in the middle of my route. Watching a steer wrestling slack event in dusty jeans and a hot pink rodeo shirt. Her dark brown hair was braided down her back, and the warm sun had it shining.


Blair Hart.


We’d known each other since preschool. Same age, same grade, and same class for our entire lives—not that it meant we were friends. Mostly, we passed each other in the hallways, and sometimes I’d be a middleman when she passed notes with her friends. We operated in separate circles until Blair decided she wanted to start barrel racing. The Hart family wasn’t in the rodeo scene like mine, so Mom took her under her wing. She’d said something about wanting more estrogen in a house full of boys, on a ranch full of cowboys. Suddenly, Blair was tagging along for nearly every rodeo, and taking the school bus home with us three days per week to practice in our arena.


She was a nice enough girl. Smart, a bit quiet, and she could even be funny sometimes. Though I’d never admit that to the guys from school.


Still though, I wasn’t interested in hanging out with her for the entire day. I really didn’t want to buy her a stupid pop with my hard-earned cash. And yet, I’d rather do both than deal with Mom’s rage.


“Hey, I’m headed to buy a cold drink.” I stared down at her, waiting for her eyes to meet mine. “Whaddya want?”


“Oh, um.” Blair popped up to her feet, brushing the dirt from her pants. “Let me see what they have.”


She fidgeted with the sleeve of her pearl-snap shirt the entire fifty-foot walk to the concession. Keeping a gap wide enough for two more people between us, she clearly didn’t want to be stuck hanging out with me any more than I wanted to be with her. Thankfully.


Two cans of pop and a measly amount of change back, I handed a can over to Blair beneath the thin shade of a pine tree. She grinned, wiggling a finger under the metal tab to open her Dr Pepper with an aggressive crack and carbonated hiss. “Thanks, Denny.”


“No problem.” I took a swig of my Mountain Dew while looking around for somebody to hang out with, stuffing my change into my pocket.


“Hey, I saw some train tracks down the hill when we drove in,” she said with a mischievous grin. “We should go put those pennies in your pocket on the tracks.”


I lifted a brow, talking into my open can. “For what?”


“ ’Cause it’s cool. When the train runs them over, they get really big and flat. Although, it is a little dangerous.” She gave me a look like she knew that last word was my kryptonite.


Not seeing anybody else around worth hanging out with, I shrugged. “Sure. Okay.”


Blair was already turning on her heel and quickly walking away before I had the words out, and I had to jog to catch her. It turned out, the “hill” was a steep embankment filled with loose clay, and we were left with no choice but to slide down on our butts. No clue how we’d get back up, but Blair giggled the entire way down, and I couldn’t help the smile teasing my lips.


“So, what do we do?” I eagerly awaited whatever risky thing Blair had planned for us, pulling the loose change from my pocket and presenting it to her.


“We lay the money flat on the tracks and wait for a train to come.”


I squinted at the narrow steel. “Hardly sounds dangerous.”


“Well … I guess it’s probably not as scary as steer riding. But your foot could get caught in the tracks, or you might not hear a train coming in time. Also, it’s illegal to play on train tracks. So if the conductor sees us … run.”


Illegal—now we’re talking.


“Okay.” I grabbed the three copper pennies, jamming the rest of the money back into my pocket. Handing her two, I stepped toward the tracks and waited for Blair to show me what to do.


She diligently set the coins dead center on the steel, about a foot apart, then stepped back to admire her handiwork. I followed suit, putting my coin tails up before collapsing onto the soft grass a few feet from the railway.


We sat in silence for the next twenty or so minutes. Unable to ever sit still for more than a moment or two, I fidgeted to keep myself from walking away and hurting her feelings. Plucking grass and rolling it between my fingers, picking dried mud and horse crap from my boots, rationing sips of my pop.


“Sorry,” she said softly. “I figured there’d be more trains coming by.”


Her cheeks were a light shade of pink but, despite being painfully bored, I didn’t want to make her feel worse about her silly idea of fun. “Let’s sit here awhile longer. … A train has to come eventually, right?”


“It’s okay if you don’t want to. The flattened coins aren’t that cool.”


“I have nowhere else to be.” I knotted a blade of grass carefully. “So, what made you decide to start running barrels?”


“My parents wanted me to take up a sport.”


“And soccer wasn’t an option, or … ?”


She laughed. “Have you seen our school’s sports teams? Nobody takes it seriously. I’m too competitive to be on a team like that.”


Explained why she had been practicing more than anybody I knew. Sure, she was at a disadvantage when she started a few months ago, having only been on horseback a handful of times in her life. But by mid-June, you’d never guess she was new to this.


“Fair. Rodeo’s more fun than soccer, anyway.”


“What about you?” She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear and leaned back on her elbows. “Why steer riding instead of roping like your brothers?”


“I can rope calves on the ranch. There’s no fun in it for me.” I stretched my legs out in front of me and relished the beating sun in my face, squinting up at the pale blue sky. “I need the rush.”


“Fair,” she murmured.


Another few minutes passed before either of us spoke again. Then we started talking, in small chunks of time at first. A quick mention of plans for the summer break, a comment about how few trains there seemed to be, talk about the next rodeo. By the time an hour had gone by, neither of us could shut up. Constantly talking over each other, laughing until our cheeks hurt, saying the same thing at the same time—I owed her at least six Cokes because she won every jinx. And doing the math about how many stalls I’d muck out to pay for those Cokes didn’t bother me in the least.


The patch of sun we’d been sitting in was cast with late afternoon shadow when we finally got around to discussing favorite foods—having covered nearly every other possible conversation topic already.


“No way your favorite type of ice cream is maple walnut.” I stared wide-eyed at her glowing face, freckled from the sun and rosy from laughter. “Nobody under the age of seventy eats that. I swear to God, if you say your second favorite is Neapolitan …”


“Neapolitan is pretty much the perfect ice cream.” She giggled. “Seriously, if you add walnuts to it, you’d have my dream flavor. Call up Breyer right now.”


I fake gagged. “They’re going to think it’s a prank call because nobody but you would be interested in that abomination.”


Blair’s fingertips grazed my upper arm in a halfhearted slap. “Shush, jerk. More ice cream for me then.”


“Have at ’er. I’d rather go without ice cream for the rest of my life than eat that.”


She dramatically rolled her eyes. “Oh, as if. It’s just walnuts, drama queen. You’re acting like I said to put sardines in your ice cream.”


“Wouldn’t put it past you. That’s an old lady food, too.”


A look I’d never seen darkened her eyes. Maniacal. Plotting. Terrifying.


“No … I wouldn’t dream of such a thing.” A small dimple formed in her right cheek as she spoke.


Crap.


“Well, great. I’m going to be terrified of eating ice cream anywhere near you from now on.”


“You should be, Denny.” She glanced down at the dainty silver watch around her wrist, and her shoulders fell with an exhale. “You should get back. They’re probably going to be starting steer riding soon. Sorry for making you waste your time.”


“I had more fun here than I would’ve with the stupid guys up there.” My chin pointed up toward the rodeo grounds, and the small smile on her lips was contagious. I jumped to my feet and shook out each leg to wake the muscles back up. “Come on, we’ll leave the coins and come back to check after.”


I extended my hand, a little surprised by the soft warmth of her palm when she grabbed mine to pull herself up. “Come watch me ride?”


“Sure. I have nowhere else to be,” she said, looking briefly over her shoulder at me as she started toward the hill. Blair began scrambling up the slippery, dusty bank on all fours. “Just gotta be back at the old folks home by five, or I miss out on a pudding cup.”


My chest warmed, and not only from the intense cardio of climbing the hillside. “Well shoot, we can’t have that.”


“If you make me miss butterscotch pudding, you’re definitely getting sardine ice cream next weekend, Wells.” She stopped briefly on the hill to turn to me with a menacing glare and finger point, nearly losing her footing, which would’ve sent her toppling down to the bottom.


“Of course you like butterscotch. You’re an odd duck, Hart.”


Protective gear in place, I stood behind the bucking chute, eyeing up a steer by the name of Big Tom while my mom placed my number on my back. Despite not understanding my desire to climb on an untamed steer for eight seconds, she never missed a ride and she never tried to talk me out of competing.


“Give ’em hell, baby.” She rubbed a firm hand across my shoulder, then moved to give me a final pat on the back when I stepped onto the metal rail. Poised to climb into the chute, I smiled down at her.


Adrenaline and excitement coursed through my veins. A rush of blood through my chest. A dull, steady drumming rhythm played deep in my ears, and radiated around my skull like a sturdy helmet—something to protect against natural fear. Arguably nobody should be comfortable climbing on the back of an animal that wants to see you die. And yet, knowing the steer could maim me was part of the thrill.


Sinking down, I tucked my hand under the steer rope, sliding the leather handle along my palm until I had a steady grip. Youth steer riders were permitted to hold on with two hands, but I wanted the real deal. I wanted to prove I had what it takes to compete with the men. I would’ve hopped on a bronc or bull, instead of a steer, if they’d have let me.


Swallowing the saliva pooling at the back of my throat, I heard Grandpa’s voice in my ear. His baseball-glove-sized hand cupped my shoulder. “You got this, kiddo. Remember, three deep breaths—fix that hand—and let your body flow with the momentum. Don’t overthink it.”


I inhaled the dusty air, letting the animal odors settle in my lungs, and exhaled. Three times. Grandpa’s hand left my shoulder, he nodded, I nodded.


The gate swung open and the steer flew out into the open air, jarring my body with every stomp. Swinging me in every direction. My grip tightened and I relaxed into the motion, letting my movements roll like an ocean swell. A train horn sounded in perfect harmony with the buzzer, and the pickup men couldn’t get to me fast enough. The moment my boots hit the dusty earth, I was sprinting.


Over the fence rails, already tearing off my gear, I tossed my chaps in a heap next to where Mom had been watching, and breathlessly exclaimed, “Gotta go find Blair for a second. Be right back.”


If she questioned me, I didn’t hear it. Blood pounding behind my ears, I jogged down the alley to find Blair. She was sitting on a metal bench, watching the pickup men try to herd the steer out of the arena, when I plunked down next to her with a loud exhale.


“Oh,” she said with a startled tone. “Hey. Wow, Denny. That was a great ride. Like … you were amazing.”


She smiled at me, brown eyes taking on a gold hue in the sun, and I wasn’t about to tell her it was merely an okay ride. Definitely not my best, and I didn’t need to stick around for the score to be announced to know I wasn’t winning.


“I heard the train. Let’s go check our coins.” I grabbed her hand to tug her to her feet.


“Denny, it’s really not that exciting,” she said as she followed me to the clay banks. “Like, they’re just flattened coins. They aren’t going anywhere. We could’ve stayed to hear your score.”


“Meh, I’ll find out what it is later.” My feet sank into the fine, powdery clay and instantly slipped out from under me. I fell backward into Blair, who was smart enough to not even bother trying to get down the hill in any way but by sliding on her butt.


With a shriek, she threw a hand up to block me right before our skulls clunked together, and her laughter filled the air. “You can stay on a steer no problem, but can’t manage to keep your own two feet underneath you?”


“I was just trying to beat you to the bottom.”


Her tongue darted out to lick her lip, then she shoved my shoulder hard as she stood. As she launched her body forward, her feet barely stayed under her as she ran. But, shit, she made it. With a triumphant fist pump, she turned to face me.


“Beat you,” she taunted.


I ran down after her, skidding through the soft earth to stop before my chest crashed into hers. “Didn’t know I was dealing with a cheater.”


Ignoring me, she beelined for the tracks and held one of the flattened coins between her finger and thumb, letting the setting sun reflect off the smooth surface. Her doe eyes sparkled with a similar shade of worn copper, a kaleidoscope of browns and greens and golds.


She was right, the flattened penny wasn’t that impressive. And I could tell she knew that.


“This is so cool,” I lied with a smile, holding up my own to inspect it. “Dang, now I wish we’d done this with a toonie to see what the two colors all squished together would look like. Next weekend?”


She nodded thoughtfully. “Good idea. I’m going to see if I can figure out the train schedule this week so we can make sure we’re down here to watch it go by.”


God, she was weird. And I guess I was, too, because I enjoyed every second of hanging out with her. When we started back up toward the rodeo ground, I was already counting down the time until we’d be back here.


I smiled over at her, extending a hand to climb the embankment together. “I’ll bring the butterscotch pudding.”





Blair
(thirteen years old)



I spent nearly every summer weekend with the Wells family. Sometimes, it was only Denny, his mom, and me heading out on the road with her old ranch pickup and a bumper-pull horse trailer. We’d get a crappy motel room or camp out under the inky sky—giggling late at night about silly pictures we found in the stars or the motel ceiling stains. Living off nothing but processed sugar and laughter.


Other times, the entire Wells clan tagged along with massive gooseneck stock trailers, complete with live-in quarters. Then it was full meals, sleeping alone in the same trailer as the parents while Denny bunked with his brothers, and boisterous family hangouts around a fire every evening.


Regardless, it was Denny and I all summer long—attached at the hip, as Lucy loved to say. I learned Denny could say the words “chubby bunny” with six marshmallows in his mouth, his favorite color was blue, and he was deathly afraid of June beetles. We toilet-papered Austin’s truck, ate our weight in ketchup chips, and stayed up way too late every night laughing. He was my best friend. I was also pretty sure I was in love with him—though anytime my bestie, Cassidy, asked me if I loved him, I’d lie.


The first day back at school was damp and dreary and daunting. Elbows linked with Cass, we walked into the eighth grade together. Wearing my favorite pair of jeans, a belt buckle I’d won a few weeks prior, and the pink, pearl-snap shirt Lucy Wells gifted me for my first rodeo, I was on top of the world.


“I wish we had more choices for electives. I don’t even want to take cooking class.” Cassidy stared down at her class schedule, checking once again that it hadn’t magically changed on her. We both knew she’d had the schedule memorized since they sent it out weeks ago.


“At least it’s better than taking shop class or band.” I shrugged, clutching my binders to my chest as I scanned the crowded hallway.


“Barely.” Cass huffed. “Why can’t they give us something useful?”


I snorted. “Since when is cooking not useful?”


“I can just live off the French fries from the Horseshoe forever.”


“I can’t talk about fries right now. Denny and I ate so much poutine last weekend it made my stomach hurt.”


Cass raised her eyebrow, a glimmering expression calling me out for mentioning Denny again. According to her, I found a way to work him into every conversation, which simply wasn’t true. I only brought up Denver Wells when the story fit the conversation. Just so happened, I usually had a story involving him that fit.


Shaking my head with an irritated eye roll, I spotted him. Down the hall, past the band room, Denny was huddled with a group of boys by a bank of lockers. With his back to us, it was the perfect opportunity for payback. I raced up behind him and pinched his side—a move he’d done to me at least a million times over the summer. He jumped, twisting his torso midair to see who the culprit was.


I stupidly expected a laugh. Maybe a retaliation tickle.


Instead, he metaphorically slapped me across the face when his voice grew low and, in an annoyed tone, he said, “Oh, hi, Hart.”


“Hi,” I croaked, unsure why he was acting like we hadn’t spent nearly every day together for the last two months.


Denny turned back to his friends, who stood with scrunched noses, staring at me like the biggest weirdo in school. And maybe I was. Any other girl in our grade would’ve swooned over Denny simply looking at them. But my eyes welled, my cheeks grew hot, and my intestines knotted with embarrassment.


Screw Denver Wells.


For the entire week, I made up excuses for why I couldn’t go to the ranch after school—a stomachache, a headache, chores, tutoring. On Thursday evening, I was sprawled across my bed reading a Seventeen magazine, daydreaming about Chad Michael Murray, when the phone rang. The garbled sounds of my dad’s low voice traveled down the hallway until he was knocking heavily on my door. I sprang to life, and cracked my bedroom door open, snatching the cordless house phone from his hand with a smile.


Expecting Cassidy, I didn’t even say hello. Instead immediately jumping into conversation with, “Do you want to take this quiz with me to see which guy from One Tree Hill you should date?”


Lucy Wells’s laugh filled my ear. “I think they’re probably too young for me, but you do have me curious.”


“Sorry, Lucy. I thought you were Cass. What’s up?”


“Well, I haven’t seen you all week. …” Fudgesicles. “Jackson said you were sick or had tutoring or something. Are things okay?”


The deceit came easily when I was simply lying to Jackson as we’d cross paths in the school halls each day. But I couldn’t lie straight to Lucy like this. Not when there was clear concern in her voice, and I could so easily picture the worried maternal look that was definitely on her face.


“I just …” I picked at my fingernails, delaying the inevitable. “Things are weird with Denny and me right now.”


“Are you sure this isn’t a convenient excuse because you’re afraid to tell me you don’t want to compete anymore? If you want to quit, I promise my feelings won’t be hurt.”


“No! I love riding. I love barrel racing. I mean … I was serious when I told you I wanted to try breakaway roping next year. I definitely don’t want to quit, but …”


“Okay, so I guess I’m not understanding the issue here. You two are best friends.”


I let out a breathy exhale. I thought we were, too, before he went and acted like a moldy muffin at school. “We’re not friends anymore, apparently. So I figured it would probably be weird if I was still at the ranch every day.”


“Well, it’s your choice. But if you still love riding, I don’t think you should give up on your dreams because of a boy. If it’s weird for him to have you here, he can learn to deal with it. This place is big enough—he can go somewhere else. You don’t need to suffer for the sake of his comfort.”


I couldn’t help the small smile her words made crop up on my lips. “Yeah … okay, yeah. I’ll come out. Maybe I’ll see if my dad can drive me on Sunday.”


“Perfect. You know where everything is, and you’re welcome here anytime.”


“Thanks, Lucy.”


“So … who’s my teenage heartthrob boyfriend? Maybe I’ll see if their dad’s available.”


Megan Barlow’s parties were the height of Wells Canyon’s adolescent social scene—which wasn’t saying much, considering our entire high school had about two hundred students spread across grades eight through twelve. I didn’t particularly like Megan. … In fact, I don’t think anybody did. But we collectively overlooked how much of a rude person she could be because her family was rich, and her parties were always incredible.


And with this about to be our first party as high schoolers, Cassidy and I spent our entire Saturday preparing. Manicures, pedicures, outfits … we even shaved our legs for the first time—only to the knee, because my grandma insisted anything further was reserved for when you were “entertaining company.” Whether it was the phrase or the accompanying wink, I’m not sure, but it turned me off shaving past the knee for a long time.


“Do you think there will be older boys at this thing?” Cass mused as she thoughtfully twirled a piece of hair around her finger. She sat on the edge of my bed, waiting as I debated between outfits for the thirtieth time.


“I think there has to be. No way she invited the seventh graders, and I hope it’s not just our class there.” I wriggled into a pair of black skinny jeans and eyed my scrawny, tall body in the full-length mirror hanging from my closet door. “Why? Is there a certain redheaded boy you’re hoping will be there?”


“Gross. No,” she said, quickly dropping the hair from her clutches and pretending to be engrossed in the magazine on her lap.


With a snort, I shook my head and returned to layering my tank tops—tugging on the hems to stretch them enough for my long torso—then spritzed myself with body spray and gave a nod of self-approval in the mirror. “I think we’re a good amount of fashionably late. Let’s go.”
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