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CHAPTER 1
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In the arena

“We have number forty-six, Harper Kane, up next ...” The announcer’s voice echoed across the arena atop a cacophony of other rodeo noises, caged livestock, vehicle engines from the nearby lot, and, of course, rowdy rodeo goers. All of it blended together to form a drone in Harper’s ears. He shut it out and concentrated on his mental state.

“You can do this,” his brother, Halston, called from somewhere behind the six foot metal fencing. “Aim for seven seconds.”

Seven seconds. That’d be sweet, but not likely. He’d do good to make ten. His stomach knotted, he released a long breath. His dad would scowl at him for thinking that way. You are what you decide to be, he always said. He was right, of course, but that didn’t stop Harper from entertaining his doubts.

“Whenever you’re ready,” the arena worker said.

Harper dipped his chin in acknowledgement. Wait too long and people would know how nervous he was. Go too quick and he looked as green as he felt. First rodeo, first competition, he really shouldn’t hope for too much. Though he’d been on the back of a horse before he could walk, calf roping had only become his chosen sport in the last year or so. His brothers’ encouragement had caused him to enter tonight. He still wondered if he’d made a mistake.

Remember my ride in Brantley, Halston had said. If I can do that and hang on for eight seconds, then you can do this. Halston was twenty, two years his senior. His other brother, Hollis, was the oldest at twenty-one. 

Brantley had been huge. Harper knew he couldn’t live up to that. If he could just get through this smaller, local run and not look like a fool, he’d consider it a success.

“It’s you and me, Scout,” he said to the horse. “Hit the ground running.”

Seven seconds. One day, maybe he’d do it in seven seconds and win the big dollars. But for tonight, he’d settle for not landing on his backside. Gripping the saddle, he raised one hand and gave a nod. 

Several miles away at the same time

His belt looped in his hand, he brought it down on her back with a smack, and the sting of it sent her stumbling forward. Her toe caught on the bed post, and she crashed, face first, into the space between the mattress and the wall. She wadded herself up there, her knees to her chest, her arms over her head.

“Thought you’d ... snea ... sneak out on ... me ... tosssss yer-self at ... ssssome young buck,” he said. His words slurred from drink, his legs wobbly, her dad staggered left, bumping up against the dresser then righting himself. “Buck, right,” he continued, emitting a spattered laugh. “That ... that’s what you want ... want to do. Can’t trussst a woman ....”

Livia Hennessy heard the words, but let them fall around her, refusing to pick them up. Let him think what he wanted. He always had of her mom when she was here. Her insides twisted. She didn’t blame her mom for leaving this hell hole, but she did for not taking her along.

Raising the aluminum can clenched in his grip, he drained it dry in great gulps, then crumpled it in his fist. He focused his gaze on her, his eyes hard, a week’s worth of facial hair sprouting patchy on his chin. “Get outta there,” he shouted. “Let me see you.”

She didn’t move, and his already bad mood soured further. He careened forward, falling over the bed to reach for her, and managed to curl his fingers around her wrist. His grip tightened, painfully, and she gave a squeak. “You’re hurting me.”

He laughed, the sound gurgling in his throat. “Somebody’s ... gotta ... gotta teach you a lesson.”

“I learned it, you old drunk.” She should have kept her trap shut, should have waited until he’d passed out. He would eventually, and she’d make her escape. But by speaking just then, she’d made the next hour a whole lot harder.

He surged upward, yanking her from her spot in the floor, and, in one motion, slammed her against the wall. The impact shoved the air from her lungs, leaving a dent in the drywall. Before she could react, he pulled back his fist, pounding it hard into her ribcage. What breath she’d just made left in an instant and she floundered, caught between worlds – the one where she tried to live and the other where it might be better to die.

At the arena

The calf chute clanked, the gate rising, and, instantly, a brown-and-white three month old calf raced straight ahead, bent on freedom. Hooves pounding the packed clay, his heels dug into Scout’s sides, Harper sent his horse out after it at a gallop. 

What fear he’d entertained diminished with the training now flowing through his head. Lariat raised, he circled the loop overhead, his aim true, and it slipped around the calf’s neck, bringing it to a halt. Harper was off the horse and across the space in a second. Grasping the calf in either hand, he lifted it upwards, the calf’s weight throwing him back a few steps, and tossed it on its side. He tied the back two legs with the first and, his hands in the air to signal he was finished, remounted to ride forward and give the rope slack.

Harper almost didn’t hear the announcer give the time for the loud swish of his pulse in his ears. 

“Eleven point two seconds. That puts our cowboy in fourth place. Excellent score for his first time ....”

Eleven point two, a long way from seven seconds. But he wouldn’t beat himself up about it. He didn’t miss roping the calf and hadn’t failed to throw him. Mess up on either one and he’d look like a beginner. He’d worked too hard to avoid that. 

Releasing the rope from the saddle, he rode out of the arena and dismounted beneath the bleachers. His brother, Halston, met him at the back gate. “That was great,” he said, swinging it open. “Very smooth.”

“He’s a smooth one,” Hollis chimed in. “Now, we’ll parade him around the party at Joe’s and see if any pretty girl notices.”

Harper’s face warmed.

“Stop picking on him, both of you.” Destiny Mullens, Halston’s girlfriend, put herself between him and his brothers. Wrapping one arm around his shoulders, she squeezed. “He’ll get noticed because he’s sweet and kind ... and those adorable dimples.”

The heat in Harper’s face increased to volcanic level. Between his brothers and Destiny, sometimes the ribbing became too much. 

“I’ll take Scout,” Halston said. “You go wash up.”

Harper nodded and headed to the right, relieved, right then, to leave them behind.

Several miles away

Her dad’s dinosaur-like snores rattled the window to the right of her bed. Despite the horribleness of the sound, it actually brought relief. Livia stared down at his prone form, a mixture of hatred and pity coursing through her. Head sideways, mouth agape, a puddle of drool formed, sticky, on the bed.

She limped into the bathroom, and there, pulling up her shirt, she angled herself toward the mirror. Already, a large brown bruise spanned her ribcage. Finger-shaped marks also glowed from her wrist. “But never my face.” No, he was careful never to do anything that would show, knowing she’d keep silent. 

Did that make her weak or strong? Some would say weak because she ought to speak up, get her dad help. But she said strong because she lived through it, fighting for another day, another hour of happiness.

Tucking her shirt in the waistband of her blue jeans, she rolled down the sleeves and buttoned them. She took a brush to her hair, making long strokes. A dab of perfume, a cowboy hat crammed on her head, and she exited, snatching her dad’s car keys from the bedside table. 

He’d be sober in the morning, catch a ride to work, and later, call and apologize. She’d say, “Yeah, I love you, too,” and he’d feel all right with himself, as if by those words he could wipe away the damage he’d done. She’d say nothing to indicate otherwise, and the cycle would repeat. Never any change, never anything new, never anyone taking her side.

In the kitchen, Livia lifted the phone from its cradle and dialed a number committed to memory, one shoulder pressed against the wall. “Hey, Mel, I know I missed the rodeo, but am I still invited to Joe’s? Great. I’ll meet you there.”
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Harper made a mad dash to the bathroom at Joe’s and emerged to find his brothers split in two directions. Hollis had gathered with a couple of his older friends. Halston and Destiny, oddly, were seated in a booth with Wilson Vance. He contemplated that for a moment, then trailed his gaze across the restaurant to the opposite side. 

Feeling like a third wheel at either conversation wasn’t high on his list, and besides, after how they’d talked earlier, he was glad to have some space. Zigzagging right around a clump of younger teens, he headed for the refreshment table, but in circling them, smacked into a girl heading his direction. Her hands flying outward, she gave a loud oomph and landed on her rump. Seemingly startled, she glanced upward, her eyes squinched.

“I’m sorry. I should have paid more attention ....” Harper extended his hand to help her up, but, though she stared at his fingers, she didn’t move. In fact, the minutes passing, she acted like she couldn’t move. “Are you hurt?” he asked.

She blinked twice. Something about her expression was odd, frightened almost.

Bending over at the waist, he cupped his palm beneath her elbow. “Here, let me help.” Tugging gently, he pulled her to her feet, but she bobbled, tossing one hand outward. He returned his hand to her arm and led her to a seat at a nearby table.

She rested one arm on the table top, with the other brushing wavy, light brown hair off of her shoulders. She dressed
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