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Dedication

To anyone who found their right person at
 the wrong time, I hope you get your
 second chance one day, just like I did.




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Note to Readers

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Epilogue

Acknowledgements

Keep Reading …

About the Author

About the Publisher




Prologue

Sawyer (Flashback)

September, Senior Year, ten years ago

I’d recognise bruises like that anywhere. How the deepest shades of purple amongst the discolouration are concentrated into four smaller blots. Probably a thumb print further round. Just peeking out from the sleeve of her white cardigan, which has slipped down her arm. Faint surrounding shadows of struggle cloud the otherwise clear, golden skin, easily missed by teachers and friends. 

But not by me.

I just never expected to notice them on Honey Goldman.

Sweet, quiet, innocent Honey Goldman who always sits at the back of my homeroom. The choir girl who, to this day, I don’t think I’ve ever heard speak more than two words. Voice of an angel, the teachers all say. Heart of an angel too, from the other things I know about her—never misses church, stays late to study in the library, does everything she’s told in class.

Honey doesn’t argue with teachers. Honey doesn’t flunk her tests or forget to do her homework. Honey doesn’t get distracted easily because her damn mind won’t shut up. Honey isn’t already on track to fail multiple classes when it’s only the end of September. 

Not like me.

If she’s golden, then I’m scrapyard metal.

So why does she have bruises like that too?

With my eyes still focused on where Honey’s mottled arm is reaching into her locker, I grab my bag out of my own and slam the door shut. The clinking metal gets lost in the echoes of corridor chatter and hurried footsteps, unregistered by my friends gathered around me—the ones whose conversations I zoned out of the second I noticed those bruises. 

But Honey flinches at the sudden sound. It might be the slightest tremor that moves her body, but it halts her for a second. Her chest swells and falls in one deep breath—long enough to remind you that you’re safe, that no one’s going to hurt you today, but short enough for your fear to go unnoticed.

Just not by me.

When I glance back to her wrist, the bruises suddenly disappear under her sleeve, which she tugs up sharply. Where inky splotches once loomed, cloud-like wool now performs the perfect deception. My eyes immediately flick up to her face, catching her baby blues—how they flash with panic like a deer caught in the headlights. Even from down the corridor, the two pools of aquamarine glisten like sunshine along the surface of water. Except, this time I get a glimpse of the years of unspoken struggle floating beneath.

And then Honey’s ducking her head, ashy-blonde hair bouncing behind her as she slips off between groups of teens as inconspicuously as possible. Assuming her role as the wallflower—perfect for someone who would rather the bruises on her arm went overlooked. 

I should just let her walk away.

Except … I can’t get those bruises out of my head.

Or the panic in her eyes.

‘Catch you at practice,’ I hastily mumble to the guys before I sling my backpack over my shoulder and race down the corridor after Honey. I don’t really know the girl, and she probably doesn’t want to speak to me, but … I have to do something.

Just because everyone else has left me to fend for myself doesn’t mean I should do the same to others. Not when Honey could be the only other person I know who’s going through what I am.

I barely acknowledge people as I pass by with more than a quick nod and smile. Damn, I even just blanked that new girl in our year, the cute one my friend, Wolfman, said had been asking about me. Cassidy, I think was her name. Pretty girl with an eager smile that promised me the attention I usually love to lap up.

Later. I’ll get her number later.

I carry on barrelling down the corridor after Honey. Her quick steps are no match to my long strides which eat up almost all the distance between us in no time. I’m certain she knows I’m only a couple of metres behind her now—she glanced over her shoulder briefly before snapping her focus forwards again.

I don’t like this. 

I’m used to girls flocking to me, not running away. Perks of being Willow Ridge High’s quarterback and all that, as well as an up-and-coming bull rider.

‘Honey,’ I whisper-shout, trying not to draw too much attention to either of us, but still wanting to be loud enough for her to hear. She doesn’t turn, just grabs onto her backpack straps, and increases her pace. The skirt of her dress swishes with her curvy hips, stupidly distracting me for a short moment.

‘Honey, wait!’ I try again, raising my voice as I speed up. It makes a few heads turn as I hurry by, just not Honey’s. 

I could reach out to catch her arm or something, but I’m not sure that’s the best idea. Touching is conflicting when you can’t always predict the meaning behind it. A tender hand settling on your shoulder can quickly slide up to grab the back of your neck and force you forward. A reassuring squeeze of the upper arm can easily slip into something more constricting, tight enough to leave purple-tinged marks as you’re dragged out of the room, which my aching bicep decides to remind me of again—the remnants of Dad’s latest outburst.

So, touching Honey is off the table. 

I opt for picking up my feet and jogging past her instead, far enough that I can then pivot and stop her right in her tracks, just as she turns the corner. 

Inches away from smacking into my chest, Honey comes to a screeching halt. She tilts her head up to me, those bright baby blues flaring, speaking her frustration as she stays silent. 

‘You know, I’m not used to girls running away from me,’ I joke, flashing her my signature smirk. The one that I know brings out my dimples—because if there’s one thing I’ve learnt about girls, it’s that they are suckers for dimples. Especially mine.

Honey’s throat bobs as she drags up a restrained smile. She releases the straps of her backpack, letting her hands fall to her side as she silently regards me, annoyingly unmoved by my cheeky smile. I don’t miss the way she folds the hems of her cardigan sleeves under her fingers either, like she’s terrified I’m going to yank them up and show everyone at school the bruises lying beneath. 

Fuck. I let my eyes quickly trail down her body, noticing how little skin is on show. Legs covered by thick tights, dress almost at her knees and up to her neck, cardigan encasing her shoulders and arms. I guess I always thought it was because her family was super religious, her clothes reflecting their traditional views. But it’s still pretty warm for September, and she might as well be dressed for winter. 

My smirk instantly drops. 

‘May I, um—may I help you, Sawyer?’ she asks, her voice soft and buttery, despite her country drawl being thick enough to rival mine. Blonde lashes flutter as she glances away each time someone passes us.

It’s like she’s worried somebody is watching. A boyfriend, maybe? The thought of another kid at our school being responsible for the bruises on her arm makes my blood boil, the heat causing my skin to itch. 

Even more since I don’t like the way she’s looking at me. I don’t like the fact that she seems anything but excited to be in my presence, not like most of the girls at school. Even the other quiet ones’ eyes still sparkle when I flash a grin at them. 

I’m anxious to put it right. To make her smile. To get some sort of reaction from her. I’m Sawyer Nash—underperforming isn’t in my nature when it comes to girls. 

Honey plays with her fingers in front of her as she awaits my answer. Her eyes stay trained on her hands, only flicking up a couple of times to meet my confused stare, before shyly darting away. Like it would be dangerous to hold my gaze for too long.

I’d put all my money on it being a guy who did this to her.

‘Um, yeah. Hold on,’ I finally say, slipping my backpack off my shoulder and zipping it open. I plunge my hand inside, rummaging around.

When I finally yank out the concealer, her face crumples. It’s kind of cute how taken aback she looks—the little divot appearing between her brows, and the way her blue irises swallow up her pupils as they focus on the object, whilst her full lower lip pouts out just a little. 

I take advantage of the sudden distraction to indulge in admiring her. Don’t get me wrong, Honey’s always been attractive—her beauty is the effortless kind—yet she insists on keeping herself hidden and, after a while, everyone just kind of let that happen.

Except, now I’m wondering why. Now I’m able to really appreciate the parts of her that get lost amongst the crowd. The way her light-blonde brows stand out against her golden skin, the smattering of faint freckles atop the apples of her rosy cheeks, and her heart-shaped lips the colour of the cotton candy from the summer fair. She’s a real country belle. 

And those goddamn eyes. There’s so many different shades of blue swirling through them, like her pupils are the stones dropped into a lake, her irises the rippling water.

‘I don’t understand,’ Honey admits, eyes snapping between me and the concealer I’m holding out toward her.

Carefully, I step closer, trying to make this exchange less visible. Because it probably is weird that the high school quarterback is giving the quiet choir girl makeup.

Honey moves back though, keeping the same space between us.

‘It’s, um …’ Fuck, I realise now that I didn’t think this through. How do I do this without divulging my own secrets? Without letting her see how broken I am under my football jacket and bold smile?

Even my closest friends don’t know everything that goes on with my dad. They might take the blame for bruises I can’t explain, pretending it was from football practice or roughhousing, but I’ve never told them the whole truth. 

It stops them from running then. Like Mom did.

It’s okay. I don’t have to admit to anything, really. Just let her know that she’s not alone. Because that’s what I wish I’d had. Someone else in my corner when I felt like I couldn’t escape. To tell me it’s not my fault that no one loves me.

I have to swallow before I can muster up the words. To try to drown out the faint ringing that’s started to build in my ears. ‘It gives really good coverage for dark marks and doesn’t wipe off easily. You know, on clothes. My … mom used to wear it.’

She’d only been around for the first time he grabbed me. But the next morning before school, the first thing she did was dab her expensive concealer over the marks darkening on my forearm with shaky fingers. The way she applied the makeup to my arm was like muscle memory, and it was then that I realised it wasn’t the first time he’d done something like that. Maybe to me, but not to her. 

I hate her for leaving me with him.

I hate myself for not being enough to make her stay. 

Bottom lip dropped, Honey blinks those bright doe eyes at me. The fact that she doesn’t try to brush the gesture off or throw that crumpled, confused look back on her face just confirms my suspicions. Someone’s been hurting Honey Goldman.

When she still doesn’t move, I motion the concealer towards her again. ‘Seriously, take it. I have more at home.’ 

I try another smile, this time not attempting to win her with my dimples, but instead a gentle look of understanding. Honey’s brows might draw in, but she mirrors my faint smile and reaches for the concealer. Finally. Just that small, positive reaction kicks my heart rate up, beating to the rhythm of more, more, more. 

Her soft fingers lightly brush over my rough palms which are calloused from years of helping on the ranch, bull riding, and football as she slips the concealer from my hand. The skin on my arm breaks out in goosebumps, luckily covered by my jacket sleeve, and I only just manage to suppress the shiver that racks through me.

I don’t get it. How could anyone want to hurt her?

‘Thank you,’ Honey says, before she whips off her bag and stows the makeup inside. 

The way her eyes assess me has the corridor darkening until the only light shining is on the two of us. Something about this moment feels too intimate. Too vulnerable. My skin itches again, heat crawling along the back of my neck and shoulders. And when the bell rings to signal the end of lunch, I’m sending up a silent prayer. Because I might not know Honey well, but I do know she wouldn’t want to be late to class.

‘Right,’ I quickly push out, shucking my backpack on and straightening up my shoulders. Readying myself to reassume the usual Sawyer Nash persona. The one that people like. ‘Better get going.’

Honey’s eyes flash, like she’s only just realised the bell has gone, her reaction delayed. ‘Sawyer, please—’

‘Don’t worry, I won’t say anything,’ I promise her, mimicking zipping my lips with a lopsided grin. 

As much as I don’t want to suffer through math where I literally understand nothing and I’m pretty certain the teacher hates me, I should head to class. But it’s hard to rip myself from Honey’s aquamarine stare. I can already feel it branding in my mind.

Eventually, I find the willpower to turn away, but quickly throw over my shoulder, ‘Oh, and if you ever need anything, just come straight to me. I’m in your corner, Blue.’




1

Sawyer

‘Fractured? Your leg is fractured and you’re telling me this just before you’re about to jump on the back of a fucking bull?’ Boone, a fellow competitor of mine in the bull-riding circuit, points ahead of us towards the chutes, stopping in his tracks. Exasperation paints his face.

Because I’m not about to ride just any bull; I’ve gone for the nastiest of the lot—he’ll be spinning and bucking, giving me hell right out of the chute gate. Just how I like them. 

I didn’t get the gold buckle and title of Professional Bull Riders World Champion last year for picking the tame ones. And everyone knows that’s why the Willow Ridge Roundup Rodeo is bursting with life tonight. They want to see me—Sawyer Nash, the cowboy with no fear. So, I’m going to give them a show, no matter how fractured my leg is.

I wave Boone off, walking on as I breathe in the rodeo atmosphere. The beginnings of the late August sunset pours down on the outdoor arena, glinting off the white metal fences surrounding the pens and stalls. Lights flicker and flash, melting into the golden sunlight around the arena as people prepare for the next competition, swarming the bar for last-minute drinks. The thumping music of Brooks & Dunn echoes alongside the rustle of chaps while the scents of burnt corn dogs, spilled beer, and sun-dried mud fills the air—the smell of home.

And the best part? There’s a group of beautiful women hanging about the gate ahead, talking with the other bull riders. Waiting to wish us good luck, just like always at these events. Fuck, I love this job. 

‘Dude, it’s fine,’ I try to reassure him. ‘It happened ages ago. I doubt it takes that long to heal, anyway.’ Only a hairline fracture according to the doctor. As far as I’m concerned, if I can walk on it, then I can ride on it. 

Boone’s brows knit together, almost hidden under his mop of curly brown hair. ‘I’m guessing you ain’t told anyone else?’

‘Nope,’ I admit with a smug grin. I’m a seasoned pro at pretending not to be in pain. I had to become accustomed to pain almost twenty years ago at the hand of my dad. And bull riding only made that more critical. It’s become such a natural part of my life that I don’t notice it most days. ‘I’m the world champ, Boone. Silly thing like a fractured leg ain’t gonna stop me from winning.’ 

The wink I throw over only has him groaning and shaking his head. He’ll never get it because he has too much to lose. That’s why he might be a great bull rider, but he’ll never be the best. He’s a single dad with a big family he cares about, but that means he never picks the angriest bulls or sometimes doesn’t hang on for that last second—always playing it safe. 

Me? I’ve got nothing to lose. 

Nothing to worry about other than winning.

Just a need to beat fear as many times as I can.

That’s why I’m the one with the gold buckle. 

Chuckling, I pat him on the back, eager to change the conversation. Just because he noticed my limp doesn’t mean I want to talk about it for hours—it was embarrassing enough getting knocked by that bull in front of everyone. Nor do I need anyone overhearing and trying to talk me out of today. I always ride at the Willow Ridge Roundup Rodeo—it’s my hometown, where my love of bull riding began, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t also like reminding everyone what I’m capable of. Plus, all my friends—my version of family—are here to watch and I love seeing them proud of me.

I cock my head towards the sea of pretty brunettes, redheads, and blondes ahead, hoping to catch us before the show. ‘Quit your whining and let’s go get some numbers. I’d like to celebrate winning tonight with something other than my hand.’

Boone might scoff at my crude comment, but his eyes are already latched onto a beautiful blonde, long legs shooting out of a denim skirt so short it might as well be a belt. Fully support that one’s fashion sense, and if she wasn’t blonde, I might’ve been fighting him for her attention.

Instead, I let my steps fall back as he races forward, giving me the chance to admire the rest of the beauty ahead. My gaze snags on a gorgeous brunette I don’t recognise who’s currently checking me out—which is difficult when small town populations often mean I’ve known some of these women since high school. But I’d remember that face and figure, especially in the flowery sundress she’s wearing.

When the woman finally catches me watching her, I shoot her my signature smirk—one I’ve had locked down since high school—receiving a coy smile and blushing cheeks in return. Perfect. She’ll be a cute one to watch unravel under my hands. And lips. A welcome distraction from the fate of my family ranch that’s been looming over me since my dad passed away last month. I didn’t even bother bringing my phone with me today, knowing I’ve got messages from Beau, one of the head ranchers, about it all.

Yeah—a bull-riding win, a beer or two at my friend Duke’s bar, and the thighs of a pretty brunette to bury myself between tonight? That’s exactly what I need.

Heading towards her, I pick up my pace and—

Something small and blond flies into my legs, sending pain shooting up my bad shin. I almost double over with a grunt, but steady myself, trying to hold back my groan.

Fuck. Okay, maybe that fracture isn’t completely healed yet.

When I look down at whatever the hell got in my way, expecting an animal that’s gotten loose, I’m met with two bright-blue eyes blinking up at me through round silver-rimmed glasses and a face splitting grin that’s missing quite a few teeth. The owner of which is a young boy—maybe five? Six? I have no idea. Kids aren’t my thing—I’m not cut out to be a father. Which is why I would normally just tell this kid to watch where he’s going and then carry on towards the woman waiting for me. 

Except, I can’t stop staring down at him, frozen by the familiarity in his face—the ashy-blond hair, the dusting of freckles across his nose and chubby cheeks. And those damn blue eyes. 

I have to take a long blink and shake my head just to snap me out of the trance they put me in, where painful memories start to claw their way out from the cold, dark back of my mind.

‘You good there, buddy?’ I ask, glancing up to check that brunette’s still waiting for me. She smiles pleasantly and I hold up a finger, mouthing one second.

And the boy? He just stares at me with wonder like I’m Santa Claus—completely unmoving with those blue eyes of his comically wide. His bottom lip works like he’s trying to speak, but no words surface. He’s clearly from a rodeo-loving family given that he’s dressed like a miniature cowboy—an off-white shirt, brown vest, and he’s even got cow-print chaps on. If it was still daytime, I’d say he’s one of the kids participating in competitions, but those finished hours ago. 

I have no idea what to do with him, so I ask, ‘Are you lo—’

‘There you are!’ A woman’s voice rings through the arena. In a blur of denim and long blonde hair she appears and crouches beside the boy, taking his hands in hers, completely oblivious to me. ‘Just ’cause Grandma can’t run as fast as you, doesn’t give you free rein to run off, baby. You gotta keep hold of her hand like you do mine.’

The blonde hair should’ve given her away, but it’s the strong country twang of her silvery voice that has the world tipping around me. 

Because I never thought I’d hear it again.

The same voice that used to tell me off for cussing too much at school. The same voice that could coax light out of even the darkest corners of my soul. The same voice that gasped in my ear the first time I touched her. The same voice that broke my heart in the cab of my truck nine years ago.

Honey Goldman.

The sight of her knocks the wind from my lungs harder than any of the times I’ve fallen off a bull. Whatever song was playing through the speakers is barely audible under the shrill ringing in my ears, the thunderous thump of my heart. 

‘I’m sorry, Momma,’ the boy whispers, hanging his head.

Momma. The name is a knife to the stomach, twisting as I frantically do the mental math in my head, watching the two of them. A pang of relief hits my chest knowing I was a few years too early, but there’s also a faint ache underlying it that I don’t want to explore. Just like when I saw them briefly at the Willow Ridge fair earlier this summer, hoping it was all just a hallucination.

Once again, I have to remind myself that I don’t care.

That was never supposed to be my life. 

I’m not cut out for that kind of love.

Honey said so herself.

‘It’s okay, baby. Thank you for apologising.’ Honey ruffles the boy’s hair and plants a kiss on his forehead, before taking his hand. It’s then that she finally stands back up, turning to me as she says, ‘I am so sorry about N—’

She stops short, almost stumbling when her eyes meet mine.

Being under the scrutiny of those baby blues again for the first time in nine years has my world jolting, memories playing out in them. 

It’s not like I didn’t know I’d see her around again eventually after my best friend, Wolfman, who coaches football at Willow Ridge High, told me she’d gotten a job there this summer. But it doesn’t make seeing her any less of a shock. It just makes my need to get out of town even more pertinent.

‘Sawyer.’ My name comes out of her on a breath.

‘Blue,’ I automatically respond, wincing at my use of a nickname that probably means nothing to her after nine years. But when she’s staring at me with those bright eyes, I can’t help it. Just like I couldn’t back then.

Her lashes fly high at the name and I blurt out, ‘Sorry. I mean, Honey.’

‘It’s okay,’ she replies, body rigid.

I let myself take her in, freeing myself from the agonising weight of her aquamarine gaze. 

She’s still as beautiful as I remember, even if she strived so hard to hide herself away back in high school. Pulled into a loose braid, her long blonde hair rests over one shoulder, tendrils of ashy locks framing her face, skin golden and speckled with freckles. Her generous curves still fill out her clothes effortlessly, if anything more now—a floaty white blouse hugs her chest, while her round hips and soft thighs are poured into a pair of light-blue flared jeans, finished off with brown boots. 

Yet, it’s like I’m standing in front of a stranger. Because Honey Goldman is a mom—something I might have known if I’d ever been able to find her on social media on the occasional late, dark night I gave in to the temptation to look her up. One thing is for certain, she’s not the quiet choir girl I once knew who could barely look me in the eyes during our tutoring session. If I thought we couldn’t have been further apart back then …

‘You’re back,’ I state croakily, unsure what else to say. I don’t like it—the way I’m reduced to speechlessness in her presence. This isn’t me. I was literally about to pour out my charm with that pretty brunette but that all withered away the second I heard Honey’s voice. 

‘For good, I hope.’ She briefly glances down once to the little boy, a soft smile pulling at her lips. 

But why would she come back? Isn’t Willow Ridge just a town of painful reminders for her like it is for me?

The kid tugs on the hem of Honey’s blouse to whisper up to her, ripping both mine and Honey’s attention finally from each other. ‘Do you know the Sawyer Nash?’

‘Oh, um …’ Her voice is shaky, and she worries her lip—like she used to when she was contemplating what to say—before her eyes gradually drag back up to me. 

Because what does she say? That we’re friends? We’re not friends. I’m not sure we were ever technically friends. Friends don’t run away and—

No. I’m not going there. 

I’m Sawyer fucking Nash. The cowboy with no fear. I’m not going to let a goddamn fling from when I was a stupid teenager bother me. I worked tirelessly to strip my mind of her years ago. I’m here to ride a beast of a bull, prove to this town that no matter how hard you knock me down I will always get up, and win a bunch of cash doing it. 

I don’t need the past dragging me down. Not today.

So, I throw on my winsome smirk, the one I was warming up for the brunette before I got bulldozed by a miniature cowboy, and reassume the bravado of the man I’ve become. I square my shoulders and turn back to the boy. ‘Damn right she does, buddy.’

The little boy’s mouth pops open, his head bouncing between Honey and me, like he can’t figure out how we could possibly be acquainted. 

That lip of his works again like he wants to say something, but there’s almost a wariness in his stance, in the way he’s shrunk himself, so I just smile and say, ‘’S’alright, buddy. I don’t bite; you can talk to me.’

His eyes brighten at that, shoulders relaxing too, and finally he takes down a huge gulp of air, as though this is the biggest moment of his life, before announcing, ‘Sir, I am a huge fan.’

I can’t help from chuckling, because I sure as hell have never been called sir before. Ain’t nothing gentlemanly about a lot of the things I’ve done. But Honey doesn’t laugh, instead she abruptly rips her gaze from me, gawping down at the kid for some reason.

‘Is that right?’ I ask him. ‘And what’s my huge fan’s name?’

He swallows, glancing to his mom, before finding the courage to tell me, ‘Noah.’

It takes more strength than I’d like to admit not to let my smile fall. 

To fight against the frown that wants to take over.

It’s just a coincidence, it doesn’t mean anything, I have to tell myself. That she wouldn’t name him after something so private between us. Especially after the way she left …

But I can’t let it get to me. 

I just need to get through this conversation, this competition, and then I can get the hell out of Willow Ridge for a while. Away from the woman who will forever serve to remind me of how easy I am to leave, how hard I am to love.
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Honey

I can’t believe what’s happening. I’m stood in front of Sawyer Nash while my little boy attempts a conversation with him—the same little boy who struggled to speak to any of his teachers or classmates for the whole of kindergarten last year. He’s barely said a word to anyone but me and his grandma all summer since we moved, yet he bumps into the bull-riding champion who I last saw nine years ago with tears streaming down my face and suddenly he’s found his voice.

Running into Sawyer was enough to send shockwaves through my world but seeing him talk with Noah has thrown my world completely off-kilter. 

I always knew there was a chance we’d meet again when I made the decision to move back to Willow Ridge from North Carolina this summer. I’d be lying too if I said I hadn’t occasionally looked him up in all his bull-riding glory over the years, and with my son’s obsession with anything cowboys and rodeos, Sawyer’s competitions were fun to show him. It quietened that lingering guilt too, seeing Sawyer was out there achieving all the dreams he had as a worn-down seventeen year old. 

Not held back by me.

I never got the chance to watch him bull riding back when he was younger—I wasn’t allowed anywhere but school, church, and home, with rodeos being far off the table. 

But, God, it really suits him. 

He’s almost head to toe in black, dressed like he means business, ready to take fear by the reins. A black shirt barely contains his broad shoulders, his thick vest tight against his chest and covered in a rainbow of sponsor logos, while his tasselled leather chaps only highlight how well his Wranglers hug his muscular thighs. Most of his golden hair is hidden by his cowboy hat, but a few strands flick out beneath, framing those chestnut eyes. And to make matters worse, he’s sporting a small moustache now that only emphasises his full lips, and the fact that he’s far from the boy I used to know. 

Sawyer Nash is one hundred per cent man.

Heat erupts in my cheeks at how easily he still reduces me back to the shy girl I used to be a decade ago, sneaking quick glances at the broadness of his shoulders or the sharp angle of his jaw across the library table. Especially when he’s still flashing about that same cocky grin he always did in high school—the one I fought hard to ignore the responding butterflies in my stomach for. Even nine years later, that same smirk has roused them too quickly for my liking.

‘Cool name, buddy,’ Sawyer responds to Noah, no hints of emotion flickering across his face besides his smile at my son’s name.

I don’t know why I’m surprised Sawyer’s unbothered, though—it’s been nine years, he probably doesn’t remember the names we made up. I wonder if he remembers much about us at all, given how wild and exciting his life is now. So much more than study sessions in a stuffy library.

Yet, he called me Blue.

Almost a decade later and my heart still tugged at the nickname. At the way it rolled off his tongue so naturally—like it was just another day in senior year, not years later where we’re complete strangers. Where he’s a champion bull rider who probably dates whatever beautiful women he wants, and I’m … I’m a twenty-seven year old mom who just upped her whole life back to her hometown with the hopes that it might help with her son’s shyness and struggles making friends.

We couldn’t be more opposite.

I almost don’t want the conversation to end so I grab at the first thing that comes into my mind, ‘Congratulations on the PBR world championship title, by the way. I always knew you—’

A high-pitched whistle cuts me off, and I check over my shoulder to see a group of bull riders surrounded by plenty of beautiful women, all in tiny outfits that I could never pull off with my curves, waving at Sawyer. Fluttering lashes and lip-gloss smiles await him, and it’s like we’re in high school again—all the girls melting as soon as he walks in the room, vying for his attention. I can’t help but glance down at my old blouse and worn jeans in comparison.

Regardless, Sawyer’s clearly still walking around with that spotlight on him—not just the high school quarterback anymore, but a bull-riding millionaire that no doubt has twice as many women after him as he did before. So at odds to the quiet, stable life I’m trying to build for my family.

Seeing that group makes me realise that we’re keeping him. That Noah, and subsequently I, have planted ourselves directly in Sawyer’s path, and he’s probably just being polite, waiting for us to get out the way. 

‘I—we should leave you to it.’ I squeeze Noah’s little hand, letting his presence anchor me. ‘I’m sure you’ve got important prep to do before you ride.’

Sawyer glances over to the group, brow furrowing. ‘Right.’

Well, I guess conversation between us is a bit more stilted than it used to be. That’s what nine years of no contact does, I suppose. ‘It was nice to see you, Sawyer. Good luck out there.’

‘Good luck, sir,’ Noah shouts up at him, beaming, before Sawyer can even respond to me.

Sawyer chuckles, a light rumble that whispers across my skin—too similar to the hushed laughs we used to have in the library. ‘Thanks, buddy. Enjoy the show.’

He’s barely finished his sentence before I’m dragging Noah away and back through the crowds. Those butterflies aren’t just fluttering in my stomach again, they’re swarming it. I fight the silly desire the check over my shoulder, to see if Sawyer’s watching. Because I’m not here for him—coming back to Willow Ridge never had anything to do with him, other than him being the only reason I still have a few good memories here.

We’re at this rodeo—in Willow Ridge—for Noah, and that’s all that matters. That’s what’s important right now. Creating a life that makes my beautiful boy happy.

Of course, as soon as we come to a stop near the bar where I left my mom after he ran off, Noah asks, ‘Can we go say hi to Sawyer again after the show?’

It sometimes seems like a small joke the universe is playing on me—that cowboys and rodeos are what my son loves best, when I ran away from that.

‘It’ll be your bedtime by then, baby.’ I thread my fingers through his hair as I scour the crowd, trying to spot my mom’s white-blonde hair and the bright-red denim shirt she was wearing. Most people are filtering out towards the stands now, hands loaded with an assortment of drinks.

Even if I never got to come to rodeos growing up, there’s something about being here that grounds me. All of it—the ballads of heartbreak played on fiddles and guitars that ring from the speakers, the scuff of boots, the chatter filled with country drawls, and the coming together of a town that’s known each other for far too long—it’s an oddly soothing level of familiar. Because it was never this that I wanted to run from, it was the pain that no one could see behind it all.

‘Grandma!’ Noah shouts, finding her first. He’s suddenly full of more life than I’ve seen in ages and runs into her arms. She gives him a cuddle, then takes his hand. ‘Guess who we just saw?’

‘Oh, I don’t know—’

‘Sawyer Nash!’

Anyone would think Sawyer’s a prince or something with the way Noah’s reacting—although he’s had a dropped jaw every time we’ve passed anyone wearing a cowboy hat since we moved to Willow Ridge. My mom flashes her eyes at me in shock at Noah’s excitement, and all I can do is shrug and grin, just grateful to see my boy so unreserved for once. A wave of relief coming over me that maybe our quiet life with just the two of us, and him not seeing his father much, hasn’t taken away all his confidence.

‘C’mon.’ Noah pulls at her hand before my mom can reply, encouraging us to head towards the stands. His little legs can’t carry him fast enough. ‘We don’t wanna miss anything.’

We find ourselves some empty seats, luckily not too far back so that Noah can see plenty. As we filter past people to reach our seats, Noah’s excitement dims at the strangers he passes, but less than usual given he’s in his element, surrounded by other rodeo fans. My mom and I sit either side of him and he instantly relaxes, a soft smile gracing his rosy cheeks as he takes in the big arena—bright lights, rows of seats filled with denim and plaid, and country music loud enough you can feel the ground thump with each beat. I probably should have brought him some earplugs, but he doesn’t seem to mind, his little feet swinging to the music as his big blue eyes explore his surroundings.

‘So,’ my mom pokes me in the shoulder behind Noah, lowering her voice as she asks, ‘Sawyer, huh?’ 

She pumps her eyebrows suggestively when I turn to her. 

After spending so many years living in the same house yet barely speaking due to the fear we both harboured around my father’s heavy hand, it took time and a lot of therapy to build trust back up between me and my mom, even after we moved away together. But it’s meant we’re closer than ever—she’s my best friend now, and I couldn’t have raised Noah without her. She’s also the only person who knows about Sawyer—a topic of many of my earlier therapy sessions. 

‘We barely spoke.’ I nod towards my son next to me, lowering my voice. ‘Noah had most of his attention. Spoke to him all by himself.’

I don’t miss the pride that shines in her eyes when she glances at her grandson. ‘Was it at least nice?’

‘It was … brief.’ Not that I was expecting to fall back into conversation like old times. My mom perks a brow at me, clearly unsatisfied with my answer, and I sigh, admitting, ‘It was good to see him thriving. He deserves it.’

‘As do you.’ She squeezes my shoulder, giving me an encouraging smile that warms my heart. We both deserve it—to take back the town that we had to run from, where she grew up. To make new, better, golden memories, and rebuild the life neither of us ever got to finish here.





‘Momma, it’s Sawyer! It’s Sawyer!’ Noah whispers to me, pointing across the arena where Sawyer climbs up the fence of the chute, waiting to jump on the bull. 

He’s the final one to ride—saving the best until last. I always knew bull riding was dangerous, but seeing it in person for the first time, so close to the action, has me clenching the edge of my seat before Sawyer’s even ridden. 

Over the speakers, announcers rile up the crowd, listing all the achievement’s Sawyer’s made in his career since he started out as a teenager learning to bull ride on his family ranch. Then they reel off all the terrifying qualities of the bull he’s about to face, and dread creeps up on me.

I stroke the back of Noah’s hair as he vibrates with anticipation, letting his joy calm me as my heart starts to pound even faster when I see Sawyer climbing onto the bull in the chute, still not wearing a helmet like I’ve always noticed in videos I’ve seen. 

The arena falls quiet suddenly. Waiting.

And with a ring of the bell, the chute gate is pulled open.

The bull flies out, bucking and spinning like there’s no tomorrow, yet Sawyer holds on, his arm up in the air, riding like it’s the easiest thing he’s ever done. He absorbs every movement as if he’s anticipating them, confidence radiating off him brighter than the lights filling the arena. Even from the stands I’m certain I can see him grinning.

Noah bounces next to me as the seconds tick by in bright red on the screen, agonisingly slow. Eight seconds suddenly feels like a lifetime, rivalling the decade that’s passed since Sawyer first spoke to me. But even as the bull flails, back legs flying high into the air, Sawyer perseveres, broad muscles tensing as he edges closer and closer to the sound of the buzzer. 

The last second has my hand aching from how hard I’m gripping the seat, even though Sawyer rides the bull with such determination he makes it look effortless.

That’s when the bull kicks up higher than ever, forcing Sawyer forward. His head smashes against the back of the bull’s. 

I don’t realise I’ve shot to my feet until Noah’s arms wrap around my leg where he’s stood too, and we both watch as Sawyer gets flung off the animal, right into its path. After a simultaneous gasp when his head hits the ground, the arena goes completely silent.

The bull gives one last spin, and the cracking sound as its back feet come down onto Sawyer’s leg is the last thing I hear before I’m hauling Noah into my arms and running out of the stands.




3

Sawyer

I’ve woken up in my fair share of unfamiliar rooms. I’d be lying if that hadn’t been where I expected to find myself the morning after the Willow Ridge Roundup Rodeo—a sign of a good night celebrating.

Except, I wasn’t expecting a machine beeping next to me, or the room to be so stark and grey as I open my heavy eyes. I was also hoping for a naked girl or two to be tangled in the sheets with me, as opposed to a clothed woman perched in a worn leather armchair across from my bed, reading a book.

Even before my blurry vision focuses properly, I know it’s her. The artificial lights shine down on her hair, a bright halo gleaming around the top of her head, like an angel, watching over me. 

I’m either dead or dreaming if Honey Goldman’s at the end of my bed. I’m not sure which I’d prefer right now. Especially with the heavy weight tumbling about in my head each time I try to look around what is definitely a hospital room. The numb ache in my right leg also has me wanting to drift back to sleep. Nothing but star-speckled darkness fills the view from the measly windows, meaning I didn’t make it to the morning. Or I’ve been out for days.

Damn, must’ve been one hell of a celebration—except I can’t remember anything after riding the bull at the rodeo … How, as I was waiting to climb into the chute, all I could think about was Honey, memories of her that I’d locked away years ago dusting themselves off and relentlessly plaguing my mind. My strength already waning as I tried to bat them away. That’s not the state you want your head in before you jump on the back of a bull. 

Normally I’m riled up and ready to take fear by the reins.

This time, I just wanted to get it over and done with so I could get the hell out of there.

I try to shuffle up in bed to get my bearings, hoping the memories will flood in soon. That’s when I notice the thick white cast covering too much of my right leg. 

Oh fuck.

My gulp is audible as I swallow back all the bile that’s suddenly filled my mouth. 

Please let this be a fucking dream.

Honey’s gaze darts up to me from her book, and it makes me hope even more this isn’t reality, that the way her eyes make me freeze so easily is all in my imagination.

‘Hey,’ she says softly, closing her book. ‘How are you feeling?’

Confused. Angry. Scared. What’s new?

I only manage a small grunt when I first try to speak, then have to clear my throat before I can ask, ‘What are you doing here?’ 

It comes out less polite than I planned, but I’m too overwhelmed to apologise, my mind seesawing between the damn cast around my leg and my past sitting in a hospital room with me.

‘Oh.’ Honey drops her book into her bag beside her, lashes fluttering down. She gives herself a little nod before talking, like she’s psyching herself up. ‘Um, I was giving Miles a break—he’s been sitting with you for hours. He’s just getting something to drink. All your friends were here earlier too. The doctor told them to come back in the morning, but I thought I’d just check in to see how you were doing.’

I don’t get it. It must be the middle of the night. Why is she wasting her time here? With me?

She stands and brushes down her crumpled blouse—still in the same clothes as earlier—before resting her hands along the metal frame of the bed. ‘Are you in much pain? I can get the nurse if you—’

‘No.’ My head’s already muddled from whatever pain meds they’ve got me on, I don’t need anything stronger. Dealing with the pain in my leg and the throbbing that’s been building in my head is child’s play. I’ve felt worse.

Besides, I don’t think the nurses have anything that can stop the painful reminders that spring up with Honey being here, even though we haven’t seen each other for nine years. It doesn’t make sense. Especially when she’s got a family waiting at home for her. 

I bet they’re the kind of family that have dinner altogether around the table, hold hands while saying grace, and fill the room with warm laughter. The kind of family neither of us had growing up. At least one of us finally got what we wanted. She probably deserved it more than me.

Speaking of—‘Where’s the kid?’

‘Noah? Oh, he’s with my mom.’ A breathy chuckle slips from her lips, quieter than the joy that sparks in her eyes from talking about him. Must be nice to have someone think about you like that. ‘He was surprisingly upset that he couldn’t come see you.’ 

If my head didn’t feel so heavy, so spaced-out, I might laugh too. The kid’s only spoken to me for barely a few minutes. Though, I can’t say I’m not intrigued by the lack of mention of his father …

‘He’s not with his dad?’ Apparently my drugged up self has lost the ability not to say my thoughts out loud. Though, I always was pretty good at saying things I shouldn’t. Honey can attest to that with the amount of times I got kicked out of class. 

Honey scoffs, rolling her eyes without even an attempt to hide it. Not like she used to. ‘No, his dad is in New York right now and has been for a good four years.’

It makes me wonder how he got the privilege of being the father of her child when he clearly doesn’t stick around. What was so special about him? What made her stay?

When I wasn’t enough to keep her.

My eyes fall back to my cast and it’s a potent reminder that I’ve always been broken. That I’m reckless and useless. That just like everyone else does when I show them the cracks in my life, Honey ran. Because I wasn’t enough—not like whoever Noah’s dad clearly is. 

My eye twitches, her words from my truck cab nine years ago echoing through my mind.

There’s a reason I keep riding, why I don’t stay grounded for too long, why I don’t settle. I can’t let them see my scars or the pain I carry. 

Fuck knows how I’m going to be that Sawyer Nash with my leg in a goddamn cast. I can practically hear the drain gurgling as my bull-riding career slowly starts to pour down it. Pressure builds between my eyes at the thought. At the panic of what the fuck I’m going to do.

I can’t deal with this right now. Not with Honey in the room. My mind barely manages to focus on a normal day, but with everything that’s happened, seeing her, it’s in overdrive. 

I need her to leave. 

So, I give in to the frantic emotions crackling under my skin. I sneer through gritted teeth, ‘You finally found someone grown up enough for you, huh?’

Hurt registers across her face—bottom lip dropping, freckled nose crumpling slightly, but even as she fights her reaction, her eyes give the majority of the pain away, a shine taking residence in them as they flare. 

To anyone else, it wasn’t mean, what I said. If anything, it was rude to me. But I know she must remember that conversation, the words she said, the way she quickly built back up the distance between us we’d broken down over the year. She must remember, because even after years of trying to scourge my memory of her, that’s the one moment that always lingers.

Honey steels herself, painting herself as the perfect picture of indifferent and reserved, before stating, ‘Your leg’s broken, by the way.’ 

She’s all too aware that I’m one step away from crumbling at the high possibility my bull-riding career could be over. I let her know me too deeply.

‘No shit. It’s in a cast,’ I deadpan back, ready for this nightmare to end so I can wake up. Maybe I should call the nurse in to dose me up with something strong enough to knock me out for a while after all.

It’s then that my best friend, Wolfman—Miles, as Honey knows him—walks through the door, coffee cup in one hand. His smile lights up beneath his thick brown beard when he sees me. ‘Hey! He’s alive!’

‘I should go.’ Honey scrambles to grab her purse, hooking the straps over her shoulder. She briefly pauses at the end of the bed again, mouth opening as she stares into my eyes, readying to speak, but then she just twists to face Wolfman and says, ‘See you on Monday, Miles,’ before hurrying out the room.

My mind screams at me—at having to watch her leave again after finally getting another hit of her attention. At being the reason she left. Again.

‘Okay …’ Wolfman’s forehead creases as the door slams behind Honey. He deposits himself in the armchair next to my bed, taking a sip of his coffee before sighing. ‘What did you say to her?’

I furrow my brow. ‘What do you mean?’

‘That’s Honey Goldman—you remember her, right?’ Wolfman rests his long legs on my bed, one on top of the other, getting incredibly comfortable considering we’re in hospital. And his feet are inches away from my freshly broken leg. ‘She’s like the nicest girl ever. You’d have to be damn mean to piss her off so much.’

‘I didn’t say anything. I hardly know her.’ I shrug, unable to keep myself from glancing at the door, wondering if she’ll come back, even though I know it’s futile.

She never came back before. Why would she now?

Wolfman just narrows his eyes, then perks a brow
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