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        Thomas was the love of my life, or he was supposed to be. Instead, he became the guy who broke my heart, crushed my spirit, the last guy I ever dated, and the reason I never wanted to date again.

      

        

      
        All this, I decided at seventeen, right after we graduated, which coincided with the day he left. He had his truck packed. We'd talked about running off together, eloping. Instead, Thomas explained he was leaving, joining the rodeo, and I could come if I wanted.

      

        

      
        If I wanted!

      

        

      
        I thought we shared a dream, but it didn't include running off to join the western equivalent of a circus. Not with him. Not with anyone. I knew better.

      

        

      
        So, he left, and I decided to make a life on my own.

      

        

      
        I spent the next few months learning all I could about the small bookstore my aunt owned. I gradually took over as she aged, until one morning she woke and announced that she was ready to retire. She had picked a retirement community nearby, she wanted to relax, sleep in and hang out with the old people, like herself.

      

        

      
        I'd begun to clean up the place, sorting through boxes of books she'd packed away and began setting them out. I'd let people make me an offer since I was short on space. That was when Thomas appeared. His father had passed, and the community was buzzing with rumors that he had returned to sell the property.

      

        

      
        He'd come in looking for a good read or so he claimed. Instead I shoved a book at him and told him to take it. I hoped I'd never see him again, but I was wrong. He returned, with the book, his note told me to read the book and I'd understand. So, I read it, and I understood nothing.

      

        

      
        It was Aunt Vi's diary. She too had never stopped pining for a cowboy who left her behind.

      

        

      
        Maybe he thought he was saving me. Perhaps I missed what I was supposed to understand all together. All I knew was that I didn't want to face him. One look at him told me it would be all to easy to fall into those strong arms again and I knew I still loved him, even if he didn't love me in return.
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        June 2009

      

      

      Trinity sitting across from me, a soft smile on her face, and our favorite small diner, The Crispy Biscuit, had become my favorite way to spend an early Saturday morning. She was beautiful in every single way. I watched as she read the menu, the sunlight bouncing off her blond hair, and I realized that I could not wait for her to be mine. After this summer, our dreams, our plans would come true. As soon as we graduated, we were planning on taking a road trip, and we decided that before we returned to Willow Valley we would be married.

      “What are you thinking of having this morning?” I asked, smiling at her.

      “Hmmm, I don’t know.”  She tapped her forefinger on her bottom lip. “It’s a cross between… pancakes or waffles.” We both said the last part in unison, then laughed.

      It was one of the many things I loved about Trinity. She was a creature of habit, and every Saturday morning since we started dating in the tenth grade, she had done the exact same thing when we came for breakfast. She would debate between the two items, seeming to find the choice harder than the week before, but each time she would go for the waffles.

      She looked back down at the menu, still laughing. “We both already know I will go for the waffles. I don’t know why I even bother looking,” she said, closing the menu and placing it off to the side.

      “I know, but it’s fun to watch you crinkle your nose as you sift through the menu, and your eyes light up when you finally decide. If you really want, next Saturday I won’t let them give you a menu. Perhaps that way the decision will come easier.” I chuckled and winked at her, as she laughed again.

      The moment I met her, I knew she was special, and the more I’d gotten to know her, the faster I fell head over heels for her. She took a sip of water and began talking about our upcoming trip and how we would have to find every single waffle house location on our way. Unbeknownst to her, I had already mapped them out, purposefully planning out our trip just so we would hit those locations. Trinity was the love of my life, and there was nothing that I wouldn’t do for her.

      “Don’t you worry. I’ve got it all taken care of.” I winked just as Brooke approached our table to take our order.

      “Well, if it isn’t the two lovebirds. What will you have this morning? Wait, let me guess, you’ll have the waffles, and you will have eggs, bacon, and toast.”

      “You got it.” I answered, reaching across the table and grabbing Trinity’s hand. Brooke and Trinity had once been best friends, that was, until Brooke had made a pass at me. I saw Brooke glance down to our hands, then she scribbled down the order, and turned and walk away.

      “How’s things at home?” Trinity questioned, quietly, so no one could hear.

      Things had been strained between my father and me for a few months. He had wanted me to work for him on the ranch this summer and had been making life hard for me since I’d told him I was going to travel. It was something that the occupants of Willow Valley didn’t need to know, and I appreciated her keeping her voice low. Gossip had a way of spreading in this town.

      I shrugged; I’d hoped she wouldn’t bring it up this morning. It was something that I hadn’t wanted to talk about. Instead, I just wanted to spend time with my girl and pretend that everything was fine, but I knew the question came from a caring placing inside Trinity. “Not good. I’ve worked sunup to sundown almost every day we’ve been out of school the past two weeks. He just won’t let up.”

      “I’m sorry,” Trinity said, looking down at her hands. “I was hoping things would get better.”

      “I just don’t understand why he can’t respect my wishes.” Instantly, I could feel the tension rising within myself, and since I didn’t want to ruin breakfast, I did my best to shrug it off. “Let’s not talk about it, okay.”

      “Okay, we won’t talk about it.” Trinity grew quiet as she looked off across the street.  “Hey, I think there is a man waving at you. Didn’t that guy work for your Dad at one point?” Trinity asked.

      I looked in the direction she was pointing, and sure enough, Jed Hawkins was stopped at the crosswalk waving in our direction. I raised my hand and waved, Jed waving back. Jed had worked on my father’s ranch for a couple of years when I was just a kid, prior to joining the rodeo. He barely made it back to Willow Valley, but when he did, he always stopped in to see my father, and he always took the time to talk to me. He would come into Willow Valley normally with the rodeo.

      “Thomas! How are you?” Jed said, approaching our table. “Miss,” he said, tilting his hat.

      “Good, Jed. What brings you back to Willow Valley?” I questioned, standing up, now meeting his height.

      “Ah, you know, same old thing. We’re putting on a demonstration down at the Darling Ranch. You should come and check it out later today or tomorrow. You expressed interest the last time I was in town.”

      “I just might do that,” I said, knowing it would piss off my father. I caught Trinity glancing up at me with curiosity.

      “Okay then, I won’t take up any more of your time, we can catch up later. Enjoy your breakfast with this cutie, and we can catch up later. I’ll keep an eye out for you today, but I saw you and wanted to come over.”

      “Sounds good. It was good seeing you, and I look forward to seeing what you are doing over at Darling Ranch.”

      As soon as Jed was gone, Brooke brought out our plates of breakfast and placed them in front of us, refilled our coffee, and went to another table. I was about to dig in when I noticed Trinity was still staring at me.

      “What is it?”

      “Are you really going to go and check things out over at the Darling Ranch?”

      “Ah it’s just the rodeo demonstrations that I might go check out.” I shrugged as if it were no big deal while shoving a forkful of fried potatoes into my mouth. “Beats dealing with my father.”

      “I thought you had to work for your dad today?”

      “When don’t I have work to do for my father,” I said under my breath. “If I’m late, so be it. He’ll have to deal with it.”

      Trinity picked up the syrup and poured it over her stack of waffles, then dug her fork into them. “You’re not going to do anything stupid are you?” she asked, smiling.

      “Like?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, something along the lines of running away with the western circus?”

      I chuckled. “No, Trinity, I’m not,” I said, placing my hand on her knee under the table. I didn’t want to upset her, but there was nothing wrong with going to see the demonstration. I knew she was worried about things between my father and me. She expressed her feelings numerous times over the past few weeks. She also knew how my father could be and how he may react to my being late. He was already strict enough without provoking him. “It will be fine,” I assured her. “Now eat up, before they get cold.”

      Once breakfast was over, I walked Trintiy back to the small apartment that she shared with her aunt, which sat above Bluebird Books, her aunt’s bookstore.  We stopped in front of the small bookstore and watched her Aunt Vi through the window, dealing with a customer. It took a moment before she waved at us. Trinity and I smiled and waved back, and then she turned to me.

      “Will I see you tonight for the movie in the park?” she questioned, looking up at me with her big beautiful blue eyes.

      “Of course. I’ll pick you up at the usual time.” I pulled her into me for a hug and felt her arms wrap around me. She rested her cheek against my chest, and I closed my eyes, relishing in the scent of her perfume and the fact that her body fit so well against mine. As she pulled away, I placed my hand on her cheek and met her lips, kissing her softly. “See you tonight,” I whispered, kissing her lips again before she left me standing there.
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        * * *

      

      I stood against the fence at Darling Ranch, watching as men from all over Willow Valley tried out for the rodeo.

      “Thomas, you decided to come after all,” I heard Jed’s gruff voice from behind me.

      I turned to see Jed standing behind me, a smile on his face. “Hey, Jed, figured I’d come down and see what it was all about before I made my way back home. What I’ve seen so far looks pretty interesting.”

      “Sure is. I’ve loved it since I left. Did you want to try out?” Jed asked, coming to stand beside me.

      I glanced to the ring to see my good friend John holding on for dear life as the bull he was on bucked away.

      “I don’t know,” I said, my voice full of hesitation. How would I explain an injury to Trinity, or to my father. Trinity just thought I’d come purely out of curiosity, and my father didn’t have a clue I was even here. In fact, I had been halfway home before I turned around and made my way to the Darling Ranch.

      “What’s stopping you?” Jed questioned. “There is nothing wrong with trying out. Besides, I don’t think you want to stay in Willow Valley forever.”

      Jed had left Willow Valley almost ten years ago and had a very good career up to this point. I’d followed his career closely; he was, after all, one of the guys who’d worked on my father’s ranch, one of the only ones who paid me any attention. So, I was genuinely curious to see how he’d made out. He’d left and done very well for himself.

      “No, I don’t want to spend the rest of my life in Willow Valley. As a matter of fact, I’m itching to get the hell out of here.”

      “Well then? Just give it a try. In this career, you’ll get to travel the world. See amazing places.”

      “I know. It’s just Trinity and I have plans. We are going to spend our summer traveling, then at the end of the summer, before we return, we are going to get married.”

      “Well then, it’s the perfect time. Bring Trinity with you. The rodeo needs some fresh blood.  I’ll get your name on the list. I’ve seen you ride. You’ve got promise, Thomas.”

      “You’ve seen me ride a horse.” I chuckled. “Besides, my dad will kill me.”

      “Your father won’t even know. You’re simply trying out, not leaving with us tonight.” Jed turned and walked over to a man with a clipboard, spoke with him, then they both turned and looked at me. He scribbled something down on the clipboard; Jed smacked him on the back and walked back over to me. “All set. Eleven thirty, be at the opening of the chute. I’ll get you all set.”
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        * * *

      

      I returned home shortly after two. Immediately, I made my way out to the barn in a rush to find my dad. I knew he would be angry. I was late, but I was so excited to tell him about the tryouts.

      I checked the first barn only to find it empty, then I stepped into the second barn to find my father and two ranch hands down on the ground dealing with what appeared to be a very sick calf. The second he laid eyes on me he barked, “Where the hell you been?”

      I was about to tell him about the tryouts when he held his hand up. “You know what, Thomas, never mind. You’re here now, and you’ve got work to do. The stalls in the main barn need cleaning. You also need to get the horses watered and fed.”

      I looked at my father. “But, Dad, I have⁠—”

      “Whatever it is can wait. The horses can’t, nor can the stalls. You’re behind on your chores. Had you of been in here this morning like you were supposed to have been, I probably would have been alerted to this sick calf well before now. Instead, I was busy tending to all the things you do.”

      I glanced down to the sick calf that lay on the floor in distress, while Billy and Lyle glanced up at me, neither of them saying anything.

      “What’s wrong with her?” I questioned.

      “Does it really concern you? No, what does concern you is those horses. Now get into that barn and get the stalls cleaned, and those horses fed and watered. Oh, and you’re mother wants you to grab some strawberries from the garden for dessert. She’s busy with the church bazaar today.” He turned around and knelt back down giving Lyle instructions that I could barely hear.

      I stood there watching as Lyle got up and left the barn, going to get whatever my father had told him to, then my father looked over his shoulder at me. “I thought I told you to get to the stalls,” he barked. “I don’t have time to argue with you right now.”

      I let out a huff, looked at Billie, then turned away from my father, making my way to the other barn to begin cleaning out stalls. There was no point in trying to talk to him when he was angry.

      I kicked a stone as I made my way to the barn, pissed that he hadn’t given me a chance to talk to him. I don’t know why it surprised me; he never took the time to hear me. He’d basically blamed me for everything and turned his back on me. As always, everything was more important than anything I ever had to tell him. I approached the barn door and pulled it open and made my way over to the first stall and began cleaning it out.  Some of the other ranch hands were already working away on some of the stalls that I was supposed to clean, each of them glancing my way, pissed that they had been forced to take on more work. I just put my head down and went about the job at hand, forgetting that they were there.

      Three hours later, I was finished with everything that my father had asked me to do. I’d had long enough to think over things, so I made my way up to the house and to my room. I hadn’t been able to get the tryouts out of my mind, nor the things Jed had said about getting to see the world. I showered, and then, as if forced by someone else's hand, I returned to my room, dressed, and began packing a bag. I’d made up my mind. I was leaving in the morning with Jed, and I would take Trinity with me.

      I walked out the front door, bag in hand, and threw it into the back of my truck. I glanced in the direction of the main barn and could hear my father still barking orders at the others. He was on a roll today, and Mom still wasn’t back yet. There was no way I was going to bother even attempting to tell him I was leaving, so I climbed into the front seat of my beat-up old truck and turned the key, the old engine sputtering to life.

      I began pulling down the driveway as my mother’s car came up the drive. I was instantly reminded about the strawberries I’d forgotten to pick and knew that once I returned home for the night, my father would have more words to spew at me. Instead of worrying about it, I cranked the radio and continued down the driveway.

      I pulled onto Bluebird Lane and stopped right out front of Bluebird Books, cutting the engine. I rested my arm on the window ledge and sat waiting for Trinity.  It was a little after seven thirty, the closed sign hung in the window of her aunt’s bookstore, and I could see Trinity talking with her through the window.

      My stomach hurt as I tried to come up with an idea of how I was going to tell her that I was leaving for the rodeo, and how I was going to ask her to come with me. I knew she would understand; she had to. She and I would go, see all the cities and small towns, and the best part was that we would experience them together—if she wanted. I hoped she wanted to. I heard the jingle of the little bell that hung above the bookstore door, and Trinity came walking out, her small clutch purse in her hand. She was wearing my favorite yellow sunflower sundress, and she smiled as her long blond hair waved in the wind.

      Instantly, a lump formed in my throat as my stomach turned. I wanted more for us than I had realized, and more than this town had to offer us, and there was nothing that was going to stop me.
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      I leaned against the old wooden counter of Bluebird Books waiting for Thomas to arrive. The smell of wood and books hung in the air as I listened to my aunt talk about the upcoming sale she’d been planning for a month.

      “I’m going to need you here, Trin. There is just too much to do and without Becky. She won’t be able to work until her ankle heals. Poor girl, there couldn’t have been more of an inconvenient time for her to break her ankle, what with it being summer and all.”

      “I know, Aunt Vi. I’ll do whatever I can up until the time I leave.” I shrugged, seeing Thomas pull up and stop his truck right outside the large picture window.

      “Unfortunately, Trinity, I don’t think I can have you leave even for a week at this point. I’m swamped here. You know more people are out and about in the summer. Plus, I have not only this sale, but in two week’s time the street fair is on. You know what kind of business that brings in here. Tourists from all over stop here. Then there is maintaining the gardens, and laundry, cleaning the apartment. It will be too much for me.”

      I swallowed hard. “But what about my trip with Thomas?” I cried, tears filling my eyes. “We’ve been planning it for months.”

      “I know, dear. Perhaps you can reschedule it for the fall, or late summer, once Becky is back. I know Thomas is needed on the ranch as well. Betty was in the other day. She told me that William has a lot of plans this summer, but I’m sure his father has already told him. That’s a big operation they have going there. I’d imagine it takes all hands to make it run. Besides, I know that he wants to groom Thomas to take over the ranch once they are ready to retire.”

      Disappointment filled me. There was no point in talking to Aunt Vi about Thomas’s father and how horrible he had been to Thomas over the last few months. Nor was there any point in talking back to her. If she needed my help, then I would talk to Thomas and see if we could postpone our trip for a few weeks. He would understand, I knew he would. It would also give him time to hopefully work things out with his father.

      I glanced out the front window to see Thomas’s truck and reached for my clutch bag and walked over to my aunt, placing a kiss on her cheek. “I’ll talk to Thomas,” I said reluctantly. “I will explain everything and see if we can’t make it work. I’ll make sure I’m here to help you.”

      “Thank you, Pet. You always were a good girl. Have a good time tonight and don’t be out too late. I’ll leave the back door open.”

      “I will, and I won’t be too late. Oh, and you don’t need to leave the door open. I have my key,” I sang and then giggled as I shoved open the door, stepping out onto the sidewalk, excited to spend the night with Thomas. I could see him watching me from the driver’s seat as I approached his truck, a soft smile on his lips.

      “Sorry about that,” I said as I climbed into the truck, placing my purse by my feet, “Aunt Vi was having a mini breakdown in there.” I leaned over the console and meeting his lips.

      “Another one?” Thomas chuckled as he put his truck into gear and gently pulled out onto the road in the direction of the park. Movies Under the Stars was one of our favorite events of the summer. Every Saturday night, the local theater owner ran this event. We hadn’t missed one since we’d been dating.

      “What movie is playing tonight?” I questioned.

      “I think it’s Knowing, with Nicholas Cage. Supposed to be good.”

      The crowd was already building as Thomas pulled into the parking lot and cut his engine. I glanced into the back seat, my eyes falling to the duffle bag that sat there. Thomas reached around and grabbed the large blanket we always used, and I averted my eyes and said nothing about the bag.

      We walked across the field, hand-in-hand, until we were in our usual area, and together, we spread out the blanket, then I sat down while he went over to the small refreshment table to grab a couple of drinks and a large bag of popcorn.

      The longer I watched him, the more curious I became of the duffel bag sitting on the back seat of his car. It hadn’t been there last night. In fact, it had never been there this morning either, and it looked full.

      “Here you go, Trin.” He held out the small pop for me to take. I grabbed both drinks and placed them down, while he sat down next to me. He leaned over and gently kissed me, his tongue washing through my mouth.

      “So, how was your day?” I asked, as our lips parted.

      Thomas shrugged. “I went down to check out the rodeo tryouts this morning,” he said in a low voice.

      “What for? I thought you said you weren’t going to go.”

      “I never said I wouldn’t go. Besides, I was curious. Plus, it was nice to spend some time with Jed. He always made time for me when I was younger.”

      I grew quiet. I had no idea why Thomas had gone to those tryouts, but I feared it had something to do with his home situation at this moment. The last little bit he had done nothing but talk about us leaving and getting a place of our own.

      “You do know I can’t elope until I turn eighteen right,” I said, placing my hand on his strong forearm.

      Thomas paused and looked at me. “Where is that coming from?”

      I gave him a knowing look and a gentle smile. “I saw the bag.” I giggled. “It has to be at the end of summer.”

      His face went pale, and I could see the muscles in his throat tense. “Ah, yeah, about that…”

      Something was wrong, I could tell. “What about it?”

      He turned his eyes away from me. “I’m…oh God, how do I even say it,” he murmured more to himself than to me.

      “You just say it,” I said, placing my hand on his and lacing my small fingers through his. “We’ve always been up front with one another.”

      Thomas looked at me, his eyes growing dark. “Trin, I’ve decided to join the rodeo.”

      “What?” I asked, shocked, not believing what I was hearing.

      Thomas took in a deep breath and looked away from me. Then he sighed. “I don’t know, Trin. My father made me angry today. He gets mad at every little thing I do or don’t do. There is no making him happy, and I guess I just want out from under his thumb and have some sort of an adventure before I settle down.”

      Tension filled my body at his words. I tried hard not to focus on the last three words he had spoken. “More adventure than the ranch?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I don’t want to spend the summer working like a dog under my father’s thumb. That much I can say. He was pissed earlier today when I finally returned to the ranch. He came down on me hard right in front of the ranch hands. Granted, he was dealing with a sick calf, but the way he did it, those guys would never respect me now, nor will they ever after the way he tore me up. I can only imagine how much disrespect they would have for me if I were the one in charge of that ranch.”

      I didn’t know what to say. I knew Mr. Jenkins could be rough at times—I’d seen it—but I also didn’t think he would tear Thomas up like that, especially in front of his employees. He knew how important it was that they respected Thomas.

      “Perhaps you just need to have a talk with your father, explain to him how you feel.”

      “My father doesn’t work that way and you know it. Showing feelings is to show weakness.”

      “Thomas….”

      “You could come with me, you know. Travel the world with me, see places that, well, that we would probably never get to see otherwise,” Thomas said, ignoring my suggestion.

      Instantly, I thought about Aunt Vi and how she’d practically been in tears today when Becky had called to tell us she’d broken her ankle after she slipped on the stairs at home. I already knew that there wasn’t a way I could abandon her now.

      “When are you planning on leaving?” I asked, my voice low.

      “Jed told me that they were pulling out of town tomorrow night. He said he can give me a job until I get on my feet. He’d even let me ride his bulls and enter some events if I gave him ten percent of my earnings.”

      My stomach dropped at the news. I could tell he was serious. “What about our trip?”

      “Well, I thought about that. Instead of taking the trip we’d planned, this will be our trip. We’ll go and see all the sights, more than what we would ever see just traveling together, until the end of summer. I can earn some money, and once we’ve saved up enough, I’ll get us a small place. It probably won’t be much at first, but I’m a hard worker. I’ll make sure you won’t want for anything.”

      I listened as he spoke. I still hadn’t even mentioned the fact that Aunt Vi would need me over most of the summer and that I wouldn’t be able to go on the trip anyway. I didn’t really need to. It appeared to me that Thomas had made up his mind, and it wouldn’t matter what I said anyway. He was planning on leaving with Jed in the morning for the silly promises that the rodeo life could offer. I wondered if he’d even mentioned any of this to his mother. Did they even know? I sucked in a deep breath, about to ask him, when the opening credits to the movie began to play.

      Thomas leaned back on his elbows as he always did and turned his attention to the screen, while tears stung my eyes. I was ready to leave to head back home and put my head in my pillow. When I didn’t lean back and rest against him, he placed his hand on my shoulder and tapped his chest, telling me to relax back on him.

      I shook my head; I knew that if I rested my body against his, I would crumble into a million pieces. The hurt I felt was almost too much to bear, so I just sat there staring at the screen, wishing it was over.

      “You’re really quiet,” he whispered, his lips grazing my ear as he leaned into me halfway through the movie.

      I wanted to lash out at him and tell him he was being selfish, but I didn’t. Instead, I just shrugged. “There really isn’t much to say, now is there.”

      Thomas looked at me, hurt in his eyes. “Sure there is. Tell me what you’re thinking, Trin. We always talk about things and work through them together,” he whispered, trying not to disturb the others who were around us.

      I stared at the movie screen, biting my tongue, weighing my words before I spoke.

      “You can come with me, like I said. I want you to come with me. I want you by my side, forever,” he said, wrapping his arms around me.

      The more he spoke, the more upset I became, until I couldn’t take it anymore. “I can’t go with you, Thomas. As a matter of fact, I can’t go with you on our planned trip either. Aunt Vi needs my help this summer. She’s asked me to see if we could hold off until the fall.”

      Thomas slowly let me go and looked at the ground, a look of unease on his face.

      “She’s done so much for me since Mamma passed away. I couldn’t stand to see her cry this afternoon, so as much as I don’t understand this need you have to go join the rodeo circuit, I also need you to understand that leaving is not something I can do right now.”

      “I do understand. I understand completely, but it still doesn’t stop the fact I want you with me.  Perhaps you can meet up with me the end of summer or in the fall, if you still want to,” he said, laying back and pulling a brochure from his back pocket.

      “What’s that?”

      “The schedule. This has every stop we’ll be making, so, when I get to August, I’ll be…” He opened the brochure and quickly ran his finger down the list of city names.

      It didn’t matter that I couldn’t go. He was still going to leave me. I swallowed the hard lump that had formed in my throat at his words, ‘if I wanted,’ and placed my hand over his, stopping him. “Thomas, can you just take me home?” I pleaded.

      He looked up from the paper he held in his hand and met my eyes, studying them.

      “Please, Thomas, take me home.”

      He didn’t say anything. He just sat there looking at me until I could no longer meet his eyes. When we finally broke eye contact, he began folding the brochure back up, sliding it into his shirt pocket, then he picked up his drink and the untouched popcorn container without saying a word to me and carried them to the garbage. I didn’t move, and when he returned, he looked down at me. “Well, if you want to go, let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      Thomas pulled up to the curb, and I could see out of my peripheral that he turned to look at me. I didn’t turn to meet his eyes. Instead, I sat staring forward, unsure of what was to come next. He pulled the brochure out of his pocket and held it out for me to take. I glanced at the crinkled paper.

      “Like I said, I’d like you with me in August. If you want to come, that is.”

      There it was again, those words. If I wanted. I swallowed hard and ripped the brochure from him. Then without as much as a good-bye, I climbed out of the truck and watched from the sidewalk as Thomas pulled away from the curb. He never even gave so much as a backward glance. I took in a deep breath, the smell of gardenias in the fresh night air. I prayed that tomorrow would somehow be different, that he’d think twice and come back to me, even though I knew deep down that nothing would change. I turned around and looked at my aunt’s small bookshop, the storefront dark, but the lights in our second-floor apartment were on. I made my way into the side yard and went to the back door, sliding my key into the lock.

      I climbed the back stairs up to the apartment and placed my shoes on the small pink mat at the top of the stairs. I glanced into the living room to see Aunt Vi, in her favorite chair, a crossword book in hand as she looked at me over the rim of her glasses.

      “Trinity? You’re back early. Goodness, it is barely even nine thirty?”

      I nodded, unable to speak because I knew my voice would shake and the tears would fall.

      “Is everything okay?” she questioned, setting her book to the side and leaning forward, a concerned look on her face.

      Instead of answering her, I threw the brochure down on the floor and made a dash to my room, flopping down on my bed and crying into my pillow. The lump that had been in my throat most of the night was now even bigger than before, and I could barely swallow as I cried.

      I felt the bed lower and my aunt’s hand on rest on my back. “It’s okay, Trinity,” she whispered. “What happened?”

      How could it be okay? She didn’t even know what had gone on. I swallowed hard and caught my breath, then looked off in the opposite direction. “Thomas is leaving for the rodeo.” I sobbed. “He didn’t even care about what I thought. We're over.”

      My aunt was silent while I continued to cry my heart out. After a while, she ran her fingers through my hair, pulling the strands out of my face. “I saw the brochure, Pet,” she whispered. “I’m sorry, Trinity, but I promise you, dear, you are going to be okay. Men don’t think about our feelings.”

      I frowned; this wasn’t how this was supposed to be. I remembered how my father treated my mother, and it was nothing like this. Although I was only a little girl then and probably didn’t see it or even know what to look for.

      Aunt Vi sat with me for almost an hour, while I continued to cry. She did her best to comfort me, even brought me a cup of warm milk before she went off to bed. Only I couldn’t sleep. I lay in bed, staring up at the moon through my window. I’d calmed down and was now quiet. The tears had stopped flowing, and I’d calmed down considerably, yet the hurt and anger still lingered. I let out a breath and rolled onto my back, staring up at the ceiling. The more I thought about what he had said, about the fact that he didn’t care that I could leave with him right now, the angrier I got, and once again the tears fell, only this time they didn’t stop until I’d cried myself to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I woke. My eyes burned and my chest hurt, and I just wanted to lay in bed, but Aunt Vi forced me up and out of bed. She forced me to eat breakfast, and once she had gone down to open the store, I quietly called Thomas, only to be told that he wasn’t home, which started the tears all over again. Had he really gone? His mother didn’t sound upset on the phone, so I figured perhaps he was just out working with his father. Only he wasn’t. A few hours later his mother had come into the store, and I overheard her speaking with Aunt Vi. She was crying as she spoke, Thomas had joined Jed.

      Tears fell for weeks, and then one October morning it was as if someone lifted all the hurt and anger off me and a sense of peace fell over me. I made my way into the small bookstore with a bag of groceries and almost ran into Aunt Vi coming out of the small washroom.

      “Oh, Pet, you scared me. You doing okay?” she asked.

      “You know what, Aunt Vi?”

      “What, dear?”

      “You’re right. I will be okay,” I whispered. I would be okay because in those moments that I’d laid in bed at night, crying and thinking, I’d accepted the fact that Thomas was moving on, and I knew that was what I had to do as well. If he had truly cared about what I’d thought, he wouldn’t have left. I sniffled and looked over at her. “I’m a tough cookie.”

      “I agree, you are. I didn’t raise you to be anything but.”

      It was that exact moment that I decided I would never let another man ever make me feel this way again. That winter, I did what I could to put Thomas out of my mind. It took longer than I expected, and some days, especially at Christmas, were way harder than others. Once people found out Thomas was gone, the girls I’d gone to school with tried hard to set me up with other boys, but I was focused only on the future, learning everything I could about our small bookstore business. In February, I started taking small business classes at a small college just outside of Willow Valley. What my future would bring, I didn’t know, but as each day passed, I became more and more excited for it, and by the following fall, Thomas was barely even a thought.
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      I lay in the dirt, looking up at a fuzzy, cloudy sky, and blinked hard while trying to catch my breath. The world was completely out of focus, and the harder I tried to bring it back into focus, the dizzier I became. I rubbed my eyes, blinked hard, and then felt two hands grab my arms, and before I knew what had happened, I was up on my feet. I closed my eyes and opened them. the damn bull that had bucked me off. I could see the outline of him, and I blinked again, this time bringing him into sight.

      “Come on, Thomas, you need to see the doc,” I heard a familiar voice say. It took me a minute to realize it was Aaron.

      “I’m fine, Aaron,” I mumbled as I stumbled forward.

      “The hell you are. That’s the fifth time this month you’ve been thrown, the fourth you’ve hit your head. you can’t take any more risks.”

      “I said I’m fine.” I pulled myself out of Aaron’s hold only to fall forward. I was about to brace myself when I felt Aaron grab hold of me.

      “Don’t tell me you’re fine when I know damn well you’re not. You can’t even stand on your own two feet. Now, we are going to see the doc,” Aaron said, directing me toward the gate.

      “Fuck, Aaron, I can do it. just let me try once more. Let me get on him once more.”

      Only Aaron didn’t listen. he didn’t let me go and try to get back on the bull. Instead, he took me to his truck, got me in the front seat, and then tore off into town to the small hospital.

      Five hours later, I sat in the exam room, waiting for the doctor to come back. I’d had a bunch of tests, a couple of scans, and now I sat on the chair waiting for the results. My head ached, so I reached up and turned the lights off, my pounding head instantly calming to a more manageable level. I’d leaned back against the chair and closed my eyes just as the door to the exam room opened.

      “Well, doc? What’s the news?” I asked. I needed answers. I needed to get back out there onto that bull.

      “Thomas, did you turn off the lights?” he asked, frowning at me and looking at me with concern. “I swear I left them on when I left you in here”

      “Yeah, my head’s been pounding something fierce. It just helps take the edge off.”

      “I see. Well then, I won’t turn them back on.” Instead, he turned his small desk lamp on and sat down behind his desk, clasping his hands in front of him, and looked at me. The look on his face already told me the news wasn’t good.

      “What is it?” I questioned, not sure I was ready to hear the worst.

      “How often are you getting these headaches?”

      “Oh, I dunno,” I lied. “I barely keep track.” There wasn’t a time in the past few weeks that I remembered not having a headache. I’d gone through all of the medication he’d prescribed for them too.

      “Would you say it’s more often than before?”

      “Hell, doc, I don’t know.” I shrugged.

      “Well, before you said you were getting them two to three times a week. I gave you enough medication for six months. That was two months ago. How much would you say you had left?” he asked, twirling his pen between his fingers, studying me.

      I met his eyes; I needed this medication there was no doubt about it. I let out a breath, “Okay fine, I’m getting them four to five times per week. Sometimes, every day,” I grumbled. “And I’m out of that medication.

      “I see. So, they are all this bad then?” he questioned, making notes in my chart. “So bad that you have to turn off the lights?”

      “I wouldn’t say that. Some are just worse than others. This is one of the worse than others.” I shrugged.

      He sat there scribbling down some notes and then looked up at me. “Would you say it’s worse when you ride?”

      I didn’t want to admit it to myself, never mind him, but I nodded. They’d also become worse in the last month, but I wasn’t telling him that. “Yeah, sometimes.”

      He opened the folder in front of him and looked down at the papers in front of him, shuffled a couple of them around, and read the one he’d placed on top. Then he looked up and met my eyes. “Well, Thomas, I’m afraid I have some bad news.”

      I didn’t say anything. I just sat waiting to hear what he was going to say.

      “I’m afraid that you are going to have to quit riding.”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t quit. Rodeo was all I knew.

      “Thomas, you’ve had seven concussions in the past year and a half. I told you one more head injury and I’d pull you. I should have done it months ago. Besides, you’ve got spinal injuries, neck injuries, and with each additional accident, they are getting worse. Each time you get bucked off a bull, you run the risk of being paralyzed. You’ve got a small pharmacy of pills you’ve been prescribed in the last year and a half, and it will only continue to get worse, unless you stop. Now, have you been taking all of the medication as prescribed?”

      I looked down to the floor. I’d probably been taking more than I’d been prescribed. I nodded. “I doubt I’d be standing if I wasn’t taking them.” I chuckled.

      “Thomas, you’ve got to stop riding. I’m sorry, but your days of rodeo are over. Here is another prescription to help with those headaches. You’re only to take them when your headaches get this bad. I’m going to put a watch on your other scripts as well, make sure you aren’t taking too much.” He held out a prescription for me to take. “Lucky for you, this time there is no sign of concussion or any more damage to your back or neck.”

      “Thanks, doc,” I muttered and took the small square of paper and shoved it deep into my pocket, then pulled the door open and made my way down the hall.
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        * * *

      

      The shrill ring of the phone pulled me from a deep sleep. I reached from the bed without opening my eyes, trying to find the phone. Instead, my hand hit something, and I heard the sound of pills and bottles hitting the floor. I glanced at the clock, the fuzzy green numbers slowly coming into focus. It looked to be only a little past six. Who the hell calls someone that early in the morning?

      On a normal day, I would have been up by now, but the last few days I’d been sleeping in. I reached for my glasses, my back aching at the stretch. Then I grabbed the only pill bottle still standing and shook two pain pills into the palm of my hand. I grabbed my glass of water, shoved the pills in my mouth, and drank. I looked to the floor at the hundreds of tiny pills that were now scattered all over the floor, then I grabbed the phone, thankful that the noise had finally stopped.

      “What is it?” I barked into the phone, pinching my brow between my thumb and forefinger to take my mind from the headache that had just started.

      “Is this Thomas Jenkins?” a woman’s voice poured over the phone.

      “Yep, who’s this?”

      “Thomas, are you the son of William and Betty Jenkins, the owners of Jenkins Ranch, in Willow Valley?”

      I frowned, wondering what this was about. “I am. Who is this? What’s this regarding?”

      “Mr. Jenkins, it’s Haley Thomas, with Willow Valley Law.  You don’t know me, but I work with Carson Kinley, your father’s attorney. Carson asked me to give you a call. Unfortunately, I have some bad news. Your father passed away on Friday.”

      I swallowed hard. Mom had passed away a few years ago, and that had been the last time I’d been home. I’d ridden into town and shown up for the funeral, which had been nothing but a mistake. My father wouldn’t even look at me, let alone speak to me. I’d stayed for the funeral watching from a distance and I left town the following morning, never once looking back.

      “I see,” I muttered, dropping my head into my hands.

      “Thomas, Carson asked me to arrange a meeting with you in the coming days. There are some things that require attention, and he would like to go over them with you.”

      “What sort of things?” I questioned, unsure as to what they could possibly need from me.

      “Well, Carson has an entire list of things that he actually needs to go over: their bank accounts, investments, what you’d like to do with the ranch.”

      “The ranch?” I questioned. “Why on earth would he want to know what I want to do with the ranch for?”

      “Because according to the will, you now own it.”

      I ran my hand through my hair and blinked hard. What on earth was this woman talking about. There was no way on God’s green earth my father would have left that ranch to me. She had to be mistaken.  “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand. My father and I didn’t exactly see eye to eye on things – or anything for that fact.”

      “Honestly, Mr. Jenkins, it’s probably best that we set up a time that you can meet with Carson once you are back in Willow Valley. Now, when are you planning to come into town?”

      I hadn’t planned to ever set foot in Willow Valley again. I glanced around my messy loft and ran my hand through my disheveled hair, a million thoughts running through my mind.

      “Do you think you could be in town, say Friday morning by nine?”

      I had no idea what was going on this week. Actually, that wasn’t true, I knew exactly what was going on this week. I was just in denial about not being able to participate. I hadn’t mentioned anything to anyone about not being able to ride anymore. I shrugged. “I guess I could be.”

      “Okay then. Carson has some availability Friday afternoon at three. That should give you plenty of time to stop into the funeral home and confirm the arrangements.”

      “No one else has done that yet?” I questioned.

      “No, sir. Carson figured you’d want to handle that yourself.”

      I swallowed hard, unsure what to even say to this woman. I just focused on the tiny pills scattered all over the floor and focused on breathing.

      “Thomas, are you there?”

      “Yeah, yeah I’m here. Three on Friday. I’ll see you then.” I reached over and placed the phone down, and fell back onto my bed, staring up at the ceiling, trying to accept the news about my father, and the fact that I’d have to return to what used to be home. As I lay there, a tear rolled down my cheek, followed by another as the realization hit that I’d never see my father again. It shouldn’t have bothered me. In fact, I didn’t understand why it was, so I rolled over on my bed and just lay there, thinking about him.
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        * * *

      

      It was a little past eight when I finally rolled out of bed and reached for my pants. I sat up on the side of the bed and slipped my feet into the legs.  I sat there for a moment before reaching for my shirt and throwing it over my head, my back and neck aching with every move. Then I carefully knelt and collected as many pills as I could find, placing them in the empty bottle and securing the lid, while picking up the other closed bottles that had fallen in my panic to silence the phone. I hadn’t told Aaron the news from the doctor yet. I’d been to upset when I got home, and I knew he’d never hear anything about my father.

      I looked around at the mess of my loft. It wouldn’t take me long to pack. I owned nothing but the clothes on my back. I’d packed light since I’d left home all those years ago. Everything else that I had here was courtesy of Aaron. We’d met through the rodeo circuit and had become close. He’d been good to me over the years, and when I became the Triple Crown winner in 2017, I’d tucked away a tiny nest egg for myself and gave him and Amanda the money to purchase this ranch outright. It was the least I could do for all the support he’d given me over the years. In turn, he gave me a roof over my head, food in my stomach, and a decent paying job.

      I walked up the back staircase and into the small kitchen off the main house and greeted Aaron’s wife, Amanda. She stood at the stove, cooking up scrambled eggs and bacon, the smell of fresh coffee floating in the air.

      “Morning, Thomas. Eggs, bacon for you this morning?” she questioned, while pouring me a cup of coffee.

      “Please. Is Aaron around?”

      “He’s out in the barn feeding the horses. He should be up in about five minutes. Why don’t you sit down.” She nodded to one of the seats at the table and held out the cup for me to take. I was sure Aaron had told her about the bull bucking me off the other night.

      “I’ll be a minute.” I looked out the back door in time to see Aaron step out of the barn. I set the cup on the table and headed out the back door in his direction.

      “Morning. How are you feeling? Are ready for another day?” Aaron asked with a smile as I approached him.

      “I need to talk to you. I’m afraid I won’t be staying. I, um, got some bad news this morning. My father passed away. I’ve got to head back to Willow Valley, take care of a few things.”

      Aaron stopped in his tracks and looked at me. “Thomas, I’m sorry for the loss of your father.”

      I shrugged, not knowing what to say. Aaron knew we weren’t close to one another and hadn’t been for some time.

      “Thanks.”

      “What about the weekend?” he questioned.

      “What about it?”

      “You’re supposed to be riding? Have you let them know you won’t be there?”

      “Yeah, about that. It’s almost as if life has finally caught up to me.”

      “What do you mean?” Aaron asked, looking at me curiously. He’d asked me a couple of times on the way home from the hospital the other night what the doctor had said, but I just kept saying I didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Doc won’t let me ride anymore, Aaron. Too many back and neck injuries. So, unfortunately, it appears that I’ve ridden my last ride.”

      Aaron knew all about injuries. He himself had been injured bad a few years back and had to quit as well. “I’m sorry, Thomas. I know how much you love it. So, what are you going to do?”

      I leaned against the fence and looked across the fields that surrounded the ranch. It was a scene I had grown to love over the years. There was something so peaceful about it.  “I’m not sure yet. Apparently, my father left his ranch to me. So, I’m going to head back, see what shape it’s in, and figure it out from there.”

      Aaron looked to the ground, saddened by what I had told him. “Well, Thomas, please know that you always have a place here, if things don’t work out for you. In the meantime, I guess I’ll need to start looking for someone to replace you. At least temporarily.”

      “Thanks. I appreciate that. It feels good knowing that I have somewhere to go if things don’t work out.”

      “Of course, you are always welcome here. Now, I’m sure Amanda has breakfast just about ready. When do you plan on heading out?”

      “Later tonight or tomorrow morning at the latest.”

      “All right, well, let’s head up to the house and eat shall we.”

      “Sounds good.”

      As I walked beside Aaron, away from the barn, I realized this would be one of the last times I would made this walk. I looked out across the fields, took a deep breath of the fresh air, and realized that I’d really miss this place.

      “Breakfast is ready,” Amanda called from the back door, a smile on her face as she watched the two of us approach the house.

      Aaron had been lucky to find Amanda, and for the first time in years, I thought about what life would have been like if I’d of stayed in Willow Valley. I wondered what would have happened between Trinity and me. Would we have gotten married and had children? Would we be running Jenkins Ranch now, or would we have gone on and made a life of our own? Though as quickly as those questions entered my mind, I swept those thoughts away.
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      Dark storm clouds hung low in the sky. I sat on the edge of my bed, looking out the window. They said it was going to storm today. I stretched, let out a yawn, and slid my feet into my fuzzy slippers. I wasn’t ready to get up yet and wished that it was Sunday, my day off. I grabbed my robe and threw it over my shoulders and looked at my bedside clock. It was only a little after six. I had a little over an hour to get ready for the day and get the store opened.

      I opened my bedroom door, expecting to see Aunt Vi in the kitchen cooking up some bacon and eggs, but the apartment was still dark, and her bedroom was closed. I frowned. For as long as I could remember, Aunt Vi was always up before me. Though I’d noticed over the last couple of months that she seemed to be slowing down. Normally, she’d always open the store, but for the last little while I’d been the one to open the shop. Some days she didn’t even set foot inside the bookstore, but she always greeted me in the morning.

      I listened at her door for a minute. It was quiet, so I went into the kitchen and opened the blinds above the sink. The sun was trying to peek through the clouds to no avail. The kitchen went dark again. I flipped the light on over the sink and turned the kettle on, scooping three teaspoons of coffee grounds into the French press. I went to grab the cream out of the fridge when I felt Luna, my cat, rub up against my legs with a loud purr. I bent down and picked up the tortoiseshell-colored cat and kissed her head. “I guess you want some breakfast, hmmm.”

      Her loud meow confirmed what I’d asked, and I placed her down on the floor and opened the fridge, pulling out the can of food, and scooped the remainder into her bowl. I placed the bowl onto the floor and watched as she attacked it. I smiled to myself, then turned my attention back to the coffee. Once the two mugs had been filled and were on the small dining room table, I walked over to Aunt Vi’s bedroom door and gently knocked.

      “Come in, Pet,” I heard her soft voice call.

      I smiled and opened the door to see Aunt Vi sitting in her favorite recliner, the needlepoint she’d been working on for the past month resting on her lap as she looked over the instructions. “Morning, Aunt Vi. I’m just making some coffee and was about to get breakfast going. Are you hungry?”

      “Oh that sounds wonderful, dear. Let me just try and finish up this section. It’s giving me some trouble, and I will be right out.” She smiled before focusing back on her needlepoint.

      I stood in her doorway for a moment. She still wore her favorite pink terrycloth robe over her light-blue pajamas, and her hair was still wild from sleep. Normally, the second she was up, she’d have her hair brushed and tied back and she’d get dressed. I watched her studying her directions, and I suddenly began to worry that she may not be feeling all that well. She looked smaller, a little pale, and I had noticed that lately she was complaining more of aches and pains than ever before.

      “Is something wrong, dear?” she asked, not looking up.

      “No, it’s nothing. I’ll go get breakfast,” I muttered and pulled her door shut, heading into my bedroom to get dressed.

      I’d just cracked two eggs into the frypan when I heard Aunt Vi behind me. “No eggs for me, dear. I think I’ll just have my apple cinnamon oatmeal this morning.”

      “Oh,” I said, wiping my hands on the towel that sat beside the stove. “Okay, let me grab a pot.” I opened the drawer and grabbed the small pot and placed it on the burner, reaching for the bag of quick oats.

      “No, you just concentrate on you. I’ll get to it a little later. I’ll just have my coffee first,” she said, using her cane to make her way over to the dinner table where she sat down and took a sip of her coffee.

      I flipped my eggs over and then looked at Aunt Vi. She looked tired. Too tired for only having been up for an hour or so. “Are you feeling okay today?” I questioned.

      “Oh, I’m just a little achy this morning, Pet. Just the normal. I can certainly tell that fall is on its way.”

      I nodded. “Are you going to come down and help me open the bookstore this morning?”

      Aunt Vi looked at me and shook her head. “No, dear, I think I’m going to stay up here with my heating pad and work on my needlepoint. Besides, I think my days of running that bookstore are over.”

      I was just about to take my eggs out of the pan when her words caught me by surprise, and I stopped. I never thought I’d hear those words from Aunt Vi. She’d run this bookstore since she had been in her twenties, perhaps even earlier. “What do you mean?” I asked, a shiver running through me.

      “Pet, bring your breakfast over here and come sit down. I want to talk to you about something.” She patted the chair in front of where my coffee sat.

      I dumped my eggs onto my plate beside my lightly buttered toast and carried the plate over, sitting down, my stomach turning in anticipation of what she wanted to talk to me about. I’d just taken my first bite when Aunt Vi reached into the pocket of her robe and pulled out a brochure and slid it in front of me.

      “Retire in comfort,” I read aloud. “Willow Valley’s new retirement complex has much to offer.” I frowned as I turned the brochure over, barely glancing at the rest of the words printed on it. “I don’t understand. What is this?”

      “Pet, I put my name on the list over a year ago, while they were still building. I never mentioned anything because at the time I wasn’t even sure if it was what I wanted, but as time went on, I know I am now ready to retire and pass the store on to you. I don’t want to be a burden to you with doctors’ trips and looking after me. You have enough to deal with, especially with the store.”

      “Aunt Vi, don’t be silly. You looked after me all these years.”

      “Ah, but you were easy, dear. You always were a good girl, and you barely got in the way of anything,” she said, smiling at me the way she always did. “I fear that I will put too much pressure on you, so I put my name in.”

      My stomach sank at the fact she thought she would ever be too much trouble for me. She was all I had. I wasn’t married, I had no children… Well, except Luna, and now that we’d hired Ava, if I needed to be away from the store for a bit, it didn’t matter. I had no idea what it was she was getting at.

      “Anyways, they called me about two weeks ago. There is a suite for me there. I’ll be with people my own age, and they have games and trips, a pool, plus my suite has a small kitchen so I can either cook my own meals or I can sit in and eat with the others.”

      “I see that,” I said, opening the brochure to take a closer look.

      “Trinity, it’s time, dear. It’s time for you to take over the running of the bookstore. Besides, you should be out dating and bringing men back here. Not living like an old lady like me.”

      I took a drink of my coffee, still shocked at what I was hearing. “Aunt Vi, there is no need for you to move out, and we aren’t going to start on the dating front. You know how I feel about that. I have no problem taking over the bookstore, no problem at all, but I can still look after you as well.”

      “Oh, my dear, my joints ache, the stairs are getting harder for me to navigate. I can’t even bend to maintain my gardens any longer. This will be good for me. Plus, they have health care right on site. I won’t need for anything.”

      The lump that sat in my throat was growing bigger by the second, and I swallowed hard as the words on the brochure went out of focus. Aunt
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