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Chapter One

 

Lora cantered Badger through the pattern one more time to make sure he had stopped dropping his inside shoulder. Satisfied he listened to her cues, she rode him out of the arena and down the long alley. Leaving the gate open, she stopped him, counted to three, then urged the gelding forward. “Go!”

Badger bolted down the arena, already at a dead run as he passed through the timer’s eye. Lora guided him to the right and they made it around the first barrel and across the arena in a blink of an eye. The second barrel remained standing as they raced for the third. Lora’s heart pounded. Adrenaline flooded her veins. She kept focused, offering the cues so he’d keep his shoulder lifted…and they circled the final barrel without so much as making it even rock back and forth. Down the arena he ran and the timer beeped as they passed through, and she pulled him up before they hit the fence at the end of the alley. 

When she glanced back at the time, she liked what she saw. “Good boy.” She patted Badger’s neck and lengthened the reins. She walked him until he stopped blowing, thrilled with the progress. If they kept training like this, he’d be ready for McAllister at the end of the month, no problems. She dismounted and patted his neck once more. Releasing the cinch, she led him back to his stall since it was close enough to feeding time to not turn him back out into the pasture. Already Diana, her working student, was leading in the other horses, both hers and boarders. 

“Under fifteen seconds,” Lora said as she fastened Badger into the crossties. She pulled off his saddle and wet blanket, setting them on the rack where his bridle hung and reached for a brush.

“That’s great. He’s ready to go. You taking Lolly?” Diana called as she closed a stall door after bringing the aforementioned Lolly, a pretty palomino paint who loved to run, in for the night.

“Thinking about it. We’ll see.” Lora finished brushing Badger and put him back into his stall. She would review her choices after another week and a half of training. She had plenty of time to decide which horses to take to McAllister. 

Daisy walked down the aisle, pausing at Paco’s stall where he already nibbled on some leftover hay from breakfast. “Well shoot. I had hoped to get a ride in before supper time.” She whipped out her iPhone and checked the time. “Crap. I didn’t realize it was this late.”

Lora smiled. With her Christian home school upbringing, Daisy never swore, and the occasional “crap” and “shoot” were as harsh as her language ever got, even after that time Paco decided to buck his way through the barrel pattern. She stopped next to Paco’s stall. “I can bring them in later tomorrow if you like. You thinking about taking him to McAllister?”

She nodded. “I was. Wanted to talk to you about trailer space.” Daisy shrugged, her long naturally blonde ponytail bouncing with the movement. “Got time now since I’m here?”

“Sure. Let’s go up to the house. I need to check on supper. Hey Diana, you got anyone you’re going to be taking to McAllister in my trailer?”

Diana shook her head. “There’s a cattle sale that weekend in town as well, so we’re taking the big truck and trailer. Jason wants to see if he can pick us up some bargains and the trailer has a good divider.”

“Okay. That’s good to know. I’ll take you off my list.” The two women walked up the small hill to the house. She came in the back door, kicking off her boots.

“Boots on or off?” Daisy asked.

Lora glanced down. “On is fine. They’re not dirty.” In fact, even after spending an entire afternoon at the barn, she’d never seen Daisy get more than a speck of dirt on her. How she managed to keep clean—it had to be magic. She ignored the stack of mail sitting on the table just inside the door. Later, she’d go through it and the envelope from Richmond, Howser, & Pruitt, the leading attorneys in town. Not right now. Not tonight. She grabbed her sports bottle of water from the fridge and offered a drink to Daisy.

“I’m good,” she said and took a seat at the kitchen table.

Lora grabbed her battered spiral bound notebook with “Show Stuff” written on it in big black permanent marker. These days people might be using their smart phones and google calendars to coordinate everything. She preferred good old paper and pencil. A phone dropped in a portable toilet had screwed up everything last year; she refused to go through that again and had gone back to paper and pencil. As long as a horse or someone’s dog didn’t chew the corners, she was good. She flipped it open to the paper clipped page with McAllister 2018 written across the top, and in a grid the dates of the four competitions to be held there this year. The first one already had places for Lolly and Badger written down as two of the eight horses she could haul. She penciled in Paco, making him number three.

“You taking anyone else?”

“Scooter is still slightly off in the front leg. I have the vet coming out this week for some more x-rays and maybe a nerve block.” She frowned, then quickly smoothed out her expression.

“I’m sure the doc will get to the bottom of it.” She patted Daisy’s arm. Scooter was her old schoolmaster, a respectable 20 who still loved to turn and burn. His recent lameness worried not just Daisy, but her as well. “Besides, he’s a been there, done that kind of guy. I’m sure Tasha would be happy to talk to you about the working equitation she’s all excited about. Diana had talked about doing some western dressage, too. There’s options.”

“Yeah. He doesn’t strike me as a pleasure type of horse. Not slow enough for the judges, I don’t think.” Daisy frowned. “I knew we’d be coming to this point sooner or later. I just never thought it’d be this soon.”

“We never do.” Lora pulled out the event schedule she’d printed off the computer. She’d already circled the classes she wanted to compete in, including the main WPRA, Women’s Pro Rodeo Association, event. Though she knew she couldn’t make it to the National Finals Rodeo, she wanted to be competitive in all her events this year, perhaps even bringing up the next big horse. She’d hoped Badger might be that one. Passing the schedule across the table to Daisy, she smiled. “What classes are you thinking of? I’ve circled the ones I’m competing in, since it’s hard to coach and compete at the same time.” She’d do it, and her girls were blazing up the point standings. Tracie even completed going pro and hitting all the big events, even taking Badger to Ft. Worth next weekend to try him out at one of the smaller events.

Daisy pointed out the classes she wanted, and Lora noted them next to Paco’s name. 

“The weekend before we’ll set up the arena and have a trial run for everyone.”

“Sounds great.” They chatted for a bit longer, then Daisy stood. “I better go. I have a date tonight.”

“Really?” Lora smiled. “Do I know him?”

She shook her head. “No, he’s from church. We’re going to a concert.”

Lora nodded, not even bothering to ask who was playing. She’d heard an advertisement for a Christian band at the big event center in town, and figured they’d be going there. Not her idea of a date, but if Daisy was happy then that was all that mattered. “Have fun.”

“Thanks. I will.”

With Daisy gone, Lora decided she better tackle the pile of mail. She couldn’t play in the barn all day, she had to adult sometime. She refilled her water, then stood, grabbed the mail and went to her office. If Diana needed any help with feeding, she’d come to the house and ask. Sitting at her desk, Lora turned on her computer and shuffled through the mail. 

Advertisements and junk mail went into her basket to shred later. She put the bills in the caddy on her desk—that was a job for another night. Finally, she opened the envelope from the law firm. There was no putting it off.

 

Dear Ms. Caughley,

Attached please find the list of assets provided by you and the plaintiff in this case. It is our suggestion that you mark the ones you wish to retain by circling them and drawing a line through the assets you’re willing to cede to the plaintiff. This should shorten the proceedings. Please send back within the week.

Sincerely,

Frank Howser, esq.

 

Air whooshed from Lora’s lungs. Her throat tightened and she took a long drink of cold water; she would not cry. She refused to cry. Just because her ex had gotten himself stomped by a bull and broken both of his legs, taking him out of the season, he thought he could take her livelihood to finance his medical bills. She’d been on him about insurance. He’d told her he was good. He didn’t need it. His sponsors would carry him through. Funny how they’d abandoned him now that he was possibly done with his career, not just this season.

She scanned the list. Of course both Lolly and Badger were on it, as was the farm and all equipment included. Her truck and trailer rig were included, as was the house and land. Some things, like her interest in an equine events facility, she cared less about. Of course, he hadn’t included his assets, which Lora knew were considerable. He hadn’t been pleased when she’d settled down and started her training operation; this was his way of getting back.

Lora rubbed the bridge of her nose. They had simply grown apart. Why couldn’t he see that? She hated the fact he’d gotten injured, but he knew the truth about bull riding as much as anyone. It was a dangerous sport. She couldn’t be held accountable for his lack of insurance. She quickly circled the house and property, barn, her rig and her horses. Some things, like the diamond wedding ring set, she’d already surrendered to the attorney, and had drawn a line through it, her stake in the events center, and her backup truck. She crossed through a few other items and put it in the printer to scan back to the attorney. She had a meeting with him this week. There, she’d have to impress upon him how she was not at fault here for any of it. After all, she hadn’t had the affair, gotten injured, or even lost a few grand in Vegas all at the same time. She hated thinking of her ex as the bad guy. In this, he kind of was.

She wouldn’t lose the farm or her horses. Surely he wouldn’t ask that of her, though her attorney had floated an idea of a 50/50 split in ownership. She’d laughed. The only place her and her ex had been compatible was in bed, and even there not so much if he’d seen fit to have an affair. She couldn’t imagine trying to run this place with him as half owner. It’d be hell.

 



Chapter Two

 

Tracie held on as Duke, her young horse, cow-hopped away from the gate. The paint had talent, though he seemed to get overwhelmed. 

“I think you got a bit scrambled on those cues,” Lora said. She hadn’t heard back from the attorney, though she’d just scanned in the paper last night. She’d hoped to hear before this afternoon’s lessons. Made it difficult for her to focus. “Think about slowing, stopping, then moving into position at the gate before going through. If you don’t make your transitions clear, he’s going to get confused.”

Tracie screwed her face into a mask of determined concentration. Then, she carefully cued her horse into a canter, circled, and headed him for the gate. Three strides before, the horse slowed, stopped, and Tracie used her legs to cue the horse to move its hindquarters toward the rope strung between two jump standards that acted like a gate. She opened it. Had the horse step through, pivot, and allowed her to close the gate, before taking off at a canter, presumably to the next obstacle.

“Great!” Lora called. “Let’s try that again. Keep cantering and just circle around toward the gate.”

She watched her student complete the exercise flawlessly.

 “That helped a lot,” Tracie said. “Shall we end on a good note?” 

“Yeah. That sounds like a good idea. Same time next week? We’ll do some of the dressage movements.”

Tracie did a good job of training on her own; she needed help with some of the finer movements. Lora held Duke’s reins while Tracie dismounted, then took them from her. “Sounds good. I’ll review the tests this week and we can see which elements I need help with. Thanks.”

Lora nodded and walked down the barn aisle with Tracie. Her next student was due to come in about fifteen minutes. Glancing down the lane, she saw the mail truck pull away. Lora hurried down the gravel lane, not really wanting to run in her cowboy boots. She grabbed the mail and saw a letter from the attorney’s office. Without waiting until she was back home, she opened it. 

She skimmed the cover page. This was the list of the items the plaintiff wanted, blah blah blah. She didn’t care about the legalese. She wanted to know what her ex-husband wanted to steal.

The list pushed the air out of her lungs like a sucker punch. The truck and trailer. Badger. Lolly. Half interest in the farm.

No!

Not her horses!

She could buy another truck and trailer, though that would put a huge hole in her pocketbook, and she’d need to expand quite a bit in order to be able to afford it. Half interest in the farm would be a pain in the ass. She could deal, even though she wanted absolutely nothing to do with him. But her horses? Her young, up and coming prospects. Hell to the no. Never.

She sucked in a breath and realized she was gripping the top of the mailbox so hard her nails were turning white. She released the mailbox and shook her hand to let the blood flow back into it, then tucked the letter back into the envelope. The other mail mattered little. Some advertisements from horse magazines. A utility bill. She had just enough time to jog back to her house, toss the mail on the table just inside the door, then rush to the barn. Her next lesson was arriving.

The young girl learning how to barrel race on an old schoolmaster who had been there, done that, won a lot of ribbons and didn’t get too hot in the aisle, was exactly the type of lesson Lora needed. She had a smile on her face as the girl ran the cloverleaf at a canter for the first time, giving a whoop at the end. Stars started in this manner. Horses like Jasper earned their hay more than twice over for times like these. The little girl finished her lesson. Lora released the cinch, put Jasper in the cross ties, and scratched the place he liked just behind his ears. 

Her cell phone rang. She answered it, seeing her attorney’s name listed on the display. A quick glance at the barn clock showed she had about twenty minutes until her next lesson.  “What can I do for you, Mr. Howser? I received your letter today,” she said.

“I have an update to the letter. The plaintiff’s attorney says he will allow you to keep the horses or the farm, but not both.”

Lora’s knees buckled. She sat on a bale of hay—hard. “I can’t give them up.” Her throat choked with emotion. She drew a deep, shuddering breath. “I won’t let him take them from me.”

“I know, Lora. I know. But we will have to make some decisions.”

“I’m not making them today!” Her voice rose and she worked hard to bring it back down. Her lesson would be here shortly; she didn’t want anything to interfere with the student’s time.

“You need to start thinking about them. We need to make our reply within ten days.” Mr. Howser paused. “I’m sorry. I know this is tough for you and not what you want to hear. I don’t want to mislead you.”

“I appreciate that.” She took deep breaths. Her next lesson was arriving, and she needed to focus. “I have a client coming. I will review the letter tonight.”

“Thank you.” The line disconnected just as the blue Cadillac Escalade pulled up in front of her barn. She patted Jasper and tightened his cinch. “Are you ready for the Cowgirl Diva?” She kissed the side of his face. Little girls like Isobel made the mortgage, but between her and her parents’ demands, sometimes it was difficult. 

Isobel entered the barn in her pink snakeskin boots and her matching pink leather jacket. She wore a pink helmet, her blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail. “Jasper!” She flung her arms around the gelding’s neck. True to his nature, he remained standing there, not even twitching an ear. She turned to Lora. “Are we ready?” She patted her helmet.

“We’re ready. Why don’t you lead Jasper to the arena?” Lora turned to Isobel’s mother. “Good to see you again.”

“Likewise,” she said.

Lora never could tell if her voice held a bit of disdain or if it was just the soft accent. It didn’t matter. Her client was Isobel—not her mother. She thought she’d heard Isobel’s mother tell her father something about jumping. Perhaps she’d expected Isobel to follow in her footsteps. She stopped next to the mounting block and held the reins while Isobel climbed aboard. Then, she stepped back and let Isobel start to walk in a circle around the arena.

~* * *~

Four days later, Lora struggled not to think about the discussion she and her attorney had over what her ex-husband wanted. Right now there seemed to be no winning answer. She stood by the grill, a margarita in hand. Daisy and Tracie sat next to each other, whatever they were discussing making both women laugh. Diana was finishing up chores and would join them in a moment. Catriona brushed another layer of sauce on the ribs. Covered bowls of Cole slaw, salad, even something with Jell-O and fruit Daisy had brought as her contribution, waited for dinner time. Cans of soda and a few beers chilled in the cooler. 

“Here’s to a good McAllister.” Daisy raised her can of soda in salute.

“To McAllister,” everyone chimed back.

“McAllister?” Catriona asked, closing the lid on the grill once more. “What’s McAllister?”

Lora smiled. Catriona was new to the barn, her young chestnut Quarter Horse, Roo, had been bought from a kill lot and it soon became apparent why he had possibly sent to auction. The lot had called him Tex, but his love of crow-hopping when he decided he didn’t want to do anything sometimes turned into full-fledged bucks. At one time Lora had even suggested speaking with her stock contractor friend to see if he might want the horse, but Catriona refused to give him up. 

“It’s one of the first big shows of the year, held in McAllister, Oklahoma, hence the shorthand. I think the official name for this show is the Okie Spurs Barrel Futurity and Races or something like that.” She waved her head. “We all just call the place McAllister. There are a few events there each year.”

“Might be fun to go.” She turned away from the grill. “Those ribs will need about another half an hour and then I’m calling them good.” She grabbed a can of soda from the bucket of ice and sat down in one of the empty camping chairs.

“We certainly could use another hand, if you don’t mind being our groom and general runner.” Lora smiled at her. “And it’d give you good experience when Roo is ready to go into the ring.”

“I can do that. You’ll need to give me directions and whatever.” Catriona took a sip from her drink.

“Sounds good.” Lora sat in the chair, and saw Diana crossing the yard toward them.

“I’m not too late, am I?” She snagged a soda and the last empty chair.

“Thirty minutes on the ribs, I’m told,” Lora said. “We can dig into the sides now or wait.”

“I’m starving,” Diana said, and everyone agreed. A few moments later, with full plates, conversation ended and eating began.

After the impromptu barbecue—where had Catriona learned to make ribs like that—Lora had reviewed the books. She stared at the paperwork her husband sent over, a suggested settlement. She just couldn’t see where giving her ex-half interest in the farm would end up well at all. She rubbed the bridge of her nose and stared at the computer screen. Giving up the horses would never happen. She’d sell her truck, her trailer, everything before she gave up Badger and Lola. She had too many hours and too many hopes and dreams wrapped up in them.

There had to be a solution. What had happened to cause him to be so unreasonable? They hadn’t parted well, that was true. Too much yelling and way more anger than was probably necessary, but weren’t all divorces messy? She frowned. 

Just as she was about to turn off her computer for the night, it chimed with the receipt of a new email. She checked it, noticing the email had come from her ex. He wasn’t supposed to communicate with her. That was one of the first things her lawyer had said. At first, she hit the forward button, intending to send it to her attorney unread. Something made her open the email.

 

Lora,

My attorney told me what’s going on. This is not what I want. I would never take your horses from you. My girlfriend seems to think though that I am entitled to half your assets and then she can start her own training operation. I’m sorry. I don’t want to do this. - Billy

 

And yet, here he was, ordering her attorney to take half of everything. She sighed and closed the email, then forwarded it to her attorney with a note. I just received this. I don’t know what to do with it. Perhaps we can use it to keep the horses and the farm? She sent the email, then grumbled under her breath. Every time she communicated with her attorney it cost her. Billed hours and all that shit. Still, maybe it meant there was hope for her horses yet. Perhaps, the judge would see the communication and decide to award her everything. She checked her calendar, making sure she knew the date of the hearing and then turned off the computer. 

~* * *~

The text came the next day while she was saddling up Badger. Tammy Toomby fell off her horse in Ft. Worth and had to be airlifted to a hospital. Got her ass stomped in the aisle. Leave it to Arden to not sugarcoat things. She and her friend Arden had competed heavily together before her now-failed marriage. Then, her husband didn’t like her winning at the events when he wasn’t, and she’d come home to train. Luckily, she found she loved it much more than chasing after the dollars and the buckles. This could get interesting, she thought as she typed back thanks for letting me know. With Tammy being her ex’s girlfriend, and now both of them injured…she just hoped it didn’t mean more pressure on her attorney.

After her ride she knew Badger was ready for McAllister. Hell, she bet if she shipped him off to Arden, her friend would be competitive on the pro circuit. The horse needed miles, certainly. More competitions would certainly help. For raw talent, she didn’t think he’d be matched in this barn or even Aden’s. 

She grinned as she dismounted and untacked him. She took extra time brushing the sweat marks from Badger, then made a mental plan for her work with Lola. Where Badger was raw talent that just needed refined, Lola was opposite. She had the fundamentals; she moved so well. The raw drive for speed just wasn’t there. Not that Lola was lazy.  Far from it. She was so level-headed and foot-sure that she never so much as twitched an ear when she trailered somewhere. She just wouldn’t fly out of the chute as if she were racing toward ice cream on a hot summer’s day.

Today’s plan changed up the training. Instead of drilling in the arena, working on circles and transitions, she decided to take the mare outside. The outdoor arena was still set up for trail. She led Lola outside, and could already tell the mare seemed more interested in work. When she mounted, then headed for the rails set up for a back-through obstacle, Lola jigged her way into a trot. Lora smiled.

She rode the mare to the poles, first working on trotting between them. The u-shape was short, but not so much so that the mare couldn’t handle it easily. When she pointed Lola at the barrel, upon which a bucket of flags was set for some western games, the mare broke into a canter and circled it as if she were on the cloverleaf. Lora allowed it, then reined the mare in, before deliberately pointing her at the barrel again. Lola acted exactly the same way.

Now this mare could go places. Instead of pushing her, she went back to the poles and worked on trotting back and forth across them. The poles forced the mare to pick up her feet, something she often didn’t do when she ran the pattern. She was prone to scuffing her toes or even stumbling. As if she had no care in the world, Lora moved from the poles over to the gate and asked to have the horse two track along the sides of it. Then, spotting some cones on either end of the arena, she worked alternating trot and canter between the cones and the poles.

Then, she pulled the mare back to a well-deserved walk. Leaning forward, she patted Lola’s neck. “Good girl,” she crooned. She dismounted and led the mare back to the barn.

Her last horse was Lolly, the palomino paint who reminded her of a butterscotch crème lollipop. Lolly loved to run. Lolly was also one hundred percent hers. She’d bought the mare six months ago at a sale. The four-year-old was green, really green, who needed miles even more than Badger. She also needed some consistency. Her last owner had bought her, found her too hot, and then let her sit.

Today her goal was just to run and she needed it. Checking to be sure her helmet was fastened, she led Lolly out to the big pasture. Right now it was being rested, so she didn’t have any horses out there. The perfect place to get some miles in. Nothing better for both of them then some wet saddle pads, most definitely. 

She hopped aboard Lolly, pointed her at the wide-open space, and let her go. She tried to hold the mare back, keeping her to a canter, then decided she wanted to see what Lolly had in her, so she opened it up. The mare galloped. Wind blew Lora’s hair from beneath her helmet and stung her cheeks. The steady pounding of Lolly’s hooves filled the air with a bass line more powerful than any found in a club. She turned, making a wide sweeping turn through the pasture to switch directions. Lolly didn’t miss a beat.

Lora needed the gallop. She relaxed into the rhythm, not really pushing Lolly, but also not letting her slack either. Instead, she kept the mare even, thinking more about endurance than winning races. When they swept around the pasture again, there was the first sign that Lolly might want to slow. She cued the mare to canter, to let her ease into an easy rhythm. Four more passes around the pasture, and Lora asked the mare to slow. She did, easing into a jog trot, and then a walk, blowing hard.

Lora should have checked her phone or something before she’d gone out so she would know how long they’d been riding. Not that she was punching a time clock, but it would have been nice for the training log. She regathered herself and asked the mare for a trot. Lolly jogged nicely. At the canter, she loped, with no indication that she wanted to gallop. Nice. Again, she asked the mare to slow and the mare gladly obeyed.

She rode at a slow walk with loose reins back to the barn, dismounting once she reached the indoor arena. She loosened the cinch, checked to make sure Lolly was cool enough, then led her back to her stall. She removed the tack, put it away, and let Lolly back into her stall where she took a long drink.

“Long ride?” Diana asked.

“Decided to run her out. She’s good. Has endurance,” Lora replied.

“I think with some miles she’ll be a nice one.” Diana grabbed the handles of the wheelbarrow she was using to haul feed. “Okay to feed her?”

“Yep. She’s all cool.” They exchanged pleasantries and Lora went up to the house. She basked in the glow of three good rides, and then she saw her ex’s truck parked in front of her house.

 



Chapter Three

 

Lora didn’t bother kicking off her boots as she stepped through the back door, tromping across her kitchen and into the living room where Billy sat on the couch, legs crossed at the ankles as if he owned it. Which, if she took the letters from her attorney seriously, Billy thought he did. Or at least he owned half of it at any rate.

“I don’t think you should be here. I’m not sure my attorney would approve.” She sat down in the chair opposite of him. “What do you want, Billy?”

“I want to talk without the attorneys.” He sighed. “Shit this is a mess. My girlfriend. My ex-girlfriend wanted half your horses and assets to jump start her own training operation. I told her that’s not how it worked. If she wanted to train, fine. She’d do so on her own merits. My attorney thinks the more he recovers, the more he’ll get paid. That’s not how it works either. I never wanted to hurt you.”

“Well you did.” She supposed she should cut him some slack, but truthfully, she really didn’t want to. He’d been a right bastard to her and threatening to take away her horses—low. And she’d be lying if she didn’t admit a part of her wanted to toss him out on his very fine ass. She didn’t. He’d come here to talk, and as much as it twisted her gut, she had to be the bigger person and listen. Then, she’d either call her attorney with good news or not.

“I know. I’m sorry. Things got away from me.” He crossed and uncrossed his booted feet. “What do you want to make this all go away?”

“Make what go away, Billy? You? Your girlfriend? The divorce? The pain and stress you’ve caused me?” The bitchy tone to her voice emboldened her. “I don’t know about you, but I’ve certainly dumped enough money into an attorney who doesn’t seem to fight very hard for me. Sign the papers. Walk away. That’s all I want.”

“Tammy wants—”

“I don’t give a damn what your buckle bunny wants,” Lora replied. She noticed Billy must have gotten his casts off at some point. She had been so used to seeing him in boots and jeans meant the lack of them hadn’t registered until now. “Are you the man, or is she?”

Billy winced. “I guess I deserved that.”

“I’ve said time and again, I’m sorry you got hurt. But I’d also been on your ass about insurance. You have to live with the consequences. Tammy got hurt at Ft. Worth. I won’t let my horses or farm support you while you guys get back on your feet. That’s not my job anymore and wasn’t my job the moment you had sex with Tammy while you were still married to me.” Lora released a breath and then stood to pace off some of her energy. “So what are you doing here? Are you going to apologize and hope I turn over my hopes and dreams so you can stomp of them the same way you stomped on my heart? Or are you wanting to stand up to Tammy, talk to your attorney, and call this good so we can each go on with our own lives.” It’d be bad enough seeing Tammy at the occasional events that overlapped, though Arden was good at filling her in on the gossip. Frankly, she was surprised Tammy had stayed with her ex as long as she had. The girl had a reputation for going through bull riders like snot through a tissue.

“I’m not sure how long Tammy is going to be around. I think she believes I’m going to come into your half of the training operation, and she’ll use it to set herself up. I don’t like that. It’s not right.” Billy shook his head. He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees, then winced and leaned back. The outline of braces pressed against his jeans, which since she hadn’t been looking, she realized weren’t as tight as they usually were. The bull must have messed him up good. “I mean some people come into money and start their own operation. Others, like us, work for it. I wish she’d do the same.”

His use of “us” stung. At one time that might have been the case. Now? There was no “us”. There was her, working the horses, teaching the lessons, and trying to bring in boarders and money to keep things afloat, and hopefully doing well at McAllister. Good showings not just for her prospects, but also for her students meant people sought out her barn. Already Western Star Performance Horses was known for doing good work in and out of the arena. She strove to keep her reputation intact.

“Tell me what to do, Lora. You were good at running things, keeping the money flowing. That was never my strong suit.”

“And that’s why we didn’t work out, Billy. We grew apart. You wanted more freedom. Well you got it. If you’re serious about this, tell your attorney to call off the assets. That we came to a division of assets, namely what we each took with us. I looked this up and the courts will agree if we agree. But since your attorney was the one who started the whole division of property thing, you have to be the one to call the agreement. If that happens within the next week, I’ll believe you’ve been telling me the truth. If it doesn’t, then I know you’ll full of shit.” She braced her hands against the back of the chair and leaned forward. “I don’t want this to get ugly, Billy. You’re the one who has the power to keep it from getting that way.”

She’d already dug out the profit and loss statements showing how much she won versus what they had and how much his bull riding cost them. Considering that she’d been far more successful than he had been, well it was pretty clear he drained money from the marriage, not contributed financially to it.

Billy nodded and stood, moving a bit more gingerly than she’d seen in a while. “I’ll call my lawyer.” He acted as if he might want to say something else, then turned and headed for the front door. “Might want to change your locks if you don’t want to find me on your couch someday. I think if I do as you say, then Tammy’s going to kick me out and I’ll be sleeping in my truck.”

If he wanted to elicit sympathy from her, the time had passed. “I’ll take your advice under consideration,” she replied, waiting until he left, to lock the door behind them, then sink down into the chair. She had forgotten to change the locks.

~* * *~

True to his word, on Tuesday, her attorney called her with the surprise news that he was no longer contesting the division of assets that they’d drawn up some time ago. 

On Wednesday, she changed the locks, thankfully being handy enough to take care of it herself. She also installed one of those wireless doorbells that told her who was at her door, just in case Billy decided to darken her doorstep again. Then, she sat down with a glass of wine and a box of tissues and cried.

On Thursday, she got back to work, because next weekend she’d be at McAllister and needed a good showing better than ever. Instead of working the pattern, she spent the afternoon with Badger riding shoulders-in and moving laterally across the arena. Being able to shift his shoulders meant the difference between hitting a barrel and clearing it. Thankfully, Badger moved like a champ, working just as easily to left as to the right. He had his better directions, just like she was right-handed, so too did he move better while turning to the right. The ability to balance those out would mean the difference between first and not placing.

She helped Diana finish the evening chores since she wouldn’t be there over the course of the show, and then checked her phone to find a text from Arden.

Have a weekend off. Mind if I stop by. I’m bringing a friend if that’s okay.

Lora grinned. Perfect. Exactly what she needed. A weekend riding and shooting the breeze with her best friend. Can’t wait. A series of smiling emojis met her reply along with a wink. A mistype maybe, though Arden was known for her joking personality. Even if Arden had something up her sleeve, after the week she’d had with the attorneys and some rough rides, she needed some goofy fun.

The next day the sight of Arden’s bright turquoise three-quarter ton truck with her big horse trailer with living quarters big enough to sleep three, put a grin on Lora’s face. She stepped from the barn, wiping her hands on her jeans where she’d been applying liniment to Lolly’s legs after a long run. The pungent aroma hovered around her, and as soon as she got Arden settled, she was going to step away and take a shower.

“Lora!” Arden jumped out of the cab of the truck, looking so put together as always, with her light brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, her Weaver t-shirt tucked into her jeans, and her buckle from winning a round of the NFR a few years ago, glinting with the setting sun. Her boots, as brilliant turquoise as her truck, looked brand new. She raced across the gravel and pulled Lora into a hug, heedless of the eu de Vetrolin clinging to her. At least she smelled minty. “How the hell are you?”

“Better now that you’re here.” Lora stepped out of the embrace in time to see a man step out of the passenger side of the truck. “You didn’t tell me your friend is a guy. You have someone new? I thought you and Toby were engaged?”

Arden laughed. Her usual loud and boisterous laughter rang through the air and startled a flock of sparrows. “Clint? Oh god no, we’re not dating. He’s just a friend. He rides barrel racers and is riding shotgun with me for the next six weeks while his horse heals so he can get a feel for what the big leagues are like.” She motioned him over. “Come meet, Lora.” Arden whispered, “I think he’s a bit star struck at the moment.”

Clint’s long legs carried him across the gravel, his boots worn, his jeans worn in all the right places, and a plain black shirt stretched across his chest. An easy smile lit his face and his green eyes sparkled. The wind rustled his short-cut reddish brown hair, giving him a cowlick for a moment. “Hi. Arden has spoken a lot about you.” He held out his hand.

She clasped it, taken aback by his appearance and by Arden’s reaction when she’d asked if they were dating. His grip was firm, warm, and when he released her hand, she still swore she felt his touch. Oh no, the last thing she needed was another relationship. Not when the ink on her divorce papers wasn’t even there yet, though hopefully within about two months everything would be final, and she had no idea where Clint would go after his ride-along ended. 

“How many horses have you brought with you? I have three empty stalls, plus can set up the dry lot with a trough and hay for the weekend. Just let me know what you need.” Lora strode toward the trailer where Arden’s horses, Stryker and Timber, were no doubt waiting.

“The usual suspects. If you don’t mind the stalls, and I can clean them and get bedding or pay a day rate if you need me to. I’ll turn them out, but thinking we all need a nice, relaxing weekend.” She opened the big door and fastened it to the side of the trailer. She stepped inside and unfastened Timber’s lead from the side of the trailer and led her out. She passed the lead rope to Lora, who led her into the barn. The three stalls were along one side, closest to the door, and she chose the middle one and led Timber, a muscled chestnut mare, into it. After removing the halter, she shut the door, then went back to the trailer. Arden led Stryker, a big black gelding, and placed him in the stall closest to the door, leaving one empty stall between her horses and the resident ones. Clint filled water buckets while they gave the horses some hay, with Arden assuring that she would make sure they got their grain later. 

“Why don’t we go up to the house? I’ll let you guys argue over who gets the spare bedroom.” Lora said with a glance back at her guests.

“I can sleep in the trailer or a couch. I’ve been known to sleep on a few bales of hay.” Clint replied.

“He’s not kidding. One night he was up walking Stryker because we thought she was colicing. After the episode passed, he said he’d stay in the barn and when I went down in the morning, he was using a horse blanket for a pillow and sleeping on bales of hay.” Arden patted Clint on the shoulder. “He’s a good guy.”

“Sounds like it.” Lora wondered if Arden might be pushing Clint in her direction, and if so they were going to have to have a conversation. By the time they reached the house, Lora knew Arden was playing match maker. She had put down a round steak to thaw this morning, planning on making some beef tacos. She might have to show off a bit and make some tortillas so they would have tostadas instead.

Whether it was because of Clint’s appearance or because Arden believed Lora didn’t need to hear much about Tammy, she didn’t say much more other than it looked like Tammy would be out for a few months and probably had ruined her season with the fall. Lora commented she was sorry to hear that, and truly she was. As a competitor, she understood what it meant to be out a few months and lose any chance at year end awards. Or, in Tammy’s case, her spot at the National Finals Rodeo. That was a lot of money that she’d just left on the table, and it would all go to other riders.

Mostly Arden filled her in on the up-and-coming young girls, the seasoned pros and a few mutual friends that they knew on the circuit. Clint remained quiet, no doubt because he wasn’t on the WPBR circuit and literally ran in different circles than they did. He added a comment here and there, things he’d heard about various horses, like whose horse was up for sale or who might be buying a new horse. And by the time supper was finished, Lora found herself liking Clint, though she still swore off any romantic relationship.

“I had a hard drive,” Arden said. “Mind if I turn in?”

“Go for it. The spare bed is made up fresh.” Lora turned to Clint. “You don’t have to sleep in the trailer if you don’t want to. We plugged it in, but there’s no running water except for the tanks. You can have the couch if you want. I’ll get some extra bedding.” She always kept spare pillows and blankets. There’d been more than a few storms that had trapped boarders at the barn, and at the very least, she could offer them a clean place to stay.

 “The couch sounds great. Thanks. At least let me go get my blankets and pillows.”

“Bring mine in too,” Arden yelled from the spare bedroom. “We need to do laundry.”

Lora laughed and replied loud enough for Arden to hear, “Now I know the real reason you stopped by.” At Clint’s horrified look, she laughed and waved him toward the door. “It’s a joke between us. Don’t worry.”

Clint shook his head, and Lora had the feeling he’d thought he’d walked into the middle of some strange sitcom with the two of them. As soon as the front door closed, Arden hurried out of the spare bedroom.

“He’s hot, isn’t he? I know you’d get along with him.”

“I am a married woman. For six more weeks. The last thing I need to do is to get involved with someone else right now. I think the property settlement is going to be okay, but we won’t know for sure until the judge signs off on it. Please don’t try to fix me up. I don’t think I’m ready to date again.” She glanced at the door where Clint was walking back in. “So how much laundry you got in the trailer?”

Arden just laughed. Oh yeah, this was a usual visit from her friend.

~* * *~

Lora rode Badger, deciding to give him a bit of a break. Arden rode Stryker, and Clint rode Jasper. Not that he needed the schoolmaster, but both she and Arden were a bit protective over who rode their race mounts. They rode through the empty pasture, perhaps if she had more pasture-only boarders she’d be using this large lot, and then out the gate that led to the connecting trail with the national forest. Lora dismounted, held open the gate for Arden and Clint to pass through, then closed the gate and mounted again. She adjusted the brim of her helmet and rode to the front of the line to lead the way. She noticed Clint wore a helmet; her friend Arden also rode in one. Though others teased her about it, she had a helmets always rule at her barn. No one put foot in the stirrup until a helmet was on their head.

They started down the path and Lora thought she needed nothing more urgently than she did this ride. Badger relaxed, letting his walk sway with a relaxed, fluid movement. Distantly, the sounds of cars filled the air from the road they were moving away from, only to be replaced by more bird songs. Somewhere not far from the trail, a male turkey gobbled. Lora inhaled the scent of leather and horses with the fresh air and the slightest hint of freshly mowed hay field and smiled. Decompression like this was gold, especially in the middle of the busy season.

By the time they turned into the national forest proper, relaxation had settled over the three of them. Often they rode two abreast on the trail, with Badger’s nose even with Stryker’s cinch. Plenty of space separated them so neither horse felt crowded, and Clint brought up the rear. They rode in silence, unless the trail created the need for conversation, like when they had to move single file because of a log taking up half of the path. 

At some point, she wanted to ride these trails with a drone camera and see if she could capture video to use in marketing. Her barn’s proximity to the national forest and its miles of trails, which were open to equestrians, was a good selling point and one she didn’t mention often enough. She hoped to talk to Arden tonight and see what people were using to sell their training and boarding services to make sure she was keeping up. If she didn’t, she worried that the barn wouldn’t stay open, though they were a long way from making such tough decisions.

“Must be nice to have access to trails like these without trailering,” Clint said, as if he were echoing her thoughts. “You have a lot more barrel competitions in your area too.”

“Thinking of moving?” Lora glanced behind her to try and read the expression on Clint’s face. After her conversation with Arden, she expected her friend to back off on the matchmaking, and she did. Except now Clint asked this question, making her wonder again what was up with the visit. She hated being suspicious, but after her divorce and Billy’s on-again-off-again civilized bearing, she found it difficult to trust anyone.

Clint shrugged. “I might. That’d be a big undertaking, and I’d prefer to do it during the off season. Not that there ever really is one.” He snorted. “I’m based out of Nebraska so when the weather turns bad the barrels go indoors.”

“That makes sense,” she replied. No doubt there would be suitable places for sale; it seemed someone always was selling the property either because of getting out of the business or because they were moving to bigger quarters. She supposed if he looked online, he’d find them.

They fell into silence until they reached a clearing where she often stopped. Lora suggested they stop and take a break. A large stump had been left as a mounting block, and tie posts were scattered throughout the clearing for securing horses. A picnic table, grill, and even a rustic bathroom completed the amenities, and this place which she’d dubbed Meadow Overlook, since the clearing sat on the top of a hill overlooking a valley below, made the perfect halfway point on their ride. Everyone agreed, and soon, after securing the horses and using the facilities, each of them unhooked the saddle bag containing part of lunch and they sat at the table to eat.

Conversation drifted, mostly inconsequential about the weather, the beautiful day, how nice it was to have a break like this. Clint mostly kept quiet, adding his thoughts occasionally, but Lora had to admit it was so nice to be around a guy who didn’t love to hear himself speak. Until she’d shared this lunch with Clint, she hadn’t realized how annoying it was that Billy constantly shared stories from his days on the pro circuit and how many times she’d heard them all.

Too soon, it was time to tack up and ride back. By the time she reached her farm, the sun slanted into the western sky and she was more relaxed than she’d been in a while. So maybe the sight of Billy’s truck in her driveway should have shook her more. She waved Clint and Arden to the barn, then dismounted and walked up to where Billy leaned against his truck.

“You changed your locks,” he said. “And who’s the dude?”

“Clint. He’s a friend of Arden’s. And it’s none of your business. Why are you here?” She didn’t glance back to the barn, though she knew Arden stood in the open double doors ready to come at a moment’s notice. 

“Tammy’s gone.” His voice hitched and he scuffed the toe of his immaculate boots in the dirt. If she weren’t certain cowboy Billy never cried, she’d swear he had a tear in his eyes. Even when she’d kicked him out, sent him back to his truck and back onto the road, Billy had never looked so lost. “As soon as she found out what I told the attorney, she left. Said I was pissing on her dreams and walked away.”

Lora shrugged. “That’s not my problem. I’m sorry she left for whatever that’s worth, but she, and your love life, are not my problem anymore. I suspect they stopped being my problem long before I kicked you out. My advice would be to live your life. Don’t rely on Tammy, or anyone else, to make you happy. Heal. Figure out what you want to do if you can’t get back on the circuit. Maybe see your parents for a while. You know enough to be a stock contractor from your parents’ farm or even teach younger riders. You’d talked about doing both. Just please, don’t come back here anymore.” She turned and walked away. When she looked back, Billy’s truck was gone.

 



Chapter Four

 

The atmosphere in the arena at McAllister crackled with excitement. The evening built with each class bigger and faster than the rest of them. “Lora Caughley on Hot Badger Dash.” The announcer went on to list Badger’s accomplishments, and then as she inched Badger down the arena, sensing his readiness beneath her, she released as soon as she hit the head of the alley.

“Go!” she said.

Badger needed no further encouragement. He raced down the alley and she turned him to the left. He spun better to the right, so she chose the left barrel first, so there’d be two right-hand turns on pattern. Head level, feet flying, Badger galloped to the barrel. He spun, almost on a dime, so close she thought her knee would bump the barrel. She didn’t, and he fired toward the second barrel. This was his left-hand turn. As he came into the right of the barrel, she felt him drop his shoulder. In an instant, she picked it up again, and though the barrel wobbled, they kept it upright and headed for the third and final turn. No scary moments there.

“Run, Badger, run!” She urged under her breath, using the popper on the end of her reins to urge the horse forward. Badger didn’t need it. He flew down the straight away, past the timer, and into the alley.

She sat back and pulled him up, so he was down to a trot and then stopped, both of them breathing hard. Behind her, the announcer gave her time. 14.632. She whooped as she leaned forward and patted Badger’s neck, the gelding jumping at her exclamation. That was a new personal best for the horse. Not hers. The last professional round she won was nearly two tenths of a second faster, but that was on good ol’ Jasper right before his retirement nearly seven years ago. To have made this run that quickly, it boded well for her season. She dismounted to give Badger a break. Nearly ten more riders would follow her, before she’d have to go in for a victory gallop.

“Great job!” Daisy took the reins from her. “Go get ‘em on Lolly.”

Lora chuckled. “Our goal is just to finish without knocking over any barrels, but thanks.” She patted Daisy on the shoulder. She’d placed fourth in her class, not quite as good as she’d hoped, but came within a tenth of a second from her personal best. This arena ran fast. 

She strode to Lolly’s stall, already standing tied and tacked up. Tightening the cinch, she led the mare into her place in the aisle, mounting when there were four riders ahead of her. Somehow in the order, Lolly had drawn dead last. 

Lora hated going last. To do so on a green horse, knowing everyone’s eyes in the arena would be on her—downright stressful. She kept her breathing even, tried not to get up in her head. Lolly tensed beneath her. The mare acted bullish, not listening, swishing her tail back and forth, clearly not happy at being this far back in the order. 

The next rider went down the alley. 

Too soon, she was back, disappointment evident on her face. Lora tried not to listen to the announcer, but heard the time of over twenty seconds, which meant at least one barrel had come down. Too bad, because though Lora couldn’t recall her name, the young woman seemed to be one of the up-and-coming riders. Perhaps her horse was too green. Maybe the arena had gotten her. Fast arenas tended to do that. She knew the Tomas and Mack center in Las Vegas meant horses either loved the space or hated it. The tighter turns, and less running room, made some horses claustrophobic and they tensed. In less than five minutes, she’d find out whether Lolly loved or hated fast arenas.

Another rider returned, her time in the mix, but it sounded as if she and Badger still had the top time. Nice. That’d be a really nice boost for Western Star. She hadn’t bred Badger, not personally, but she liked the cross and in her long-term goals was to have a few broodmares.

The rider in front of her went, and she was left behind the gate, waiting for her turn.

Which came all too soon. “And to finish up the event once again we have Lora Caughley, this time on Stormin’ Hot Lolly. Let’s give her a McAllister welcome,” the announcer roared. The crowd erupted. And in that instant, she pointed Lolly down the alley.

The mare exploded. She ran, pushed by the crowd and adrenaline. Unlike Badger, with Lolly, she went to the right, and then mare skidded around the first barrel. They didn’t touch it, but neither were they close either. The second barrel was better, closer, but by this time the mare had lost her head and almost lost her footing. She kept it together enough to rock the third barrel hard.

Lora reached out and steadied it, praying it’d remain up until she passed through the timer’s eye. There was no urging Lolly back toward the alley. The mare ran as if the devil were after her, and she felt certain they’d come close to Badger’s time.

The announcer gave the time as 14.932. An even three tenths of a second behind. Not as good as she thought they’d ran, but not as bad as it could have been either. They’d left the barrels up. 

She sat down and pulled back on Lolly’s reins, the mare only barely listening. They reached the end of the alley, and the mare hopped, bouncing them both against the gates, which rattled hard. Pain shot through her leg. She’d have bruises in the morning. 

Somehow, she got both of them to Daisy, who took the much more subdued mare, and left her to tighten Badger’s cinch. By the time she swung into the saddle, the times were given, listing she and Badger at the top. She met the rider who would accompany her, and at the girl’s nod, they galloped into the arena, making a fast circuit to the roars and cheers of the crowd. She dismounted to find Clint waiting for her.

“You were on fire tonight,” he said. “Need help?”

“Yes, please.” She dismounted, wincing as her boots hit the ground. Her thigh throbbed. She tried to hide her limp as she led Badger back to the stall. They were staying for Arden’s class, then would pack out and drive back home, arriving at the barn somewhere close to midnight. Already, Tracie helped Daisy load gear. She’d only brought Paco and they’d run earlier, so the horse was enjoying some well-earned hay while she toted gear. Thankfully she’d also untacked Lolly, leaving her with a full bucket of water and some hay. 

“What can I do? You look like you’re hurting.”

“Lolly rocked me into the gate. She got really hot, but I think it helped. Can’t believe we made it into sixth place. Not bad for our first outing. You’re not going to watch Arden’s go?”

“She’s down in the order. I figure I can make a couple trailer runs. Looks like your mare’s tack is ready to go.”

Indeed, he was right. “That’d be great. Thanks.” She unbuckled the cinch and pulled both saddle and damp pad from the gelding. She put her saddle into its back, flipping the pad over on top of it to try and drive on the drive home. Then, she removed the bridle, replacing it with the halter. After checking to be sure Badger was cool, she left him in the stall with a bit of hay and water.

She made her way to the show office where she received her buckle and her prize money for both Badger and Lolly’s placings. By the time she returned to her stalls, Clint had packed up her tack and then as if he weren’t already proving how truly awesome he was, he saved her a place in the stands to watch. She sat down next to him with a smile.

Arden rode Stryker first. As usual, he executed flawlessly, and they crossed the timer with a very respectful time of 14.415. She whistled low under her breath. That gelding was fast, and she knew Arden still had his dam. No doubt she suspected there might be a repeat breeding back to his sire in the future. 

“Someday my horses will be that fast,” Clint commented. “I’ve learned a lot from Arden. I’ll miss her when I go back to competing.”

He reminded
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