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I have had the incredible pleasure of meeting some very fine horsewomen, and they have shaped the characters in this book, as well as my own relationships with horses and humans. I would especially like to thank Nancy Kleiner who taught me, from a very early age, what it meant to be fiercely independent and courageous when faced with challenges. Mary Miller Jordon for proving that our minds, hearts and horses can synchronize. Madison Shambaugh that dreams are meant to be big and scary (it’s a good thing!!) and Stacy Westfall for her beautiful ride on her black mare. I have goosebumps just thinking about it!

I would also like to thank my mother, who encouraged my imagination to run free on the back of my pony, and drove me to all those riding lesson. I hope she doesn’t mind that I’m writing about sexy cowboys? 

Of course this book would not have happened without the AW girls. Thanks for being my rock(s)!!

And I must thank the man who each day makes me smile, laugh and hope for another magical year—all while offering hands-on inspiration for some of my favorite scenes ;)
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Corbin Darkhorse loosened the cinch and then pulled the saddle from Nighthawk’s back. Using a thick towel, he rubbed dry the horse’s dark coat. Sundays evenings, he thought, were always the hardest. He opened the bottle of liniment and poured a liberal amount into his palm, then cupped both hands around animal’s leg and worked his fingers over the stretch of finely shaped tendons from shoulder to coronet band. As he straightened up, he could smell locust blooms. His heart began to beat too fast and he tried to remind himself he always felt this way around the anniversary of the accident—it would be ten years next week. 

“Too close to forget and too long ago to fix.” He spoke to Nighthawk. The gelding looked back at him and then flicked his long, dark tail. He knew he was being morose, but there was that scent again. Locust trees only lined the rivers further south, he reminded himself. It was, as usual, all in his head.

The horse snorted. It was time to get on the road. He opened the horse trailer door and loaded the animal, making sure the hay bag was filled with fresh alfalfa and deep pine shavings covered the floor. As he walked to his truck, the sun did a fast dip behind the mountains to the west and then disappeared completely. He had to smile at his own ridiculously large face plastered on the side of the horse trailer. Shaking his head, he remembered how proud he’d been picking it up from the dealership. 

Inside the practically new truck, he keyed in an address on the GPS. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the hostess from his Horsemanship clinic walking toward his vehicle. He kept his head down and he looked at his phone, hoping she would walk past. Of course, she tapped on his window. He rolled it down and put on his brightest horse-trainer-with-all-the-moves smile. 

“Mr. Darkhorse,” she said. 

“Please, call me Corbin,” he reminded her reflexively. 

“Corbin, I really wish you would stay. It’s late to be on the road and you worked so hard this weekend.”

“Part of the job.” He was trying to be professional. 

“Well. Just so you know, all of us are so grateful that you come up to our little ranch to help us with our horses. And we, well, I, would like to repay you.” The woman touched his arm and he knew what she meant. 

Her fingers lingered, brushing over his bare skin where he had rolled his sleeves up. Maybe if he had not smelled the locust blossoms just minutes before, he would have relented and said yes. After all, he had many times before. But tonight was different; the restlessness of guilt and the anniversary of his cowardice were weighing upon him too heavily. He touched his hat. “I’m afraid I can’t, ma’am. I have to pick up my mustang for the training competition in the morning.”

She made a pouty face and touched his arm twice more before he was able to roll up his window and escape into the growing dusk. 

Hours later, the sky fully dark and the road empty in front of him, he let his mind wander back to another all-night drive ten years prior. She had sat beside him that night, on the bench seat, singing along to the radio and talking in that quick way she did when she was excited. From the glow of the dash lights, he imagined her outline in the cab of his truck. They had pictured this life together; the one he was living: on the road teaching clinics, training horses, showing all over the country. They had dreamed the dust and sweat and adventure. He had been the coward who fled after nearly getting her killed. 

The night opened before his truck and trailer, and as he drove into the darkness, he prayed for the first time in too long. A second chance was all he wanted. He knew he didn’t deserve it, but yet he asked anyway.
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The wild horse reared and then lunged toward Elsie. She stepped back just as the mustang crashed into the steel stock panels. A cloud of dust enveloped her and the horse; for several long moments, they were alone in a world of golden haze.

The mustang stood perfectly still, breathing hard. She could see fear and anger in his eyes; she felt her own heart beating with similar anguish. Very slowly, she reached out her hand, hoping the horse would sniff her damp fingers.

“You always draw the crazy ones,” she heard from behind her. The golden moment disappeared as the dust settled and the noise of the stockyard rushed to flood her ears. The mustang spun away from Elsie and she pulled her hand back. 

She didn’t want to turn and see the man standing behind her. At the sound of his voice, she was again seventeen, and falling in love for the first time. 

A trickle of sweat made its way down her back and she forced her fisted hands to open at her sides.

Finally, she did turn, but only after straightening her shoulders and smoothing her face of any emotion. Corbin Darkhorse stood taller and broader than she remembered. There was a smug smile on his expressive lips. 

“You look good, Elsie,” Corbin said. “You’re training horses again?” He stared at her with his dark eyes and that slow, suggestive smile she remembered all too well. For a long moment, Elsie looked into his eyes, then her mind switched on and she jerked away, swallowing a mouthful of dirty words. 

She turned back to the horse she had just signed up to train over the course of the next three months. What was wrong with her, she wondered, as she tried to not imagine how easily the terrified animal could stomp her to death with one of its four hooves. The last thing she wanted was him to see her nervous and second-guessing herself. What were the chances that she would run into her ex-sweetheart after almost ten years, and on the most stressful day of her career? She caught herself running her hand down her leg, feeling the long, puckered scar through the fabric of her jeans. She tried not to picture the rod of titanium holding her bones together, or the numerous pins and screws carefully placed so she could walk. She hoped when she turned back around he would be gone, and she would realize her imagination had conjured him out of the dust-filled air.

“Elsie, did you read my letters?” His voice was low and intimate despite the noisy stockyard.

The dust stung her eyes and made it hard to breathe. She didn’t have to answer him. She owed him nothing. 

“Okay, lady. Back your horse trailer up and let’s get that mustang loaded,” said a man wearing a tan cowboy hat. His belly appeared to be held up by his gold-rimmed belt buckle. 

This was her moment to escape. She could jump into her ’79 Chevy truck and tear out of the gravel parking lot, leave Corbin and the mustang behind her. She knew no one would fault her for changing her mind; this was a huge undertaking, to train a wild horse to be able to compete in just three short months. She peeked back into the pen; the horse stood with his head held high and black coat slick with sweat. His delicate ears swiveled, on the lookout for possible danger.

“So, are you taking the horse or not?” the man said. He looked down at his clipboard then up to meet Elsie’s eyes. “Look, young woman. That’s a heck of a mustang to draw. He’s a wild one, for sure, and there’s no shame in backing down and letting a more experienced man show him who’s boss.”

“Maybe I should take that horse for you,” Corbin said. He moved to stand at the corral gate and stared at the black mustang. “I don’t want to see you get hurt, Elsie. Again.” He said the last part quieter, so just she could hear. He was too real.

Elsie felt her insides turn to fire; her lips came together in a straight, hard line. She knew all too well how the men around her thought they were better with horses than she—especially since her accident. In her experience, most of the so-called horse trainers would beat the animals into submission, then they would go around bragging about their abilities to anyone stupid enough to pay to go to one of their clinics. Womanizing blowhards, she thought, and there was no evidence to the contrary that Corbin Darkhorse was any different from all the rest. 

“I’ll back my rig in,” Elsie said. “I do appreciate you helping a ‘little woman’ like me out with your advice and all, but I’m taking that horse home.” She truly hoped her sarcasm was not lost on the dim man with the belt or arrogant Corbin Darkhorse. 

Her eyes were bright with angry tears as she looked from the horse and back at the two men. All three males stared at her, the two humans with annoyed intrigue and the equine with worried anticipation. She gathered her courage and walked away from them. Her brown hair pulled free of her long braid and danced in the wind as she headed to her parked truck. She willed her hands to stay at her sides. Who cared if her hair was free and wild, she told herself, who cared if she looked younger and more feminine with it blowing in the wind, who cared if her limp was more pronounced when she hurried. 

There was nothing she hated more than being told to move over and let a man do something she could do better. She wondered, for a brief moment, why she must always be at war with the world around her. Of all the places to run into Corbin Darkhorse, the stockyards—while she picked up a wild horse—was the last place she’d hoped to encounter him. Sometimes, at night after her accident, she had lain in bed and imagined beating Corbin at a horse show, on the rodeo circuit, or maybe at a colt-starting competition. In her mind, she had watched his face turn sad and sorry and she had heard him apologize for leaving her so abruptly. Of course, in her fantasy, she coolly thanked him, her eyes chill and smile barely touching the corners of her lips.

She reached her truck and pulled hard on the door. It grudgingly opened with a metal-on-metal screech. There was no time to recap her old love affair. 

Her heart pounded as she threw the truck into gear and used her mirrors to back down the alley to the loading chute. She had to stop twice to wipe her sweating palms on her pant leg.

The gates opened and her new mustang came barreling down the chute. The big black horse pinned his ears flat back on his head and his coat caught the rays of morning sunshine. He was followed by a cloud of dust, kicked up by his hooves. Her breathing quickened because he was a beautiful and wild sight. The horse stopped just at the threshold of her trailer and snorted, lowering his head. The wild horse gathered his haunches and leaped into the trailer. Her new adventure had just begun. 

She slammed shut the heavy stock gate and tried to ignore Corbin. She could feel his eyes on her back and wished she had a sharp comment to yell before she climbed into her truck. Corbin said something to the older cowboy and Elsie turned around and stared at the two men, one old and heavy and the other young and lean. 

“What did you say?” she demanded.

“Oh, nothing,” the older cowboy said.

“I don’t want to see you get hurt,” Corbin replied. “I’d like to have at least a little bit of competition at the Mustang Championship.”

“Oh, really?” Elsie replied. “You’re so confident that you have it in the bag, even though you haven’t even touched your mustang?”

“Well,” he said. “I just know my way around a horse. I know how they think, they act, what they like, they fear. I just have a way with horses is all.” He shrugged his shoulders as if he were modest. 

“You arrogant man!” Her whole face felt hot and tight with anger. How dare he assume that he could gentle a wild horse better than she? 

He threw his head back and laughed and then stared right at Elsie. She saw that his eyes were still the most beautiful deep brown, shot through with flecks of green. 

“Elsie, you haven’t changed at all. You’re still all fire.” He looked down and then back up and his face was soft and eyes very clear as he spoke in barely more than a whisper. “Let me take you to dinner and explain.”

“Like hell, Corbin. See you in the winner’s circle, and you can tell me what second place feels like!” She pulled on the door handle of her truck. Of course, it stuck a little but she managed to get it open and jumped inside before she said something truly unprofessional. 

She turned the key and pumped the gas pedal, and the truck roared to life. In her rearview mirror, she could see Corbin. What a stupid man. What had she been thinking to fall for him all those years ago?

Corbin Darkhorse shoved his hands in his pockets. For the past ten years, he had imagined meeting Elsie Rosewood, but never in his daydreams had the conversation gone so badly. He’d forgotten how easily she could get under his skin and make him say things he regretted. 

“That’s one hell of a girl,” the stockyard man said. “Old girlfriend?”

“More than that,” Corbin answered. 

He followed the steel panels down to the pen holding a large gray gelding. The horse turned and gave him a hard stare and then moved to the opposite end of the corral. “You’re not the only one less than pleased to see me today.” Corbin spoke almost under his breath. The horse seemed unimpressed by his self-indulging pity. After being on the road, conducting so many clinics, Corbin had grown accustomed to people, especially women, meeting him with a mixture of awe and flirtation. Elsie had not exhibited either and seemed annoyed that he was even still alive. Of course, his guilt did not help. 

“I know you didn’t sign up for this,” Corbin said to the horse. “But we better figure out how to get along.”

The mustang flicked his ears back and Corbin smiled despite himself. He did love a good challenge and this horse looked like he would give him just that. A gust of wind brought the smell of manure, hay, and horse sweat to his nose. He rested his elbows on the rails and looked at the horses in other pens. His mind drifted back to Elsie as he mulled over their failed conversation. She had appeared like a blip on his radar and suddenly he could feel his pulse beating with new intensity. He’d known it was her as soon as he saw the long, brown braid and her slender form. Of course, he thought, she had drawn the black horse with wild, wild eyes and the flare of red in his nostrils. That girl had always attracted lightning, fire, and crazy horses. She was as wild as the mustangs just brought in from the range and Corbin couldn’t believe that she was here, back on the circuit, and back in his life. He had wanted to follow her, jump in his truck, and chase her down. Make her listen to him, look at his face, and really listen to his words. He knew she was the type of woman who could only truly understand him if she listened with her heart. He had to make her understand why he had fled in sheer terror all those years ago, when she lay torn and broken in the hospital bed. If he didn’t, if he couldn’t get her to comprehend his reasons, then there would never be any hope of forgiveness from her. He knew he would have to open up his own sorry mess of a head to Elsie, somehow show that his heart was good and maybe even a little better than it had been ten years prior. At least he had convinced himself that it was better than before. 

Of course, he had not known at first why he had run. It had taken nearly eight years after her accident. That was a long time to gallop, as if the hounds of hell were at his very heels. When he stopped, and found himself astride a horse in Australia, he had faced up and the dogs had backed down. Now those silly mutts slunk around draped in guilt. Seeing her standing on both her legs had helped ease some of it. Seeing her standing next to that crazy, black horse had made him all sorts of protective. He had wanted to hand her the reins of his most broke-saddle horse, keep her safe and tucked up on a gentle animal with no fire blowing out of its black nostrils. 

The big gray lowered his head and stood watching Corbin. It was good, he reasoned, that he had not followed her. They would have fought. She would’ve yelled at him and kicked at his shins. He would’ve tried to grab her slender shoulders and hold her long enough to tell his limping story and who knew if it would have moved her? He’d built his living around words, teaching middle-aged women about horses with his little snippets of cowboy poetry. They loved him, all those women at his clinics, but Elsie was not one to buy into pretty words dancing around the truth. 

The horse took two slow steps toward him, and Corbin let his wrists relax and his hands dangle free on the inside of the corral. He knew how to wait. Perhaps, he thought, that was what he would do, just wait. Let her come to him. Surely she knew who he was. His expensive truck and horse trailer, with his face plastered on the side, were sitting in the parking lot and it was hard to pick up a horse magazine and not see an article about his methods of gentling and training. Somehow, not completely through his own doing, he had become a sort of poster child for the natural horsemanship movement that was washing through the horse world. He suspected a lot his popularity had to do with his dark skin, black hair, and the legacy of his mother’s people. 

Who was he kidding? He smiled to himself. He knew Elsie would never come to him, especially since he had become so popular. He had to hope that fate would line them up again. 

The gray horse lowered his head and sniffed the ground. His eyes were a bit softer than they had been ten minutes earlier. “Second Chance.” His voice was low but the horse pricked his ears forward. “Can I call you that?” Corbin let the last bit of tension ease from his shoulders. “I’d like one of those myself.” 

With a big sigh, the mustang snorted, blowing a puff of dust across the dry pen.

Corbin looked up into the cloudless sky. A hawk wheeled high overhead. If fate didn’t provide the time, he decided, he would have to go find her, but he would be ready this time. He would have his words lined up and his eyes clear so she could see all the way to his heart. 

***
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ELSIE PUT THE TRUCK in gear and pulled away from the stockyards. Taking a deep lungful of clean air, she tried to calm her rapidly beating heart and concentrate on driving the horse trailer with her wild cargo in the back. Seeing Corbin had thrown her mind into a whirl of doubt and anger. Suddenly, she was terrified she’d made the wrong choice by pinning her future on the outcome of this wild horse training competition. Carefully, she loosened her grip on the steering wheel; breathe, she told herself. After her accident, during those first few months, one of the things that had given her courage was thinking about beating Corbin Darkhorse at a horse training competition. Forgiveness had never been one of her strengths.  

***
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HOME WAS A RENTED PATCH of ground, more dust or mud—depending on the season—than anything else. She lived in her horse trailer, not in the horse part, but in the front where there were a cowboy shower and tiny bed. A propane stove and a sink with running water, so long as she remembered to fill the tank when she was in town. 

She pulled off the dirt road and backed the trailer up to the round corral where she would leave her new mustang for the night. The corral walls were eight feet tall in case he got homesick and tried to jump out. 

Nothing happened when Elsie opened the back door of the horse trailer. She had expected to see an explosion of wild horse. Holding the door wide with her boot, she peeked around to see the horse standing with his head down, sniffing the air. His matted mane and forelock fell forward, covering his left eye, and when he saw her watching, he raised his head and stared back. He had the wariness of a creature whose life had changed inexplicably over the past few months. She knew he had been rounded up from his family, castrated, and then assigned a human, all without any say on his part. The mustang looked as if he was trying to decide if she were friend or foe. 

“C’mon, boy, I know it’s a far cry from the mountains and meadows you used to roam with your family, but really, I’m all you have now. You and me, we have to bond and become best friends over the next few months—we don’t have a choice.” After years of training horses, she didn’t think it even a little odd to be talking to the animal in such a frank fashion. Why not be honest with the horse? 

Elsie’s words to the mustang were true. Either she had to train this horse and win some money in order to make a name for herself, or she would have to go live with her mother and go to nursing school like her two older sisters. Being a nurse was a meaningful job; the problem was Elsie’s heart ran free on the back of a horse. She had no idea how she could survive inside a building all day. She wished, not for the first time, that she was put together differently. Yet no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t leave behind her dream of working with horses. This was her last attempt to make a name for herself and hopefully put down a little bit of money on a small barn and arena all her own. If she was going to make it as a horse trainer, she needed clients who would send her their well-bred horses to train. Elsie knew very well that people only wanted to give horses to trainers with fancy titles and big winnings. Without the distinction of Mustang Champion, she was just another nobody-horse trainer, except, to make it worse, she had a gimpy leg. 

The wild horse was in the same situation as Elsie, though he may not have realized it. More and more horses where being removed by the Bureau of Land Management to let cows graze the land and people build houses. This horse had two choices: one, he could fight Elsie all the way and she would have to send him back as an unbroken horse. There he would live in a pen for the rest of his life, or worse, he would be slated for euthanasia or sold by the pound for slaughter. Or, the option she was praying the horse chose: he could become a well-adjusted saddle horse and Elsie’s companion, and the two of them could be ambassadors for the American Mustang. If he took the second choice, he wouldn’t be free but he would be well loved and cared for and he would have her as his partner for life. Together, she hoped, the two of them could launch her career. 

Elsie took a deep breath and exhaled. She wanted to convey all of this to the scared horse. 

Just then, Sky, her retired reining horse, ambled over to see the newcomer in the trailer. The old horse leaned his pretty face with the full blaze over the corral gate and gave a welcoming whinny. The mustang snorted and launched himself in one quick leap out of the trailer and into his corral. He landed near the center of the pen and stood surveying the old horse, Elsie, and his new home. He didn’t look impressed. 

“I know, I know. It’s not much. But this place isn’t permanent. We are headed to bigger and better things, you and me.” Elsie hoped she sounded confident. 

Both horses lifted their heads as a black SUV pulled in next to Elsie’s beat-up truck. Out stepped Earl, her landlord.

“Elsie,” Earl said. He rested a hand on the hood of his very shiny vehicle and looked at the wild horse. “Is that a mustang?”

“Yes, he is,” Elsie said. “I’m thinking of calling him Magic, what do you think?”

“Have you lost your ever-loving mind, girl?” Earl said. “You’re going to get your fool-headed ass trampled to death by that horse. Look at those eyes. That horse is wild and he intends to stay that way.”

Elsie did not completely disagree with Earl’s statement. The horse did have wild eyes, but she took great pride in her horsemanship and so the rest of his pronouncement made her blood heat. 

“Earl, you don’t know a damn thing about horses. I’m training this mustang and that’s the end of it.” Elsie put both hands on her hips, threw her shoulders back, and glared at her landlord. 

“Elsie,” Earl said. His voice was gentler now, and he removed his sunglasses and looked away to the south. “I just sold this piece of land you’ve been renting. There’s a natural gas reserve under here and so I sold the mineral rights. You know I need the money with my construction business not doing so well and the divorce and all.” 

Elsie was at a loss for words. She looked at the wild horse she had just brought home and at her tiny shambles of a ranch. Who had she been trying to fool, to think she could make a go of it all on her own? She felt the first hot sting of tears. 

“Actually, I’m doing you a favor, Elsie. Now you can give up on this silly dream,” Earl said. “You can go back home. You shouldn’t be training horses with that leg of yours, anyway.”

The tears dried before they even hit her cheeks and a scorching gust of anger blew through her chest. How dare he, she thought, act as if he knew what was best for her.

“Earl, you sneaky little cheat. You aren’t doing me any favors! You are, as you always are, only looking out for yourself.” She bent and picked up a handful of the very dirt Earl had so willingly sold out from underneath her, and hurled it right at his face and shiny car. 

“You’re crazy!” he said as he hurried to climb into his black SUV. “Be out of here by the first of the month. That’s when they start digging.” 

He roared away, tires kicking up gravel around the curve in the road. Elsie walked over to her old horse, climbed up the corral fence, and then slipped her leg over his back. The two of them sat and watched the mustang and the sunset turn the world to gold, orange, and finally purple before shadows made it impossible to see the horizon. Only then did she let the fiery tears free. They scalded their way down her cheeks. She needed a new plan, fast.

Who could she call? Who would want a broke cowgirl with a limp and a couple of worthless horses? It wasn’t like she had the money to put down on a ranch of her own. She felt like sitting in the dirt and feeling sorry for herself. She probably would’ve done just that but then the image of a long hospital corridor stretching out in front of her appeared in her mind’s eye. If only she was cut from the same cloth as the rest of the women in her family. Somehow she had been born with a wild streak that etched its way through her soul, deeper and wider than any manmade canyon. She’d tried to explain to those around her that she just couldn’t do the normal thing. Sometimes she wished she could, but it wasn’t an option. Very slowly, she ran her hand over Sky’s shoulder. The horse looked back, touching his nose to her boot. Elsie wasn’t ready to give up. Her whole body resolute, she slid from the horse’s broad back, picked up her lariat, and entered the round pen with the mustang. He eyed her from across the stretch of dust. She reached her hand out in a peaceful way. He lowered his head and charged right at her. Elsie ran, her boots kicking up trails of dust, though not as much as the thousand-pound animal behind her. Bravery returned once she had reached the safety of the corral rails. She turned, raised her arms and the rope, and scared the horse to a stop. The two looked at each other and it was hard to say who looked the more irritated with the other—horse or person. How was she ever going to ride this wild beast? 

Another car pulled in off the road and Elise turned to see her mother’s clean sedan park next to her horse trailer. In one night she was having more visitors than in the last two weeks put together. 

“Elsie?” Lina Rosewood said.

“Hi, Mom,” Elsie said.

“Are you okay? Earl called me and said he was worried that you were in over your head. Did you go buy a mustang?” Lina said.

“No, Mom. I didn’t buy a mustang. I’m training one for a competition,” Elsie said. “Earl only called you because he’s selling the ranch and violating our lease agreement.” She paused, hoping to garner a bit of her mother’s sympathy. “With no notice.”

Lina stood next to the corral, crossed her arms, and looked at the horse standing with his head up and ears swiveling. 

“Oh, Elsie,” Lina said. She didn’t say anything else but stood with her clean, pressed scrubs and perfect manicure. Lina was a surgery nurse who spent her days in the high-stress operating rooms helping to save the lives of numerous people. Elsie suspected her mother had no idea from where her youngest daughter’s passionate, headstrong love affair with horses came.

Elsie climbed over the corral gate and stood next to her mother. “Please, Mom; don’t say anything about my choices tonight. I’m pretty tired. I know you think I’m crazy, but I want this.”

“Oh, Elsie. I know you do. I’m just a mother and so I worry,” Lina said. She reached out and pulled her daughter to her. “How’s your leg feeling? How about if you come to the house on Sunday?”

“Yes, Mom. I’m fine, don’t worry! I’ll come on Sunday, if I can.”

“Okay,” Lina said. She brushed her clothes off and got back in her vehicle. The night was clear and silent as the taillights faded into the growing dark. Elsie wished she was actually as confident as she had pretended to be around her mother. 

***
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LATER, AT THE LOCAL bar, Elsie sat at a booth by herself, cradling a dollar beer special in both of her hands. 

“Elsie?” 

She looked up to see Rosa staring at her. Rosa had been roommates with her sister in college and then married a man from Montana.

“Hi, Rosa,” Elsie said. “Is Landon back home visiting his grandmother?”

“Yes,” Rosa replied. “She’s strong and healthy as ever.”

“Good. Have you been out to see my sister?”

“Yesterday. You look terrible. Were you sitting in the dust?” 

“Thanks, I really needed to hear that tonight,” Elsie said. She kept looking at her beer but felt herself begin to smile. Rosa’s frankness had always been disarming.

“Sorry. What’s wrong? Come on, it’s Friday night and you’re sitting here all alone. And dirty, really dirty. You’re a pretty girl and you come to the bar looking like this?” Rosa said.

“Earl is selling the ranch I lease and I just brought home a wild mustang to train. The damn horse is crazy and mean. He tried to run me down today in the corral,” Elsie said.

“Oh, I understand the dirt now,” Rosa said. “But seriously, I’m sorry. You need a better ranch than that little ramshackle barn. You need a nice ranch. Maybe this is a blessing in disguise?”

“It’s so well disguised that it feels like the end of the road. I swear I can feel my whole family just waiting for me to mess up so that I have to come crawling back to them and go to nursing school. It’s like they don’t even care that it would make me crazy.” 

“Let me ask my dear friend Lenora if you could go to Bear Dance Ranch,” Rosa said. “It’s in Montana, close to where we live. Maybe you could put on demonstrations for the guests. You know? Like how to break a wild horse?”

Elsie rested her head on her hands. “I can’t do demonstrations with my wild horse. I can’t even touch him. ‘Oh, look, let’s watch a stupid girl get herself killed,’ people would say. It would be worse than a bear fight. Seriously, Rosa, I’m doomed.” 

“Stop feeling sorry for yourself! Gosh, to hear you talk! You have big dreams and the guts to try for them, so just quit being melodramatic. Let’s come up with the next step,” Rosa said.

Elsie sat up and looked at Rosa. Of course, the other woman was right, and it did burn a little to hear that she was being called out for feeling sorry for herself. 

“Okay, thanks for asking Lenora,” Elsie said. She could feel her cheeks and neck flushing. The beer must
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