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A few seconds can determine a person’s fate. If you’re a team roper, it takes only a fraction of that. 
Austin Bowman knew all too well how a few seconds could make or break his career. He wiped the sweat that beaded on his forehead with the back of his gloved hand while keeping his eyes intent on the steer mewling in the chute next to him. The dark brown steer continued to twist to his left in the narrow pen. This one would be trouble.
Austin rolled his shoulders to practice opening his stance for a more difficult left turn to prep his horse when the time came. Buckley danced under him, his long, powerful, quarter horse’s legs eager for the chase. Buckley had been his bread and butter for the last three years, and finally, they had the shot they needed.
This was the year. Austin felt it coursing through him, warming the blood racing in his veins, and settling in a deep thrumming in his chest. 
He glanced over at his brother, Adam, on the opposite side of the chute, his lips thinned in determination. Adam’s slow nod told him he was set and ready for the clean catch they needed to move to the top of this competition. Austin gripped his rope, running a hand along the coils, ensuring the soft rope wouldn’t let him down when the time came to throw. Sitting deep in his seat, he laid his left hand on Buckley’s neck, took a steadying breath as his heart cantered, and gave the chute man a nod.
At that brief movement, the time started and the spring released on the chute, allowing the antsy steer to break free into the dusty arena. Before Austin released his breath, the steer reached the barrier, releasing the taut rope that had held Buckley in the box. Trained from the time he was two, Buckley knew what to do. He shot out of the box, and Austin let him have his head to give chase after the steer. This is where patience came in. It seemed weird talking about patience when a run lasted anywhere from four to eight seconds, but patience it was. Austin’s instinct was to draw the rope the instant Buckley jumped into motion, but he had to wait: one, two, three lunges.
Now. With a movement so ingrained in him it seemed more natural than breathing, Austin swung his rope looping, overhead, outside his elbow, keeping it smooth and flat, once, twice. The steer twisted left, just as Austin knew it would, and he opened his left shoulder, keeping his chest facing the back of the steer’s head.
Austin’s eyes bore down, intensely focusing on the target of the shiny buckle on the steer’s horn wrap. Three, he released the loop, letting it fly, eagerly watching as it scooped the right horn and dragged across the left.
At the motion of his open hand dropping, Buckley broke his stride down as Austin pulled the slack and dallied it on his saddle horn, the rubber keeping the rope from sliding. He turned Buckley hard left, bringing the roped steer with them, leaving the bucking animal’s hind legs open for his brother.
Adam was the best heeler Austin could ever ask for. He read his movements, knowing what Austin would do even before he did it. Today was no different. Adam was ready. His rope flew out just as Austin lifted his eyes to him. Time slowed, each millisecond seeming to last forever, until the rope slipped around the legs cleanly. Adam turned his horse to face Austin directly, and they each drew their horses back, fighting the line and stringing the steer between them.
Out of the corner of his eye, the flag waved, announcing the time had stopped and they could release the steer. Austin finally let out his breath, sweat trickling down the back of his neck as Adam dropped the steer’s hind legs quickly. Austin unwrapped his rope and, with a spin of his wrist, released the loop around the steer’s horns, freeing the animal to trot indignantly away. 
He met his brother’s gleaming eyes as they followed the steer to the holding pen at the end of the arena, listening for what they hoped would be the winning time. They each had clean catches, and he hadn’t broken the barrier. No penalties.
With the steer in its holding pen, they exited the arena, turning back to listen, each too full of nerves to speak.
“Three and nine,” the announcer spoke. His voice, usually garbled over the loudspeaker, came clear, starting the crowd roaring loud enough that the stock in the holding pens bellowed and rolled their eyes. 
Austin grinned, the smile coming on with the force of a tsunami. “Did he say three and nine?” Three-point-nine seconds… That was only six-tenths of a second off the world record. They had never broken the four-second mark before.
“He sure did, bro!” Adam let out a yip, his high-strung horse, Turbo, startling with the sound and dancing underneath him.
They turned their jittery mounts away from the arena, smiling at the spectators and fellow rodeoers who shouted their congratulations as they steered their horses into the cooling pens. Buckley was as amped up as Austin, and he felt like he could jump ten feet high and run a marathon.
At the side of the cooling pen, their stepfather, Pops, leaned against the top railing and pushed his hat back to show the crooked grin that always filled Austin with a warm sense of accomplishment. It took a lot to elicit that impressed grin from Pops, and whenever they did, Austin felt on top of the world—even as a full-grown adult.
Austin couldn’t wipe the grin off his face. He loosened his hold on Buckley’s reins, letting him work off some of his frenzied energy before trotting him over to Pops, Adam on his tail. “Well?” he asked, knowing he sounded like a ten-year-old kid again after his first win. “What d’ya think? Three and nine!”
“Three and nine,” Pops repeated with reverence and a small shake of his head. “I knew you boys could do it.”
“Only took us twelve years,” Adam said, but his smile looked as wide as Austin’s felt. “Should we quit now?” He laughed, pushing his hat back, and Austin saw him struggling to rein in his desire to race about the pen himself.
“What, and miss winning the Nationals?” Austin laughed as well, the sound contagious and fulfilling.
“Nationals?” Pops said, bringing their attention back to him. “After a score like that, why not World Champions?” 
Austin and Adam grinned at each other, pride filling them with their stepfather’s admiration. They had worked hard for this, spending hours upon hours swinging ropes, training steeds, and practicing over and over and over until each movement was second nature. 
Austin had given up everything. He pushed back the momentary heartache as he thought about that. It wasn’t like he had been eager to go off to college. That had never really been his dream. Rodeo was his life, at least ever since his mama brought home Pops and told them he would become their stepfather.
Okay, maybe not that moment…it had taken Austin at least a year to open up to Pops, letting him in a little at a time only to close him off again. Until finally, he took the chance…and allowed Pops to teach him how to rope. It was that moment that had started all of it. 
Pops had been a rodeoer himself. Mama said that’s why he never had kids of his own. He didn’t give up on his dream of winning Nationals until he busted his shoulder beyond repair and was forced to…just one seat shy of winning the Nationals. Pops said meeting Mama gave him the will to live again, and Austin and his brother were the icing on the cake, and the roping was the sprinkles.
Austin smiled at Pops, gratitude filling his heart. Where on earth would he and his family be if Pops had never found them? He shook his head as emotion choked him. To cover it up, he slid off Buckley and led him to the stalls to reward him with grain and a nice long rubdown. 
Looking over the stall wall, Austin grinned at his brother, who rubbed down Turbo. They turned as one as Pops came to lean over the gate. He moved stiffly, like he was in pain, but Austin brushed it off. Standing around at the rodeos didn’t always feel good on Pops’ joints. Pops always said, You play hard and work hard no matter the toll...and a toll it took.
“You boys make an old man proud, you know that?” Pops shook his head, his eyes fading as if lost in a memory. “I never dreamed of a time like you two made today.”
“But?” Austin said, not even feeling a twinge of hurt ego when he led Pops on to give his normal list of critiques.
“Break it down for us, Pops,” Adam said, meeting Austin’s eyes over their horses’ backs.
Pops opened his mouth, then shut it and shook his head again. “Nah, no breakdown today, boys. You did well. You both did. Let’s just celebrate.” He pushed off the railing, and this time Austin didn’t doubt that he saw a wince quickly shielded in his stepfather’s expression. “I’m going to tell your mama that we’ll celebrate at that steakhouse we saw on the way in. Good job, boys, good job,” Pops said, his voice slightly catching as he waved and turned away.
Austin couldn’t take his eyes off him, noting how gingerly he moved. He turned to Adam. “Hey, you know if Pops is sick or something?”
His brother shook his head, following his gaze, but his grin stayed as bright. “Not that I’ve heard of. He’s getting old, bro. No need to bring it up and hurt the man’s ego.” He stepped under his horse’s neck and came to the divider between their stalls. “Come on, it’s time to celebrate! This is our year!”
Austin grinned, pushing his worry behind the rush of exuberance from reaching a mark he had almost believed was impossible. “You think it was all that target training?”
“I don’t know, but you held your lane like you knew that steer was gonna turn left,” Adam said, returning to his horse.
“I did know he was gonna turn left…at least I assumed that from the way he was moving in that chute. He kept turning toward me while we sat waiting.” Austin shrugged. “And you, you didn’t cut the corner.”
“Looks like we both had a little patience today,” Adam said, winking at him as he stroked his horse. “Our boys did well, too, didn’t you, Turbo?” 
“Yeah,” Austin said, giving Buckley a long sliding stroke. “They sure did.” A roper was only as good as his horse, and his horse was the best, at least in his biased mind.
He glanced up at the sound of the speakers announcing the next event. As he did, a long-legged, yet tiny brunette walked down the far alleyway, leading a massive horse set up with a surcingle for a vaulting competition. 
Not all the rodeos had vaulting events, but the ones that did always piqued his interest. He couldn’t help thinking about a particular gal that he had thought would be good at it, a gal built like the one he had just glimpsed. Their high school hadn’t offered vaulting. In fact, the first rodeo he saw with the event, he had come running back to tell her…but rodeo hadn’t been her life.
A hand waved in front of his vacant eyes. “Where’d you go?” Adam asked, smirking. “You got that whimsical look again.”
Austin shook his head. “Nothing, I just thought I saw someone I knew…” He stared down the now-empty alleyway. 
“Well, we are getting closer to Wyoming. Maybe it’s someone from the old days.” His brother shrugged. “You ready?”
Someone from the old days was exactly what he thought, half fearing it and half excited. What would it be like to see her again? His palms sweated as he stored away Buckley’s currycomb and brush. The idea unnerved him, slightly taking away some of the fervor from having such an incredible run.
“Bro? Come on! There’s a crowd waiting for us.” Adam grinned. He enjoyed signing autographs and encouraging the younger kids. Austin always thought he’d be a great trainer one day…when he retired.
“I’ll be right behind ya,” Austin said as he finished up with Buckley. 
He was only a minute or two behind Adam, and the crowd moved toward him as he approached. Pushing forth a smile, he greeted them, taking their praise in stride, though it always felt weird, and bending down to talk to the young ones.
He was signing the last autograph when the announcer’s voice broke through his conversation with a cute young woman in a pink cowboy hat, an adult but much too young for him. Not that he was looking, anyway. He had found no one who held his attention like the gal he had known all those years ago. The young woman blushed when he handed her back her signed flier and tipped his hat.
Then his entire world froze as the announcer’s words came out in super slow motion. “Now up is a gymnast who is relatively new at vaulting. Texas taught, but Wyoming bred, Miss Charlotte Walker.”
Austin swallowed, his throat gone dry and his face clammy…it hadn’t been a ghost…it had been her. His high school sweetheart…his girl…the girl he had left over eight years ago to pursue his rodeo dream…his one regret.
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On the sidelines, Charlotte Walker clasped her hands in front of her as her trainer, Emilia, lunged her horse around the arena. Her body quivered as it always did before a competition, whether in gymnastics, where she started, or in vaulting. The shakes always dissipated the moment she stepped into her routine, but now she shook so much she was sure the judges could see from their booth.
Of course, the extra nerves had nothing to do with seeing Austin after nearly eight years. Nope. Nothing at all. She had stood transfixed as she watched him for the few seconds he was in the arena. Though he had grown, his shoulders were wider, and he sat in his saddle with more confidence, he was still the same old Austin, still had that heart-shattering grin and those piercing green eyes that flashed when he was excited…mostly in the arena.
She sighed, rolled her shoulders, and stretched her neck. Now wasn’t the time to be thinking of the cowboy who broke her heart. She inclined her head, beseeching God for His peace.
Lord, help me focus and be at peace. Give me the strength to do my best out there today, for Your glory. Amen.
She raised her head just as Emilia’s slight nod told her to come out. The tight body suit she wore clung to her body like a second skin, keeping her movements light and free. She’d been wearing costumes like this purple-starred body suit since she was five and felt at home as she strode across the arena to stand beside her trainer. 
Charlotte trained her eyes on Apollo, her beautiful, silky-black Percheron gelding, whose dark mane flowed behind him as Emilia encouraged him into a canter. Emilia turned with Apollo as he circled the arena. Charlotte turned with her until the moment came and her music began. For this competition, they picked a lively tune, one that reminded her of the freedom of racing through the high mountain meadows at home in Wyoming.
Each of her trotting steps brought her closer to Apollo’s side until she paced him, taking a moment to lay a reassuring hand on his muscular shoulder. Charlotte gripped the handles of the surcingle, the padded tack that fastened around Apollo’s barrel right behind the withers. One stride, two strides, a hop, and then she swung her right leg up overhead, but forward rather than backward so she came down on Apollo above the handles, facing backward.
She landed softly, applying most of the weight to her arms. Without taking time to celebrate the success of one of her newer tricks, she wrapped her left leg around the grip, prepping to mill around the harness. She froze halfway through in a handstand with her right leg poised straight in the air and her left tucked down. The applause sounded far away as she focused on holding the position for four of Apollo’s cantering strides.
She set down on her left knee, keeping her right leg straight behind her and lifting her left arm; four strides went past in less than a breath, and she rolled forward, dipping off Apollo to touch her feet to the dusty earth, only to push off and roll back onto Apollo, this time landing on her toes. Raising into a stand, she used her gymnastics background to add elements of dance on top of the rolling back of her horse. 
Her signature move was coming, and with a deep breath, she planted her right foot, her special grippy shoe hugging tight to the pad on Apollo’s back. Keeping that knee bent to balance with his rocking gait, she straightened her left leg out, holding on to the toe, then lifted it over her head, holding, one, two, three, four strides, then in one graceful movement, jumping into a scissor kick, landing on her left foot, and bending forward as her right foot went high overhead.
Apollo’s horse-scent filled her breath as she counted the strides and settled her nerves for the last combination. She took hold of the grips, scissoring over one way, then the other, ending in a handstand from which she sprung off Apollo, tucking into a flip and landing, feet soft in the dust, the fine particles filling her nostrils as she breathed in and stood in a poised ending.
Her heart hammered as she bowed to the judges, then to the audience before jogging over to Emilia, who slowed Apollo into a trot and then a walk. Emilia handed her the whip to hold as she rolled up the lunge rope and guided Apollo back to her. The crowd was roaring, some standing and whooping, but it all sounded so faded as Charlotte’s heartbeat pounded in her ears. Emilia wrapped an arm around her, and they made their way out of the gate.
“That was incredible, Char. You knocked it out of the park. You sure you don’t want to set your residency back another year?” Emilia knocked into her as they came out of the gate, and Charlotte came to Apollo, rubbing a hand down him and wrapping an arm around his massive neck. 
In less than two months she’d have to decide which veterinary residency program she would accept: the one near home back in Wyoming or the new prestigious clinic in California. “Don’t tempt me,” she told Emilia after kissing Apollo’s sweaty neck and handing him over to his handler.
The next part of performing she never really enjoyed, but Emilia took her hand and led her to the box stage where she’d await her scores. “Come on,” Emilia said, squeezing her in a side hug once they were situated. “This score is going to be exciting. There’s no way they can score you less than the mid-sevens, and it should be more.”
Charlotte only nodded, plastering on a smile as people cheered and she waited for her fate. If she placed well, she’d move on to the next event. If not, she’d go home and spend some much-needed time with her parents. It had been too long, and the visits she had returned for were short, though her parents were usually busy with work, anyway. School was demanding, but she loved working with the animals…even more than she loved vaulting.
“Here they come.” Emilia gripped her arm tightly, causing the nylon fabric of Charlotte’s costume to stretch against her.
Charlotte closed her eyes. Your will, Lord. Show me Your will.
“Well, look at that, folks! A high 8.2 for Miss Charlotte Walker, ranking her as number one. We’ll see if the veterans coming up next can pass this rodeo newbie!” the announcer declared over the roar of the crowd.
Charlotte stood in shock, too frozen to lift her hand as she always did. Emilia nudged her, then drew her into a hug. Her friend’s screams of excitement finally pulled Charlotte out of her daze. She hugged her trainer, then stepped back to lift a hand of gratitude toward the judges and then the crowd. Her body thrummed with energy like it hadn’t since she won the state gymnastics championships her senior year in high school.
Several other vaulters she had come to know through her college years came in leaping bounds to greet her at the gate. Their congratulations washed over her as she tried to realize that she, a little small-town girl gymnast, was sitting in first place…for now.
“You’ve got to teach me that final combination! Though I could never pull off that handspring flip,” one gal said, motioning to her tall, long-limbed body. 
“Didn’t I tell you that your gymnast background would do you well here?” Emilia smiled at her, proud of her trainee. Emilia had recruited her from her university in Kentucky, helping her get into the prestigious veterinary school in Texas. “Vaulting is growing! Soon the entire country will line up to see you gals perform.”
“Well, if they all look like those cowboys, I wouldn’t mind at all,” a fellow vaulter said.
Charlotte suddenly became aware of the eyes on her as the world closed in around her. Without turning, she knew exactly who she’d find watching her, for her skin tingled in that familiar way…the way only a certain pair of striking green eyes could make her feel. She almost didn’t turn around. Part of her wanted to run in the opposite direction. What would she find when their eyes met? What did she want to find?
Lord, help me.
She slowly spun, keeping her eyes lowered until she knew she faced him, and raised them as if her body were not her own. The effect was immediate. All in a rush, eight years disappeared, the intensity of their locked gaze triggering something she had buried deep within her, unearthing it in a way that left her knees shaking and her head spinning. 
So now she knew.
Austin Bowman still held her heart.
“Earth to Char. Earth to Char.” Emilia waved a hand in front of her eyes. “What’s gotten into you, girl?”
Charlotte tried to pull herself away, but she couldn’t. He held onto her like he would never let her go, and he was still thirty feet away. As if her thoughts spurred him on, he pushed off the railing of the arena and strode in a purposeful, half-bow-legged gait straight toward her.
She gripped Emilia’s arm and frantically whispered, “Get me out of here.”
Emilia, true friend that she was, yanked Charlotte by the arm, pulling her into the crowd and out of Austin’s mesmerizing reach. Charlotte blinked as Emilia tugged her through a maze of people until they arrived at the stables where Apollo awaited grooming. 
“What in the world was all that about?” Emilia asked, staring behind them as if she expected Mr. Universe himself to strut through the stable’s door.
Charlotte shook her head. How could she explain Austin Bowman to the friend who had only known her as the person she was today?
“Well, I mean, that cowboy was handsome, but I’ve never seen you give much attention to guys before.” Emilia studied her as Charlotte gave Apollo the long rub down he deserved.
“I don’t have time to date,” Charlotte said with a shrug.
“So you’ve said, but by the look on your face, I expected all time to freeze to give you that chance.” Emilia laughed, leaning back and peering closer at her. “Was it like in the books? You know, love at first sight?”
Charlotte’s stomach clenched and soured and dropped all at the same time until she thought her legs would go out from under her. Yeah, it was love at first sight, but that had been twelve years ago. Her town joined up with the surrounding smaller towns for high school, and when she stepped off the bus on that first day of her freshman year, she had looked up right into the eyes of Austin…that had been it. Her whole life centered on him from that day on.
And it irked her to no end that the moment she met his eyes today set her right back to that moment…to her wanting to wrap her life around him.
She had spent years getting over him, hours of praying at first for God to bring him back to her and then for Him to heal her heart. She thought it had healed, but if so, today had ripped the wound wide open once again.
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Austin gripped the railing of the arena until the splintered wood dug into his hand. She had disappeared, faded into the crowd as if she had been an apparition the entire time. He had stood frozen, watching her unbelievable performance and then her humility as she received her score. When she turned to meet his eyes, he had remained in that frozen state even while his body lit on fire. He had to do something. He had to move and say…anything—anything to bring her back into his life. With a herculean effort, he pushed off the railing, coming to her like a sailor to a siren…when she vanished.  
He dropped his hand, rubbing out the splinters on his jeans as he wove through the crowd with one intent. Tell the girl, who was now very much a woman, that he was sorry, that he had made a terrible mistake. 
The guilt and heartache had lived in his chest for too many years. The continuous shoving down hadn’t done him any good. Just the sound of her name had his heart racing, and seeing her…well, let’s just say his body and heart still thrummed for her. 
It had taken him years, but when he finally had the guts to call her, to tell her he had been a fool, her number was no longer valid, nor her parents’ number either. 
The loss had felt complete then, and he had sealed up that part of his life, or at least he had thought he had. Today showed him just how wrong he had been.
Well, he would not let her slip through his fingers again, at least not without telling her how he knew he had messed up. Did she still have feelings for him? Did she even remember him? She was probably married by now… The thought had his feet stumbling.
“Hey there,” Jake said, grabbing Austin’s arm as he lost his balance. “You should know by now that the loss of the adrenaline after an event like that makes your legs all wobbly.” 
Austin glanced at Jake but returned his gaze to where he had seen Charlotte disappear. 
“Unless it’s not the win, but…a girl?” Jake’s eyes gleamed as he followed Austin’s gaze. 
Austin shook his arm from Jake’s grasp and brushed down his shirt, making himself, as hard as it was, look at Jake. The man’s grin almost caught hold of him, making his lips twitch in response. “Aren’t we a little old for girls?”
“Yeah, yeah. I know, my wife keeps telling me I’ve got to stop calling her and her friends girls. They’re women.” Jake shrugged. “Some of us just never want to grow up.”
“Yet, you’ve got a kid now,” Austin said, glancing around for Beth and their sweet son.
Jake sighed a content sigh that brought peace to the man’s face. “Yeah, and he’s the best.”
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