

    
        
          Tougher Than the Rest

        

        
        
          Flynn Hawthorne

        

        
          Published by Cajesche Publishing, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      TOUGHER THAN THE REST

    

    
      First edition. December 14, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Flynn Hawthorne.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232025854

    

    
    
      Written by Flynn Hawthorne.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Tougher Than the Rest

Sign up for Flynn Hawthorne's Mailing List

Further Reading: County Fair Magic

Also By Flynn Hawthorne


The neon sign above the Mint Bar in Sheridan, Wyoming, bled its faltering red into the raw October night of 1987, a solitary flare against the immense dark rolling down from the Bighorns like an ancient reckoning. Inside, the air lay thick with the lingering ghosts of countless cigarettes, the sharp bite of whiskey spilled across scarred pine, and the deeper, enduring warmth of bodies pressed close—men and women who had wrested their living from the reluctant earth and now sought solace softer than the wind that rattled the windows with relentless insistence. The jukebox surrendered to a slow, aching waltz, steel guitar weeping low and true over the steady pulse of bass, drawing couples onto the floor with the inexorable gravity of rivers seeking the sea.

Cole Redfern stood at the bar, one weathered boot heel hooked on brass worn smooth by generations of restless nights. Thirty-six years had carved him spare and hard: eyes narrowed from gazing into merciless sun and private sorrow, a pale scar tracing from temple into hairline like the dry bed of a long-vanished stream. Eighteen seasons riding outlaw broncs across the high lonesome plains had left him a knee that prophesied storms with unerring certainty, a shoulder that ground like flint on stone when he pitched hay, and a name still carried on the wind in chutes from the Canadian border to the dusty arenas of the Southwest. He had worn the world champion’s gold buckle once, felt its cold weight like a vow sealed in blood and sweat, only to watch it pass the following year to a younger man with swifter hands and fewer ghosts riding his back. After that the circuit turned lean and unforgiving—entry fees paid in borrowed hope, doctor bills in quiet regret, purse money swallowed by endless blacktop and the hollow echo of motel rooms. By the spring of 1985 he had limped home to the five hundred acres his grandfather had claimed from sage and silence: rolling hills silvered with bunchgrass, cottonwoods leaning along the creek like old men murmuring secrets to the water, a ranch house that sagged a fraction more each winter like a proud rider refusing to dismount. The land was slipping from his grasp—taxes mounting unpaid, fences torn and drifting with the cattle, the tall Aermotor windmill crumpled into twisted ruin by a gale that had screamed across the plains like something wounded and furious. Water now came thin and grudging from the creek or in tanks hauled at crushing cost, and every dry day felt like another length of rope paid out toward the inevitable end.

He had come to town only to hear voices other than the wind’s endless lament. Then he saw her.

Laura Bennett stood near the edge of the floor in a denim skirt faded to the color of winter prairie and a chambray shirt soft as the dusk that settles over distant ranges. Her dark hair lay in a loose braid against the collar of her sheepskin jacket, and she nursed her beer with the patient grace of someone who had learned to stretch small mercies across long nights. She laughed at her friend’s words, but the sound never climbed to her eyes. Cole knew that particular emptiness; he had lived in it since the morning Shelly drove away with the good Dodge and the last of his faith in easy promises, chasing brighter horizons in Denver.

Laura had come north that spring after her uncle collapsed dead behind the café counter, leaving her aunt alone with the griddle and a grief too vast for words. Talk travelled swift in small towns: she had once been wife to Travis Kane, a bull rider out of Fort Collins whose hands were quick enough for the big money and whose heart wandered farther than any circuit road. They had married young, full of bright dreams for Finals buckles and a spread where children would grow tall beneath endless sky. Travis rode fierce and well for a season or two, but the glare around the chutes drew other appetites—girls with painted smiles and promises lighter than dust. One whiskey-soaked night in Pendleton he loaded his rigging and left with a twenty-year-old from Spokane, emptying their account like discarding spoiled feed. He left Laura a note propped against the saltshaker and a silence that rang louder than any arena roar. She sold what little remained, signed divorce papers in a courthouse smelling of bleach and despair, and kept nursing in Pueblo until the nights grew too heavy with what had been lost. Then she came north, trading the clamor of sirens for the low moan of wind through cottonwoods and the honest scent of coffee brewing before dawn for men who spoke sparingly and meant every syllable.

Cole had first felt her presence the morning after branding, when she poured his coffee black and bitter without asking and set a plate of eggs before him as if she understood the deep hunger of days spent under merciless sun. Words between them had remained few and careful, yet he found himself at the café more mornings than necessity alone required.

Now their eyes met across the smoke and murmur. She inclined her head the barest fraction, and something inside him cinched tight as a well-thrown loop on a strong horn. He set the warm beer aside and crossed the floor.

The band slipped into a slow two-step, steel guitar crying soft over the heartbeat of bass. Boots moved in quiet rhythm across worn pine.

“Evenin’, Laura.”

“Cole.” Her voice carried the faint rasp of early rises and long shifts. “Figured you’d be out riding night guard in this wind.”

“Calves are weaned. Thought I’d remember what laughter sounds like.” He offered his hand. “Dance?”

She paused only the length of a heartbeat, then stepped into his arms.

They fit together as if shaped for it across forgotten lifetimes—no flourish, only the steady grace of two souls who had learned to carry heavy burdens without breaking. Her scent rose through the haze—coffee, faint lye soap, and something like sage warmed by sun—and settled in him deeper than any whiskey ever reached.

“You been watchin’ me,” he said low against her ear.

“And you me, since the snow melted.”

A quiet laugh rumbled in his chest. “Reckon we’re square.”

They spoke first of ordinary things—hay scarce and dear, the threat of early snow, whether the Broncos might finally claim something worth claiming—but the words deepened as the music turned. She told of returning to an empty trailer and Travis’s note propped against the saltshaker, how she had sat until dawn watching coffee grow cold while the life she believed in drained away like blood from a mortal wound. He spoke of the bronc in Cheyenne that flipped backward in the chute, of the instant he understood some promises end before they are ever spoken.

They claimed a booth scarred by generations of carved initials and cigarette burns. Fresh beers arrived unbidden. The room’s clamor softened around them like snow falling on sage.

“Your road’s been dark,” he said.

“Yours hasn’t been lit by many lanterns.”

He leaned forward, forearms on the table, old breaks and rope burns plain in the dim light. “I’m no smooth rider with sweet words and deep pockets. But what I’ve got is rooted deep. And it doesn’t blow away in the first hard wind.”

She studied him long, eyes softening with old ache and new light. “I’m through with smooth, Cole. Smooth left me holding nothing but debt and silence.”

Her fingers crossed the table to find his, callus speaking to callus in a language older than words. “Dance again?”

They remained until the band packed instruments and chairs rose onto tables. Outside, the wind had stilled; stars hung sharp and innumerable overhead, cold witnesses to fragile beginnings. He walked her to her old Ford beneath the streetlamp’s pale circle.

“I should go,” she said, yet lingered.

“Long road home.”

She smiled, small and true. “I know every mile by heart.”

“I wasn’t speaking of the highway.”

Silence gathered, thick with frost and the weight of possibility.

“Cole Redfern,” she whispered, “you are the most stubborn man I ever met.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And if I say coffee tomorrow, after your ride?”

“I’ll be waiting. Boots brushed and heart open.”

She rose to him then, kiss tentative at first, then fierce with the hunger of two people long denied tenderness. When they parted, their breath mingled white in the cold.

“Drive careful,” she said.

“You too.”

He watched her taillights fade down Main before climbing into his truck. The engine coughed, caught, and he turned south under a sky wide enough to forgive every wrong turn he had ever taken—and perhaps, in time, to redeem them.

Winter struck fierce and sudden. A Thanksgiving
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