







Bull Rider

Marilyn Halvorson

Orca Soundings

[image: image]


Copyright © 2003 Marilyn Halvorson

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing from the publisher.

National Library of Canada Cataloguing in Publication Data

Halvorson, Marilyn, 1948-

Bull rider / Marilyn Halvorson.

(Orca soundings)

ISBN 1-55143-233-1

1. Rodeos--Juvenile fiction. I. Title. II. Series.

PS8565.A462B84 2003 jC813’.54 C2002-911488-8

PZ7.H168Bu 2003

First published in the United States, 2003

Library of Congress Control Number: 2002116519

Summary: Layne is determined to be a bull rider like his father — who was killed by a bull.

Orca Book Publishers gratefully acknowledges the support for its publishing programs provided by the following agencies: the Government of Canada through the Book Publishing Industry Development Program (BPIDP), the Canada Council for the Arts, and the British Columbia Arts Council.

Cover design: Christine Toller
Cover photography: Eyewire
Printed and bound in Canada

05 04 03 • 5 4 3 2 1

IN CANADA:
Orca Book Publishers
1030 North Park Street
Victoria, BC Canada
V8T 1C6

IN THE UNITED STATES:
Orca Book Publishers
PO Box 468
Custer, WA USA
98240-0468


To Wes and Chad whose real-life experience made the book work.


Chapter One

I was sitting at the kitchen table writing when Mom came in. “Hi, Layne,” she said, setting down a bag of groceries. “Doing your homework already?” she asked with a grin. “You sure you’re feeling all right?”

Any other time I would have grinned back. Mom has to nag me so much about homework that it’s a joke between us. But this time I didn’t crack a smile. I was too nervous. “It’s not homework,” I said slowly, looking up at her.

She shrugged and crammed some lettuce in the fridge. “No?” she said, only half listening. “What is it then?”

I swallowed. “An entry form for the rodeo next month,” I said and watched her grin fade. I knew it would be like this. It had been like this the other two times I had tried. But it wouldn’t be quite the same this time. Because this time I wasn’t backing down.

Mom slowly closed the fridge and came over to the table. She never took her eyes off me until she picked up the paper. Then she glanced at it, crumpled it up and threw it on the table. “No, Layne,” she said in a tight voice. Her eyes met mine again. “Not the bull riding. You know how I feel about that.”

I knew all right. We’d been through this scene so many times it was like living in an instant replay. But this time I fought back. “Yeah, and you know how I feel about it too.”

“I don’t care how you feel,” Mom shot back. “All I know is that I watched a bull kill my husband and there’s no way I’ll risk watching one kill my son.”

I stood up fast — and almost knocked the table over. “Oh, come on, Mom, it won’t happen.”

“You bet it won’t happen,” Mom cut in before I could finish. “The answer is no,” she said, grabbing her jacket and heading for the door. That’s the way she always tried to end things. Get in the last word and then get out of there. But I wasn’t going to let her do it this time.

“You can’t stop me,” I said in a flat voice. That got her attention. She spun around. Mom and I have more in common than our blue eyes and blond hair. Our tempers match, too. Her eyes flashed angrily, but before she could say anything I cut her off. “Give me a break, Mom,” I said. “I’m almost seventeen.”

Mom laughed — but she didn’t sound happy. “Right, Layne, almost. Just another eight months till your birthday.” Then, in a voice hard as steel, she added, “And I’ve got news for you. As long as you’re living in this house, I can stop you. And don’t you ever forget it.”

I looked her straight in the eye. “If that’s the way it’s gotta be,” I said slowly, “I can always get out of this house. But I’m gonna ride.”

Right then I realized what I’d done. Backed myself into a corner. You didn’t push my mom like that and get away with it. What if she called my bluff? Leaving home was the last thing I wanted to do. Living on the ranch meant hard work, long hours and a lot of responsibility, but it was the only life I knew. And I didn’t want to lose it.

Mom and I stood there for a minute, glaring at each other. Maybe she knew she was cornered too. Was she really tough enough to kick me out if I entered the bull riding?

Suddenly she glanced at her watch, gave a gasp and ran for the door. I was glad there wasn’t time to finish this fight right now.

Mom’s a nurse and works the late shift at the hospital in Greentree. It’s hard to hold a steady job and keep the ranch going too, but she doesn’t have much choice. The ranch isn’t a great moneymaker — especially when you’ve got a family to support.

I heard her start the Jeep and burn out of the driveway. If I spun that much gravel I’d hear about it.

I picked up the entry form and smoothed it out. It was in rough shape, but it would do the job.

“Cool move, Hot Shot.” A voice behind me made me jump. It was Terror, of course, my kid sister. Her real name’s Tara, but if you knew her you’d understand the nickname. I hadn’t even known she was in the house, but I could bet she hadn’t missed a second of that scene between Mom and me.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I snarled back at her.

“Don’t you think Mom’s got enough problems just keeping this place going? She sure doesn’t need you getting her all upset.”

Great. All I needed was a free guilt trip. Especially coming from the kid who was a disaster looking for a place to happen. Her adventures had landed her in the emergency room twice already this year. “Get off my case, Terr,” I snapped. I pushed past her and headed for my room.

I changed into an old shirt. What I had in mind was real hard on clothes. As I turned to go out, the newspaper clipping on the wall caught my eye. It had been there so long it was yellow, but the headline still stood out: One Ride Away From a Championship.

The picture was clear too. My dad grinning from ear to ear right after he scored an 87 on his second last ride at the National Finals. It was the second last ride of his life, too. On his next bull he hung up, got his hand caught in the rigging. The clowns were good. They got in there and distracted the bull and finally managed to jerk the rope loose. But it was too late. He was trampled so bad he never woke up.

That was six years ago, but it still seems like yesterday. I was ten years old and my whole world fell apart. With Dad gone there was a big hollow space inside of me that I thought nothing would ever fill. I used to lie awake at night thinking about him. About how bad he’d wanted that championship and how close he’d come to getting it.

Slowly, an idea had begun to take shape. Dad could never win that championship, but he could have the next best thing. His son could do it for him.

I’ve been working on it ever since. But it hasn’t been easy. Oh, I’ve done a lot of steer riding. I was already entering the boys’ steer riding before Dad died and I kept at it. Mom didn’t mind that. Steer riding isn’t all that dangerous. Steers buck pretty good, and once in a while they might accidentally kick you after they unload you. But they’re nowhere near as big as the bulls and they mostly just want to get away from you. A lot of Brahma bulls would really like to kill you after they dump you.

I’m too old to enter the steer riding now, so if I want to learn about riding bulls there’s only one way to do it. By riding bulls. And that’s where Jana Kelvin comes into the picture. We’ve known each other since grade one and she’s always been a good friend. The last year or two I’ve been taking more note of the fact that she’s also a girl. I think I’m going to do a little more work on combining those two words pretty soon. But, right now, what mattered most was the fact that Jana’s dad raises rodeo stock. He also has a big indoor arena set up to try them out.

I stuffed my shirttail into my jeans and headed outside. I didn’t make it. Halfway through the kitchen, Terror caught up to me. “You goin’ down to Kelvins’ arena again, Layne?”

I turned around. “What’s it to you?” I said angrily. She wasn’t supposed to know I was going there.

“Lots,” she said. “‘Cause if you are you can hook the trailer on and take Rambo and me with you. I want to practice barrel racing him in the arena.”

Terror and Rambo. The perfect pair. Rambo was her horse and the name really fit. All great body and not enough brains to come in out of the rain. He might have the speed for a great barrel racing horse, but I didn’t think he’d ever make it. He was too pig-headed. He’d just as soon run right over the barrels as do the figure-eight pattern around them.

Anyhow, there was no way I was about to haul that outlaw horse anywhere. Last time he was in the trailer he almost kicked a hole through it. Besides, I didn’t want Terror along any more than I wanted her horse.

“Why should I take you?” I said. “What have you ever done for me?” I wasn’t being completely fair. Even though she had the temper of a pit bull on steroids, Terror wasn’t such a bad kid sister. She’d covered for me more than once when I’d pulled some stunt I didn’t want Mom to find out about. And, although I’d never admit it, I couldn’t help but be kind of proud of Terror. She was totally fearless around animals and could handle any horse she ever climbed onto. I had a sneaking suspicion that if she’d been a boy she’d have beat me to a bull riding title.

But right now I wasn’t in any mood to be fair. After that run-in with Mom I didn’t feel like being anything but miserable.

Terror’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve done plenty of things for you. But what you’d better worry about is what I’m gonna do to you if you don’t take me along.”

“Oh, wow,” I sneered. “You’re scarin’ me to death.”

She shrugged. “Okay, if that’s the way you want it.” She started to walk away.

I let her walk a dozen steps before I broke down. Assuming Terror was bluffing could be dangerous. “Well,” I yelled after her, “what are you gonna do?”

She tossed her head. “Tell Mom that Jana Kelvin’s been letting you use her dad’s bulls to practice on.”

We went out and loaded Rambo.
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