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Howbeit Jesus suffered him not, but saith unto him, Go home to thy friends, and tell them how great things the Lord hath done for thee, and hath had compassion on thee. (Mk 5:19)
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CHAPTER 1
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YOU COULDN’T PUT A cowboy in a suit and him be comfortable. That’s what his life felt like. Like he’d marched in his boots and undershirt down the center of a fancy department store aisle. Out of place and unsure what his place was. 

All he knew was hogs, a career he’d fallen into after his divorce, two decades ago. He’d retired from the hunts now, sort of, giving the majority of them over to Tyson Pyke, who was good at it, but he’d yet to figure out what retirement meant.

So far, days of boredom, too much TV, and an occasional fishing trip. Add in the awful apartment he’d acquired when Tyson and Aletta married with its unknown pings and thumps, paper thin walls, and tiny living space, and the scope of his life, all the hard work he’d done, the hours he’d poured into the land, became a bag of hot air held over a fireplace. 

Dale Greene exhaled and couldn’t bring himself to enter, though he lived there. 

He turned on one heel and retraced his steps to his truck, twilight settling, blue, all around him. Back in the seat, the fabric fitted to him from years of use, he cranked and shifted into drive, his headlights cutting a path through the growing darkness.

He turned over all the stones he’d placed in the garden of his mind, unearthing a lot of memories he’d rather forget. Cheating on his wife, for one. Biggest mistake of his life. He’d lost her, any possible relationship with his son, and the future he’d so carefully planned out. His trust in himself, for another. Forgiving others was easy to do, whereas even after all this time, he still thought of himself as the lowlife who’d treated his marriage vows like a hog-wallow. 

Oh, he’d picked himself up and created a new life. He’d made good friends – the Porters, Tyson and Aletta, of course, but also the Flints, and the Swans. So many people in the community included him in their lives. Being included was always temporary. He came home alone, went to sleep alone, and got up alone.

Not paying mind to his travels, Dale found himself in the Barn’s parking lot. This far out in Texas, you had only a handful of choices where to eat. There was a sandwich place uptown or a coffee shop, near the highway. Most people came to the Barn, though, a restaurant-slash-dance bar, hopping with younger, much more virile cowboys, on the weekends. 

Nights like tonight, people were sparse and the lot largely empty.

Pulling into a slot, he shut his truck off. No reason to go in. Having thought that, however, he got out anyway and strolled toward the double doors. 

A man’s angry voice halted him just outside. His brow furrowed, he leaned forward, peering through the finger-smeared windows, and met eyes with the Barn’s head waitress, Rita Ballard. Fear pooled in her brown gaze, she nodded, ever so slightly, at a young man, thirtyish, dressed far too uptown for backwater Texas.

Dale’s stomach clenched, and he ducked out of view. Retracing his footsteps to his truck, he dug an old pistol from the glove compartment, the weapon kept loaded, and returned to the Barn’s front doors. Turning the knob with one hand, he pushed slightly inward and held there. 

The angry man’s voice grew in volume. “I said empty the safe!”

Rita replied, her voice firm. “I told you I don’t have the key. You can shoot up the place, and I still won’t have it.”

Shoot up. He was armed then.

“Give me your wallets. Anything you’ve got,” the would-be robber said.

Dale pushed the door in further and squeezed his lean form into the entrance. He firmed his grip on his pistol and shuffled, silent, toward the melee. An odd snap sounded then a woman squealed and burst into tears. 

“Put it all in there,” the robber said. “Hurry up about it. You too, mister.”

“See here, now, this isn’t right.”

An object thudded, impacting flesh, and the robber’s voice formed a growl. “The next person gets a bullet.”

Heat flashed across Dale’s face. His gaze narrowed, he walked closer and, arriving within sight distance, counted the customers ringing the walls and the waitresses clustered in his view. A dozen total, not counting the kitchen staff.

The robber shoved a purse, the strap broken and dangling, from one woman to another. “Put in that nice ring you got,” he said.

The woman struggled to remove it, her hands trembling. Her husband, a stout fellow, tried to help her but lost his grip. Angered further, the robber shoved at him with one hand, and Dale, taking the opportunity, crossed the distance in long strides and pressed the barrel to the robber’s head. 

“We don’t take kindly to strangers stealing other people’s things,” he said.

The man stiffened, his grip on the purse tightening.

Dale nodded at the gun. “You set that down, slow and easy.” 

He prodded the robber, and the man jerked forward, lowering the gun to the tabletop. Dale grasped his shoulders and tugged him backward, out of its reach. He caught eyes with one of the Barn’s waitresses. “Call the sheriff.”

The girl dug a cell from her back pocket, her fingertips tapping rapid on the screen. “Send someone to the Barn,” she mumbled. “We’re being robbed.”

“Takes a special fool to steal from a group of cowboys,” Dale said. “You don’t look stupid, so I’m thinking this is last minute. You were desperate. You got a habit, son? Is that it?” 

“Why do you care?” the robber asked.

“Because these are my friends. They earned their right to be here. Freedom is a gift, and success the prize you get for diggin’ in and doing what’s needed.”

The robber exhaled, his lips buzzing. “Don’t give me a speech, old man.”

“Now, see there ... I am old enough to do just that. I haven’t much else to do with my time but reflect and spin what knowledge I’ve acquired into thoughts about life. But since, you’re not inclined to listen, how ’bout this? Every person living within fifty miles of here knows who holds the key to the safe, so since you didn’t, that tells me you aren’t from the area. You needed a big score, which is why you chose this place, but you were in a hurry and didn’t take the time to think it through. You also didn’t count on an ‘old man’ spoilin’ your fun.”

The last word left his lips, and the robber spun in place, one fist sailing outward. Dale ducked and brought his own fist upward, pounding it into the fellow’s jaw. The collision gave a loud crack, and the man’s head flew backward. He stumbled into a table, tipping its contents. Plates rang on the wooden floor, half-eaten food spattering around them in an arch.

Before he could blink, the robber righted himself and lunged.

Time slowed, the expressions on those around them stretching wide, the sounds of the scuffle and a woman’s scream distorted in his head. The robber’s hard gaze and reddened face flashed before him along with the forward sweep of his hands. The purse flew upward, spitting jewelry into the air.

Dale pointed his pistol, the motion lasting, what felt like an hour, and his finger curled on the trigger, he fired. The bullet dug into the robber’s shoulder, and the man twisted sideways landing with an oof. He slid a couple feet, to a spot at Dale’s feet. 

Dale redirected his gun. “Where you from, son?” he asked.

Teeth gritted, the robber curled in on himself. “Cali-for-nia.” he grunted.

Dale leaned his weight on one hip, his gaze unblinking. “Welcome to Texas.”
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RITA SANK INTO A CHAIR, her gaze on Dale, where he spoke with Sheriff’s Deputy William Swan. His arms crossed over his chest, Dale presented a handsome figure, six-foot-one, slender and still in great shape. By no means the “old man” the thief had called him. In fact, if not for his quick-thinking and rapid response, there was no telling what might have happened tonight. 

Age was a state of mind. Experience, like Dale had, was acquired lasting through the hard times, and she was sure he’d had his share. Whatever they were, people held him in respect. They trusted him to do the right thing.

He was the kind of man she’d wished for. Except by now, they’d have years of learning about each other behind them. They’d know their individual foibles yet be deep in love. That’d always been her goal, to have something enduring. But here she was, fifty-two, and as single as ever. She had a great job, worked with great people ... all younger than her ... but sometimes, she dreamed of not waiting tables. Traveling now and then. Holding a man’s hand.

Dale and the deputy shook hands, then the young lawman retreated from the empty restaurant, and Dale turned to face her. Look at him and you’d never know there’d been any problems at all tonight. His cowboy hat sat square, his white hair sticking out beneath the brim. His shirt was crisp, buttoned to his neck. The only creases in his clothing were the worn wrinkles in his boots.

He strode over, concern fitting on his brow. “Can I take you home, Ms. Rita?”

She smiled and tried to look less rattled than she felt. She’d seen some crazy things in her years working here but only once had someone tried to rob them and, that time, not with a gun. “I think I can manage it, but thank you, Mr. Greene.”

He curved one hand over his hip. “Well, now, I’m lookin’ at you and thinkin’ different. Give an old man some pleasure and let him escort you.”

A nervous laugh fell out, covering a rush of relief. “You’re calling yourself ‘old’ now? You weren’t ‘old’ moments ago.” Her cheeks warmed, and she willed them not to look too pink. 

If he noticed, he didn’t say so.

“Not as young as I was, and being honest, too lonely.”

Loneliness she understood all too well. Give it enough attention, it would spur you to do things you wouldn’t ordinarily. But surely, accepting a ride on a night she didn’t feel so confident wasn’t too rash.

“Let me relieve it for ten minutes then,” she replied. “I have to get my things.”

He lowered his chin in a sign of acceptance, and Rita stood and headed down the back hallway to the Barn’s office. She shed her apron and gathered her purse, locking the door behind her. She poked her head in the kitchen, on the way past, meeting the gaze of the chef and some of his staff. 

“I’m gone. You’ll lock up?”

He nodded, and she reversed, aiming her footsteps for where she’d left Dale. He met her gaze, when she exited, his lips curved into a smile. 

“Shall we?” she asked.

He motioned her ahead of him.

If pickup trucks could talk, she reckoned they’d have a long drawl and a ton of stories, Dale’s more than most others. It’d been “rode hard and put up wet,” as the trite saying went, its side panels and tailgate scratched and dinged, its interior stained and full of holes, the result of so many years catching hogs. It smelled clean, however, a cheap paper air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror.

Dale held the door while she climbed in then rounded the front for the driver’s seat. Rita snapped the seatbelt into place, angled toward him while he cranked. He shifted into reverse, unspeaking, and backed into the lane.

“You know the way?” she asked.

He glanced at her. “Over on Wilton Lane?”

She nodded, and he shifted into drive.

“I want to say thanks,” she said, once they’d gotten on the road. “I hate to think how things would have ended ....”

Dale exhaled softly. “You don’t have to think it. I was restless tonight and considering myself too much. I see the folly of that now, though it did put me in the right place at the right time.”

“I do the same a lot lately,” she replied. “It’s all these young people hitching up. I’m happy for them but see myself plain.”

His silence spoke loud enough. He felt it, too. 

How had two forlorn souls managed to live in the same town, meet the same good people, yet remain solitary like they were? She should have grandkids dancing around her feet. As it was, she didn’t even have a cat. Dale had a son, though he never mentioned him. At some point, their relationship had gone bad. It wasn’t her job to find out how or why. 

“Speaking of youngsters,” Dale intoned, breaking into her thoughts. “I heard you’re holding the Autumn Dance at the Barn.”

She nodded, grateful for a switch in subject. “It’ll be fun. The high school’s bringing in a decorating crew, going to do us up in pumpkins and maple leaves and such. We’ll leave it all up for the adults after it’s over. Long ago, in my youth, I went to our high school dance with Clark Young. I was sixteen and totally cuckoo for him.” She laughed. “We lasted two whole weeks then he dumped me for Claudia.”

“He was a fool.” 

Unsure what to say to that, she didn’t try, and, upon time, Dale turned onto her long, dark street. Too dark. Too long.

He pulled into her driveway. “There you go,” he said.

She grasped the door handle, the stress of the tense evening taking hold. Did she really want to be alone yet? She glanced at Dale. “I don’t suppose you’d like to come in. I’ve got cookies and can make a pot of coffee.” 

Stupid. She couldn’t handle being in her own home? Hasty, she pulled the handle and climbed out. “It’s okay, though. I don’t want to take up your time.”

She shouldn’t bother him.

Dale ducked his head, and the light hit his eyes. “Coffee sounds good. Besides, I’ve got plenty of time to share.”

Her spirits lifted. “C’mon then.” She waved him out and closed the door.

Dale shut his truck off and unfastened his seatbelt. She met him at the front bumper.

“Lead the way,” he replied. “I’m right behind you.”

Rita headed for the door. Having him there brought great comfort, even if it was only because of what’d happened tonight. She’d take what she could get.
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RITA’S HOME STRETCHED out on two acres at the end of a cul-de-sac, or what would have been one. The housing development had only ever partially come into being and, over time, she’d bought the lots on either side of her ... and those of several other places in the area. She wasn’t what people would call “well off,” but she’d invested smart. He respected that.

They stepped inside, and the femininity of it hit him, sharp. 

The house he’d given to Tyson and Aletta had been too male before she moved in. The apartment he’d traded with her for lacked any sort of identity at all. Rita’s place, on the other hand, looked and smelled like a woman, sensations he hadn’t experienced much since his divorce. 
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