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As far as the east is from the west, so far hath he removed our transgressions from us. (Ps 103:12)
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CHAPTER 1
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THE HOT DRY SUMMER night turned into chaos inside the door of the restaurant-dance hall, every cowboy and cowgirl for miles having apparently piled into the place at once. He kept to the edges of the dance floor to avoid being pulled into the throbbing mix. This brushed him up against both seated guests and busy waitresses. His gaze caught on one, an attractive brunette with shapely hips and larger than average breasts, her blouse stretched tight. 

Her lips crooked, in a sort of come on, and she slanted her weight on one hip. “What can I get ya, cowboy?”

She had doe eyes, coffee brown, a perfect bow-shaped mouth and, of course, that hair, wavy, shaded auburn. She was like one of those teardrop candies people were fond of, meant to be unwrapped and savored.

“Depends.” 

On her charity. The hunger that’d sent him in here demanded satisfaction, but his hard luck had him out of cash.

“Tell ya what.” She nodded toward a booth. “You take a seat, and I’ll bring you something.”

With a sharp nod, he did as she bade, sliding into the narrow booth, the edge of the table cutting into his broad chest. She vanished in the crowd, and he shut his eyes for a moment to catch his breath. The thump of country music pulsed in his ears beneath boisterous voices and the stomp of a sea of boots.

He’d used the last of what he had on the bus ticket that’d brought him here, then walked from the station, hoping to find someone that could direct him toward the Double R cattle ranch. His eyes popped back open and caught instantly on the waitress. A tray upheld in one hand, she worked in his direction, but was stopped by another cowboy mostly out of his view.

This cowboy closed his fingers around her wrist, and she yanked back, unable to free herself. An argument ensued. Her face shaded red, and she pulled at her arm again. The tray bobbled.

He pushed to his feet and arrived at their sides in an instant. “I’d let go if I were you.”

The cowboy facing him was young and, he’d guess, green, as far as ranching. He was also partially drunk, the kind of drunk that grew bold and belligerent. His own life experiences came into play seeing it.

“Why don’t you butt out?” the cowboy asked.

He leaned into the fellow’s face. “Where I come from we mop the floor with guys like you.”

The waitress curved her hand over his arm and spoke, crooning, in his ear. “Let it go. I got you that meal.”

Her touch shot up his arm, electric – because it was hers, in particular, and because it was gentle. He hadn’t had much of that in his life recently.

“Please, he’s not worth it.”

With this remark, he relented. She released him, and he followed her back to the table, the imprint of her fingers still stinging on his skin. He sat, and she slid him a plate – burger and fries with a cold foamy beer. He stared at the liquid, his throat tight.

“On the house,” she said, “on account of you saved me from Ricky.”

Swallowing, he turned his gaze upward. She tilted her head. “I know most of the cowboys that work around here and don’t recognize you. You looking for work?”

He cleared his throat. “I know cows.”

She smiled. “Bench press ’em, I’ll bet.” Her gaze strayed toward the hostess station across the way, flicking back to him. “Tell you what. You hang around ’til I’m off the clock, and we’ll discuss it. If you know cows, then I know ranches.” She reached for his beer. “I’ll bring you a soda.”

In her next breath, she was gone. She returned eventually, depositing a cola under his nose. She flashed him that teasing smile before she took off. He consumed the food, calming his angry stomach.

She was perceptive in seeing he didn’t want beer. Alcohol had sent him to prison, and he’d vowed to never touch another drop. She’d also realized his lack of cash, not asking for payment. Both actions showed her kindness. Her wanting to speak with him after work, though ... about cows?

Words were hard to find to talk to a woman, but also to anyone else. He simply wasn’t good at conversation. Fortunately, no one required it for the next couple hours. He held in place while the dance floor cleared and customers eased outside. Though other waitresses passed by him, and a tall man he guessed to be the bouncer, none approached. She’d probably told them he was there.

She appeared a half hour after closing. She’d removed her apron and captured her purse. She gestured toward the exit, and he rose, following her into the parking lot. She angled for a car parked beneath a street lamp, halting at the bumper. There was a ding in it one-third of the way across.

She tilted her gaze. “I’m going to take a guess you don’t have any place to be tonight. You’re empty-handed, so you don’t have things, and I know all the cars left in the lot, so you don’t have transportation ... and until I fed you, you hadn’t eaten. Next thing is you wondering why I’m standing here with a stranger. After all, you could be a creep.” She paused and took a breath. “I’m Aletta Gordon.”

He never blinked. “Tyson Pyke.”

Her lips formed the smile that had already become familiar. “There, we’re not strangers anymore.” She jerked her chin toward the passenger side. “If you’re interested, we can even become friends. I’ve got a shower ... and a bed.”

His blood heated. Neither one required speaking if he played his cards right. He could locate the Double R in the morning. Chances were Aletta knew where it was ... and someone soft and warm was incredibly appealing.

“My thanks,” he replied.

She dug her keys out of her purse, hooking them on one finger. “I’ll be sure to say, ‘You’re welcome.’ Hop in.”
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ALETTA LIVED IN A SMALL bungalow on a half-acre lot lined with similar houses. It was reasonably clean, from what he could see in the darkness. The grass, what there was of it, had been mowed, the porch swept. The inside was feminine, whitewashed walls adorned with framed photos of flowers and girly knickknacks on every table they passed. Curiously, though, there weren’t any personal items – no photographs of family, no indication she’d attended college anywhere or had connections outside this house.

She tossed her purse and keys down on the kitchen counter and snagged a bottle of water from the fridge. “You like cake?”

Tyson raised his eyebrows.

“Okay, that’s a yes.” She smiled and reached into the fridge removing a wrapped plate. She set it in front of him and dug a fork out of a drawer. “You eat it. If I take one more bite, I’ll gain ten pounds. That’s like fifty when you’re only five-foot-one.”

He took the fork and unwrapped a large slice. Chocolate cake smeared with creamy dark frosting glowed on the plate. Poking into the delicacy, he raised a huge bite to his lips. Heaven.

She offered him milk to wash it down.

“I’ve worked at the Barn for six months and, in that time, seen a lot.”

She leaned back against the counter, crossing her arms. Rounded cleavage shoved upward.

“Fridays and Saturdays are our busy nights. People let their hair down and it can get nuts. Point is, in that time, I haven’t brought any of the local ‘clientele’ home.”

Tyson released his fork to the counter. 

She wanted him to know. That spoke well for her. At the same time, here he was, and he wasn’t sure, given his destitution, that he wouldn’t be here anyhow, regardless of how loose her affections were. Thinking on that, however, he hadn’t been around many women who weren’t in uniform over the last few years, and having one this attractive invite him to her place seemed almost virginal. He wasn’t one, but it felt that way.

“Listen to me,” she said. “I’ll show you to the shower.”

She straightened and led him from the kitchen, down a short hall to a bathroom on the right. It was also feminine, done in shades of pink. A bowl of decorative soaps and a matching dispenser sat on the counter.

“There’re towels in the closet, and soap and shampoo under the sink. Leave your things on the mat and I’ll wash them.”

He nodded, wondering what he’d wear instead. She closed the door, and he dismissed it. He dropped his clothes on the mat and turned the faucet on.

Scalding water and fragrant suds did incredibly things to his psyche, easing his physical and mental pain. And he had plenty of each. His descent to a homeless state added embarrassment on top of it. No one wanted to hire an ex-con cowboy. He’d anticipated that when he was released, but not that it’d last this long. Surely, someone would let him prove himself, he’d thought. It seemed not, no matter his reason for doing time.

He was embarrassed about that, too. A drunken crash with a local politician’s son had been his final undoing. He hadn’t had a drink since nor, previous to it, been involved in any other crimes in his life. Nobody cared. As soon as he admitted he had a record, they sent him packing.

A run-in with a man named Jim McCready had sent him here. Jim, he knew from his youth. When Jim had mentioned Jared Flint, another person he trusted, it’d seemed far too coincidental to not follow up on. But in none of that had he planned to be showering in a beautiful woman’s home, and, standing on the mat, a bath towel around his hips, he didn’t know what he should do next.

She solved the issue, opening the door. She’d been confident to this point. Now, she seemed less so. Her voice lowered to a whisper. “This is unlike me.” Her hands rose, as if she wanted to touch him, but, hovering, she didn’t. “I’m lonely.”

They had that in common. He’d been lonely as a drunk, lonely behind bars, and lonely traveling the roads looking for that final break, the place that’d set him on an upward path.

He reached for her chin, cupping it in his palm and leaned down to taste her lips. They parted in a plea he answered with his tongue. The sweetness of a woman, one asking for him, scattered any hesitancy to the wind. Haste took over, the desire to feel something good for once. 

She pried his towel loose, the damp fabric crumpling to the floor. He removed her blouse in one tug, and she stepped out of her pants and underthings. Lifting her off her feet, he backed her to the wall, a framed photo on the opposite side thumping against the surface to the pulse of his motions.
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STANDING AGAINST THE washer, the basin filling, her actions took on an enormous weight that spanned from her abdomen to her aching thighs. She was not the type of woman who had one night stands. She’d had one boyfriend back in her early twenties, reasonably steady, and no one since.

Thinking of Tyson next to him was laughable. Tyson was six-foot-four inches of massive cowboy. He was thick muscles and corded abs and, as he’d proven, all man. He’d also been down on his luck when he’d shown up at the Barn. Admittedly, she’d come up to him initially because he looked needy. Taking a guess, he hadn’t eaten in a while. He’d also looked tired, except ... not too tired to ... to ...

Her thoughts faded into a haze of remembered body heat, her spine against the door frame, her feet dangling in midair. The photo in the hallway had fallen, somewhere in the midst of it.

Shaking her head clear, Aletta added soap to the basin, dropped in Tyson’s clothes, and turned. Inhaling deep, she retraced her steps to the bedroom. She sat down, the edges of her robe parting in the motion, and his gaze strayed. Conscious of it, she leaned back. “I’m from Vermont.”

His eyes lifted.

“You’re surprised?”

“Nothing about you screams Vermont.”

This remark combined with her nervousness to form a ragged giggle. She rested against the headboard. “My mom runs a bed-and-breakfast, the quintessential small town photo you see of the state, but though I talk to her now and then, we’re not close. I haven’t seen her since I ran off at eighteen. I’ve lived in Ohio and New Jersey. I was going to move to Alabama ... my mom is from there ... but got sidetracked here. It’s much hotter in Texas than I expected.” 

And looking at him, in more ways than the weather. Tyson lay on his side, the bedcovers fallen to his waist. Heat spread upward from her core.

“What about you? No, don’t tell me ... you were born and raised here.”

Though he didn’t reply, his face said it was true, but mingled with it were a dozen other things ... a past he didn’t want to share. He wasn’t obligated. This was what it was, after all. She’d wanted to let go, to relieve her angst, and he’d given her that.

“Why the Double R?” she asked instead.

“Jared Flint.”

Jared Flint she knew. He came into the Barn now and then, to eat or looking for workers. His wife was a sweet person, though they weren’t friends necessarily, his daughters adorable. 

“We go back a ways.”

This was a revealing statement. Jared’s story was a vivid whisper in the community, how he’d almost killed a man and subsequently served time for it. He was well-respected now, but if he knew Tyson ... Her thoughts stalled and, again, she reminded herself she’d done this ... with him ... and must accept the consequences.

“I can take you there tomorrow. I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you ... and if you ever come back to town ...” She left the invitation open.

He stared, silent, then untied her sash. His mouth landed hot between her breasts and he dragged her beneath him. She fed his greed with a dose of her own, any caution she ought to have melting away.
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TYSON EMPTIED HIS PLATE, wiping the eggy mixture away with a slice of buttered toast. Gulping his coffee, too hot to drink really, he stared at Aletta and relived every glorious moment together. The size of his desire surprised him, but also that it was specific to her. He’d managed to go this long without hopping into bed with anyone. Somehow with Aletta, he couldn’t refuse.

She grasped his plate, in leaning over, exposing the tops of her breasts, and his need surged again.

She’d wanted him here, but that, by itself, wasn’t enough to make him this crazy. He’d remembered what it was like to be a man while experiencing her. That wasn’t a big enough reason either.

She turned and set his plate in the sink. Flipping the water on, she rinsed the breakfast dishes, her skin reddening. She bent down to place the items in the dishwasher, and the bottom of her shorts rode up. He stared until he was uncomfortable.

The nearest he could come to explaining the spark she created was, strangely, her compassion. She’d been nice to him, even after she’d figured out he must’ve served time with Jared. He’d seen that on her face, then it’d been replaced by acceptance, of who he might be, of her involvement in asking him to come.

She shut the dishwasher. “I don’t have to be at work today. The Barn’s closed on Sundays, and I’m sure Jared has gone to church.”

This altered Tyson’s thoughts entirely. The Jared Flint he’d known had been bitter and resentful, incredibly inward. “He goes to church?”

She raised her chin. “You probably haven’t seen him in a while. He and his wife ...”

“He’s married?” He interrupted.

Aletta paused. “You haven’t seen him in a while. He’s married and has two girls.”

Daughters. Jared had daughters. Tyson couldn’t reconcile that thought with the man he’d known, the one always ready for a fight, willing to swing at anybody, and unable to stop. The year they’d shared a cell had given them a lot of time to learn each other’s habits, both good and bad. Nowhere in the image of him could Tyson find what it’d take to be a dad.

“Precious girls that look like their mama. Anyhow, I can take you this afternoon if you want. Until then ...”

Until then, there was this thing they’d formed. Her face said she was aware of it, but they didn’t know one another good enough to admit it out loud.

She lowered her hands to her side. “I should wash my hair. Feel free to watch TV or whatever. I won’t be long.”

Waving one hand outward, Aletta took her leave. He rose eventually and strolled into the living room. A floral print couch and matching armchair faced a TV angled in the corner. Above it, on a shelf was another of the many flower photos. It came to him they substituted for the usual family shots. She’d said she and her mom weren’t close. She’d not mentioned her dad at all. She wouldn’t know, but he and his parents were similar. His dad had passed years ago; his mom lived, who knew where.

The rush of water in the walls raised his gaze. Almost uncontrolled, he followed the sound into the bedroom and through the door into the master bath. Her curvy shape outlined against the milky glass. Without pause, he slid it open.

She froze, her fingers cupped around a bar of soap.

Taking it from her, he set it in the porcelain dish and rinsed her with his hands, lingering in places at the spark in her eyes. Bringing his mouth to hers, he captured her tongue, silky alongside his. 

However this’d happened, they’d lit a flame that wouldn’t go out. It could be it’d burn them both eventually, but for now—

He shed his clothing and stepped in. 
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CHAPTER 2
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AFTER BEING CLOSED behind gray walls and steel bars, the wide open spaces of Texas ranchland looked like heaven. Jared’s house was a postage stamp amongst them, a tiny wood square sticking out of the flat landscape. A battered pickup sat in the drive. Children’s toys were strewn in the yard and on the porch, haphazard.

“Well ...”

Tyson turned toward Aletta. “My thanks.”

Her cheeks flushed, her eyes bright, she crooked a sexy smile. “You’re welcome.”

He wanted to laugh that she’d remembered to say the phrase, but didn’t. He dipped his chin instead and exited, squaring his shoulders toward the task at hand. He strode up the steps onto the stoop and knocked soundly. A young girl squealed, tiny pounding footsteps tracing her path to the door. The knob turned and the hinges squeaked. The girl, her blonde hair tousled, blue eyes wide, peered out, something orange smeared across one cheek.

“Who’s there, Willow?” Jared popped up behind her. “Tyson Pyke! God bless it ... not a face I expected to see.”

The girl wilted against his legs, and he curved one hand on top.

“Yours?” Tyson asked.

Jared looked downward, pride shining. “Mine, and as pretty as her mama.” He leapt in place. “Come in ...” One hand on his daughter’s head, he steered her in a circle.

Tyson entered and halted. The place was small, made even smaller by the clutter. Furniture fought with ranch-related things and more children’s toys for floor space. A fireplace was half-hidden by a chair, the mantle above it holding an oil painting, a pair of spurs, and a porcelain vase. On a shelf to the right sat a photograph. 

Tyson crossed the room for a closer look. A petite blonde in a sundress posed with two girls, the one he’d met and a younger one that was maybe a year.

Jared clapped one hand on his shoulder. “My wife and girls. I’m blessed.”

At this, Tyson turned. Blessed? 

Jared’s expression sobered. He looked behind at his daughter, perched half-on half-off the couch. “Willow, go play quiet in your room. Don’t wake up Poppy.”

She held in place for an instant, then dragged down a short hallway. Jared faced him once more. He crossed his arms. He’d bulked up since he’d seen him last, his skin browned, clear evidence of hard work outdoors. But where he remembered hatred, Jared’s face wore happiness. Peace.

“You’re out how long?” he asked.

“Two years and thirty-one days.” Tyson’s answer fell out, automatic.

“I still count. Holly says I shouldn’t, but ...” Jared shrugged. “Some things you can’t unlearn.” He pursed his lips. “How’d you find me?”
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