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Part 1: Dusty Trails and Dance Floors
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On a hot, sultry night, the door to the Southern Arizona steakhouse and bar stood propped open, revealing a lively scene within. The traffic buzzed just ten feet away, while the jukebox played a George Strait song, providing the soundtrack for couples sashaying around the dance floor. A couple of TVs adorned the bar, one airing a rodeo showcasing the local flair, catching the eye of the road-weary cowboy, while another displayed an Arizona Diamondbacks game, drawing the attention of a group of bar-sitters nursing drinks and occasionally making comments up at the screen.

Enter a man in dusty denim pants, Justin boots, and a red-and-white checkered shirt, a tear marking one sleeve. His black felt hat pulled low, he surveyed the joint, spotting an empty table just inside the bar. With a slight limp, he walked over, pulled out a chair – a man in his late forties, dark hair streaked with gray, a deep, eternal weariness etched across his face.

For two decades, he'd traversed the Western part of America, a rodeo cowboy with a reputation that had waned over time. Once a name whispered with anticipation, now met with questions like, “man, he ain’t quit yet?”. A waitress, sporting a tired and bored attitude, handed him a menu; he waved it away, ordering a steak and a beer, his gaze inevitably drawn to an empty table inside the bar.

As he waited for his beer, his eyes fell on an attractive blonde a couple of tables over, herself looking up at the game on the bar TV. Feeling his gaze she looked over, her blue eyes meeting his as he ordered her a fresh drink, and a nod of thanks passed between them. The allure of the rodeo playing on the TV over her head momentarily diverted his attention, yet the captivating blonde drew him back. 

In front of her sat a half-empty glass. She was full-figured, her Wranglers a bit snug accentuating her hips. She had a white blouse with long sleeves. When the waitress brought his beer, he ordered the blonde a fresh drink. When it was delivered, the cowboy raised his beer in a salute. The blonde nodded and smiled a thank you.

He got up and walked to her table and asked her to dance. When she stood, he saw she was a solid five foot five, her blue eyes flashed at him as he took her in his arms and started dancing. As he looked at her up close, he realized this wasn't a weekend rodeo dolly. This was a mature woman who had lived a life in a small town. Small lines creased her skin at the corners of her eyes. She wore just enough makeup to accentuate her features. She looked up into his face with a bold innocence. While looking him in the eye, she said, "My name is Sherry." 

"My name is Cleve, pleased to meet you," he answered. 

Cleve, with his crooked leg, wasn't the smoothest dancer, but something about Sherry made the experience enjoyable. Despite Cleve's history of one-night stands, Sherry stood out – a woman he could envision coming home to every night. After the dance, over a steak and beer, Cleve couldn't help but be intrigued by Sherry. She wasn't the typical barfly he encountered on his travels.

He was tired of the loneliness. He had a home base in Southern Arizona, and it was calling stronger with each passing day.

As they finished the dance, the waitress put Cleve's meal on his table. He offered to order Sherry a meal, but she declined and returned to her table. As Cleve was eating, he would glance over at Sherry. Occasionally, she would go feed coins into the jukebox and play a lonesome, sad tune. Try as he might, Cleve couldn't help but be interested in this woman. She wasn't the usual barfly, but when he held her in his arms, she came willingly and was warm to hold. He thought to himself, a woman like that would be nice to go home to at night. Why, he didn't know, but when Cleve finished his meal, he swallowed the last of his drink and paid the bill.

When he stood to leave, he saw that Sherry was watching him. Halfway to the door, he stopped and looked back. She was still looking at him. He turned around and walked back to her. Without a word, she stood and moved into his arms, and they drifted onto the dance floor.

She smiled at Cleve, "I thought you were going to leave."

"I was, but I forgot something," Cleve pushed his hat back on his head.

"And what would that be?" Sherry asked.

"You," Cleve answered. They both smiled and laughed a little chuckle. Cleve explained what he was doing in town and where he lived when off the road. Sherry looked up into his eyes with an openness and innocence he couldn't believe. She explained she had never lived anywhere but this small town, had married out of high school, then divorced ten years later. She had felt no need for any man in that small town all this time. She had a small business downtown that furnished her a good living, but as they danced, she confessed to being lonely.

"I've been feeling that way myself. Maybe we need each other?" Cleve stated.

"I'm no one-night stand, Cleve. It's something permanent I need," Sherry's smile faded. After the dance, Sherry stated she was going home. Cleve walked her to her car with his arm around her waist. When they reached the car, Sherry turned and faced Cleve standing close.

"Aren't you going to kiss me good night?" she asked. Cleve put his hand behind her head and pulled her close. When he let her go, she smiled back at him, "That was worth waiting for." She smiled. Before driving away, she handed him a business card, "My phone number is on there. See that you use it."
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Part II: Hearts in a Lasso
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The Southern Arizona night hung heavy with warmth as Cleve sat on the edge of his motel bed, staring at the business card Sherry had given him. An internal battle waged within him – should he load up in the morning and head to the next rodeo, or call the number on the card? The second option took the lead in the argument.

Across town, Sherry lay in her bed, staring at the ceiling of her bedroom. She wrestled with doubts about whether she had been too forward with Cleve, but a persistent voice in her head insisted he was a solid man, not playing games. The goodnight kiss had lit a fire in her, and as she warmed at the memory, she contemplated whether Cleve could be different from the men who had used her or sought her bank account.
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