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Chapter 1 Playing the Game

[image: ]




JAMES MOORE was the catch of the year, he was in his prime. After inheriting the 100-acre ranch where he grew up, James was finally ready to settle down. The women in Mengro Bend would do anything for James—his bulging muscles, long black hair, thick moustache, and green eyes could bring any woman to her knees. Growing up with these ladies, James wanted something more. He was ready to take that drive to the city and find his wife.

During the forty minute drive to Mengro City, James had time to think about his young bride—the type of woman she would be. She’d have a mind of her own, be smart, and have a love for horses like he did. He hoped he could find Miss Right within the city limits. He’d heard of the dating games the bar held on the weekends and immediately thought it would be a good place to start. 

James parked the old Ford truck on the dirt-paved parking lot and stepped out, leaving the door open. He took in his surroundings and felt at home. His best friend, Samantha Taylor, told James about this place and she hadn’t been kidding. The old wooden planks with the bare finish gave the establishment a country feeling that was charming. A red neon sign flickered “open” in the window, casting a warm glow against the wooden trim. A line of cacti along the front of the building was perfectly placed to dress down the bar, warning off anyone under 21.

Before closing the door to the truck, James slid off his black cowboy hat to examine his thick wavy hair. He knew he should have rolled up the window. He slicked his hair back and returned the hat to hide the shuffled hair. Maybe the women wouldn’t notice. James smiled at his reflection and slammed the door closed. It popped open. He was meaning to get that door fixed. He opened the door and slammed it a little harder. The door remained closed. With a smile and a nod, James made his way to the front door, passing two other trucks and a small red car.

He noticed a small group of women approaching the building off the side. He rushed to the door before the women reached the entrance and held the door open for them. “Howdy,” he said with a grin.

“Oh, my,” one of the women said. Her long blonde hair was tied up in some fancy bun with a butterfly ribbon hanging down. The make-up was dark and made her look like a raccoon. James smiled, holding in his opinion. His mother raised a gentlemen, not an asshole—no matter how badly a woman looked, he would treat her like a lady.

“Beautiful evening, isn’t it?”

“It is,” the second woman replied. She was a brunette. No make-up. She was plain yet she was prettier than the first woman. Her Texan accent was strong. “Are you here for the 60-second dating round?”

“The what?”

The brunette giggled. “That’s what we call the game. This weekend, the men remain in their seats, and the women rotate. We talk for a full minute before moving to the next table.”

“Sounds like fun,” he said. “How long have you ladies been coming here for this festivity?”

“Only a few weeks. I haven’t found Mr. Right yet. He’s out there somewhere.”

“Well, I hope tonight’s the night.”

“Thank you. Me too. I’m Nancy. What’s your name, Sugar?”

“Well, if I told you, wouldn’t it ruin the fun of the game?” James asked.

“Oh, you’re bad.” Nancy giggled again. The group of women entered the building and found their seats near the bar. They ordered their drinks and sat down, facing the dance floor in the center. The hardwood floor was raw, covered in sawdust and peanut shells. The aroma was like Heaven to James. He spent many years inside a barn and loved that smell.

James sat down in a darkened corner where he could oversee the whole bar. A woman waddled to his table and asked for his order. “Light beer.”

“Got it, sweet heart. Will you be participating in our weekly speed game?”

“I was thinking about it. Is there a signup sheet?”

“It’s floating around here somewhere.” The waitress glanced around the room. “There it is. I’ll bring it to you. Once we’re ready to start, everyone will be asked to join Charlie in the back of the room. There are tables set up for it. Tonight, the women move from table to table.”

“Yes, I heard about that. For 60 seconds?”

“Yep, that’s right.” She walked away and returned with a single sheet of paper. She handed him a pencil and he wrote down his full name. He slid it across the table and watched the woman pick it up. “I’ll be right back with that beer.”

“All right.” James smiled as he watched her waddle away. When she returned, she was carrying a tall glass of beer. She handed it to him and walked to another table. The bar slowly filled up and music played. The great stars of country played on a jukebox and people were getting up to dance.

An hour later, James heard the announcement. “Anyone interested in joining us, come to the back of the bar. Tables for twenty men are waiting.”

James grabbed the glass of half-drunk beer and made his way through the crowd to the back of the bar. He sat down at the table by the wall in the back. A sign at the middle of the table read, 5. Charlie made his way around the room, getting the participants’ names and table number. He was all smiles as if this was a great night. Every table was full.

“All right, ladies. We have a full house tonight. I’m afraid there are more of you than men so when you reach the last table, please have a seat over there.” Charlie pointed at a long bench against the wall. Above the bench, there were paintings of horses. James stared at the paintings for a while before he noticed the women taking seats at the 20 tables.

The blonde woman he held the door for, made a mad dash to his table. She sat,  grinning.

“When I say go, you ladies tell your man anything you can. When the time is up, you will move to the next table. During the second round, the men will give as much as they can during the time. We will have a quick break between rounds. If you make a connection at anytime, simply walk away with your partner. Is everyone ready?”

A few of the men howled, the women cheered, and everyone clapped their hands. James followed suit. He wasn’t sure what to expect, but he was eager to find a lady.

“So, I love cats—I’ve got three at the moment, but I’d love to have more. Did you know having a pet can lengthen your life?”

“I didn’t know that.”

James spotted the clock. He didn’t have the heart to tell this woman he was a dog person.  As he counted the time in his head, he watched the woman’s hands move around as she spoke. She almost knocked over his beer. Charlie blew his whistle, signaling the women to move to the next table.

“Hiya, I’m Blanche. I noticed your hat, are you a cowboy? I love cowboys. I think they’re just the sexiest men alive. I don’t do anything special—I work at the dentist office down the street. I answer calls and make appointments for the doctor.” The woman went on about teeth and nothing more about herself. 

The whistle blew.

“Those are the most beautiful green eyes I’ve ever seen. Do you believe in fate? I do. I think we were meant to be together.”

James couldn’t bear to listen to another word. He nodded and smiled as he watched the other women speak to the men at their tables. He wondered why he decided to do this. It didn’t take long for the regret to slip in. About three women later, he noticed a woman enter the back area and sit down at the bench. She wasn’t dressed up like the other women were. Her jeans were torn at the knees, her long blonde hair was down and as much of a mess as his, and she appeared lost as she looked around. Maybe she was trying to find someone. James kept his smile as he nodded at each woman.

“Okay, we’re going to take a quick break so the men can stretch their legs and use the facilities. We’ll be right back to finish the first round. Five minutes, people.” Charlie walked away in a rush, heading towards the bathroom.

James shook his head as he stood. He strolled to the bar and ordered another beer. “Is that woman part of the speed dating game?” He pointed at the lady.

“Oh, Holly? No, she’s here every night. She just sits there and watches everyone. No idea why. She doesn’t talk to anyone,” the bartender said.

“Interesting.” James watched her sip the beer in her hand as she watched the crowd. He slowly approached her, thinking there was time to chat. 

Charlie broke in and blew the whistle. The game resumed, but now James couldn’t stop watching Holly. 

•   

[image: ]




	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 Miss Right
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DURING THE HALF-TIME break, James sat next to Holly and attempted to strike a conversation with her. “What brings you to this fine bar this evening?” he asked her as she sipped on her beer.

“If you’re trying to pick me up, it’s not going to work. I’m not interested.”

“No, I’m sorry. I was just trying to talk. You get hit on a lot, I see.”

Holly shifted in her seat and looked at him. Her blue eyes sparkled in the lights. “Allow me to apologize. Yes, I do. I come here to forget about my day. It’s on my way home, so I stop in to relax and watch people dance.”

“Do you like to dance?”

“No, I don’t dance.”

“So, why you watch other people dance?” 

“I don’t know, it’s relaxing.” She sipped her beer and returned to her position. She leaned back and held up her arm with the other as she watched the dance floor. The music shifted from the fast-paced country music to something soft. Holly sighed.

“Are you folks ready for round two?” Charlie asked.

“Well, that’s my cue. Have a good night,” he told Holly.

“Oh, wow, you’re here for that ridiculous game?”

“Yes, I am.”

Holly smiled as she shook her head.

At some point, Holly disappeared. James tried to see where she had gone, but he missed it while a woman took her seat at his table. She coughed to get his attention. Since the woman of his dreams wasn’t there any longer, James had no choice but finish the game. “Name’s James. I own the ranch south of town. I breed horses for a living plus have a few for riding lessons and such. We have a few dogs on the ranch.” It was the same for every woman who sat across the table. A few women tried to get James to leave with them, but he wasn’t interested. Not after seeing Holly. He didn’t know much about her, but he felt something—he wanted to know more.

***
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THE DRIVE HOME FELT longer as he imagined having a second conversation with Holly. It was as if he was back in high school. He was excited and couldn’t contain himself. As he pulled into the long driveway up the house, he spotted Samantha’s pickup truck. He knew why she was there and he was happy to report he spoke to thirty-something women. Not a single one of them was his type.

“Did any of them come even close?” Samantha asked as she sat at the kitchen table.

“Nope.”

“James, you’re too picky. I’ve seen the women that go into that bar. All of them love country boys.”

“That may be, but I want something more than just some girl. She needs to be her own person.”

“Like me?” She batted her eyes.

“You know I love you, but no. You’re one of the boys.”

“Thank you. I do try.” She grinned, pleased with herself. Samantha was just like the other guys. She was messy, drove a truck, loved to get down and dirty, and had no problem working on a truck, or any other type of vehicle. James and Samantha dated in high school, but quickly learned that they were better off as friends. The feeling was mutual and the break-up was clean. Now, they talked more and shared more often. It was the best thing for James, especially after his parents died in the car accident the year before. Samantha helped him through it, picking up the pieces of his broken heart.

“I’m going to turn in. Shut off the lights when you leave?” he asked.

“Sure thing. See you in the morning.”

James stood and turned.

“Oh, before I forget, I need to order more hay. That stallion you bought seems to like it more than the alfalfa.”

“All right.” He kissed the top of her head. “Good night.”

“Night.”

***

[image: ]


JAMES ATE BREAKFAST and went outside after the dishes were washed. He joined the ranch hands in the barn and helped them feed the horses. Samantha joined them with papers in her hand. “James, I need your signature.”

“Okay.” He signed his name. Once the morning chores were finished, James returned to the house and took a hot shower. He met with his daily riding appointment and helped the young lady on the horse. “You’re getting better, Sally.”

“Thank you, Mr Moore. I like Spotted Blue. He’s a nice horse.”

“That’s because you’re his favorite rider.” James smiled at the 12 year-old. “Are you ready to go a little faster?”

Her face lit up. “Yes!”

“All right, let’s do this.” The two horses galloped side-by-side. Sally laughed as she bounced in the saddle. When her time was up, Sally didn’t want to slide down. James understood how she felt—he didn’t like the sessions stopping either. He could spend the rest of his life on horseback. But there were other people waiting for their turns.

“Sally, you’re coming back tomorrow,” Samantha said.

“I know.”

“Listen; there isn’t another appointment after yours tomorrow, so you can ride a little longer. How does that sound?” James asked.

He smiled when Sally cheered. She slid off the horse and ran up to her father.
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