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HEARTS IN THE DUST

In the vast deserts of Texas, where the wind carries memories and the dust conceals long-buried secrets, two men are forced to confront a past they never truly left behind.

Drake Johnson, a cowboy of legendary skill, has lived for decades under the shadow of a victory at the Hudson Rodeo that was unjustly denied him, and even more so under the weight of a love that was abruptly cut short. Forced to leave the Ivory Ranch to protect James, the young heir to the powerful William Ivory, Drake withdrew into solitude, believing he had left his heart behind in the past.

James Ivory, now older and weathered by life, has never forgotten Drake, or the pain of his disappearance. Driven by the desire for truth, he publishes an article that finally reveals what had long been hidden: Drake’s rightful victory at the rodeo and the secret love they shared in a time and place where such a love was considered a crime.

But James’s true aim is not fame or vindication, it is to find the man he loved and lost. Guided by hope and accompanied by journalist Paul Richards, James embarks on a journey across a sun-scorched land, determined to reconnect with Drake.

In a place where love between two men was once forbidden, a second chance may still be possible. Can a bond that has endured time, separation, and adversity heal old wounds and rise again from the ashes of the past, or will it remain only a distant echo, lost in the dust of the desert?

Hearts in the Dust is a compelling story of love, sacrifice, and redemption, exploring the resilience of the human heart in the face of intolerance and the power of truth to reconcile what once seemed irretrievably lost.

“Love looks not with the eyes, but with the mind.”

(William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream)
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Prologue


[image: ]




Today

––––––––
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FOR TWO DAYS, JAMES Ivory had been unable to shake the thought from his mind. The more memories resurfaced, vivid, charged with emotion, the stronger his resolve grew to reveal the greatest secret of his life. At seventy-five, confessing everything to the nation’s most influential newspapers meant risking the reputation he had spent a lifetime building. Yet the truth called with an urgency he could no longer ignore.

In 1980, James had won the prestigious first prize at the Houston Rodeo, but that trophy was far more than a symbol of professional triumph. It was the seal of a forbidden love, a secret, overwhelming bond with Drake Johnson, the only man he had ever truly loved. Drake, with dust-covered boots, a hat pulled low over his brow, and those turquoise eyes that seemed to see straight through every mask, had stormed into his life like a tempest.

“If you want to win the tournament, I’m the man you need,” Drake had said direct, unwavering. And James, a meticulous businessman used to deal with the country’s finest ranchers, had immediately understood that he was standing before something different.

Something unique.

Something dangerous.

The passing years had not dulled the intensity of those days, nor the weight of the emotions he had buried in the deepest corners of his memory. But now, with a weary heart and a growing longing for freedom, James wondered if the time had finally come to tell the truth, especially after the revelations about his health over the past month.

Perhaps it would be an act of madness.

Or perhaps the most honest gesture of his life.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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Part One

––––––––
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JAMES IVORY’S RANCH lay wrapped in silence, broken only by the rustle of leaves stirred by the wind and the distant ticking of a grandfather clock. 

The afternoon sun cast long shadows across the polished wooden floor of the living room, where everything had been arranged with care: two dark leather armchairs, a small table bearing a silver tray with a water pitcher and two glasses. 

The room was imposing, furnished with an austere elegance that reflected the taste of a man accustomed to owning and organizing.

James stood by the window, his reflection barely visible in the glass. 

He wore a crisply pressed white shirt and dark trousers, determined to make a good impression. His hands, which had once gripped reins and signed contracts with equal firmness, trembled almost imperceptibly.

His heart was pounding, and it had nothing to do with his age.

When the doorbell rang, the sound echoed sharply through the quiet ranch, a place once full of life. James turned slowly, drew a deep breath, and sought calm within himself. Moments later, the housekeeper, who occasionally came by to clean, opened the door, and the sound of a man’s footsteps resonated through the entryway.

«Mr. Ivory, my name is Paul Richards. It’s an honor to meet you, » the man said, extending his hand. His voice was warm and professional, tinged with a deference that did not escape James.

Ivory returned the gesture and studied him closely.

Richards appeared to be in his forties, dressed in an elegant gray suit, holding a slim leather briefcase. His dark eyes surveyed the room with sharp attention, as though absorbing every detail of the house and its owner.

«Please, have a seat, Mr. Richards, » James replied with a nod, gesturing toward one of the armchairs. His voice was steady, yet inside he felt the weight of every word he was about to speak.

The two men sat down, and for a moment a strange atmosphere settled over the room.

Richards opened his briefcase and took out a notebook and a recorder. «Shall we begin? » he asked with a reassuring smile. James nodded slowly, fixing his gaze on the journalist’s face.

It wasn’t just the interview that worried him, but what he might end up saying. Part of him was tempted to postpone everything, while another—deeper part—knew this moment was inevitable.

«I’d like to start with your family, » Richards said, breaking the silence. «You come from one of the most important ranching dynasties in Texas, if I’m not mistaken. »

James took a moment before answering, carefully selecting his words, then let his voice flow. «Yes. My family devoted generations to cattle ranching. My grandfather bought the first herd when there was nothing here, just land and wind. My father carried on the work, sacrificing everything to build what is now considered one of the most prestigious ranches in the state. »

Richards wrote down every word, never breaking eye contact, searching for something more.

«And you, Mr. Ivory? When did you realize that this would be your path? »

James leaned slightly forward, clasping his hands together as if the gesture might ease the tension. «There was never really a choice, not in the traditional sense. I grew up surrounded by bulls, by the smell of leather and dust. But there was a moment—yes—when I realized I didn’t want to just raise cattle. I wanted to understand those animals, to see how far they could go. That’s how my passion for rodeos was born. »

«Breeding competition bulls can’t have been easy, » Richards observed with a faint smile.

James let out a short, almost bitter laugh. «It wasn’t easy at all. It took years of work, mistakes, sleepless nights. I lost a great deal, but I also gained satisfactions few people can understand. When you see a bull, you raised win a tournament, it feels as though you’re winning yourself. »

The words came easily, yet beneath the surface, James felt the tension growing. He knew this was only the beginning. Each sentence brought him closer to the secret he had protected for decades.

Richards paused, studying him intently, then moved to the pivotal point. «And the Rodeo Houston of 1980? That was a memorable year for you, wasn’t it? »

James’s heart skipped a beat.

A rush of heat spread through his body, but he forced himself to remain impassive. «Yes, » he replied softly. «It was a... special year. »

Richards lifted his gaze from the notebook, scrutinizing him. «Would you like to tell me what made it so special? »

James cleared his throat, suppressing the tremor in his voice. «Many things. But some of them take time to be... told. »

Silence fell over the room, heavy with expectation. Richards did not press, giving James the space he seemed to need, yet the tension in the air was palpable. James knew that soon he would have to decide: reveal everything or continue hiding the truth.

The old man drew a deep breath, his gaze drifting toward the window. The ranch landscape stretched before him, unchanged, as if reminding him how little the land itself had altered despite the storms that had swept through the lives of those he had known. Perhaps that was why he had stayed—to seek permanence, a refuge from the truth that, even after all these years, still burned within him.

«My father, » James began, his voice barely above a whisper, «was a man of principles. Of rules. He believed life should be lived with discipline and dedication, that everything had its proper place. And I was his most ambitious project. » He paused, clasping his hands so tightly his knuckles turned white. «He taught me to work hard, to put duty before everything else. And for years, I did just that. I followed his example. I built my success on his teachings. But there was a part of me he could never shape. »

Richards tilted his head slightly; pen suspended in midair. «And what part was that Mr. Ivory?»

James hesitated, feeling the weight of the question. «The part that was searching for... something different. I don’t know how to explain it. Maybe it was the desire to find a freedom that life on the ranch couldn’t give me. Or maybe I was just a boy trying to find himself.»

«And that search led you to the Rodeo Houston of 1980?» Richards asked, gentle but probing.

James let out a short, bitter laugh. «Not just there. It led me to meet people who changed my life. People like Drake.»

He spoke the name almost unconsciously, feeling a shiver run down his spine. The name had been buried inside him for decades, spoken only in his most private memories.

Now it was in the air. Real. And impossible to take back.

Richards seemed to sense the shift. «Who was Drake?» he asked, with a gentleness James appreciated.

«A cowboy,» James replied, tone distant, as if speaking of someone else. «He was unlike anyone I had ever known. He carried a confidence that defied every convention. He was... free. Free in a way I had never been.»

He paused, gaze drifting back to the window, then continued. «We met a week before the rodeo. I was looking for a trainer for one of my bulls—someone with the experience and the courage to handle an animal that unpredictable. And then he arrived. There was something magnetic about him, a charisma you couldn’t ignore. But there was more.»

Richards said nothing, letting James continue. The elderly man ran a hand through his silver hair, as though searching for courage.

«Drake taught me things that had nothing to do with rodeos,» he said finally, voice dropping. «He taught me to look beyond the boundaries I had imposed on myself. To live, even if only for a moment, without worrying about what others might say.»

James’s voice faltered. «That week was... intense. In just a few days, he made me feel alive in a way I had never experienced before. But I knew it couldn’t last. And it didn’t.»

Silence grew heavy, but did not last. James spoke again. «The rodeo was a triumph, of course. But it was also a farewell. I never had the courage to fully understand what happened, and I never had the chance to speak to him because he disappeared that very evening. I never saw him again.»

Richards remained silent, notebook forgotten. «And now, Mr. Ivory?» he finally asked. «Why do you feel the need to tell this story after all this time?»

James looked at him, eyes tired yet filled with new determination. «Because I’ve spent my entire life hiding the truth. And I don’t know how much time I have left... anymore. Maybe it’s time to stop hiding.»

The room fell silent, those words lingering, but James knew he had opened a door he could never close.

«Please, go on. We have all day,» the journalist said, and for the first time in years James felt he was doing the right thing.

He closed his eyes briefly, as though the act of remembering carried him back through time. When he opened them again, his gaze settled on the shadows stretching across the living room floor—but his mind was already back in that week of 1980.
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Chapter 2
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1980

(James Ivory’s Ranch – Texas)

––––––––
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THE RANCH PULSED WITH life and tension. The warm Texas wind carried the scent of dry earth and leather, while herds bellowed from distant pens. Preparations for the Houston Rodeo had reached a fever pitch; every man was focused on perfection. The pounding of hammers repairing fences blended with shouted commands as bulls were moved from one enclosure to another.

It was a world of dust, sweat, and adrenaline.

For James Ivory, however, the tension went far beyond business. The rodeo was his chance to prove that his ranch was not only the largest, but the finest in Texas. Every bull he had bred represented years of labor, careful selection, and quiet hope. And from time to time, a rancher was cursed—or blessed—with an animal of extraordinary promise and uncontrollable temperament, the kind of challenge every man prayed never to face.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





