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        They say absence makes the heart grow fonder, but sometimes distance makes people drift apart.

      

        

      
        Rope Canutt has announced his retirement from bull riding and is making the most of his final year on the circuit, riding the big shows and resting in between so he can finish the season on a high note. He isn’t sure what’s next for him. He has no plan yet and nowhere to go, especially since his family sold their ranch a few years back.

      

        

      
        Jude Sharpe remembers Rope fondly from their younger days in Austin. Mostly he remembers how hot the rodeo cowboy was and how much fun they had hooking up every time their paths crossed. That was a long time ago, and Jude’s been married and lost his husband to cancer in the years since they’ve seen each other. Now he’s raising a son alone.

      

        

      
        When bull riding comes to New York City, Jude’s consulting firm uses their private box to entertain clients from Houston, and Jude brings his son Silas along to see the show. Rope is riding and Jude hopes to introduce Silas to a real bull rider. They’ve each lived a whole lifetime apart, and Jude and Rope aren’t sure how much they have in common anymore. So will they be drawn to each other when their paths cross again?

      

        

      
        The books in this duet are stand-alones and can be read in any order.
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      “Can I get a hat?”

      “No, you don’t need a hat, buddy.”

      “Daddy! Everyone here has a cowboy hat on.”

      Ah, the familiar refrain of how life wasn’t fair. Jude shrugged. “I don’t.”

      Silas rolled his eyes. “Please?”

      “Not tonight, bud.”

      Jude could understand why Silas wanted a hat; what kid didn’t want to be a cowboy? At seven, Silas was right at that age where he was impressed with every kind of uniform. But growing up in New York, Silas had seen lots of cops and firefighters and construction workers. He hadn’t ever seen cowboys that weren’t on TV.

      It had been a long time since Jude had seen one too. In fact, he wasn’t all that comfortable being here tonight. But he and several colleagues were entertaining clients and their families to celebrate the closing of their latest deal and skipping out wasn’t an option.

      Usually the firm went for hockey or basketball games, but this client was a big investment firm based outside Houston, so the marketing team had given them the hospitality suite for night one of the annual bull riding event at Madison Square Garden.

      Bull riders. Yeah. That had been a lifetime ago.

      “See? They have hats too!” As they approached the suite, Silas pointed to a handful of kids with little plastic cowboy hats on.

      Now, that was a possibility. “You want one of those?”

      “Please, Daddy?”

      “Hey, Jude! We’re right in here.”

      The Beatles song played in his mind. Yes, even at thirty-four years old, he did it too.

      “Hey, David. Whoa, Silas! Look at all of this.” He led Silas inside and showed him the buffet, which was set up in front of a backdrop of a big red barn. At the end of the buffet was a stack of swag, including the plastic cowboy hats, pins, and T-shirts.

      “Hats!” Silas looked at him for permission, and he nodded. Free swag for the win.

      “Lord have mercy, this is a good spread.” One of the wives with cotton candy hair and smoky eyes smiled at him. “Seriously. This is wild—I came all the way from Texas to New York to see a bull riding.”

      Her husband had brought her here so he could sign what was probably the most lucrative deal of his career, but he wasn’t going to say that. Jack was a good client and a better person. “It’s a novelty here. Something we only get to see on TV. It’s popular though, they say it sells out every year. Have you been to New York before?”

      “No, strangely enough. I’ve been to Boston, DC, LA, but this is my first time here. It’s so fun. I’ve had a ball exploring.” When she bounced, her earrings and boobs bounced, but her hair didn’t move.

      He remembered this was work and didn’t stare, but that was fascinating. A cheer went up and he glanced toward the arena floor. Whoever that cowboy was must have made his eight. “I like that sound.”

      “Daddy! Daddy, that cow’s butt is dirty!”

      He glanced over in time to see a shit-covered bull backside up on the big screen. Yay.

      “Yep, that’s pretty gross.” He shook his head and grinned at Jack’s wife. She had a name. He’d been introduced, but he couldn’t remember. “Kids.”

      “Aren’t they amazing? I have five at home, so I totally feel you.” She winked at Silas. “At least it’s not smell-o-vision, right?”

      Silas wrinkled his nose. “Ew.”

      “Did you get a drink, Jude? Oh, hey, Camilla. Things are starting to heat up out there, I think Jack has a seat for you.”

      Camilla. He would never have remembered that. David to the rescue.

      David leaned over close. “Apparently between the sections, they’ll send cowboys up to make nice and sign things, so that will be exciting.”

      “Oh yeah? A bunch of Wrangler butts. Should be a good time.” And a little too close for comfort. “Probably not the celebrity types though, right?”

      “I haven’t the slightest idea. I’m just pleased that they are sending people up. It will go over well with the Texans, I think.”

      “Oh. For sure. Did you see Kevin’s email? He’s already gunning for more work with them.” David handed him a beer. “Thanks.”

      “I’m not sure bull riding is my thing. Most of these guys are just getting tossed.”

      “Sometimes it starts slow. It gets more exciting as the night goes on.”

      David raised a curious eyebrow. “I didn’t know you were a fan.”

      “I have…friends that ride. Had a friend. A while ago.” And it was time to shut his mouth.

      “Really? You? That’s—fascinating. Seriously. I wouldn’t have imagined.” David’s eyes went wide.

      “No, most people wouldn’t. It’s like you and your pre-grad school singing career.” He winked at David and held out his beer. “Cheers.”

      “Right. Cheers. That’s cool.” David rolled his eyes and looked out the window. “I’m going to go make sure everyone’s having a good time.”

      “Sounds good.” That worked like a charm.

      “Daddy, can we watch?” Silas had a huge hot dog in one hand and a Coke in the other.

      “Yes. Let me take that Coke.” He took it, and left it on the counter, trading it for a bottle of water instead and leading the way out to the leather-covered seats. “We’re watching in style, bud. Check it out.”

      “Whoa!”

      He let Silas choose where to sit and settled in next to him.

      “Have you ever been on a cow, Daddy? Do you think it hurts when they fall? How does the cow know what to do?” Silas was bright-eyed, watching everything from the gate pullers to the clown.

      “I haven’t been on one, but I can tell you that it definitely hurts when they fall.” He had no idea how the bulls knew what to do, but they definitely knew they had a job out there.

      He looked at the card that had been on his seat, which listed who was riding when, and scanned it, knowing he’d find the rider he was looking for. He didn’t know why he was so anxious about running into Rope Canutt again, because that was years ago. Another lifetime. But it had been less of a breakup and more of a fizzle, and he’d always felt badly for not ending it right.

      Apparently not badly enough to quit being a coward and pick up the phone, though.

      Rope was on the list, sure enough, in the fourth section of riders. Not at the end with the most famous guys, not at the beginning with the newbies, but in the middle.

      That wasn’t surprising; he knew Rope was retiring at the end of this season. Jude had been checking in over the years, watching him ride, following Rope’s career. Not like a hard-core fan, but with interest. At arm’s length.

      “Daddy!” A rider went down, the bullfighters doing their jobs, and Silas was out of his seat.

      He didn’t know that kid from a hole in the wall, but his heart started racing, and he gripped his fingers together to keep them from shaking. He made himself look away and just breathe, pretending to study the sheet on his lap, and after a few seconds he had everything under control.

      Okay.

      “All good, bud?” Jude picked up his beer and took a sip.

      “That was scary. Is he okay?” Silas glanced up at him, and he could see the hint of panic, just right there.

      Jude took Silas’s hand and pulled him back into his seat. “He’ll be fine. These cowboys are tough. They do this all the time. Did you get to see the bullfighters running that bull off? Pretty cool, huh?” He was the king of redirecting.

      “Yeah. Yeah, they’re brave, huh? Like you?”

      Well, that made him feel ten feet tall. “Even braver. Like you.” He put an arm around Silas’s shoulders and squeezed. Damn. It had been long enough that he hadn’t even thought about whether this would be hard for either of them. He decided that was mostly a good thing—there was a time when he’d thought about it constantly.

      Losing Nigel had been more than hard, closer to impossible, and he still wasn’t sure some days that he and Silas would be okay.

      They had to be, though. Especially Silas. “I heard there might be some cowboys coming up to do autographs, bud.”

      “Yeah? What will they sign?”

      “Anything you want. Maybe your program?” he suggested.

      “Can I get a picture too?”

      “Probably. I don’t see why not.” Silas wouldn’t be the only one wanting pictures.

      “That’s cool! A real cowboy, Daddy. We’re going to meet a real-life cowboy.”

      Okay, that smile was worth every second of this. “Awesome, right?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, awesome.” Silas grabbed his hand and squeezed it. “They’re going to go again. Are you ready?”

      Maybe? “Yes. Watch the gate.” He held on just as tight as the gate flew open and the bull leapt out.

      The cowboy flew off as soon as the bull cleared the gate. That was going to leave a bruise.

      “Oops.” He winced.

      “Ouch,” Silas said at the same time, and they looked at each other and laughed.

      “If it were easy everyone would do it, right?”

      “I guess so. I’d be scared, I think, to get up on one of those.”

      “I would too. That is definitely not a sport for me. Are you scared to watch too? We don’t have to if it’s not fun for you. It’s okay.”

      “No. I want to. I want to know how they do it.” That was his son—so interested in why and how things worked.

      “Okay.” He remembered watching Rope on event weekends, signing autographs. He complained about the adults sometimes, but never the kids. Maybe he could suck up his regret if… “Well, I think someone pretty cool is coming up in a bit. He’s a former champion, and he’s really good.”

      “Yeah? What’s his name? Do you know him? Is he nice?” Silas couldn’t figure out whether to look at him or the arena floor.

      “His name is Rope, and he is nice.” And fun and cocky and hot as hell. “I did know him a long time ago. Long before you and Dad, and even before I got my job.” He pointed to the floor. “Behind the gate, the rider is getting his rope all ready, the one that he holds onto. And the other guys are helping him get focused for his ride.”

      “So…he just holds onto the rope? He’s not tied in?”

      Silas was really thinking about this. It was kind of wonderful. “It’s wrapped really tight around a glove on his hand. He has to be able to let go so he can get off the bull. They can’t tie him in, right?”

      “No. No, that would be scary and dangerous, huh?” Look at those wide eyes.

      “That’s right. They do everything they can to make it less dangerous. You watch his head, and when you see him nod, the gate will open fast.”

      He remembered Rope, bragging in that way guys did at nineteen, telling him all about how everyone out there had a job to do. The guy pulling his rope, the guy holding his vest, the bullfighters, even the bull had a job. Eight seconds went by so fast everyone had to have their heads in the game.

      He got it a little bit, really. They’d broken up because they both had to have their heads in their respective games, and they couldn’t change that.

      Now that he was explaining things to Silas, he was starting to look forward to seeing Rope ride in person.

      “You’re going to have to have a cowboy explain all the spurring and the balance things… I don’t know much about how that’s done. I just know that the harder the ride, the higher the points.”

      “Don’t forget the bull is half the points. That’s real important.”

      Jude would know that voice anywhere.

      Anywhere.

      Rope Canutt stood there like a bent and broken angel, an ancient scar from a roping accident splitting the man’s lower lip.

      He stood and looked Rope over, finally meeting those green eyes that had fascinated him so long ago. He supposed he ought to see more age, but all he saw was the crooked smile and handsome face that he remembered.

      He had no idea what to say.

      And his mouth had gone dry anyway.

      He patted Silas’s shoulder. “Silas, this is Mister Canutt. He’s a bull rider.”

      Silas’s eyes grew wide. “For real?”

      “Yes, sir. For real. Rope, pleased to meet you, Silas. Are you enjoying the event?” Rope held his hand out to Silas, the smile warm.

      Jude had to smile back at the awed look on Silas’s face as his son shook hands with Rope. Silas nodded but didn’t say anything at all.

      “Silas is very curious about how it all works,” he offered, trying to help things along.

      “Well, you see them bulls? Stock contractors bring them up from all over the country. Buckin’ bulls are special types of livestock.” Rope kept jabbering, telling Silas how bull riding worked in that soft, lilting voice.

      Silas was riveted, listening to every word like it was so important. It was the first thing Silas had shown real interest in since they’d lost Nigel.

      “Can I see the bulls?”

      “Oh, I don’t know, bud. Rope is working, you know.”

      “Those beasts aren’t pets, but I might be able to introduce you to Harker’s horse, Jimbo, after the event.”

      “Really?” Silas’s eyes lit up. “Is that okay Daddy? Please? Can I?”

      He nodded. “If Rope can manage it, but you have to promise not to be upset if he can’t, okay?” Not that he really expected a seven-year-old to be able to keep a promise like that, but at least he could say he tried.

      “Okay! Thank you! Oh. I have to get a program so you can sign it!” Silas climbed right over the back of his seat and disappeared into the suite.

      “Harker won’t mind. He likes kids.” Rope held out his hand. “Jude.”

      “Rope.” He took the offered hand and shook it, grateful they’d had Silas as an ice breaker. “Thank you for all of that. It means more than you know.”

      “No problem. None at all. Good to see you, man.” He got this shit-eating grin. “You look fine.”

      “I was thinking the same about you.” He felt the tips of his ears heat up and he was surprised that Rope could still make him blush. “It’s nice to see you again. I’d ask how things are going, but I know. I’ve been keeping an eye on you.”

      “Fixin’ to retire. Having my final year. Good stuff.” Rope smiled down at Silas and took a Sharpie out of his pocket, signing the program. “Here you go, little man. If you come down after the event, we’ll see Jimbo.”

      “Thank you!” Silas was so excited.

      “We’ll be there.” He wasn’t ready for Rope to walk away yet, but he wasn’t sure why. “Good ride.”

      “Every one you walk away from, yessir.” Rope shook Silas’s hand and his. “Looking forward to seeing y’all later.”

      He watched Rope go, enjoying the view of Rope’s ass in his Wranglers, and wondered if Rope was hoping he was watching.
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      Good lord and butter, Rope would have never marked Jude Sharpe as the gone-straight type, but go him.

      Looked like he was doing good for himself, which was nice, because he was too. He wasn’t married with children, but he owned his condo full out, he was fixin’ to retire, and he thought he might just sell out and go spend the next sixty years in Mexico.

      One way or the other, his happy ass was done rodeoing in nine months.

      “How’d the handshaking go?” Trent James had been pulling his rope forever, and sauntered up, ready for his ride.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, cowboy.” How often did an old flame just appear out of nowhere like smoke?

      Trent snorted. “Yeah? I’ve known you a long while. Try me.”

      “You know who’s up in one of them boxes?” When Trent shook his head, he let himself grin. “Jude Sharpe.”

      Trent’s eyes went wide. “No shit?”

      “I shit you not.”

      Trent stepped closer. “So…how did your hot little city boy grow up?”

      “Married with children, man. Totally off the market. Ring and everything.” He didn’t fuck with straight guys, as a rule, and he never fucked with married ones.

      “Oh. Shit.” Trent winced. “Well, fuck him. You’re too busy kicking the shit out of this last season anyway.”

      “Yeah. He brought his little boy. I’m going to introduce him to Jimbo.” He figured that was the perfect way to say he was good with Jude moving on.

      “You’re a giant among cowboys, sir.” Trent chuckled. “Now you just gotta ride like he’s missing something.”

      “You know it. I got a good feeling about this one.” He had pulled one he’d ridden a half dozen times before. Cooter spun to the right, had a solid bucking pattern, and never fouled the gate.

      “Me too. You got plans after? I got the cable package back at the hotel, we could get some beer and watch a movie.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” He thought he could handle that—something with lots of explosions.

      “These New York bars aren’t really my thing.” Trent shrugged. “Not my thing” probably meant he wasn’t ready to get into another epic fight like the one they’d gotten tangled up in last year.

      “Yeah, I’m still paying off that one asshole’s dental work.” He rolled his eyes, and they shared a wicked, tickled grin.

      Trent stuck his head around the corner. “Two more. So…you want to talk about the hot ex, the Longhorns, or the tacos we wish we could eat?”

      “I swear to God, buddy. The day I retire, I’m going to sit and eat for a month. No sleeping. No sex. Just food. My body is fucking tired of this shit.” And Jude looked amazing. His dark hair was shorter than it used to be, but he still had that permanent five o’clock shadow. His dusky skin and dark eyes hadn’t changed at all. Those eyes were just as deep as ever.

      “Mmm. Food. But no sex? You really are losing your mind.” Trent waggled his eyebrows.

      “Yeah, I know. But it’s only a month.”

      Trent snorted like a horse. “Shit, then you won’t be able to move.”

      “Rope!”

      “You’re up, man. Time to make that ex of yours drool.”

      He winked over. That was the plan now, wasn’t it?

      Cooter was waiting on him, patient and looking to buck his eight seconds and then get the fuck out of there. He loaded up, getting his rope set, feeling Cooter’s heavy muscles move and bunch under his thighs.

      There was something about this process that made things right in the world—from closing his rosined glove around the rope to making sure his ass was in the middle to nodding.

      When the bull spun out, he knew they had this. Cooter knew his job, and so did Rope, and it was easy to get into the rhythm.

      Hell, he even spurred.

      The buzzer sounded, and he looked for a spot to jump off, landing on his feet and running for the fence. It wasn’t going to be a ninety, but he’d get a decent score and take it.

      He was too old to be bitching to get re-rides.

      Sure enough, he had an eighty-six point eight, and he was pleased for it.

      “And that’s how it’s done! Up and down, classy as ever.” Trent slapped him on the shoulder and helped him haul his ass back over the fence.

      “That’s me, the epitome of class and style.” He waved with his hat, making sure to smile wide.

      The crowd cheered and whistled. It was a solid ride, but mostly he was a champ and he’d always be a champ.

      Unless he went to Mexico, then he’d just be another cowboy in a hat on the beach.

      “Shut up. You have some class. In your own way.” Trent shot him a toothy smile.

      “Uh-huh. About a sixth-grade level.” Now he just had to make sure and catch Harker so that little boy could see Jimbo.

      “Are they meeting you back here? I hope so; I’d like to get a look at him. Make me feel better about teasing you about going in with a Yankee.”

      “Yeah. I’ll grab Harker before the short-go. I might make it in, might not.” It didn’t really matter. That wasn’t where his money was anymore.

      “All right. Well, give me a shout if you need me. I’m in, I think, for all the good it’ll do me.”

      “One way or the other, meet me after the handshaking at the end, hmm? Ogle the Yankee.” They could both go on about how much it sucked, being tore up all the time.

      “I will do that.” Trent handed him his rope, gave him a nod and sauntered off.

      Lord have mercy. He would do this, prove he was cool, and then go hang with Trent, because damn.

      Damn.

      “Rope! Mister Rope!” Silas waved from the other side of security. Jude was standing behind Silas, eyes on him. Jude looked even taller next to the kid. “You did so good!”

      “Thank you, son. I’m glad you made it down.” He nodded to Harker, and the safety man slowly rode over. Jimbo was easy and gentle, for all he was brilliant on the arena floor.

      “Hi, Jimbo,” Silas said carefully, then waved at Harker. “Hello, cowboy.”

      Harker tipped his head. “Pleased. Jimbo here’s the best part of the bull riding.”

      “He’s fast.” Silas reached out a hand, then pulled it back. “Can I touch him?”

      Rope glanced from Silas to Jude to find Jude was watching him. Their eyes met and Jude gave him a strangely wistful smile.

      “Here, I’ll help.” They were up on the last riser, and he was on the arena floor, so it was easy to bring Silas’s hand out to the blaze on Jimbo’s forehead.

      Silas rubbed the big horse’s head, smiling happily. “He’s so friendly. Look, Daddy. You pet him too. I think he likes me.”

      “You’re a good boy. Of course he likes you.” Jude stroked a hand across Jimbo’s jaw.

      “See, I told you I’d let you meet Jimbo. I hope you enjoyed your event.” I hope your dad is so jealous he can’t see.

      “Thank you. It was so fun.” Silas stuck his hand out for a handshake. “It was very nice to meet you.” That was spoken like it had been well rehearsed.

      “It was fine to meet you too, man. Seriously. I’m glad you got to come out with your daddy.” Sweet boy.

      “Thanks very much, Rope. This was…you really made Silas’s day. I know you’re retiring but that was a great ride. You still look good out there.”

      He tipped his hat, and this grin was real. “I thank you kindly. You’re still good to see.”

      “Well, it’s late. I need to get Silas home. Thanks, Harker and Jimbo. Have a good night, Rope.”

      “Night y’all. I’m fixin’ to go enjoy my hotel room like the old fart I am, right, Trent?”

      “Lord yes. It’s something, getting old.”

      Jude laughed softly. “Thirty isn’t old unless you’re riding bulls. Night guys.” Jude and Silas left hand in hand.

      “I’ve seen worse views,” Trent whispered.

      “No shit on that, buddy. He ain’t bad at all.” Not even a little. “Let’s go. I need a beer and a little bit of a late night.”

      And a couple three good dreams.
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      They’d gotten home late, and Silas was sleeping in, so Jude had a few rare quiet moments to himself this morning. He sat in the living room of their fifth floor, three-bedroom apartment and looked out the window, sipping his coffee, soaking up the sun and scrolling through the pictures and videos he’d taken last night.

      A picture of Rope signing Silas’s program, one of them posed, smiling together, and a really cute picture of Silas petting Jimbo’s nose, with Rope looking on in the background. And, because he was an extra special dork, he had a video of Rope’s ride too.

      For Silas, ostensibly, but he wasn’t even fooling himself. Rope looked good. Rugged and strong and all cowboy. He could honestly say he’d hadn’t seen a man like Rope since the last time he’d seen…well, Rope.

      Not to disparage his late husband, Nigel, who was the hottest man in a suit he’d ever known—and loving and a good father and a million other things—but he hadn’t been interested in anyone that way since Nigel died. No one had caught his eye at all. Until Rope sauntered in last night.

      He looked at the pictures again. Rope had been in town before; it wasn’t like he couldn’t have gotten tickets to the three-day event any other year. He just didn’t want to open that can of worms. But this was Rope’s last one, there were only two days left, and this would be his last chance. If he didn’t at least try to apologize, or smooth things over, or…something, he’d regret it.

      He’d learned a lot about regret losing Nigel, and he took advantage of the moment now.

      He needed to call Mallory. She was his only local friend that would remember anything about Rope, and she was his best bet for a babysitter too. He flipped to his contacts and called her.

      “Hey, honey. How is it going?” Mallory sounded like she was on her fourth cup of coffee.

      “Hey, you. Well, I went to the bull riding event with clients last night and survived. The firm got this amazing hospitality suite with a great view. I took Silas, it was fun. Rope Canutt was there.” Nothing like just spitting it out.

      “You mean Rope Canutt-Rope Canutt with the tight ass and the pretty eyes Rope Canutt.”

      “Yes. And nothing has changed in that department, damn it.” Rope just didn’t look like a kid anymore. He was a hundred percent man.

      “Huh. What did the kiddo think? Is he impressed?”

      “Silas was star struck. He loved watching the riding, and Rope told him all about how it’s done. Rope even arranged for him to meet the safety man’s horse. He fell asleep with his signed program and plastic cowboy hat in bed with him.”

      “Oh, man. Like father like son, huh?” She giggled softly. “Seriously, buddy.”

      “I can hear you rolling your eyes, Mal. I don’t even know what to think. He was hotter than the last time I saw him in person. I don’t know if I should go there, but… I think I want to see if he’ll have a drink with me.” God, that sounded like a questionable move now that he’d said it out loud.

      “So, do it. Hell, I’ll babysit. You go get an orgasm. They’re good for you.”

      He snorted. But that was the offer he’d been fishing for. “I’m not looking for an orgasm, Mal. I just want to… I don’t know. He’s retiring and this might be the last time he’s in New York, and I feel like we should just talk.” Though he couldn’t honestly say he’d turn down an orgasm if that’s where things went.

      “Okay, but don’t put orgasms off the table, huh? You liked him. Maybe he’ll be friendly, still.”

      “You’re a good friend, Mallory. You wouldn’t judge me if I had a one-night stand with an ex just because he’s hot?”

      “Fuck, I’ve been known to have a couple of weeks night stand with an ex just because he’s hot.” Her laughter filled his ear. “I’ll bring meatball subs to share with Silas.”

      “Mmm. Meatball subs.” That reminded him of the vengeful look Rope used to give him when he’d eat an entire cheeseburger like it was a gift from the gods while Rope dutifully poked at a plain grilled chicken breast and a side of broccoli. So hot. “Thank you, Mal. You’re the best. You told me everything I wanted to hear and offered to babysit. That’s a gold star friend right there. I owe you a super dry martini.”

      “Mmm…when you take me out to spill all the dirty details. It’s a date. Love you. Text me times and such.”

      “Will do. Love you. Bye-bye.”

      He hung up the phone, grinning. He and Mallory had the same taste in men, so she was going to love this story however it turned out.

      So…what to wear to impress a fucking stud, who also happened to be an ex?
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      Rope rode his third bull and made the short-go by the skin of his teeth, but he had a feeling—this tingling sensation in the base of his skull warning him that this was going to be a hard damn ride.

      Par for the damn course. He should have thrown the last ride and he’d have been sitting at the hotel bar already, having a beer.

      But no, his damn pride overcame his fucking sense.

      But then motivation to keep his ass on that bull sauntered his way in black jeans and a tight charcoal T-shirt. Jude was holding a half-finished glass of beer in his hand instead of a little boy. “Can I get an autograph? My son got one last night and I was so jealous I bought another ticket.”

      Well, he’d be goddamned. “Sure, mister. What you want me to sign?”

      Not a cheater. Not. Not at all.

      “I don’t know. Are you interested in a drink after the short-go? I’d like to…catch up.” Those eyes might be saying catch up, or they might be saying a lot more.

      “I am, but I’m going to be upfront with you.” Even if it killed his balls to do it. “I see you’re wearing a ring, and I don’t cheat.”

      Jude’s eyebrow went up, and he looked down into his beer. “You always did shoot from the hip, Rope.” When Jude looked up again, there was a sadness in his eyes. “My husband, Silas’s biological father, died two years ago. I’m probably not going to take it off tonight so if it bothers you…”

      Oh, fuck a duck flying sideways. “Damn, man. That sucks. I’m sorry. Of course you aren’t taking it off.” And he wasn’t going to be a giant weeping dickhead, either. “I’d love to have a drink with you.”

      “Sorry. I never know how to tell people.” Jude took a deep breath. “So. Drinks. After I watch you ride again. Kick ass out there.”

      “I’ll try. Where should I meet you?”

      “Well…right here? I’ve got a single seat in this section unless you might know of a better seat?” Jude grinned and gave him an exaggerated wink.

      For fuck’s sake. He rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t stop the smile. “Come on, you spoiled thing. I’ll put you in the family seats.”

      Lukas Benner’s wife and kids had already headed to the hotel, so he’d pop Jude there.

      “This way I get to watch you kick ass up close, and you know where to find me. Am I your cousin’s youngest brother’s nephew?”

      “No. You can be an old lover, an old friend. Whatever you’d like.” He’d given up faking shit after the first blackmail attempt.

      Jude’s look was intense. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.” He was who he was; he wasn’t going to lie about it. Not any more.

      That got him a grin. “Well. Then in that case I’m your date.”

      His date. Ballsy. Rope approved, all the way. “Works for me. Come on. I have to get back to work.”

      As it turned out, nobody asked any questions, at least not while he was getting Jude seated. Jude gave him a wink. “Go get ’em. I’ll be watching.”

      “You know it.” Rope grinned, but the smile disappeared as he climbed the chutes and went for his bag. He would be the second asshole out of the gate, and he needed to get ready.

      Trent was waiting for him. “That’s the hot Yankee.”

      “You noticed that.”

      “I did.” Trent fell in beside him. “Roped him into some fun tonight?”

      “I—I don’t know. He’s a widower. Like recent.” And he wasn’t sure that it felt kosher to get all humpy on a guy in mourning.

      “Oh man. So he lost his wife? Damn.”

      “Husband, but it’s the same thing. Hurting is hurting.”

      “Of course it is, but at least he didn’t go straight like you thought.” Trent clapped his shoulder. “If he showed up uninvited and looking like that, I wouldn’t worry too much. Not about the Yankee. Worry about Mudflinger. He’s tough.”

      “Yeah. Spins into my hand.”

      Trent nodded. “Big jump out of the gate.”

      “Throws his head like Bodacious used to.” A goddamn cowboy killer, and he was fixin’ to jump on his back and play like he was eighteen again. Go team him.

      “You stay on him, show your Yankee who’s still got it. Right? You all stretched? You ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” He grabbed his rope and taped his gloves on, loading up as soon as he got the go-ahead. “Let’s get this over with.”

      He just had to get through this one ride.

      Please God, he prayed. This is the last ride tonight.
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      Jude waited for Rope in the family section, doing his best not to talk to too many people. He wasn’t going to lie, but if he just kept to himself he wouldn’t have to tell too many truths either.

      Considering that was Rope’s fourth ride tonight, Jude thought he’d done pretty well. He didn’t make the eight, but it looked like his landing hadn’t been too bad and he didn’t get stomped on. That bull was big and crazy. This close up Jude could see the determination in those wild eyes. He hadn’t held out much hope anyway.

      Five years ago, Rope would have had him though. He wondered how Rope felt about that. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it either. Maybe just that it was good Rope was retiring soon.

      He’d heard it many times, from every aging cowboy, and every announcer, and every spectator. “Bull riding is a young man’s sport.”

      And Rope wasn’t that.

      Then again, neither of them were. He was already on his third lifetime.

      He stood up and stretched, watching as cowboys milled around with their families and spotting the autograph line. He had to grin, watching Rope put on a smile, nodding. It didn’t seem to matter that he’d been bucked off, they knew who he was still. And if anything hurt, he wasn’t going to show it. That’s what he remembered anyway.

      He tucked his hands in his pockets and headed that way.

      Rope met his gaze and nodded and tipped his hat, pulling up on the railing. “Hey, you. Let me grab my gear. I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll be here.” I’ll just watch. There was a hitch in that gait, but you’d only see it if you watched Rope’s ass walk away like he did.

      Trent James came up to Rope, glancing over at him as he talked. Trent had been Rope’s closest friend since before they met, which was a good, long time.

      He nodded to Trent, not at all sure what the scrutiny meant. He remembered Trent as a good guy and a very loyal friend, and it was the last part that had him a little concerned.

      Rope chuckled, clapped Trent on the arm, and headed over. “You ready? Do you have a place in mind? I’m at the Renaissance.”

      The Renaissance was a long way from four guys sharing a slightly scary motel room. Alone time had been tricky in those early days. “Nice. Any place you’re comfortable and we can get a beer. Or a Diet Coke. Whatever you’re drinking these days. I recall the Renaissance has a snazzy bar.”

      “That’s perfect. I can put my gear away. There are cars set up that are just for the league. You ready?”

      “Yeah? That’s cool. I’m ready.” He shot Rope a flirty smile. “Unless you have more fans to smile for.”

      “Nope. I did my handshaking. Now I get to enjoy an old friend.”

      “I like the sound of that.” He followed Rope into a line of cowboys headed for a line of black cars.

      Everyone said hello to Rope, slapping him on the back, greeting him, and Rope didn’t seem the slightest bit worried.

      He hung back but not because he was concerned—he wanted to let Rope have his light, and honestly, he was enjoying watching it. He liked the way Rope’s smile lit up his eyes, something he didn’t remember noticing before. And he liked the respect Rope got for…just being Rope.

      They got to the front of the line, and Rope switched his bag from one hand to the other. “I have so many questions.”

      “Me too. I bet I even have answers.” He’d been waiting until they were more alone to chat; he was glad Rope broke the ice. “Nothing’s off the table, but you know, some of it might need alcohol.”

      “That’s fair. I guess the big one is, how’s it going, man?” The next car stopped, and they slid in. “I’m at the host hotel, buddy.”

      They got a silent nod, and the car pulled out into traffic.

      “That’s like three questions rolled into one,” he teased, settling into the seat. “It’s going well. Work is just the right amount of busy, Silas is a great kid and likes school, and I just got to watch an ex ride a bull.”

      “Good deal. Silas seems like a sweetheart. Seriously.” Rope winked over at him. “How old is he?”

      “He’s seven. He’s a great kid. He’s kind and smart, he asks the craziest questions, he makes me laugh all the time. He’s stubborn and can get on my very last nerve. He keeps me on my toes. And honestly, I don’t know how I would have gotten through losing Nigel without him.”

      Whoa.

      He glanced at Rope. “Which is probably more than you needed to know. He’s just my touchstone, you know? I could go on and on, show you pictures… I’m ridiculous.”

      “That’s good, honey. Daddies are supposed to be proud of their little ones. Good on you.” Rope nodded like that was that. “He’s in first grade?”

      “Second. It’s crazy. He’s growing so fast.” He turned in his seat a bit to see Rope better. “Do you have…kids?”

      “I don’t, no.” Rope chuckled and shook his head, the smile on his face indulgent, fond.

      Does he have kids? What? “Right. Sorry. It’s just one of those things parents say, and it popped out. Stupid.”

      “No, honey. It’s not in the cards for me, that’s all. No big deal.”

      “Well Silas thinks you’re the biggest, smartest, strongest, most amazing cowboy ever. So there’s that.” He elbowed Rope, trying to lift the mood he’d managed to drop an anvil on.

      “Well, I told you I thought he seemed like a brilliant kid, didn’t I?” Rope’s laughter was just what he needed.

      “This is your hotel.” The driver said, voice dry as dust and clearly not nearly as amused as they were.

      “Thank you.” Jude gave Rope a goofy wince and shooed him out of the car.

      “You want to come up to the room? I need to change and give myself a spit bath, put my gear down.”

      He did think he wanted to go up to Rope’s room. Eventually. He was fairly sure. He hadn’t quite thought this through. “Yes…” He gave Rope a sheepish grin. “Later. How about I meet you at the bar?”

      “Works for me, honey. I’ll be down in half an hour, give or take.” No pressure, no stress, just “works for me”.

      Half an hour. That was more than a spit bath. That was cowboy pretty. “I’ll save you a seat.” He winked at Rope and went to find the bar, which wasn’t hard. He basically turned around, and it was right there.

      He found a seat, ordered a beer, and pulled out his phone to check in on Silas and Mal.

      Waiting at the hotel bar for a cowboy. How’s my kid?

      Learning how to make martinis, she shot back. Dirty ones.

      He laughed. I count on you for the important life skills.

      I’m a mistress of those—martinis, the difference between Chanel and Dior, how to put on snow tires.

      How to burn the fuck out of toast. Tell me again how this was a good idea and I’m not just making a fool of myself.

      Are you having fun? Is he being a bastard? I can grab a shovel, and S and I can come beat him down.

      I’m somewhere between the first drink and getting laid. So far so good. But teach S how to use a shovel just in case.

      Fair enough. Don’t drink so much that you forget the details.

      Don’t worry, mom. This is a one more time rendezvous, I plan to remember it. xo

      Jude put his phone down and took a big swig of his beer.

      “Hey there.” A waft of Stetson cologne hit his nose, the scent reminding him of sage and tea. “Sorry. I wanted to put on a clean shirt.”

      Clean dove-gray shirt, creased jeans, and ostrich boots, huge silver buckle—damn, Rope looked fine.

      He didn’t hide his appreciation; the point was to show it. And, if he remembered, Rope would like that. “That was one very effective spit bath.”

      “Right? I don’t smell like bull shit anymore.” He nodded to the bartender. “Miller Light, please.”

      He chuckled. “No. No, you don’t. You…smell great.” He hoped the heat in his chest and his balls stayed there for now. “You must be exhausted. That was a big night.”

      “It was. I’m taking the next event off, I think.” Okay, that was surprising.

      “Really? You don’t think you’re on a roll? You were solid last night, better tonight.”

      “Maybe, but I’m not riding for the cash these days. Just the sponsors.”

      He put his beer down and looked at Rope a little differently, a little more seriously. “So…your heart’s not really in it.”

      “Oh, honey. I’m old. My bones are tired, that’s all. I’ll always love it, but every injury is just that much harder to recover from.” Rope shrugged, almost gently. “I know, not the most romantic answer, but true.”

      “Truth isn’t romantic. It’s hard. Accepting it is hard too. But it’s good to get real, you know? So you can move forward.” He knew all about accepting something you wish weren’t true. “You say you’re old, and I get what you mean, but all I see is one incredibly fit, handsome man.”

      “Well, thank you, sir. I appreciate it.” Rope lifted his bottle. “To old friends?”

      “Who aren’t that old.” He touched his glass to Rope’s bottle, then took a sip. “So tell me things. How were your holidays? How is your family?”

      “I spent them in Austin, mostly. Momma went to Florida to move with my Aunt Jess, and Stef got a job in Rome. She’s happy, married to a model named Francesca.”

      Whoa. He’d expected tales of family and kids and…ranch things. “Your mom left the ranch? Did you lose your dad?”

      “Yeah. Cancer four years ago. It was fast, but hard. Six weeks from diagnosis to funeral. Momma sold the ranch, took half, gave me and Sister each a quarter.”

      “I’m so sorry. I remember one event when your dad sat me down in the bar after and told me all about raising cattle. Like everything. He talked for forty-five minutes. And all I’d said was that a ranch sounded cool.” He laughed. “He could talk.” And from what he could remember, Rope looked just like him.

      “He could. He talked up ’til the day he died. He was scared he wouldn’t tell us enough.” Rope’s smile wasn’t sad. In fact, there was this amusement and incredible joy.

      “I’m glad you have that. Cancer is hard.” And the less they talked about that the better. “So your mom is in Florida. Wow.”

      “Yes. Orlando. She’s been Disneyfied!” Rope pulled out his phone, finding a picture of his mom with ears and a Goofy T-shirt.

      “Look at her! She looks great. Happy.” He shook his head. “Silas has been pushing for Disney World. I might take him in the spring.” They’d had a trip planned when Silas was almost five; fortunately they were going to make it a surprise so Silas hadn’t been disappointed when they realized that Nigel just couldn’t go.

      “Oh yeah? I love it out there in the early spring. I’m not grown up enough to be jaded yet.” Rope chuckled. “Hey, you want to have a seat, maybe share a bite to eat?”

      He looked around the bar. There were plenty of tables. “Sure. You’re eating?” He waved at a server and pointed toward the tables.

      “I’m on low-calorie keto. No carbs. Yay.”

      “All right.” He thanked the server and took a seat. “I can handle that. Fish? Veggies?”

      “Fish. Chicken. Pork loin. Sirloin. Cauliflower.” Rope’s eyes went wide, comically so. “I swear to God, I’m going to turn into a cauliflower in mere days. Days.”

      That sounded awful. He opened his menu. “Well, no cauliflower for you then. That doesn’t sound sexy.”

      “Right? Lumpy and bumpy and pale, but a little spicy.”

      “Spicy I like. What’s catching your eye? They have a side of asparagus. We could get that with…a pork chop? Roasted chicken?”

      “Let’s go with the pork chop. It sounds good, and I like that gremolata stuff.”

      “Works for me. And no cauliflower. I won’t tell the keto gods about your beer.” He put his menu down, and finished his off. “But I’m ready for another.”

      “Miller Lite has three grams of carbs. That’s why I drink it. I’m allowed thirty grams a day.”

      “Wow. We can both handle another round then.” He waved the server over and ordered their food and another round of drinks. “Are you going to move down to Florida after you retire? Or don’t you have a plan yet?”

      Rope laughed, the air ringing with it, heads turning to look. “God no. I have a condo in Austin that’s paid for. I’ll hang out there, if I need to. I may head to Trent’s spread for a while.”

      Trent had a big family ranch with lots of land and some big operation. He couldn’t remember the details. “Trent looks good. Is he retiring too?”

      Rope shrugged and winked at him. “He’s not a spring chicken, but he hasn’t announced anything, no.”

      “Ah, so yes.” He nodded. “So he’ll find something for you on his ranch, right?” A condo in Austin actually sounded pretty awesome, but he imagined Rope would be happier hanging out with Trent.

      “I don’t know. I mean, maybe. I’m riding for retirement. Then I don’t know what I’ll do. Maybe I’ll sell out and move somewhere totally different.” Rope grinned sheepishly. “Maybe I’ll get into apple picking or landscaping or porn or raising purse dogs.”

      “Oh, purse dogs. So you.” Jude rolled his eyes. “I haven’t even thought about my retirement. I’m knee-deep in Lego and Pokémon.”

      “Sounds like fun. Better than knee-deep in shit and mud, right?”

      “That was always your department.” He leaned back as their food arrived, with two extra plates. “This was a good idea.”

      “It smells good, doesn’t it? So, tell me about your job. You’ve obviously done well for yourself and your boy.”

      “Oh. Well, I don’t know if you remember when we were—uh. Back then, I was working for a very busy consulting firm, and I didn’t get much time off. Or…really any after a while.” Time and distance had been the issue with them. He was tied down during the week, and Rope travelled and rode on the weekends… “Well, now those young associates work for me. I’m an executive consultant. I make good money, and I have more control over my time. Occasionally, I travel a little. It’s been good.” He cut a hunk of the pork chop and put it on his own plate, then added a few stalks of asparagus.

      “Good deal. I’m sorry to hear about your husband. That sucks.”

      He nodded. “Thank you. He was an artist. A potter actually. He made amazing vases…he made a lot of different things, but his vases are my favorite. He had a…a really aggressive brain tumor.” He shrugged. “It was just kind of shocking and fast.”

      “I’m sorry. I know that’s so hard for both of y’all.” Rope shook his head. “Lord have mercy.”

      “We’re okay. Silas and I talk all the time about how lucky we were we had him.” He reached across the table and touched the back of Rope’s hand. “Thank you.”

      When Rope turned his hand and squeezed Jude’s fingers, it shocked the fuck out of him.

      Then Rope took part of the pork chop and the other half of the asparagus.
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