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Cowboys Don’t Samba

 

By Tara Lain

A Cowboys Don’t Story

 

Maury Garcia’s one of the greatest bull riders in the world—and one of the biggest liars. Can he turn forbidden love with a rodeo rookie into a lasting romance?

Ever since his brother was killed because he was gay, Maury’s worked to take his brother’s place as the bull rider, the provider, and the ideal of his family’s macho expectations. The only thing Maury’s ever done for himself is buy a secret ranch so he can get away from the responsibilities he’s chained himself to. Then he meets Tristão Silva, the younger brother of the one man who could rob Maury of his bull-riding championship.

Tristão may be a world-class bull rider in his own right, but his kind, gentle nature and sexy samba hips make Maury long for something beyond his selfless, sexless life. The two men’s lives are worlds apart, even if they’re both buckling under family expectations. Will their future last beyond an eight-second ride?




To the people of Bahia, Brazil—what a mysterious, magical, compelling place you inhabit.
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Chapter One

 

 

JESUCRISTO ON a cracker! My ass bones are permanently connected to my back teeth. Happy effing birthday to me.

Maury Garcia hit the saddle again with a bone-jarring jolt. The sound of the horn signaling eight seconds prompted a flash of his teeth, and then he waved his hat an extra second for good measure, loosened his rope, and slid to the side of the fifteen hundred pounds of semimean he’d drawn for this round. Hope it’s good enough. The bull was big, shiny black, and scary-looking, but he wouldn’t get the highest score for this ride. Not enough spin.

Maury’s boots hit the dirt of the arena, and he moved fast toward the fence while trying to look like he wasn’t rushing at all. It’s all in the attitude, ladies and gentlemen.

The announcer yelled, “A classic ride from champion Maury Garcia. Give him a hand big enough to show how much you appreciate that talent, ladies and gentlemen.”

At the fence, Maury turned, gave a sweeping bow, úúthen stepped behind and hopped up on top to receive his score.

His right-hand guy, Earl Westerman, came up to the fence. “Good one.”

“Thanks. Bull was pretty good.”

“You were great.” Earl punched Maury lightly on the arm with one of his big fists.

Maury smiled. Earl was somebody you went to for moral support, not objectivity.

Applause started as the announcer said, “The judges have awarded that classic Garcia ride with 92.5.”

Earl grinned, an expression that lit up his plain, everyman face. “See. I told you.”

Maury shrugged. “Good enough for now.” But it was a gift for sure. Maybe the judges knew it was his birthday. Right. That news he didn’t share with anybody.

A heavily accented voice over his shoulder said, “So the judges gave you another package in a big bow, right, Wetback? You’d think they’d be professional enough to not be impressed by your reputation.”

Maury didn’t even have to turn to face the tall, handsome, meaner-than-any-pissant-bull Brazilian, but he did. “You think you can do better, Cheeses?” The guy’s name was Xesús, but in that language it sounded like “Cheeses” to Maury. So what if he exaggerated the pronunciation?

Maury showed lots of enamel, and Silva gave it back. He and Xesús Silva pretended they were just kidding with their snark. In real life it was dead-on serious. The dude thought he was Jesus in the flesh. The fact that he was one of the few guys who could screw Maury’s chances at being world champion that year didn’t help.

“On the bull I drew, man, I can ride circles around you. Hell, my kid brother could beat you.”

“I’ll be watching with interest, Cheddar.” Maury gripped his lucky gold medallion between two fingers and slid it on its chain. Back and forth. It was one of the few reminders he had of his brother Ramon, and it soothed him.

Silva fought the grip of his black eyebrows and managed to conjure a smile that didn’t light up anything.

Earl said, “Hey, Silva, half your guys can’t even speak English. How come you do?”

“I’m smarter. And richer.” He cocked his Resistol over his eyes and walked away with a roll of his hips Maury couldn’t help but notice.

“Think he can do it?” Earl stared after Silva, who sadly was at least half as good as he thought he was, which made him very good indeed.

“Might.”

“You’re two points ahead right now.”

“Yeah, but he outscored me on the last round. On Ash Hat he could do better this round.”

Earl kept staring toward the pack of Brazilian riders grouped together near the bull paddock. “I hear Silva’s brother’s gonna compete as a rookie this season.”

Maury glanced over. “His brother’s no rookie. You’ve met him. Jose. Older than Cheez Whiz. Not as mean.”

“No, this is a younger brother. Hear he did real well on the Brazilian PBRA circuit, so he came north just this week. Since he’s starting late, he’ll get in fewer rides, but he’ll get experience.”

“Yeah, well, those Brazilians stick together.”

“I think it’s because they all live on that ranch during the season, while our boys go home.”

Maury shook his head. “They’ve gotta have some serious patriotism to put up with Xesús. I admire most of those guys. You can’t tell me they like him.”

“Nah. I hear a lot of them can’t stand him, but he’s pretty free with his fists, so most of them keep their mouths shut around him.”

“Lovely.”

Maury turned back to the arena. Another ride had gone by. The cowboy qualified but didn’t come close to Maury’s score.

The announcer called, “Next up on Ash Hat, from Salvador, Brazil, Xesús Silva.” The announcer pronounced it “Jaysus,” which made Maury snort, but he sobered as he stared at the latch man about to open the gate for Silva’s ride. Maury took a breath. He didn’t want to ask God for any special favors just because it was his birthday, but of course not wanting to and not doing it were two different things.

The gate flew open, and Ash Hat plunged straight out. That probably threw Silva off because this bull was a spinner. But to prove he was no predictable pussy, Ash Hat bucked forward, throwing out his hind legs like a sumbitch, one of the hardest moves to stay on. In midbuck, the damned bull seemed to levitate, then shift into a tight spin. Damned Xesús stayed on like he was glued to the bull’s back. Maury could practically hear the points adding up.

Earl shifted uncomfortably next to him. Yeah, he knew how the ride was scored same as the next man, and he saw Maury going down in flames.

Just to make Earl feel better, Maury said, “No worries. We’ll get him next time.” Maury clasped his lucky medallion, dragging it back and forth. It was early in the season. Plenty of time to grind that Brazilian to dust. Plenty of time to win—even if he was fucking thirty years old. I could have gone all night without remembering that.

Ash Hat spun and bucked and Silva waved his black hat like the champion he wanted to be.

Wish I could walk away. He slid the medallion against his cheek.

Suddenly a sparkle of light flashed across the arena. Silva seemed to look, blink; his free hand sailed in an arc and slap! He touched the side of the bull.

A collective gasp went up from the crowd as the horn sounded eight seconds.

Maury stared around. Wait, what?

Some people cheered, but the crowd was buzzing.

“Silva slapped.” Earl practically bounced. “Did you see that? He touched. He’s disqualified.”

“How?”

As Silva slid off the bull and the bullfighters went to work, the judge tapped the back of his hand.

Holy shit, it’s a disqualification. Happy birthday to me.

Most of the crowd groaned, a few cheered, and Silva glowered as he walked through the fence.

Maury shook his head. “That was weird.” Then he grinned. “But it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.”

He climbed off the fence, turned, and—wham! Screaming in Portuguese, Silva launched himself at Maury and slammed him to the ground.

“What the hell? Get off me, you asshole!” Maury brought up his hands to defend himself. Silva had maybe an inch on Maury, but Earl had a good fifty pounds on both of them, and he reached down and hauled Silva back.

A wet, spitting cat had nothing on Silva. “You cheated! You did it on purpose. They should disqualify you!”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Maury hauled himself off the ground and wiped the dust from his jeans.

From behind Maury, a voice said, “I’d like to know that too.” Maury glanced at Harve Elkins, one of the directors of the PBRA.

Maury shook his head but said nothing.

Silva pointed at Maury. “He blinded me.”

Harve frowned. “Seem to see okay to me.”

Silva wiped a hand dramatically over his face. “While I was riding. He flashed a mirror to distract me. I lost my way and touched the bull. I would never have slapped without his interference.”

“Where would I get a mirror, for fuck’s sake? You’re making this shit up.”

Harve walked a couple steps closer to Silva. “Guys try to distract each other sometimes. It may not be good sportsmanship, but it’s not against any rule I’m aware of, so even if Maury did do something, there’s nothing I can do to him. Whatever it was might have come from the crowd. Woman’s lipstick or something. You’re a good rider, Silva. Nothing like a flash of light ought to bother you.” He took off his hat, slapped it against his leg a couple of times, and then turned. “Kiss and make up.” He walked away.

Silva didn’t even try to pretend. He raised a lip. “Cheating coward.”

“I did nothing to you, Silva. Nothing.”

“I saw that light come from right there.” He pointed toward the fence where Maury had been sitting. “But don’t worry. When I’m done, you won’t need glasses to see me at the top of the score sheet. We’ll see who sucks it up then, loser.” He stalked away.

Maury watched him go almost in disbelief. “Where in hell did he get that burr up his butt? Does he just want to blame something on me so bad he made it up?”

Earl reached out and picked up the medallion around Maury’s neck. He held it toward the overhead lights, and a small flash glinted off the ceiling far above.

Maury stared. “I’ll be a son of a bitch.” Ramon had given him a birthday present.

Like some agreement from heaven, his phone rang. Maury looked at the phone, glanced a little uneasily at Earl, and answered. “Sí, querida Mamá.” He walked over by the fence and faced it to get a little privacy from the hordes of cowboys and owners rushing around gathering up equipment.

Five or six voices started singing “Happy Birthday to You”—badly.

Maury laughed. “Thank you, thank you.”

They finished the song, off-key and not together. His youngest brother, Antonio, yelled, “How’d you do, bro?”

“I took first place this round.”

A few voices cheered.

Antonio said, “I knew you would. Nobody beats a Garcia.”

Sadly, that made him think of Ramon, who sure as fuck had been beaten, but he pushed down the thought.

His mama said, “So what are you doing to celebrate your birthday besides riding large, mean animals?” She didn’t love what he did for a living despite the relative luxury it provided for the family. “Do you have a date?”

He didn’t sigh so loud she could hear. “I’m just trying to forget it all.” He gave Earl another glance. “No celebrations in order.”

“You’ve achieved great success for one so young, hijo. Be grateful to God.”

“I am, Mamá. Believe me.” But he couldn’t force himself to be grateful for the downhill slide he could expect over the next decade. Few bull riders competed successfully after forty. Hell, making it that far would be a miracle, considering how many bones he’d broken since he started riding at six. Sadly, he had nothing else he wanted to do, even if he’d been qualified.

“Good, hijo. Gratitude must be your religion.”

“I know, Mamá.” Neither of them added “Since nothing else is.”

“Find a nice girl, Mauricio. Settle down. You’ve done enough bulling.”

He snorted. That was certainly true. “I’m not trained for anything else, Mamá. You know that. I need to work longer so we can all live comfortably.”

“Get married at least.”

“It’s hard to meet nice women in this business.”

“My point exactly.”

“Enough, Mamá, please.” He let her hear the sigh this time.

“I’m sorry, querido. I didn’t mean to berate you on your birthday.”

Antonio snarked, “No, she’ll wait till your birthday’s over.” Then he laughed wildly. “She’s saving up for tomorrow.”

“As I said, I’m sorry. Happy birthday, my son.”

The group yelled happy birthday again and then hung up.

When Maury turned, Earl was grinning like a loon. Well damn.

“How come you never told me it’s your birthday?”

Maury shrugged. “I didn’t tell anybody. She’s my mother. She was there.”

Earl stepped beside him. “Come on, I’ll take you out for a drink for your birthday.”

Maury slapped his hat against his thigh, then fit it back on his head. “No need. Getting older’s no cause to celebrate in this business.”

“Hey, I could argue that, but how about I buy you a drink to toast your win today.”

Maury’s lips turned up tightly. “Apparently, I even got that by cheating.”

Earl chuckled. “More like the gods of bull riding saying Silva was too obnoxious to win. Come on.”

Maury let himself be led to the contestants’ exit and then outdoors. He stared around at the parking lot and the flat lands and low-rise buildings beyond. “Where the hell are we again?”

“Someplace in Texas.” Earl laughed again. “Come on. There’s a bar nearby.”

“Will a lot of the riders be there?”

“Probably, but there’s not a lot of drinking holes to choose from.”

They hurried through the fast-dropping temperatures of a Texas February, climbed in Earl’s rented SUV, drove for about two minutes, and pulled into a crowded parking lot, full of trucks for the most part. Maury glanced around. “I don’t know, Earl. I’m not crazy about seeing every cowboy from at least two countries tonight.”

“No help for it, man. Can’t get a drink in Texas without a cowboy.”

He sighed. “Okay.”

Cowboys and their girls were walking into the bar, some of the men with the compact bodies and athletic roll to their walk that said bull rider. If a rider was over six feet, he was pretty much a giant in that business. When Earl held the door and Maury walked in, a few guys looked up, and a couple started to clap. Not really what he’d wanted, but Maury gave a smile and touched his hat brim.

A pretty dark-haired waitress either recognized Maury or got a misimpression he was important from the reaction because she hurried over. “I’ve got a good table for you right back here.”

“Thanks, ma’am.” They followed her to what was a really good table away from the band and the crush at the bar. Wonder who she chased away to give it to us.

Maury took the corner seat facing the room and ordered a beer.

Earl put a hand on his arm. “Don’t you want a margarita or something? Come on, it’s your birthday.”

Maury shook his head. “Gotta ride.”

“Not tomorrow.”

Maury shrugged.

Earl raised his eyebrows. “Okay, guess I’ll have a beer too.”

The waitress grinned. “Okay, two beers. And happy birthday.” She waggled her fingers as she walked through the crowd toward the bar.

Maury stared around the room, nodding toward men he knew. In the opposite corner of the big room, a group of Brazilian riders sat around a table together. He couldn’t hear them, but he knew they were chattering in Portuguese since some of them didn’t speak much English. No matter what language they spoke, the Brazilians still won a helluva lot.

Earl punched his arm. “Hey, man, what’s the big deal about having a birthday? You’re young. I mean, I’m gonna be thirty-five. You know what they say. Birthdays are better than—”

“—the alternative. Yeah, I know.”

The waitress brought the beers and a plate of french fries that she’d managed to bury a birthday candle in. “Happy birthday to you….”

She sang off-key, but people from a couple of surrounding tables picked it up, and pretty soon half the room was singing. Hell, a lot of them probably had no idea whose birthday it was. Enough beer would do that.

He wanted to say, “Fuck that fucking song,” but he didn’t. He smiled, blew out his candle with only the wish that they’d stop singing, picked up a fry, and waved it in the air before taking a big bite that got laughter and applause.

Someone yelled, “Speech. Speech.”

No effing way. Maury shook his head.

“Come on, Garcia. Tell us how it feels to get old—er.” That came from Andy O’Hara, one of the ranked riders who never managed to beat Maury.

“I guess what they say about getting better must be true, right, O’Hara? How else can you explain it?”

The girl sitting with O’Hara gave Maury a smile. “Better. Definitely better, baby.”

O’Hara glared at the girl, but he kept smiling at Maury.

The front door of the bar opened. Maury looked over. Oh shit.




Chapter Two

 

 

BREATHING. BREATHING would be good.

Maury watched Xesús Silva swagger in the door, but he wasn’t alone. Behind him came another guy. Young. Dark hair, pale skin. And probably the most gorgeous human Maury’d ever seen. Not that he noticed guys’ looks all that much, but hell. This dude set new records in plain beautiful. He also resembled Silva, who was, after all, a pretty handsome man if you didn’t count his soul.

Silva made a straight line to the table where the Brazilians were sitting. Some of the men definitely didn’t look thrilled, but a couple of other guys hailed him. People moved aside, and someone pulled over two chairs.

Silva straddled the chair in that hypermacho way of his. The other guy? Holy crap. Poetry. Loose-hipped and graceful, he slid into the open chair and crossed his legs. Most of the Brazilians were squeaky clean-cut, but this dude’s inky hair hung down to his neck and curved around his ears. He was a little taller than usual for a bull rider and lean rather than the more compact build of a lot of the PBRA competitors. Of course, he looked young, so that might explain the lanky body.

“That’s the younger brother I told you about.” Earl helped himself to a french fry. “Haven’t seen him ride, but I hear good things.”

“Let’s drink up and get out of here. I, uh, need some sleep.” Maury pushed back his chair with a scrape.

“Uh, boss, it’s five fifteen.” Earl grabbed for his wallet in his hip pocket. “Let me pay the check.”

Maury stood and started toward the door. Just need to get out before I meet the asshole again.

“I hear it’s your birthday, Wetback.” Usually Silva was subtler, but he yelled this halfway across the room. “No wonder the judges felt like they had to let you cheat to beat me.”

Maury plastered on a smile and turned. “No one has to cheat to beat you, Silva. Little kids can do it.” He said it like a joke, and a few people laughed, but the serious competitors, especially the Brazilians, looked uneasy.

Silva stood at his chair. “I’ve got the baby that can beat you, Garcia.” He reached down, took the young man—younger—by the arm, and pulled him to his feet. “This is Tristão, and he can ride the butt off any bull and defeat a herd of American cowboys. He’s a Silva.”

Maury gave the young guy a direct gaze. Almost too much for his eyes to take. Like looking straight into the sun. “Hey, Tris, good to meet you. Welcome to American cowboying. Good luck with that whole winning thing.” He flashed a smile, but the guy didn’t return it. Tristão yanked his arm from his brother’s grip. He said nothing. Probably didn’t speak English.

Maury dragged his eyes from Tristão, glanced around, and waved a hand. “Thanks for the best wishes, everyone.” He thrust a fist into the air. “Go PBRA.”

With a collective breath, people went back to their conversations. Xesús took a step forward, but Maury walked straight to the door and out into the rapidly cooling evening. He tensed when the door opened behind him, but Earl walked up, stuffing his wallet in his jeans. “Man, that dude’s a piece of work.”

Maury nodded. “And now I go to California.” He sighed.

 

 

A LITTLE surge of pride filled Maury’s chest as he drove through Woodward Heights, one of the highest-end neighborhoods in Sacramento. Kind of amazing that his mom and two of his brothers lived in this neighborhood, and he’d put them there. It was a long way from his beginnings.

He ferried the rental SUV down the street of Spanish-style homes to the one at the end of the cul-de-sac, slightly brighter than the rest. His mom did love her color, but his brother Antonio had more taste than the rest of them put together and managed to keep her under control.

As he approached the big house, he practiced in his head telling them he could only stay the night and really had to go tomorrow, being a little unspecific as to why. As far as anyone in the Garcia family knew, he had a small apartment in Colorado, not far from PBRA headquarters, and spent most of his time in hotels or staying with friends in the various cities where he competed. True enough, that. As far as it went. But sometimes a man needed a home.

Dodging the cars that filled the driveway and the curb in front of the house, he parked the rental and hopped out, hauling a small backpack. Small equaled short stay.

Antonio threw open the door and jumped over the two steps from the big front porch onto the walkway. “Maury! Welcome home, man.”

Whew, he’s growing. Antonio topped Maury in height by a couple of inches. Probably about six foot one. His black hair hung to his neck, and at seventeen, he still hadn’t filled out. His lanky body and pretty face made Maury think of the Brazilian kid, Tristão. Oddly, Maury’s reaction to the younger Silva hadn’t been particularly brotherly. I’ll think about that later.

“Hermanito, you’re tall as a damned tree.” He grabbed Antonio and hugged him, then held him at arm’s length. “You doing well?”

A little shadow might have floated across his face, but the sunny smile chased it away. “Great, bro.”

Maury looked around at all the cars. “Doesn’t look like we’ll get much time to chat.”

“Yeah, the hordes have gathered.” He cocked his mouth to the side, then smiled again. “But we can talk later. You’re staying, right?”

He looked anxious, so any dreams Maury had of escaping that night vanished. “Yeah. Gotta leave in the morning.”

“Can’t say I blame you.”

“No, I—”

Antonio gave him a grin, so Maury shut up. No use compounding lies.

Antonio grabbed Maury’s backpack, threw it over his shoulder, and then took Maury’s arm and led him to the door. Of the three remaining brothers, Antonio was the one most comfortable with touching. Ramon had been too. Of course, Pedro was another matter altogether.

Antonio pushed open the door and Maury almost fell back out as a flying Yolanda hurled herself at him. “Mauricito!” She kissed his cheek.

Maury laughed and tried to contain the squirming mass of curves that was his sister. “Hey, chiquita, how you be?”

“Always better when you’re here.” She stepped back and looked him over. “How beat-up are you this time?”

“Minimal damage, my queen.”

She leaned in and inspected a bruise on his cheekbone he’d gotten while sliding off the bull. Just your regular. “Okay, I’ll believe you without asking you to strip.”

His mother’s voice came from the direction of the kitchen. “Yolanda, let your brother breathe. Mauricio, come in here and kiss your mother.”

Antonio bounded up the stairs with his backpack as Maury crossed from the entry into the living room, which as usual was empty. The sound of the expected voices pulled him toward the dining room, the biggest room in the house at his mother’s specification, and the kitchen beyond. The only concession his mom had made to contemporary style was allowing the kitchen to be mostly open to the dining room. Over the big granite island, he could see all the family females—his mom, two aunts, and three cousins—moving around the cooktop, double wall ovens, and microwave in a Mexican culinary ballet. The smells coming out of that big shiny space would have made the Pope’s stomach growl.

His uncles, brother Pedro—who already looked half-bagged—and male cousins stood around the dining room, drinking beer and talking soccer. He gave some of them a nod or a quick handshake, but he was on his way to kiss his mother and knew they wouldn’t begrudge him. At the edge of the island, his uncle Eduardo, his dead father’s brother, lounged against the side, his huge shoulders and arms almost dwarfing his considerable belly. As Maury moved by, Eduardo glared at him for the slight, and Maury took a breath and made himself stop and offer his hand, an act that still made him shudder after all these years.

“Good to see you, mijo.”

Maury smiled and nodded, though he doubted his eyes warmed up. Beside Eduardo, his uncle Samuel, Eduardo’s minion, gave him a fist to bump. Maury wanted to ignore it but didn’t want to start trouble.

Yolanda got the evil eye from his mom, and she hurried into the kitchen to help. Maury followed her and kissed his mother on the cheek, since her hands were full of a steaming dish of spanish rice. Then, in a ritual of obligation, he ambled around the kitchen and kissed his aunties. The cousins who were his age or younger could fend for themselves.

After getting handless-arm hugs from busy women in oven mitts, he walked back into the dining room and took the beer offered by his cousin Kevin. Yes, his uncle Juan Manuel, his mother’s brother, decided to Anglicize one of his kid’s names, even though Maury’s mom had a shitfit. Kevin, at sixteen, wasn’t old enough to drink, but he loved being the server, partly because it put him in the center of conversations and also because he got to take a few sips.

Kevin gazed at Maury. “I hear you won. Congrats, man.”

“Thanks.” Maury sipped his beer.

“How much did you win?”

Eduardo glanced over. “None of your business, Kevin.”

Kevin’s eyes widened like he’d been slapped. Eduardo had that effect. He could stop you with a word—except when he was actually hitting. Interesting he was so concerned about Kevin being rude. Of course, Maury’d be pretty fascinated to know how much money his mom gave to Eduardo. Money she got from Maury. He’d never had the nerve to ask her.

Maury gave Kevin a secret smile and got one back.

His mom yelled, “Dinner. Wash up and go to the table. Ándale.”

After a quick trip to the guest bath, Maury made sure he sat as far from Eduardo, Samuel, and Pedro for that matter—although that made him feel crappy—as he could get, which put him among the women at the opposite end of the big table. Great by him. Instead of sitting by the other men, Antonio grabbed an extra chair that stood against the wall and pushed his way in beside Maury. Also fine by him. Maury loved his baby brother. A lot. Only Yolanda came close to that affection, but she’d married at eighteen to get out from under their father’s thumb and left a teenage Maury behind. He’d killed himself to become the world’s best bull rider—to please that same father and to escape a home that, without his sister in it, never seemed to fit him.

“Hey, Antonio, pass the empanadas.” Eduardo waved a fork.

Antonio picked up the plate, held it for a slow second, and then offered it to their mother, who raised her eyebrows in appreciation. Down the table, Eduardo made a slight noise, but he wasn’t going to cross his sister-in-law. Maury’s mom made a show of placing two on her plate and passed it to his aunt Florence, an Anglo married to Juan Manuel who cooked better Mexican than any other woman in the family. She got with the program and passed it on to Yolanda, who took two, then gave the plate to Maury. With ceremony, he served himself two big ones.

Though the other men were filling their plates with enchiladas, steaks, rice, and beans, the waves of pissed-off coming from Eduardo’s direction were practically visible. Florence’s empanadas were a fave of everyone, but it was more about defiance and lack of control. Eduardo didn’t like to be crossed. He shared that with his dead brother.

Finally, the platter, now half-empty, came to Eduardo, and he tried to look like he’d still won as he served himself three, then passed the plate to the other men.

They all chatted for a few minutes; then Juan Manuel looked at Maury. “So tell us about the winning ride, Mauricio. Did you draw a good bull?”

Maury nodded. “He was pretty good. Maybe a bit more flash than actual skill. The judges actually gave me a better score than I deserved.”

Kevin said, “Oh, I bet that’s not true.”

“No, it actually was.” He shrugged. “Sometimes when you’ve done well for quite a while, the judges expect you to be good. Anyway, there was another rider who was better, but at the last second he touched and was disqualified.”

Kevin grinned. “God must have known it was your birthday.”

Maury nodded and fingered his medallion. “Yeah.” He glanced up at Eduardo and Samuel. He’d never known for sure what, if any, role they’d played in Ramon’s death. He’d only been a kid. Shocked, horrified, and suspicious.

Kevin smiled. “Hey, Uncle Maury, I’ve been riding bulls. I wanna be just like you.”

A little flash of sadness crossed Juan Manuel’s face, and Maury said, “I hear you’re a good student. You can grow up to be a teacher like your dad. I only ride bulls because I don’t have the education or brains to do anything else. It’s a tough way to make a living—if you’re lucky and don’t die trying.”

Pedro drawled, “Besides, you’re too much of a fag to ride bulls.” He sucked up another mouthful of Corona.

Maury froze at the same instant as Kevin’s face turned red and his eyes got glassy.

Antonio snarled, “Shut up, Pedro. What would you know about the requirements to be a bull rider?”

Pedro didn’t have enough focus to fight or enough brain cells left to be insulted. He just shrugged and went back to drinking.

Eduardo did. “And how would you know, Antonio? Shouldn’t you go back to your home decorating and leave men’s work to men?”

Antonio’s head snapped up. “Fuck you, Eduardo.”

His mother gasped, and the table went silent. Maury’s stomach turned to stone, and bile crept up his throat.

Slowly, Eduardo stood and began walking around the table. Fear washed off Antonio in waves. Eduardo got to Antonio, raised a hand, and smacked his face. Antonio pressed a hand to his cheek, and Eduardo clenched his fist and hauled back. As his big fist burst forward, Maury grabbed it, standing to hold the hand away from his brother. “You’ve made your point, Eduardo. He was out of line.” He met his uncle’s narrow black eyes, daring him to challenge. Some piece of him wanted it to happen. His fists ached to smash into the bastard’s face. Respect your elders? Honor your family? Don’t give a shit. Nobody hits Antonio again.

Eduardo stared daggers at Maury for an instant, but then he seemed to gather his control like some vampire’s cape around him. He yanked his wrist from Maury, flicked Antonio’s ear sharply with his fingers, and walked to his place at the table.

Antonio stood, strode to his mother, kissed her cheek, and left the room. The kid had balls to spare.

His departure relaxed the vibe at the table slightly, and everyone went back to eating. Some forced conversation even restarted. Kevin still looked like he wanted to throw up, but he stuck it out, shoving food into his mouth and not saying a word. Under the table, Yolanda squeezed Maury’s leg.

Maury shoved a bite of empanada in his mouth and chewed, but it felt like Ramon was screaming in his brain, “They killed me. They killed me.” Maury tried to breathe past his mouthful. Claustrophobia of the mouth. Not enough room for food and air. Hell, not enough air in the whole room to keep him alive. Don’t make shit up.

Suddenly, he realized he was standing.

His mother said, “Mauricio? Are you all right?”

“Uh, no. I’m not feeling well. I’m going upstairs to rest. Good night.” He walked out of the dining room like a zombie because he honestly didn’t seem to have control of his body.

Staring straight ahead, he climbed the stairs and walked toward his room. Not really his room anymore. It was a guest room now, since he never spent more than one night every couple of months if he could help it. He noticed the door to Antonio’s room was closed tight. He desperately wanted to pass right by, maybe get in his car and head north right then. His feet paused, and before he could stop himself, he knocked. No answer.

Okay, that’s good. He’s asleep. But his stupid knuckles tried again.




Chapter Three

 

 

THE BEDROOM door opened, and Antonio stood there in his jeans with no shirt, hair rumpled, and eyes red. “He’s a fucking fucktard.”

“Double fucking fucktard.”

Antonio’s eyes widened—and then he barked a laugh. He grabbed Maury and pulled him inside his room, where clothes decorated the floor and the bed probably hadn’t been made in days. Maury pulled some jeans off the one chair and sat. Antonio threw himself on the bed. “Damn him. He’s such an asshole. Everyone has to meet his standards of what a man should be”—he made a face on the word man as he dragged it out—“or he treats them like, I don’t know, like some flaming pussy.”

Maury raised an eyebrow. “Hang on. Don’t criticize the dude by being like him.”

“What?”

“Pussy? Did you ever think about how powerful a pussy is? Something as big as a fucking bowling ball coming out of it and it goes right on ticking? I’d rethink my definition of weak.”

Antonio frowned. “Yeah, well, my point exactly. There’s all kinds of strong. A man doesn’t have to be a Neanderthal like Eduardo.”

Maury grinned. “Neanderthals were smart as hell and had highly organized societies.”

Antonio slammed his head on the bed. “Fuck. You get my point.”

“Yeah I do. Sorry. But stereotyping is always a bad idea no matter who does it.” Are you listening to yourself?

Antonio kept his eyes pinned to the ceiling for a moment as Maury stared at him. Then he sat up abruptly and asked, “Can I come and live with you?”

Maury caught his breath and hoped Antonio didn’t hear it. “I don’t really live anywhere. How could you live with me? I’m in a different hotel every weekend.” While his family didn’t know about his ranch, Maury’s impossible schedule was still true. How could he look after a teenage boy?

“Homeschooling?” Antonio said it with such hope, it stabbed Maury’s heart.

Maury got up from the chair and sat on the edge of the bed. “I barely went to school myself. You’d have to homeschool me.” He put a hand on Antonio’s slim back. “Is it so bad here?”

He shook his head. “I guess not.”

“Are you getting bullied in school?”

“No. I like school pretty well.”

“So…?”

“How did Ramon die?”

Holy fuck! The question hit him so hard he almost fell off the bed. Before he could suck in enough air to fuel his brain to structure an answer, Antonio looked up, his dark eyes questioning.

Maury said, “What have you been told?”

He gave a cynical little smile. “Want to be sure you’re in accord with the party line?”

“No. But I don’t want to tell you what I know and influence your attitudes until you tell me what you’ve already heard. I want to know what the party line is.”

He ran a hand over his silky hair. “Mom says he was shot and killed in an accident.”

“Accident?”

“She’s always a little vague on details. Something about a guy in some group had a gun and it went off.”

“What does Eduardo say?”

“If I say Ramon’s name, he sneers. I mean upper lip fucking sneers. But he won’t tell me shit.”

Maury’s hands tightened and released. Man, he was sick of this crap.

“Kevin says he heard Ramon was a fag and somebody killed him for it.”

Maury whirled on the bed and stuck a finger in Antonio’s pretty face. “Don’t you ever let me hear you use that word again. Not about anyone. Ever. And most especially not about your dead brother. You should pray to God on your knees every night to be such a good man as Ramon.”

Antonio’s mouth opened—and he burst into tears.

Well, double fuck. Maury put a hand on Antonio’s shaking back. “I’m sorry. I don’t think you meant it that way, but when you say shit like that, you sound like your uncle. Yes, Ramon was gay. Yes, he died for it.” He took a deep breath as Antonio’s sobs turned to hiccups. “There’s so much crap in this family about homosexuality from our late father, and his brother and Pedro for that matter. The uncles from Mexico are worse, if that’s possible. If you continue the family tradition, I’ll be very disappointed. You’re too smart and too good for that.”

He wiped his nose on his sleeve. “I’m too gay for that.”

All the air in Maury’s chest turned to a ball as hot as the sun, and he couldn’t breathe. Maybe he meant…. “You mean because you look pretty?”

Antonio shook his head like someone had dragged him behind a car. “No. Because I like cock.”

“Oh shit.”

He frowned. “Hang on, you said—”

Maury held up his hand. “This just means we need to find a way to get you out of here as soon as we can.”

“Ya think?” His face got serious quickly. “That’s why I asked.”

Maury wiped a hand over his forehead. “Unfortunately, my answer doesn’t change. I’m almost never there. Uh, I mean in one place.” But privacy be damned, he wasn’t losing another brother. “I’m going to work this out.” He raised his eyes and speared Antonio with his gaze. “Listen to me good. I know it sucks and it’s not fair and all the shit, but you can’t be yourself. I know you want to tell Eduardo where to get off, but don’t. Please. He’s mean and dangerous.” Are you listening to yourself? “I want you to study and stay away from him.”

“How? The fucker is here all the time.”

“Yeah, I never exactly knew I was supporting him too.”

“You are, bro. Believe me, you are.”

He gripped Antonio’s arm. “Promise me you’ll stay in the closet. Don’t even tell your best friend, especially if he’s Mexican, got it?”

Antonio scowled but his eyes were shiny. “You’ve got to promise me you’ll get me out of here. Promise, Mauricio. You don’t know what it’s like to never get to be yourself. You don’t know!”

“I promise.” Because I do know.

 

 

MAURY PULLED his truck up in front of the low ranch house—and sighed. Home. Jesucristo on a cracker, the drive had only been an hour and a half, but this time he couldn’t get Antonio out of his mind for a second.

He dropped his head on the steering wheel of the rented truck. He’d get his own sweet ride back the next day. How did I end up responsible for the whole fucking family? He didn’t have to ask the question. Even when he was a little kid, he wanted to fix everything. Psychologists always said that kind of nature came with oldest children. Maury had been the second boy in line, but he’d broken the mold. Kind, gentle Ramon had been involved in his own problems, so Maury had stepped up, working two jobs while he was still in grammar school and giving the money to help take care of his mom since his dad was such a cheapskate—all while learning to ride bulls.

By the time Ramon got murdered, Maury had been a champion in the junior division of the PBRA. He’d signed up for the big time the second he was old enough and had sent a huge percentage of his winnings home ever since. The previous year, he’d won big, and some rebellious piece of his nature sent him out to buy this ranch. He’d told nobody about it except a few close friends. Earl didn’t even know.

He lifted his head, leaned back, and grabbed his travel bag from the back seat, then walked up the wide wooden steps of the porch. He’d called ahead and let Elena know he was coming, so the rocking chairs were positioned on the porch. After dropping his bag by the door, he sat in the closest chair, stared out over the rolling, dusty acres, and rocked.

The calm seeped into him. So different from eight seconds on the back of a bull or sitting around the dinner table with his family. Damn. Antonio’s handsome face popped into his mind. What the hell am I going to do?

He stood and walked into the house. The stone-and-wood floors shone, and the leather furniture gleamed. Elena had been busy. She’d cleaned and left. Probably cooked too, bless her.

He carried the bag back to his big master bedroom and dropped it in the closet. As he pulled off his boots, his phone rang. He tossed the one loose boot, grabbed the phone from his pocket, and glanced at the screen. “Hey, Danny.”

“Hey, Maury, when are you coming to California? We’re guessing you’re riding in Sacramento next weekend.”

He chuckled. “I just walked in the door.”

“Good. So seven o’clock tomorrow night, dinner at our place? Plus you can come visit your baby.”

“Visit hell. I’m gonna take her home.” He couldn’t wait to get his own truck and turn in his rented piece of shit.

“You gotta let us feed you first.”

“With pleasure.” He meant that. Loved those guys.

“Laurie can’t wait to see you.”

“I can’t wait to see you both. What shall I bring?”

“Yourself.”

He laughed. “I can manage that. Thanks. I’ll save all my questions for then. See you tomorrow at seven.”

“Can’t wait.”

Maury hung up and dragged off his other boot, then stripped and pulled on some sweats. Maybe Danny and Laurie could give him some advice about Antonio.

He walked to the kitchen and brewed himself a cup of chamomile tea. If a reporter was peeking in the window, Maury’s alpha-male status was shot.

Sipping the tea, he ambled back to the bedroom, sat on the bed, and flipped on the TV, then turned off the sound. Danny and Laurie. Maury remembered the first time he saw the amazing pink-haired decorator when he’d come to tell Danny not to ride bulls.

Maury clicked off the TV. Oddly, picturing Laurie standing there in tight black jeans, all long legs and slim hips, made Maury think of the younger Silva. What was that name? Tristão? He set his mug on the table and turned on his side. Funny that Laurie reminded him of Tristão. The Brazilian was dark-haired, lean but not willowy like Laurie, and a fucking bull rider. There weren’t any tougher athletes. Laurie practically fainted when Danny got on a bull. Plus Laurie was gay. Very gay.

He got up, peed, washed up, and brushed his teeth, then crawled under the comforter he’d picked himself, with pure cotton coverings and down stuffing. He loved the thing. One more slip in his machismo. He sighed and closed his eyes.

 

 

“MAURY!”

Maury grinned as Danny burst out of the front door of his house and bounded down the stairs. Danny was really tall for a bull rider, so he managed to lift Maury up a couple of inches and give him half a swing.

Maury laughed. “It hasn’t been that long since I saw you.”

“Feels like it.”

“Hey, darling.” Laurie waved from the porch.

“Hey back, beautiful.” Maury glanced around the gravel parking area in front of the house, where a truck and an SUV were parked. “Visitors?”

Danny said, “A few friends. Come on.”

Oddly, he felt kind of uncomfortable about seeing anyone except Danny and Laurie. Chico, California, was home, not for meeting strangers like everywhere else. But he put on a smile as he walked up the steps.

Through the door, Maury stared past the entry hall toward the big, expansive living room. He’d heard that Danny had been laying out the house when Laurie, the decorator, stepped in, and the rest was history—bigger rooms, brighter light, more beautiful finishes—and yet the result looked totally like Danny.

Maury peered into the living room. He recognized Danny and Laurie’s best friends, Rand McAllister and Kai Kealoha. They sat side by side on the couch, holding hands, which gave Maury a warm feeling in his chest. An older man and a young and very attractive woman sat on the comfortable-looking chairs across from the couch.

Danny came up beside him. “Maury, you remember Rand and Kai? And this is Marsh Banks, my neighbor and friend who sold me this land, and his niece, Anthea.”

Maury nodded to Rand and Kai, shook hands with Banks, and smiled at Anthea.

Danny said, “Sit. What can we get you to drink?”

“Mineral water’s fine.”

“No celebration? We hear one’s in order.” Laurie raised a champagne glass.

“No thanks.” Maury shook his head. “But you can put some lime in that mineral water.”

The girl, Anthea, chuckled. “That’s my idea of a celebration too. A good dose of lime. Of course I like mine with a tequila chaser.”

Maury stared at her—and broke into laughter. “I think that’s damned good advice. I’ll take whatever you have with tequila, Danny.”

“Good man.” Danny got Maury a margarita.

He raised the glass to Anthea and took a sip. It went down easy.

The conversation turned to ranches and horses and water rights. Not one word about bull riding. Maury sipped his drink and drifted on the happy cloud of life beyond eight-second intervals.

They went into the big dining room, and the evening’s agenda became clearer. Maury was seated next to Anthea. How do I feel about this? He glanced at the woman next to him. Probably about twenty-five, brown hair and blue eyes. A lovely combination. She had a sense of humor and apparently lots of brains. It was nice Danny and Laurie thought she was his type. Question: was she?




Chapter Four

 

 

AT THE dinner table, Maury leaned toward the woman. “So what do you do, Anthea?”

She grinned. “Call me Annie, and I teach secondary mathematics in junior college while I finish my master’s.”

“Holy crap, uh, Annie.”

She laughed. “Thanks, I think.” After a sip from her glass of white wine, she said, “What about you? I hear you’re a bull-riding champion.”

He shrugged. “I’ve won a bit, but bull-riding champions come and go quick.”

“And what will you do when you go?”

“What?”

“When you no longer win? What’ll you do? Your profession must take a heavy toll on your health.” She took a bite of the salmon Danny had grilled on a wooden plank.

He made an effort to close his mouth and snorted. “You’ve just asked the question that nobody ever has the nerve to ask me or any bull rider.”

She nodded. “Or most athletes, I imagine.”

“Well, if you’re making fifty million in the NBA, it helps to soften the blow, I imagine. And not many athletes break every bone in their bodies and keep competing. But yeah, you’re right.”

“Dear God, is that true?”

“Pretty close.” He took a drink of mineral water, minus the earlier tequila.

“Have you been prudent or spent all your money on wine and women?” She smiled, and two very nice dimples popped in her softly rounded cheeks.

He barked out a laugh. “I’m a model of… what’d you call it? Prudence? But I also have a pretty big family I support. I’ve done okay, but let’s just say it’s not the NBA.”

“What’s the next step?”

His heart slammed against his ribs, and he shrugged. “I guess I’ll face that question soon enough.” He blew out a breath. “But not yet. Bull riders can make it into their forties—sometimes. I’ve got a ways to go.”

“You mean and break every bone in your body twice?” She cocked her head at him.

He finally sat back in his chair and chuckled. “Are you the voice of my blackest nightmares?”

“Oh, I’m sorry.” She flattened her lips in a funny expression, and he grinned.

Banks leaned in from his seat across the table. “Pay no attention to her, Maury. She doesn’t have any social conversation. Her idea of chitchat is asking how you feel about life and death.”

“Uncle Marsh!” But they all laughed.

Laurie said, “We have crème brûlée for dessert. Let’s go to the living room, and I’ll get some coffee.”

Kai jumped up. “I’ll help.”

In the comfortable room, Maury took one of the chairs instead of making some kind of statement by sitting next to Annie. He accepted the cup of coffee from Kai and glanced at Annie. Did I want to sit next to her?

He and Danny talked a little about bull riding, but Maury changed the subject. “So how’s the ranching business?”

Danny beamed, Rand and Kai glowed, and they all tried to talk at once. The new horses, the record number of guests at the dude ranch, and how Danny’s spread had become an extension of Rand and Kai’s place.

Danny said, “You’d never believe it, but we’ve become a real vacation spot for bull riders.”

Maury’s eyebrows shot up. “Seriously? Isn’t that like a, what’s the old saying, busman’s holiday?”

“I never heard that, but I get the idea. I think they like it because it’s enough like real life for them but still relaxed and undemanding. We even get some of the Brazilians from time to time.” He laughed, and Maury shook his head. But he could understand it. He’d heard the ranch was real welcoming, and nobody expected much of anything of you that you didn’t want to do.

Annie said, “Are you a rancher, Maury?”

“No. I was born on a dirt farm in Mexico, but I started riding bulls before I was seven, and that’s what I loved.” He raised his shoulders. “What everyone loved for me.” He downed the rest of his very good coffee. Damn. I’ll never sleep. But it was too tasty to pass up. “Now I own this great ranch and only use it as a place to rock on the porch.”

“What’s your ranch called?”

He shrugged. “Don’t know. Garcia’s Place?” He laughed. “I’m there so little, I don’t feel like I know it well enough to name it.”

“Ah, a lack of commitment.”

He chuckled. “Maybe so.” She didn’t know how right she was.

He set his empty cup down. “And I better get back to that nameless ranch. I’m officially supposed to be sleeping enough to repair the aches and pains.”

“How’s it working?” Annie stood beside him.

“I’ll let you know.”

She extended a hand. “May I see your phone?”

He gave her a look but passed it over. Annie typed on the keys and handed it back. “In case you’d like to discuss life and death further.”

“Thank you. I, uh, hope to be able to use it. I travel a lot—”

She held up a hand. “That is a no-obligation invitation.”

All the guys grinned, and Maury joined in. Chuckling, he shook hands all round, including with Annie, got pulled into a hug by Laurie, and escaped to the door. “After this weekend, I get two weeks off, so I might come see you all again.”

Danny gave him a one-armed guy hug. “You better come see us.”

As Danny walked beside him out the door, Maury paused. “I’ve got a problem I’d really like to discuss with you and Laurie.”

“Oh? Now?”

“No. It’s serious, and I don’t want to go back to Annie’s life-or-death discussion.” They both laughed. “But I need your advice.”

“How about tomorrow?”

“That’d be great. Want to come to dinner at my place? Elena did some serious cooking before I got here, and I need help dealing with it.”

“Always happy to eat her cooking.”

“Come on over any time.”

“We can probably get away about six since Manolo will be staying late.” Manolo was a hand on Rand and Kai’s ranch, where Danny also worked, and a good man.

“Six it is.”

In his own truck—one of Rand’s guys was returning the rental for him—Maury let the darkness of the night that far out from town surround him like a blanket. He loved the dark. Weird for a man who spent half his life in a spotlight.

He turned on some music, then adjusted the volume so he could barely hear it. Back to the questions. Was Annie his type? Am I going to call her? Who the hell is my type?

Since he was twelve, he’d dated girl after girl. Smart, dumb, ambitious, and docile. Blondes, brunettes, and redheads. One girl was even bald. He’d been engaged twice. Never married. If he was honest, never really close, despite two rings and a certain amount of wedding-cake selection. Why was that? If he wanted to get really honest, he knew the reason.

Fuck, not tonight. I’ll be honest tomorrow. Maybe I just never met a mathematician before?

A half hour later, under his favorite comforter, he drifted toward sleep. I’ll call Annie and ask her to dinner after the Sacramento event. After I beat Silva.

 

 

MAURY PEERED out the front window, half-relaxed from a full day of sleeping late and doing nothing much and half-antsy over the upcoming conversation. Lanky Danny unfolded from the driver’s seat of their truck, and graceful, spectacular Laurie waited for Danny to help him out. Amazing that Danny felt so comfortable with such a femme guy. He’d told Manolo once that Laurie was his unicorn, that rare combo of superdominant femme, and Danny was totally smitten. Not hard to get why.

Maury dropped the curtain and went to the front door. He opened it and waved. “Welcome.”

Danny shook his hand, and Laurie kissed his cheek, then came in looking around since they hadn’t visited in a while.

Maury gave a half grin. “Haven’t done much of anything since you decorated the place, Laurie. I figure why gild the lily.”

Laurie raised an eyebrow. “I have no idea when you’d ever do anything, darling. The place looks great if I do say so myself. You can add more personal touches whenever you get off the back of those damned animals.”

Maury chuckled, but the truth of what Laurie said still rang like wind chimes in the room. He led them to the big open kitchen, pulled out two bottles of Bohemia beer and a bottle of champagne he had chilling, and popped the cork on the latter.

Minutes later, they carried their drinks into the big living room, with its full wall of stone, fireplace, and giant comfy sectional.

As Danny and Laurie snuggled up on the couch, Laurie said, “I hope you didn’t feel ambushed by our including Annie last night. In all honesty, Marsh called to ask if he could bring her since she was visiting, and we thought it might be an interesting match. But we also figure she’s the last woman to be offended if it’s not.”

Maury settled in his favorite easy chair and sipped his beer. “I liked her. She’s funny and smart. Not sure why she’d be interested in a guy like me. But I thought I’d plan to get together with her after Sacramento. I can’t do much until then.”

“At least you didn’t go home hating on us for ambushing you.” Laurie laughed.

“Never.”

Danny leaned forward. “So how can we help?”

Maury inhaled and set down the beer. “I’ve told you that my older brother died because he was gay.”

Danny nodded. “There but for the grace of God and all that.” Danny was nearly killed by his homophobic father.

Laurie squeezed his arm.

Maury nodded. “My father was also a homophobe, springing from a long line of gay haters. He died a while back, but his brother, my uncle, stepped in seamlessly as if he were the head of the household. If anything, he’s worse than my father.” He snorted. “Somehow I wound up supporting him too, but that’s another story. Anyway, I just learned that my kid brother Antonio, who’s only seventeen, is gay. He’s still in high school and lives at home. Like all kids, he wants to be free to be who he is. He’s great.” Maury smiled. “Smart, creative, artistic. But my uncle’s all over him all the time. Treats him like crap. He asked me while I was at my mother’s house this week if he could come and live with me.”

Laurie said, “At the ranch?”

“No, he doesn’t know about the ranch. None of them do.” He glanced up to see if Laurie thought he was a selfish asshole for holding out on his family. Laurie didn’t even blink. “But he doesn’t care where I live. He just wants out of there, and I want him out, but of course, I’m never home. I can’t leave a seventeen-year-old to fend for himself. I don’t even know where the nearest high school is.”

Danny said, “Do you have other relatives who he could go to?”

“My mother’s brother and his family are better, but they’re nearby and spend a lot of time at my mother’s. I’m not sure I could trust them to protect Antonio from Eduardo.”

“Who is this guy?” Laurie scowled.

“He’s scary as fuck.”

“Have you considered bitch-slapping him?”

Maury ran a hot hand over the back of his neck. “Many times. Like, regularly. The bad thing is, I’m not there to keep him in line, and I’m not kidding. This man is frightening. I begged Antonio to keep his mouth shut.”

Danny said, “You need to talk to your mother.”

“I know. She’s a tough crowd.” He pressed his lips together and widened his eyes. “You gotta be Hispanic for one day to understand.”

They laughed.

“But I’ll talk to her. Eduardo’s out of hand, and she lets him get away with it. Sadly, my other brother’s a drunk and doesn’t have the wits to either fight him or agree with him.” He ran a hand over his face. “So I wonder if you guys know of a good boarding school, maybe near here? That way he could finish high school, see me when I’m home, and be far, far from Eduardo.”

Laurie sat up very straight, crossed his legs, and sipped his champagne. “Nonsense. Antonio comes and lives with us.”

Danny’s head snapped around, and Maury squeaked, “What?”

“Of course.” Laurie waved a graceful hand. “You don’t think we’re going to leave your brother in danger, do you? And boarding schools cost a fortune. We’ll find out the best local high school and get him enrolled. He can work on the ranch on the weekends. He’s just a little older than Rand and Kai’s daughter, Lani, and their son, Aliki, will love having another boy around. Hell, where could he find better gay role models?” He raised his glass in a little self-congratulatory toast.

Danny nodded. “Got to admit that’s a hell of an idea. Makes perfect sense.”

Maury practically sputtered. “I can’t let you guys do that. My God, just because I can’t manage my own family doesn’t mean you have to.”

Laurie frowned. “It seems to me you do a pretty amazing job of taking care of people, Maury. Danny and I both know what problems family can be. And Antonio’s gay, which makes him part of our community. We need to help him. It’s our responsibility too.”

Maury just stared. How could two men he’d only known for a couple of years be so kind and generous? “I don’t even know what to say.”

“Try yes, darling.” Laurie grinned.

“Yes.” He let his body relax, and a smile melted across his face. “It’s an amazing idea. I’ll know he’s safe until I can get things straightened out at home. I won’t tell anyone where he is.”

“No worries.” Laurie waved a hand. “I doubt even your mean-as-fuck uncle can get past Danny, Rand, Kai, Manolo, the other hands, and, of course, moi.”

“Too much fierce.” Laughing, Maury rocked back in his chair. “I can’t wait to tell Antonio.”

“Why don’t you call him while Danny and I get whatever smells so good out of the oven?”

“You mean before I let it burn up?” Maury reached for his phone.

“Precisely.” Laurie grabbed Danny and led him to the kitchen as Maury dialed his phone. It rang one time.

“Hi, Maury.” Antonio sounded anxious—and tentative.

“How are you?”

“Uh, okay.”

“If you had to leave your school this semester, you know, like this week, how would you feel about it?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, if you want to move away, you can. Some good friends of mine, who incidentally share a certain orientation with you, have a ranch outside of Chico. They have asked you to come and live with them, go to school at the nearest high school, and maybe work on their ranch if you want to.”

“W-would I like them?” He sounded scared but not unhopeful.

“I think you’ll love them. I do.” He heard his own words, and man, were they true. “I have to be honest, I don’t know much about the school. But Laurie, my friend, is going to check it out personally.”

“How old is she?” He sounded suspicious.

Maury laughed. “First off, she’s a he. Laurie’s short for Lawrence. And I guess Laurie’s about twenty-six or so.”

“Cool.”

“If you want to do it, we’ll work out the travel. Probably someone will pick you up and drive you here.”

“Here? You’re there now?”

“Yes.” He’d tell him about his own ranch later.

“Wow. You must have some friends, bro.”

“You got that right. I don’t know what I did to deserve it.”

“I can tell you if you ask me.”

“I didn’t, squirt. So this sounds good?”

“You kidding? To get… uh, for an opportunity like that, I’d jump at it.”

The uneasy sound in his voice suggested somebody had come into where Antonio was.

“I’ll call Mom and explain, okay? I’ll tell her it’s a unique chance for you to do something special. Cowboy on a working ranch, go to a great school, etcetera. I’ll lay it on, okay?”

“Yeah. Definitely. Thanks for calling me, bro. Good to hear from you.”

Definitely not free to talk. “Love you, Antonio. Hang in there just a little while longer.”

“Yes, great. Talk soon. Good luck on your rides.”

“Thanks.” He hung up, uneasy but still happy.

Laurie called, “Dinner’s ready. We need to build up your strength for Sacramento, baby.”

Yeah. He couldn’t afford to get too distracted. He had bulls to ride and mouths to feed.




Chapter Five

 

 

MAURY PULLED into the Sacramento arena parking lot with a smile on his face. When he’d left Chico, Antonio was packing his stuff and Manolo was on his way to pick him up. Maury’s conversation with his mom, while full of sins of omission, had gone well. He’d been honest about Antonio not getting along with Eduardo. She’d protested a little but obviously knew he was right. Maury had made a great case for Antonio getting to learn the cowboy life, get lots of fresh air and exercise, and go to a new school with different friends. It would be a broadening experience, he’d said. She’d agreed and honestly seemed pretty relieved. Antonio was her baby, and she was no longer young. Dealing with teenage problems, especially when she had to suspect that Eduardo was right about Antonio being gay, must seem like a lot to her. Yeah, Antonio had received a gift Maury wished Ramon could have had.

As Maury parked, Earl and his guys descended on him to haul Maury’s gear. It wasn’t a ton—just his vest, chaps, spurs, bell, and such. He always carried his own rope and flank strap to be sure nobody messed with them. With the addition of Maury’s food and tea, it was a few bagsful.

Earl pulled open Maury’s door. “You get some rest, boss?”

Maury nodded. “Yeah, thanks.” He bumped fists with Dusty and Hernando, who, along with Earl, made up his team. He didn’t need so many men, but he’d picked each one up along the way and never let them go. They were good guys, had families to feed, and did a lot for him. Earl was mostly his businessperson, making sure he didn’t miss out on any big events and booking him for charity gigs. Dusty and Hernando maintained his equipment and alternated as his rope puller.

Short, stocky Dusty said, “So you got Peaches?” The PBRA posted the random matchups of riders and bulls on their website.

Maury nodded.

“Ever ride ’im before?”

“Nope. He’s new this season. But I hear he’s as evil as his name is sweet.”

Dusty chuckled. “Yeah, they try to throw you off with the names.”

Maury looked toward the cowboys’ entrance to the center. “Let’s go take a look at who we got.” He could practically hear the guys take a breath. The bull he drew mattered—a lot. The bull got 50 percent of the score, and if he wasn’t good, he could shoot down Maury’s position no matter how brilliant his ride was. Peaches had a good reputation so far. A good reputation for being a badass.

Earl spoke softly. “Silva got High and Mighty. He’s good too, right?”

“Yeah. More experienced. We’ll see.” But his gut tightened.

As Hernando pulled open the door, Maury took that first breath. Bulls, baby. Oh yeah, and sweat and leather and rosin, but mostly bulls. They smelled different from cows. The odor of cows meant warm, friendly, and homey. Bulls, especially bucking bulls, had a sharper, muskier odor. Maury thought of it as challenging.

He walked through the bullpen area, nodding and touching his hat brim to friends but engaging in no chitchat yet. Right now he was focused, and anyone who knew him knew that. He and Peaches needed a meeting of minds.

Almost unconsciously, he took the measure of the animals in the pens. The bulls weren’t mad at the riders, and they weren’t really mean—most of them anyway. They liked to buck, always had, and were raised to encourage that proclivity. Everyone wanted them to buck, including the riders, and they were rewarded for being good at it. It was a contest to the bulls too. Get that cocky dude off my back so I can move on to a good rubdown and some food. They were worth way more than the riders—and Maury thought they knew it.

As they approached the pen, the big light red bull tossed his head.

“Howdy, Peaches.”

The bull gazed at him and blinked. Bulls, and cows for that matter, could see nearly 360 degrees, but they could smell even better. They could pick up scents literally miles away. “Good to smell you, Peaches.”

He propped his arm on the fence and stared in at the bull, then rested there and watched every tiny toss of Peaches’s head, the way he walked to the fence and paced back restlessly, then stopped and gazed at Maury.

“How will you use that information when you ride him later?”

The voice was light, musical, and heavily accented, but the English was perfect. Every syllable traveled up Maury’s spine like a lesson in a brand-new language. Maury turned slowly. “I guess I’ll be ready for him.”

He smiled. Tristão Silva smiled back. That face Maury had thought was unique when he caught a glimpse of it in the bar set whole new records in fucking amazing. His cheeks were like those of some statue made out of marble, but his smile carved a row of crevices, like ripples on a pond. A milk pond. His eyes were dark, but shockingly, they weren’t brown. They were blue. Deep sapphire blue, and at that moment they were sparkling. He said, “Ah, but what is Peaches planning to do with the information he’s collected on you?”

For a second, Maury stared, but then he pulled off his Resistol, slapped it on his leg, and laughed so hard he practically fell into the dirt.

When Maury’d finally stopped howling, Tristão stuck out his hand. “Tristão Silva.”

“Maury Garcia.” He shook the guy’s hand, which was rough, callused, and tough like any bull rider’s. But warm. Really, really warm.

“Of course. I didn’t mean to interrupt your communion, but I’m a big fan, and I wanted to speak to you before my brother arrives. You know what an asshole he can be.” He grinned, and Maury laughed again.

Maury asked, “Did you go yet?”

Tristão shook his head, and the too-long-for-a-bull-rider black hair danced around his face. “Soon.”

“I’ll come and watch you.”

He touched the brim of his black hat. “I’d be honored.”

“If your brother sees me, I’ll tell him I’m scoping out the competition. He says I can’t beat you.”

Tristão snorted. “I’m sure he said you can’t even beat me.”

Maury quirked the corner of his mouth. “I might’ve heard that word tossed in.”

“Xesús is a great bull rider.”

The name sounded like “Zhayzus” when he said it. It also made his lips purse in an interesting way. Maury nodded. “Almost as good as he thinks he is.”

“So true.” Those deep eyes seemed to have some kind of buried lights in them, like escaped fireflies. “But then a man of little ego would never crawl on the back of a bull.”

He turned to leave, then glanced over his shoulder at Maury. “Sorry to have interrupted your meditation for my fanboy moment.” He ambled away. Do cowboys really walk that way? It was as if Tristão heard some music the rest of the world missed. The man was about to risk his life on a bull, and he barely looked worried. Yeah. Young and stupid… and beautiful.

Maury glanced back at Peaches. The bull was staring after Tristão. “Hell, I barely blame you.” Here he is, the only bull in the PBRA with great reflexes, an amazing potential spin, and an eye for an astonishing ass. He shook his head. What made me think of that?

“You done?” Earl leaned on the fence beside him.

“Yeah.”

“Do you like him?”

For a second he almost asked who Earl meant. “Oh yeah, he’s great. Peaches. Yeah.” He smiled.

“You seem distracted.”

Maury shook his head. “I want to go see the rookies ride.”

“Good idea. I’ll go with you. Might as well scope out the competition of the future.”

Maury walked toward the arena with Earl beside him. Cowboys were crawling all over the chutes while riders arranged their equipment on the fences. The announcer called another Brazilian rookie. The breath-holding tension that always filled the space before a gate opened filled the air. Maury jumped onto the fence in time to watch a young, black-haired guy crash out of his gate on the back of a big brown bull. The beast looked mean as hell, but Maury’d ridden him, and he wasn’t all that. Still, the kid only lasted four seconds before an inside spin landed him in a heap on the dirt. The bullfighters rushed in to lure the bull as the rider collected himself and hurried through the fence.

Another rider, an American, was on countdown, but Maury looked over to see Tristão mounting his chute. He turned to watch.

“Who’s that?”

Maury glanced at Earl. “The younger Silva. Cheeses’s brother. Remember we saw him at the bar?”

“Oh yeah.”

“He came over and introduced himself. I told him I’d watch him ride. I guess he’s a fan.”

“Jeez, he better not tell his brother.”

Tristão straddled the rails and leaned down into the chute. Maury murmured, “Wonder which bull he drew.”

“Heartbreaker. I saw him being released as I was walking over.”

“Shit. That’s a big, bad bull.” Maury felt himself frowning.

“Yeah, he’s dumped you a time or two.” Earl crossed his arms. “But if the rook can stay on, he’ll probably get a helluva score.”

Which worries me more? Tristão getting thrown on his head or him beating me? He gave himself a mental shake. When did I not wish another rider well? Sadly, when his name was Silva. But maybe he’d have to revise his opinion. Tristão seemed like a good guy so far.

Maury strode closer to the chute and watched the rope puller working Tristão’s equipment. Maury could just make out Tristão’s face as he pressed the bull’s back to let him know he was coming.

Suddenly, his feet just moved. He climbed up the fence and leaned in. “Tris?”

Tristão looked up and blinked, clearly in the bull-brained fog riders got before they signaled for the gates to open.

“Sorry.” Maury spoke softly so as not to wreck Tristão’s concentration. “Just wanted you to know that Heartbreaker has a trick. A sudden reverse spin. He never telegraphs it. Just suddenly reverses. He’s dumped a lot of riders with that maneuver, including me, because you end up down in the well. The only tell I’ve noticed is an ear twitch.”

Tristão gazed at Maury intently, his midnight eyes boring a hole into Maury’s consciousness. Then he nodded once.

Maury held the gaze for another second, then dropped back to the ground and watched Tristão slip onto the bull’s back and slide the rope in his rosined glove again and again until it was positioned perfectly at the midpoint of Heartbreaker’s back. Finally, he started his wrap of the rope around his hand. Too tight and you broke your fingers. Not tight enough and bye-bye bull.

One last time, his glance seared through the slats of the chute and met Maury’s. Might have been gratitude. Might have been a dare. Then he lowered his chin, and Maury jumped onto the fence in time to see the chute open and Heartbreaker almost fall out onto the dirt as he lowered his head, spun, and bucked at the same time. Damn bull could’ve broken Tristão’s heart—or maybe back—right at that second, but the kid held on. Admittedly, he was a bit off-balance, but he righted himself as Heartbreaker took off in a line of huge forward bucks.

Earl murmured, “Kid’s got a great seat.”

Looking at that butt clenching in the thick denim of bull-riding jeans, Maury wanted to laugh, which Earl would think was strange, so he didn’t.

Tristão wore a helmet, which might mean he preferred it or, more likely since few Brazilians wore them, that he was under twenty-four years old. That meant he had to abide by the PBRA rule that required helmets on people born after 1994. “He’s a baby.”

“What?”

Maury blinked. Didn’t quite realize he’d said that out loud. “I was just noticing he chose a helmet.” Maury sucked wind.

Heartbreaker twitched one ear and bam, launched into a reverse spin so intense it had to feel like the kid was trying out to be an astronaut. Some of the other cowboys gasped, and even the crowd did.

Tristão’s legs flew into the air. His free arm waved toward the bull, but he didn’t touch. His body dipped to the side, but he held on and even managed to spur, which would get him extra points.

Earl said, “Goddamn!”

Maury smiled crookedly. If he’d been trying to prove with his warning about the spin that cowboys helped each other, he’d just gotten the blue ribbon.

The horn sounded. Maybe it was from the walls of Jericho.

Tristão gave it a couple of extra seconds and managed to slide off that animal slicker than bull crap. The crowd cheered, and the ladies especially squealed.

Earl said, “Haven’t heard a fangirl scream like that since Danny Boone.”

“Yeah.” Maury propped his butt on the fence, stuck his fingers in his mouth, and whistled. Hell, the kid was good. On his way to great. No point withholding praise. Then he hopped off the fence. “Better get to work.”

“You don’t usually watch riders before your go.”

“I know, but I told him I would.” Of course, Tristão hadn’t asked, and Maury didn’t have to do it. He turned toward the area of fence they’d staked off to go through their ritual.

“Maury!”

The voice came from behind him, and Maury turned to see Tristão jogging toward him with a huge grin on his face. Maury smiled back, but before he could get his hand out to congratulate the kid, Tristão swept him up in a huge hug.

“You saved me. I don’t know how to thank you. Without your advice I’d never have covered that bull.”

A few laughs and murmurs echoed around the chutes, and Maury froze, but he tried to keep a jovial smile on his face.

Tristão must have felt it because he leaned back and looked at Maury, but he didn’t let go. “Thank you. From the bottom of my heart.”

“Well, isn’t that sweet.” Xesús Silva’s voice was too fucking perfect. It seeped into Maury’s brain like wet, cold fog.

Maury wanted to sigh or maybe cry. He pulled back from Tristão. “You’re welcome. Anybody would have done it.”

Tristão’s big smile faded, and he glanced past Maury at his brother. “Not anybody I know.”

As Maury walked toward his team on the other side of the fence, he tried not to look at Silva.

Silva’s voice followed him relentlessly. “I told you any Silva in this competition could beat you, Wetback.”

Tristão’s higher voice snapped something in Portuguese; then he said in English, “I only did well because he helped me.”

Xesús growled, “God himself couldn’t help Garcia.”




Chapter Six

 

 

HEART HAMMERING so loud it sounded in his ears, Maury stalked toward Dusty and Hernando, who stared at him, then at Earl.

Hernando asked, “What’s going on?”

Maury snarled, “Nothing.”

At the same moment Earl said, “Silva being an asshole as usual.”

Dusty spit in the dirt, a move strictly discouraged by the PBRA since it implied approval of chewing tobacco. Of course half the guys used smokeless. Dusty said, “Somebody should put a muzzle on that dude.”

Maury turned toward the fence and took over rosining his rope from Hernando. The familiar, repetitive motion and the slick feel of the rosin soothed him.

Earl spoke softly, but Hernando and Dusty were in earshot. “Boss, what did the rook mean about him not winning if you hadn’t helped him?”

Hernando looked at Earl, then at Maury. “What?”

Maury ran one hand up the rope and then the other. “Nothing. He’s a good rider. He’d have won regardless.”

“But you helped him? Was that why you went up on the chute?”

Maury frowned and paused his rosining. “I just told him about that thing that Heartbreaker does. The reverse spin. It’s hard to know about that unless you ride him. He does it so fast.”

Earl crossed his arms. “Yeah, and the first time he did it to you, you wound up on your butt. Why couldn’t you have let him find out the hard way?”

Maury put his hands on his hips and stared at Earl with his brows lowered. “Look. It’s damned hard to stay on Heartbreaker in that spin even when you know to watch for it. You think none of the guys he dumps know what he’s going to do? The kid’s new to the US and doesn’t know the bulls like some of the other cowboys, so I evened the playing field a little. Hell, that move Heartbreaker made on the way out of the chute should have ended that rookie, but he held on. He deserved to know what the others probably already know.”

“If you say so, boss.”

Maury grabbed some of his gear and stomped toward the chute assigned to him and Peaches. Why had he helped Tristão? He didn’t know him at all or have any reason to help him. Hell, he had at least one big reason not to help him. Not to like him either. So why? Truth? He wanted to channel Jack Nicholson and scream, “You can’t handle the truth.” Sadly, that might be true.

He looked down into the chute. Peaches fidgeted, and one large eye turned up toward Maury.

“Why do you think I did it, Peaches?” Maury sighed, reached down, and touched the rough hair. “What’ve we learned about each other? Hope you plan to give me a hard ride.” He felt the musculature of the bull’s shoulder, then leaned down and whispered, “But not too hard.” After testing Peaches’s response with his foot, he slid onto the bull’s back.

Dusty perched beside him on the fence as Maury picked up his bull rope, which was wrapped around Peaches’s flank. A lot of people thought the bull bucked because of the rope. Not so. The bull bucked because it was born and bred to buck. The rope reminded the bull of his love of bucking and made it possible for a cowboy to stay on its back for eight eternal seconds.

Maury rubbed his rosined glove over the rope, and Dusty pulled it taut each time, over and over until Maury held up a hand. Tight enough. Carefully, he wrapped the rope around his hand three times. Okay, go time. Breathe. He felt the movements of the bull under him and adjusted his brain to accommodate them. Vaguely, he heard the sounds around him. The announcer started talking—about him.

Maury leaned down. “Okay, Peaches—”

A voice cut through the rushing in his ears. “Like that bull, Wetback? Yeah, all the men in your family like males, right?”

The words stabbed his brain like an icicle, and he grabbed for his medallion with his free, unwrapped hand. His Resistol, the one he carried for every ride, slipped from between his fingers and fell to the ground. With a petulant snort, Peaches stomped it and ground it into the dirt.

“Shit!” He stared, the ice in his brain spreading to his chest.

“You ready, Maury?” Dusty leaned in and turned his head, trying to get Maury’s attention. “You ready to go?”

Maury sucked air into his compressed lungs. Peaches did the salsa under him, anxious and fed up.

Earl leaped onto the fence with Maury’s backup hat. “Here, boss. This is a great one.”

Maury took it, trying to ignore the looks of the cowboys nears the chutes staring at him. Fuck them. Which of them killed Ramon? Like a fog, sadness crept over him. All the crap he usually ignored.

“Boss, you ready?”

“What? Oh yes. One second.”

He roped his out-of-control mind. Get with the fucking program. Peaches snorted in agreement. Gripping his hat in his right hand and the rope in the other, he tried to relax all over.

“Let’s see if you can win when you can’t cheat, Wetback.”

Earl’s voice yelled, “Someone get ahold of that asshole!” The chute opened, and Peaches leaped from the gate as if Maury had been holding him back with a noose of barbed wire. Maury’s body automatically adjusted to the enormous leaps the bull made, then the spin and reverse spin, but he felt weird, almost dizzy. His heart beat too hard, and breathing tightened his chest instead of bringing in air. In trouble. Bad.

Suddenly Peaches reared back, and his head slammed into Maury’s face like being hit with a sledgehammer. Blood spattered and filled his eyes. It stung like fire and he couldn’t see—which was probably damned good as his knees lost traction and he flew into the air.

Gonna hurt.

He landed flat on his back, the impact knocking every particle of breath from his lungs and sending a knife through his chest. Dirt mixed in the blood, and the pain seared through him so that when the blackness came, he welcomed it.

 

 

“MAURY. MAURY, are you okay?”

Oh God, don’t want to wake up.

“Mr. Westerman, he’s not okay. He came close to breaking his back. His nose is broken, and it looks like not the first time. Jesus, these PBRA guys are nuts.”

Who is that guy? Maury tried to open his eyes. No go.

The voice he didn’t know said, “He’s conscious. See his eyelids fluttering?”

“Don’t try to open your eyes, boss. Your eyes are swollen shut.”

“Mr. Garcia. My name’s Elkins. I’m a nurse. You’ve been admitted for the night for observation and to let some of the swelling in your face go down.”

“I don’t need to be—” He stopped because the words sounded like “ahonedab.”

“Don’t try to talk, boss.” Earl put a hand on his shoulder. Shit, even that hurt. “We’ll see you tomorrow.”

Maury tried to sit up, and a strong hand pushed against the same sore shoulder. “You’ve got multiple contusions, Mr. Garcia, in addition to a broken nose and a possible mild concussion. Just relax and let yourself sleep. I’m giving you something to help.”

Sounds like a damned good idea. Damned good.

The next time he was aware of anything, a little light crept in between his eyelids, and his nose tingled at the sweetest scent he could remember in a world filled with sweat and cow shit. Something else too. A cool hand was touching his forehead, like a caress almost. Soothing in a way he could barely recall even from when he was really little. In his family, machismo struck early, and men had to be men even if they were six years old. And there was a sound, like a little song, but in some language he didn’t understand, although he kept thinking he should.

Maury tried to open his eyes, struggling against the weight of his eyelids. As a bit of light broke through, the touch and the sound stopped instantly. The smell didn’t go away, thank heaven. Flowers and something spicy from the kitchen. Cinnamon or cloves maybe. “H-hello.” Wow, his lips and tongue worked again.

“Hello. How are you feeling?”

Dayum, he’d know that voice like a song, anywhere. “T-tris?”

“Hi, cowboy. I know I may be the second-to-last person you want to see, but I had to check that you’re not dead.”

“S-s’okay. I c-can’t see much anyway.”

Tristão snorted. “I’m truly sorry. I tried to make him shut up. Finally, three of our riders got him under control.”

Maury shook his head, which hurt but not as bad as earlier. “Not his fault. I didn’t have to react. I know better.” Tristão didn’t disagree, which was smart since riders had to be prepared for heckling from the crowd and other riders, boos and catcalls, and everything short of beer bottles being thrown without letting it affect their ride. Silva might be an asshole, but that was no excuse for letting him throw Maury off the bull. Maury said, “That’s on me.”

“I don’t know why he’s so despicable to you. He can actually be rather nice.”

“Can’t say I’ve seen that quality, but I’ll take your word.” Maury worked to open his swollen eyes, and the image of Tristão came into focus as if someone was wiping fog off a lens. Maury actually started. Hard to hold in mind how beautiful the guy was. “What time is it?”

“A little after nine.”

“P.m. or a.m.?”

Tristão grinned. “It’s dark outside. I came after the event.”

Maury struggled to sit and finally gave up and raised the back of the bed. Through his eye slits, he could see the dark beyond the window. “So won’t you get shit for coming here?”

Tristão shrugged. “I didn’t ask permission.”

“Meaning nobody knows you’re here.”

He shrugged again.

“So did your br-brother win the round?”

He nodded.

“You must have done well.”

“Thanks to you.” He stared at his hands.

“How well?”

“Second in the round but fifth in the standings since I’ve missed events.” He grinned.

Maury managed to smile. “Good. You earned it. That was a helluva ride.”

He sobered. “Xesús took over your leadership, but not by much.”

“I figured he would. Part of the game.” If I felt as cool as I sound, I’d be a hell of a guy.

Tristão shifted in the small chair he’d pulled up close to the bed.

Close so he could pet my forehead? Maybe I dreamed it.

Tris said, “I should go and let you rest.”

“No. I’m getting out of here.”

Tristão frowned. “The doctor’s releasing you? I thought you were admitted.”

“I’m releasing myself as soon as I can call Earl to come get me.”

A warm hand pressed against Maury’s shoulder, and it barely hurt at all. “You need to sleep and recover. You look pretty beat-up.”

Maury touched his face with the hand that wasn’t hooked to an IV. Ooh, bad idea. It stung like fire. Tape and bandages crisscrossed his nose. “Yeah, I’ve broken it before. First time, I was seven.” He laughed.

“So have we all.” Tristão smiled softly. “Beat you. I was five. My mama about killed my papa for letting me try that steer.” He shook his head at the memory.

“How old when you started on a mechanical?”

“I couldn’t walk yet. Every man in my family rides bulls. My sister even tried. But only Jose, Xesús, and I are in the PBRA. The rest do it for fun. Small purses sometimes. My father raises bucking bulls.”

Maury glanced around the small room. “Do you see my phone?”

Tristão gave him a look that resonated in Maury’s belly. The look had concern in it. “You should spend the night.”

“Thanks but not a chance.”

Tristão let out a stream of air. “You plan to ride tomorrow, don’t you?”

He suppressed a grin. “What makes you think that?”

“Because that’s what I would do.” He stood. “I’ve got a car. I can take you. Let me try to find your doctor.” He strode out of the room, leaving that scent lingering behind. Maury closed his eyes and breathed.

It took over an hour, but Tristão must have had sex with the night nurse, because she practically beat down the hospital finding the doc and getting him in to see Maury. The doctor really tried to keep Maury there, but finally sighed in resignation, muttered something uncomplimentary about the IQ of bull riders, and signed his release papers.

Maury sat on the edge of the hospital bed, his bare butt on the rough sheets, and struggled out of the hospital gown. They’d set his clothes beside him and left him to dress. Tris said he’d wait outside. Maury managed to scoot into his jeans commando, but when it came to getting his heavy riding shirt back on, his shoulder shrieked.

He must have moaned, because Tristão called. “You okay?”

“Little tied up in the shirt.”

Tristão peered around the door and barked a laugh at the arm-over-the-shoulder scarecrow routine. Then he must have spied Maury’s teeth bared in pain and hurried in to grab the shirt and gently help Maury bend his arm enough to get into the sleeve. It wasn’t easy.

“Your shoulder’s damaged.”

“Damage on top of damage. All of it’s not new.” Finally, his shoulder gave up fighting and let him get his arm into the sleeve, but the scar tissue still stung like a million bees attacking. Maury sighed when it finally stopped screaming and reached for the buttons.

Tristão bent in front of him, brushed Maury’s hands aside, and began buttoning the shirt.

Maury said, “You better not let Steamroller see you doing that, or he’ll start planning my downfall.”

“What can I do to persuade you not to ride until next week?” He kept buttoning, the rough fingertips of his very long, graceful fingers accidentally grazing Maury’s chest and belly as he moved down. Maury had to grit his back teeth to keep from gasping and thinking of things Tristão could do to persuade him.

Then it happened. Maury’s seriously deprived genitals decided those warm touches were enough to bring the beast to life, and the open gap in the fly of his jeans began to widen. Maury glanced down. Damn. He inhaled deeply. Down, boy. He got touched so little, his cock forgot what it felt like. Maury slid his hands between Tristão’s and his own flesh and started tucking in the shirt.

Tristão straightened up, stepped beside Maury, and pressed his hands to Maury’s shoulder. Then he began to rub. Maury did gasp this time, but at first from pain. Then those magic fingers seemed to sink into his muscles and separate the scar tissue. The shoulder stung and tingled and—

“Does that hurt?”

“Hurts good.” It came out as a moan.

“You should be working on this every day. It could be much better.”

“I get rubdowns.” His head lolled forward. Sweet God, how could he make this never stop?

“You need therapeutic massage. Every day.”

Maury mumbled, “Don’t know anybody good. Plus it costs a lot.”

“Maury, you make a lot of money. Or am I misinformed about your status as a champion?”

He rolled his head as Tristão dug in deeper, and Maury could literally feel the muscles and tendons shifting into some kind of better place. His neck muscles weren’t the only thing moving into a better place, but it felt so good all over, he couldn’t budge. He wanted to whimper. “Got a lotta mouths to feed. Family was poor. They all live off what the bull riders make in purses. I’m the best rider since my oldest brother, so I need to keep the family going.”

Tristão kept rubbing. Maury knew he should tell him to stop, but he couldn’t form the words. His head kind of rolled back and forth, and Tristão manipulated his neck.

Out of the silence, Tristão said, “Where’s your brother? Did he retire?”

The words just fell out. “No, he was murdered.”




Chapter Seven

 

 

TRISTÃO’S FINGERS stilled, but if he was shocked by what Maury had said, it was no more than Maury was. He never talked to strangers about Ramon. He cleared his throat. “Uh, he died.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Yeah.” He swallowed. “So let’s go get the stupid wheelchair, and maybe we’ll meet the doctor in the hall as we leave.”

Tristão gave him a sideways glance but walked into the hall and returned a few minutes later with a wheelchair he’d undoubtedly charmed out of the nurses. Begrudgingly, Maury plopped into it, and Tristão pushed him wildly through the hospital halls, both of them laughing. They almost ran into the doctor, who flashed them a look of disapproval.

“Is this wheelchairing bull-rider style, gentlemen?”

Tristão looked like a guilty kid, which was ridiculously cute. Maury nodded. “Yes. Just demonstrating how much better I feel thanks to your outstanding care.”

The doctor, a handsome guy probably in his fifties, crossed his arms. “Your flattery’s not working, but I’m glad you’re better. I’d much prefer you stay the night, but I can’t force you. So keep ice on your face, take the anti-inflammatories, and I’d say don’t overdo it but that would be stupid. I do, after all, treat bull riders a few times a year.” He signed some papers, handed them to the nurse, and Tristão behaved himself all the way to the entrance since the nurse walked beside them.

Once outside, Maury took a deep inhale of outdoor air and stood, a process a helluva lot more painful than he cared to describe. The breath burned like fire going in his nose and expanded his bruised ribs. Craptastic.

The nurse patted his arm. “Be a good boy.” She grinned up at Tristão. “Come back anytime.”

He frowned. “If I were superstitious, I might be freaked at that suggestion.”

“Just to see me. And trust me, you’d have to be in very good health.” She winked at him and walked away chuckling.

Tristão watched her with his mouth hanging open. “American women are such an unusual combination of forward and reticent.”

Maury stared at him. Why did Tristão’s observation about women irk him? Fuck. “Where’s your car?”

“Truck.”

“Vehicle.” He knew he sounded short, and Tristão gave him a look.

“Come on.” Tristão started to walk into the parking lot, and Maury hurried more than was comfortable to stay beside him, mostly so that he didn’t have to watch Tristão’s ass. Damn.

Tristão beeped the lock on a massive Ram 2500. Funny. Somehow Tristão looked like someone who’d drive a Jaguar. Or maybe not care about cars at all. But the most macho of vehicles? He slid into the truck’s passenger seat as Tristão climbed in the other side. Maury said, “Nice truck.”

Tristão smiled and nodded. “Thanks.”

Maury glanced at him side-eyed.

“What?” Tristão gave him an inquiring look as he started the truck.

“You don’t seem to love this truck as much as most guys who make such a big investment in something to drive.”

He shrugged. “I pull a trailer sometimes.”

“Still.”

Tristão gave something between a laugh and a sigh. “It’s the kind of truck my brothers like. Since I don’t care, I bought it for them with my first prize money.”

“They own it?”

“No, I do.”

“So you bought it to impress your brothers.”

He looked at Maury. “Am I that obvious?”

“I imagine you try harder to love it around your brothers, so I’m sure they’re convinced.” Maury smiled.

“I never got the truck gene. But all the men in my family love trucks, so….” He shrugged. “Where to?”

“Same hotel as you, I imagine.”

Tristão pulled out and headed toward the hotel. “Don’t you live near here?”

“About an hour and a half away.”

“Would you consider letting me drive you there and make you a cup of hot milk and forget about competing tomorrow?”

“You trying to thin the competition?” He quirked a half smile.

“Right. As if I could beat you. But it sure would be better for you, cowboy.”

The heat in Maury’s chest was—disturbing. Too nice. “No chance.”

“Figured.” Tristão leaned over and turned on the sound system. For a second, some sensuous, rhythmic music filled the cab, but then he switched it to a country song and left it there.

Something about that first piece screamed Tristão. Maury wanted to tell him to turn it back on, but one confrontation over his pretending to be more like his brothers was enough. What business is it of mine who he wants to pretend to be? Fuck, who am I to talk?

They drove quietly except for the “done somebody wrong” lyrics that drifted around his head.

Maury cleared his throat. “In case I haven’t mentioned it, thank you for coming to see me and for the ride.”

Tristão flashed a quick smile. “My pleasure.”

The silence returned, but Maury’s brain wouldn’t shut up. “Why’d you come?” He almost slapped a hand over his mouth, the statement surprised him so much.

Tristão shifted in the seat and turned left on the approach to the hotel. “I told you. I feel like Xesús had a lot to do with you being distracted. Yes, I know we have to be disciplined and all that shit, but you two have a special ability to get under each other’s skin. I wasn’t able to shut him up and therefore feel some responsibility for the incident. I feel badly about that.”

“Because I helped you?”

He stopped the car in the hotel drive and looked at Maury. “Partly, and because I admire you. Fanboy and all that.” His deep, dark eyes glittered in the half-light of the cab.

For a second their gazes connected. At the return of the stirrings in his groin, Maury yanked down the door handle. “Nothing to admire. Thanks again. See you tomorrow.” He slid out and walked swiftly toward the entrance of the hotel, smiling at the hails from other cowboys and gritting his teeth against the pain, but not slowing down once.

 

 

TRISTÃO WATCHED Maury’s retreating back and released his breath. Maury had a slight limp. He’d hurt his hip and his shoulder in the fall. It was a wonder he hadn’t broken his back. Tough man, that cowboy.

He guided the truck into the parking structure and found a spot big enough for the monster. Maury had nailed him on his conceit. But big as it was, this stupid vehicle was just the tip of the iceberg.

Grabbing his hat from the back seat, he slid out and walked into the parking entrance to the hotel. Cowboys everywhere. He smiled at the ones he knew by reputation and made his way to the elevator.

“Maninho?”

Tristão didn’t want to feel that grip in his belly at the word, but he did. He turned to Xesús, who walked toward him with two other riders, one Brazilian and one American. The American, a rookie named Ben, was very handsome and had a seriously wandering eye. Strangely, he flirted with everyone, girls and guys, but nobody seemed to care. Maybe they just didn’t notice. Since he paid attention to women, they figured he wasn’t really serious about the men. The first thing the dude said as they walked up was, “Hey, gorgeous.”

Even though he was prepared for it, Tristão’s face warmed. Ben just laughed.

Xesús snapped, “Where have you been?”

His brain screamed, None of your business, but his family-trained obedient mouth replied, “At the hospital.” He wanted to bite his own tongue.

“Did you go see that asshole?” Xesús had obviously had a couple of drinks and wasn’t guarding his words. Usually he pretended at least a little to be joking about his hatred of Garcia.

“Yes. He helped me win. I had to see if he was okay.”

The Brazilian rider, Abel, who Tristão knew only slightly, said, “How did he help you?” He looked suspicious, like he thought Tristão had cheated.

Tristão narrowed his eyes. Abel was a second-class rider but had pretensions. “He told me a few tips about the bull I was riding. It helped me prepare for the event.”

Abel made a rude sound. “That’s not helping you. Anyone could have told you about the bull.”

“Yes, but no one did, did they? This was my first big ride in the US, and I had no experience with this animal. Xesús might have told me what to expect, but he didn’t. Nor you, Abel.”

“I’ve never ridden him.”

“Regardless, what I’m saying is that a stranger who had no reason to be kind to me, was. I was raised to be grateful.”

Ben gave a dimpled grin that matched his boyish looks. “Remind me to do a lot of nice things for you.”

Xesús gave him a glance but said nothing. Why? Xesús had no compunction about blasting anyone he thought was acting gay.

“Anyway, that’s what I did, and now I need some rest so I can ride tomorrow.” He turned back to the elevator and hit the Up button.

Xesús asked, “So is the wetback all beat-up?”

Tristão glanced over his shoulder. “His nose is broken.” He paused. He shouldn’t go on, but what the hell? “He’ll probably hurt pretty bad on that bull tomorrow.” Like it was in on the timing, the elevator opened its doors, and Tristão stepped on. “Boa noite.”

The expression on Xesús’s face could have murdered a man at fifty paces.

 

 

MAURY HOBBLED from his bathroom, hitched up his sleep pants, and lay down carefully on the bed. He’d replied to three texts from Earl, picked up a container of ice on his way to his room, crammed it in a plastic baggy, and taken the pills the doc had given him. It hurt like hell when he put the towel-wrapped ice on his face. Better get used to it. Tomorrow will be much worse.

With a deep sigh, he turned off the light. I could be in my bed at home drinking warm milk, maybe with Tristão’s hand on my head.

Holy hell! He sat up and his feet hit the floor before the pain hit his brain. Ow. Ow. Ow. More slowly, he stood and wandered toward the window, where the bright lights outside the hotel seeped around the blackout curtains. He slid the heavy fabric aside and stared out. He was on too high a floor to make out details, but below, cars and trucks came and went.

Okay, truth-telling time. You know who you are. You’re not deceiving yourself. The truth was, he’d always been attracted to men, but it wasn’t a compulsion, or whatever word described someone like Ramon, to whom being with men was really important. Maury had jerked off with a few guys in his life and accepted a few blow jobs, but always under the guise of boys will be boys, and when you can’t get a girl, you’ve gotta do something. He had sex with women. If he’d never had a serious passion, it was easy to see he prioritized one thing in his life—bull riding. Yes, Tristão was more beautiful than anything he’d ever seen. Yes, he could imagine doing things with Tristão that would shock the fuck out of every member of his family. In fact, his imagination even made him blush, but that was dangerous. He knew what happened to Mexican men who liked other men. At least to Garcias.

He dropped the curtain. That was then. I’m not Ramon. I’m not trusting and idealistic. My family might hesitate to kill their golden goose. Of course, that wouldn’t protect Antonio. Thank God he’s at Danny and Laurie’s.

He wiped a hand over his face, then wished he hadn’t.

I’d lose them all, of course. Probably lose bull riding. Danny Boone did okay as a guy known to be gay, but he’s young and beautiful, and when he came back, everyone knew he was gay. People could like him or not. With me, they’d think I deceived them. I’m not gay, but I guess I kind of did—do—deceive people. I wonder what my fucking father would think if he knew that three of his four sons liked guys. He snorted softly. He’d find some way to blame it on my mother.

He walked back to the bed and lay down. What am I even thinking about Tristão for? He’s not gay. Even if he is, why would he want me? He’s just a kind, caring person. Like Ramon.

Finally, he closed his eyes. Sleep was another matter.

He’d made it to deep sleep for a few hours when his cell rang. He felt for it on the end table, where he kept his charger. “Yeah?”

“Time to get up, boss. How you feeling?”

“Not sure yet. Thanks for the wake-up.” He clicked off and laid his head back down. Oh man. If I were a businessman, I’d take a sick day.

His phone rang again. He grabbed it. “Okay, don’t worry. I’m getting up.”

“Uh, Maury?”

He sat up. “Sorry. Who’s this?”

“Harve.”

“Hi, Harve. I thought you were Earl trying to drag me out of bed. What’s up?”

“How’re you feeling?”

“I’m trying to figure that out. But let’s say better than yesterday and worse than most days.”

“You gonna ride?”

“Course.”

“Come see me after?”

“Uh, sure. What about?”

“Just want to talk to you. Take care on your ride, okay? Being hurt can throw you off.”

“Yeah, thanks. I’ve had my share of dings.”

“Less than many.” He gave a low chuckle. “You got a feud going with the Brazilian, Silva?”

Shit! “Yeah, I guess. I mean it’s not like any single thing happened. Maybe it’s because we’re so close in score. I don’t know. We just seem to rub each other the wrong way.”

“You’re usually pretty easy to get along with.”

“Yep.” Do not say Silva’s a certain kind of asshole.

“Well, it’s not bad for business. Usually the fans like riders supporting riders with cowboy spirit, but a good-old-fashioned rivalry is okay too.”

“Glad to hear it, but it’s not my favorite.”

“So I’ll see you later.”

“Win or lose?”

“Of course.”

“Just checking.” Harve clicked off and Maury dropped the phone back on the table. Wonder what that’s about. He leaned forward. Hell. I wonder if I can get up.




Chapter Eight

 

 

ONE AWFUL glance in the bathroom mirror confirmed that every injury of the previous day had blossomed into color worthy of a 4G movie. Who knew bruises could turn that shade of green? That was in addition to the black, blue, and shades of yellow, along with the red where he’d scraped his cheek. Maury peeled off the bandage on his nose. Noses healed on their own. He knew that from experience.

A painful hour later, he stood at his hotel room door, dressed and hoping he looked like a champion bull rider instead of twelve miles of bad road. Sunday events started at midday, so he needed to get moving.

Stand straight. He growled a laugh. Okay, compromise on almost straight.

Most of all, he just wished he had some more of Tristão’s strong hands. And that was the worst wish of all.

On the elevator, a rider he’d seen a few times but whose name he couldn’t remember looked at him and said, “Ouch.”

Maury gave him a half smile. “Tell me about it.” He walked as normally as he could manage into the coffee shop and looked around until he saw Earl waving from the back booth.

As the hostess rushed up, he pointed. “I’m joining my friends.”

Halfway across the big crowded room, his step stuttered as he looked left and saw Silva, which made his heart slam, then Tristão, who made his heart beat in a different cadence, and finally, that handsome cowboy, Ben something, who had a reputation as a ladies’ man but seemed to have a way of identifying the sexiest bull riders and hanging out with them. He’d even batted an eye at Maury a few times. No idea what the guy was after, and he’d never come out and said, but seeing him with Tristão made Maury’s fists twitch.

Silva glanced up and saw Maury. His eyes widened, and then he broke out in a grin that turned to a laugh. A few people twisted to look at him and followed his gaze to Maury.

With an effort, Maury smiled, took off his backup Resistol, and swept it into a bow. Other riders’ expressions went from concerned to admiring, and they smiled and waved back. Maury flashed a glance at Silva, who was frowning now, and kept walking to the table where Earl, Dusty, and Hernando were sitting.

“Hey, boss. That’s some face.” Earl looked genuinely shocked.

“It looks worse than it feels.” He slid into the booth. “But not by much.”

“You sure—” Maury held up a hand, and Earl nodded. “Just checking.”

“Coffee. Lots and lots of coffee. Food sounds good too.”

Hernando waved toward the waitress. “Good sign. Let’s get you some breakfast.”

Earl murmured, “I see Silva’s up to his usual tricks.”

“Yeah.” Maury glanced to the table where Silva—and Tristão—were sitting. As Maury watched, the brother, Jose, walked up to the table and slid in beside Ben. “What’s that cowboy, Ben, doing hanging out with the Silvas?”

Earl raised his eyebrows. “Good question.”

Dusty said, “You know Ben the Hound. The Silvas attract females like flies, and Ben likes to be where the females are.”

Is that it? Is he just a ladies’ man? Maury couldn’t quite get comfortable with that idea.

Hernando gave a low laugh. “That kid brother has added a whole new level of pretty to that clan. When he was riding yesterday, I was watching some of the fans. Man, those ladies were about to drop their bikini drawers.”

Earl glanced at Maury, and what he saw must have made him change the subject. “What do you know about your ride today?”

The waitress poured coffee into Maury’s cup, and he gripped it like an antidote to poison, then took a blessed sip. Oh yeah. “Not as much as I should. Fancy Dan. I’ve heard he’s a good ride, medium tough. I didn’t get to do any bull observing yesterday since the doctors were too busy observing me.” He sipped more coffee, then laced it with some cream. He always liked a couple of sips of the hard stuff before he softened the mix. “I need to get over there so we can meet up and come to an understanding.”

After a healthy omelet of cheese, spinach, and tomatoes, he stood. “Would you take care of the check? I need the men’s room. Then I want to get over there and get into a better frame of mind.”

“Sure, boss.” Earl used Maury’s money anyway, so same thing. “We’ll be right behind you.”

Maury walked toward the restrooms, working hard to keep his eyes from straying to where the Silvas—mainly Tristão—sat. He pushed into the men’s room and, since the urinals were occupied, stepped into a stall. A minute later he heard the door to the next stall open and close. There was a pause, and then a piece of paper slid under the divider.

Maury practically peed on his boots he moved so fast to see who it was, but by the time he looked under the wall, nobody was there. He zipped up, then picked up the paper.

Careful. Fancy Dan seems middle of road but has tricks. Reverses spin. Sunfish. Good luck.

He didn’t have to look or ask to know who wrote this. Funny. Maybe because of all the pain and drugs and shit, but the kindness made him feel like crying. Yep. Bet old Fancy Dan would love that.

Maury tucked the paper in his pocket and walked out of the bathroom, then across the lobby and out of the hotel. Hopefully, to everyone else he looked fit and full of fight. Truth? He was judging how beat-up he was and the best way to compensate on the back of Fancy Dan. His face was the worst. Pain radiated from his broken nose in sharp stabs, but unless the bull was upset by ugly, the face wouldn’t limit his riding. He’d fallen hard on his left hip and shoulder, which was actually good because he probably couldn’t raise that arm real high, but then he didn’t have to. His right would go in the air. He’d ridden with worse injuries. The question was, could he beat Xesús Silva?

Man, I’d love not to care about that dude. But he did.

He climbed in the truck, and a few minutes later, he parked at the arena, then pulled the paper from his pocket again. It felt odd to have somebody looking out for him. Somebody he didn’t pay.

After he’d tipped his hat to the guards and staked out a space for his gear on the fence, he sidled over to the pens and found Fancy Dan. Fancy for sure. The huge white bull… uh, strutted. There was no other word. He’d walk to the far side of the pen, flip his tail, then look over his shoulder, make sure Maury was watching, and stalk back toward him with attitude. Maury leaned on the fence. Every three or so passes, Fancy Dan would add a little dance—a sidestep or a buck. There it was. The bull loved the unexpected, like Tristão warned him. And Maury might not have watched long enough without that heads-up.

He dropped his face on his arm and immediately regretted the move. Ouch.

“You okay, Maury?”

He looked back at Dusty. Good question. “Sure. Just playing getting to know you.” Glancing back at the strutting bull, he straightened. “See you in a few, Fancy Dan.”

Maury strode to the fence and worked his equipment. Riders came and went, crowds cheered, and he kept rubbing and rosining. After a few minutes, he pulled on his vest, riding boots, and spurs.

“Silva’s up next, boss. You want to watch?” Earl peered over his shoulder.

“Nope.”

Earl nodded and walked away.

Maury heard the announcement, the cheers, a couple gasps, and then more cheers. He glanced at Dusty. “How’d he do?”

“Good.”

Maury nodded and kept rubbing the life out of his bull rope.

Dusty chuckled. “But not that good.”

The PA system announced Silva’s score. Seventy-five. Not awful, but beatable for sure. Don’t get cocky, asshole. As if he could in his condition.

The rider before him slid onto the back of his bull, and Maury walked to his chute with Dusty and Hernando beside him. Maury slid on his gloves, then peered through the fence at Fancy. The bull looked suspicious. “Yeah, I’m onto your tricks.” He hoped.

The other rider burst out of the chute, and Fancy Dan danced a little. “Easy guy. We got this.”

He hopped up onto the chute, lowered his leg onto Dan’s back, and rubbed a little to announce his presence, then slid below the bull’s powerful shoulders and began adjusting his rope and his seat at the same time. Hernando pulled, and Maury tightened the rope until it felt comfortable. Kind of. His left arm ached, and his hip hurt in the widespread posture straddling the bull’s back. Don’t even mention his face.

Pulling the rope a little tighter than usual for extra grip since his balance was off, he fingered Ramon’s medallion. After sliding the disk on its chain a couple of times, he grabbed his hat from Dusty—his second-best since his favorite had been stomped to oblivion by Peaches, sort of like him—and firmed his hold on it, suppressed the pain, and poured his whole brain into a direct communication with the beast that was both his adversary and his partner. With a breath, he nodded and relaxed into the hell that broke loose.

Just before the gate opened, Fancy Dan tilted his head and, sure enough, exploded from the chute in a spin. After the first screaming shriek from his shoulder, Maury shifted his weight to compensate. The spin was impressive to watch, most likely, but not so tough he couldn’t spur to rack up some extra points. Out of the spin, Dan executed a few flashy forward bucks, then some little quirk of the ears put Maury on alert.

Wham! Like hitting the first big drop on a roller coaster, Fancy Dan bucked, turned back, and suddenly rolled into a sunfisher like a bronc, throwing his legs out to the side. For one sickening instant, Maury thought they might land with the bull on top of him, but Dan got fancier and spun himself the opposite way in a spine-jarring, death-defying move that would have been worthy of the greatest bull of all time—and somehow, maybe out of sheer meanness, Maury rode that maneuver and stayed on the bull.

When Fancy Dan was back on four feet and simply bucking, Maury heard the whistles and yells from the crowd as if from a long way off, but the horn signaling his eight might as well have been the trumpets at the pearly gates. Saved, baby!

He waited for Dan’s next buck, released his hand from the rope, and threw himself as far from that unpredictable son of a bitch as he could get. Still, as he walked fast toward the fence, he’d have kissed old Fancy Dan if the bull would’ve stood for it.

When he stepped through the fence, Earl grabbed him up in a huge hug that hurt like hell, but he didn’t much mind as the announcer said, “Let’s give a big hand to champion Maury Garcia and Fancy Dan. That was one heck of a thrill ride. We’ll give the judges a second to compute the scores.”

Dusty said, “Did you know that bull could buck like that?”

Maury grinned. “I had a suspicion.” He glanced around, but no younger Silva was in sight.

The microphone came to life again, and the announcer said, “For Maury Garcia and Fancy Dan, a score of ninety-six, putting him back in the early lead for Last Cowboy Standing. Not half bad for a rider who got his nose kicked off yesterday.”

The crowd cheered, and Earl gave Maury another spin.

“Don’t start celebrating yet, Wetback.”

Maury organized his face and turned toward Silva, then tried to control his expression when he realized Tristão was there too. “I’d never count on winning when I have such a worthy competitor, Silva.”

Silva opened his mouth and closed it.

Maury had to admit, even he wasn’t sure if his statement had been sarcastic.

Tristão’s lips twitched.

A hand on his arm made Maury turn. Harve stood there, staring back and forth between Maury and Silva.

Maury said, “Hi, Harve. I was just going to come and find you. Give me a second to get out of my gear.”

“Take your time. I’ll be back in my office. You know where we set up, right?” The whole PBRA arena, back pens, and the lockers, offices, and meetup areas were all transported and assembled at every location. Thousands of pounds of steel put together like a well-worn jigsaw puzzle.

“Yes. I’ll just be a minute.”

He walked to the fence, took off his vest, switched boots, then grabbed his regular shirt and headed toward the locker room. He only glanced back once. Tristão gave him a small smile, which made breathing harder but smiling easier. After he switched, he carried his riding shirt back to Dusty, then headed for the office.

He tapped on the door.

“Come on.”

He walked in. Harve sat behind a small, serviceable desk, and Jerry Marker, one of the PBRA executives who was more businessman than cowboy, sat across from him. Harve said, “Hey, Maury. Take a load off.” He pushed a chair out from the desk with his foot.

Maury shook Jerry’s hand and sat. It’s their party. He stayed quiet.

Jerry leaned back and crossed his hands over a barrel chest. “That was one helluva ride, Garcia. Are you as beat-up as you look?”

Maury quirked a grin. “Pretty much.”

“How’d you stay on that animal?”

Maury chuckled. “Instinct, I guess. Otherwise I’ve got no idea.” He knew his ride wasn’t the topic, because Harve had asked him in before he ever got on Fancy Dan.

“So what are your plans, Maury?” That was Harve.

Maury shrugged. “I plan to win the world championship.” They all laughed since it was pretty early in the season to make that decision.

Harve said, “After that?”

“Win again next year.”

Jerry gave Harve a look. “What Harve’s trying to ask is, what are your plans after bull riding?”

Maury glanced at his hands that had somehow gotten clutched together when the subject of the future came up. “I’ve still got quite a few years of bull riding in me, I figure.”

“You think so?”

Maury’s eyebrows pressed together on their own. “Don’t you?”

“Oh sure, sure, Maury. You’re a great bull rider. One of the best ever. But how old are you now? Twenty-eight?”

“Thirty.” Maury tried not to look angry—or worried.

“Thirty’s young—in most businesses.” Jerry spread his hand. “But the fact is, bull riding’s a sport of diminishing returns. Older riders get hurt more.”

“Thanks.”

“Just facts. For a while your superior experience will carry you, but then you need plan 2A.”

Maury gave up and nodded. “Yeah, I know. Announcer, maybe?” He released a breath. “Commentator if I get the right connections.”

“Yeah, you’d be good on TV. Good-looking, great sense of humor.”

Maury wiped his face, wished he hadn’t, and dropped his hand. “I guess.” What the hell was this conversation about?

Harve said, “We’d like to make a suggestion, Maury. Whenever you decide to hang up the spurs, we thought you might want to consider joining the PBRA management team.”

“Me?” Well hell. “I didn’t even finish high school. I’ve been riding bulls since I was a little kid. What else do I know?”

“What else do you need to know?” Jerry leaned forward in his chair. “We’re not asking you to keep the books. We need a man who understands the sport, who has instincts for how to promote it. We want someone personable, who gets along with people and still commands respect.”

Harve said, “You’re also Hispanic, Maury, and the face of this sport has changed from the aw-shucks Texas cowboy to the handsome caballero. We need our face to change too.”

Uh-oh. “Okay, I’m Hispanic, but most PBRA riders aren’t.”

Harve snorted. “What? Half the riders are Hispanic.”

“No, half the riders are Latino, but they’re not Hispanic.”

“What?”

“Most of the riders you’re referring to are Brazilian. They’re from Latin America, therefore Latino, but they speak Portuguese, so they aren’t Hispanic. Hispanic means you speak Spanish.” He folded his hands. “I’m a naturalized American citizen of Mexican ancestry. I’m Hispanic because I speak Spanish, but my people came from Spain before Mexico, not Latin America, so we’re different.”

“Tomato. Tomahto.”

“There’s not necessarily any relationship between the Brazilians and the Mexicans. They’ve got no more in common than you have with the Brazilians. Maybe less.” He grinned tightly. “Silva calls me Wetback.”

Harve nodded. “Yeah, I heard that.”

Jerry asked, “So you don’t get along with the Brazilians?”

“Just Silva. Most of them seem okay with me.”

“Including the other Silva brothers?” Harve raised his eyebrows.

“I don’t know Jose very well, but Tristão is, uh, nice.”

Jerry chuckled. “The ladies certainly like him.”

Harve cocked his lips to the side. “But I’m not sure that kid likes ’em back, you know what I mean?”

Maury forced himself not to look stunned.

Jerry said, “You’re kidding? That’s one meanass, up-and-coming bull rider. Nothing light in those boots.”

Harve glanced at Maury. “Jerry never met Danny Boone, right, Maury? As good a rider as they come, pretty as a picture, though not quite as much as the younger Silva, but gay as a rodeo banner. Left the sport for a guy who was so pretty he’d have made your grandma cry.”

Jerry frowned. “Yeah, but those Brazilians are macho. You think they’d be okay with a gay rider? Hell, I’ve never seen any indication from Xesús Silva that he’s up for flying a rainbow flag.”

Harve said, “What do you think, Maury?”

Words stuck in his throat like day-old pizza. “No idea.”

Harve leaned back and rocked in his office chair. “It’s something to be aware of for the very reasons you’re describing, Jerry. We don’t want riders being attacked for their, uh, preferences.”

“But we also don’t want a lot of dissension among the cowboys, beyond good clean competition. You know. The cowboy way.” Jerry made a harrumphing sound in his throat. “That’s good for business.”

Harve stared at his desk but said, “There’ve always been gay cowboys, Jerry.”

“Yes, and they’ve always denied it. I don’t think we should be pioneering in this area. Not in today’s world. Too much uncertainty.”

“Being for diversity is hardly a new idea. And I’m not gonna allow my riders to get kicked around because somebody thinks they’re too—” He waved a hand. “—something. Different.”

Jerry glanced at Maury. “We can talk about this more another time. I’m more interested in what Maury thinks about our offer.”

Maury’s brain whirred like some kind of pinball on overload, but he managed to say, “It’s not really an offer yet, right? More of a suggestion?” He forced a smile.

Jerry nodded. “Exactly. Just think about it, and let us know if you’d be open to a firm offer. We can’t match what you make in a winning year, but it’s steady, and it’s got good benefits and bonus opportunities.”

I need to think. He stood. “I’m mighty flattered to be considered, and I’ll give it a lot of thought. I’ll let Harve know how I’m coming.” He shook Jerry’s hand. “Seriously, I’m honored that you’d consider me.” He swallowed. “How soon do you need a decision?”

Jerry looked at Harve. “Actually, we have a couple of promotional tours we’re setting up and want the person we pick to be included in those.”

Maury frowned. “I thought this was a longer-term offer?”

“Oh, it is. It is. We just want the person we hire to get lots of exposure in advance, so it’d be good if we could start planning soon. The job itself wouldn’t begin till after this season, or even longer. But there might be a trip or two before then. Probably one to Mexico and even Brazil. Depending.”

“Depending on…?”

Harve stood behind his desk. “On you, Maury. No pressure. We’re not offering the job to anyone else until we know if you’re interested.” He extended his hand, and Maury shook it.

Maury took a couple steps toward the door, then stopped. “By the way, I saw Silva ride, but how did his brother, the kid, do? I missed him.” Actually, he felt strange about it. Tristão helped him win, and he hadn’t even watched the guy’s ride. But he hadn’t been able to muster the courage.

Harve grinned. “He did great. He’s already in the top five riders on the tour. If he keeps it up, he could be in line for rookie of the year.”

Jerry chuckled. “Looks like you’ve got more than one Silva to worry about, Maury.”

Right, no pressure. He nodded and walked out of the office.




Chapter Nine

 

 

WHEN MAURY walked out of Harve’s office, he found Earl leaning against the wall opposite. “Everything okay, Maury?”

“Yeah, fine. Just some attaboys and to check I wasn’t bad hurt.” Why did I say that? And not say what happened?

“Nice of ’em.” Earl fell in beside Maury as he walked toward his truck. “You going home?”

“We’ve got two weeks off, right?”

“Yep.”

“Where after that?”

“Back to Texas.”

“Yeah, I’ll go home. I need a place to heal.” And a place to think, but he didn’t mention that part. “Plus I might see Danny Boone. Remember him?”

“Hell yeah. How’s Danny?”

“Doing great. Got his ranch together, and he’s, uh, married.”

“To that pretty one with pink hair?”

“Yep.”

“Son of a bitch.” He shook his head. “Who’d have thought? I mean, give him my best when you see him.”

“I will. Why don’t you and the guys go home and see your families? I’ll meet you in Texas a week from Friday.”

“Okay. Dusty and Hernando will appreciate that chance.” Maury knew Earl would like to be invited to go with him, but that would defeat the purpose of being alone to think. Of course, thinking could be overrated. Earl paused a moment, then said, “So we’ll meet you at the hotel in Texas. I’ll text you the details.”

“Great. Thanks, Earl.” He smiled. “Great job as always.”

That got the smile Maury had hoped for. “Thanks, Maury. Have some good time off. Get healed. I’ll see you after.”

Maury gave Earl a light punch on the shoulder and walked out the cowboys’ exit of the arena. As he got close to his truck, he saw the long legs first and stopped. Moving slowly, heart beating way too hard, he came around the edge of the truck. Tristão looked up from where he leaned against the side of the vehicle and grinned.

Maury smiled back, took three steps, grabbed Tristão under the arms, and dragged him up into a hug. Everything about the strong, lean body felt good. Maybe even right.

Tristão laughed and hugged back. “That was some fucking ride, man.”

“Would have been a great fall without you.” Some voices came from the arena entrance, and Maury released Tristão immediately but kept smiling. “Seriously, thanks. Having that tip made a lot of difference.”

“Back at you. You helped me.”

Maury looked around. “That was some delivery system on the note. I assume you didn’t want Cheeses to know.”

“Who?”

Maury snorted. “Sorry. I call your brother that sometimes.”

“Cheeses? Ha! I love it.”

“So where’s your jailer?”

“He surrendered the keys to my cage for the week. He’s spending our time off with some woman, and I’m going on vacation with family.”

“At least it’ll be a relief to be away from him.”

“You haven’t met my mãe.” It sounded like my.

“Uh—”

“Mother.”

Maury crossed his arms and laughed. “If the Brazilians are anything like the Mexicans, I don’t have to meet her. I’m related to her.”

“Where does your mama live?”

“California. Yours?”

“Salvador, Brazil.”

“That where you’re from?” He cocked his head, enjoying the visual experience of talking to Tristão.

“Yes. It’s an amazing area. The most mystical and mysterious part of Brazil. It’s the home of Candomblé.”

“What’s that?”

“Voodoo.” His dimples popped.

“No shit?”

“It’s quite different than most Americans think. Not dark and evil at all.”

Maury smiled. “I’ll take your word for it.”

“You should visit Salvador and all of Bahia sometime.”

“I’d like that.” The idea of the promo tour Jerry had mentioned flashed in his mind. No way. He wasn’t giving up his chance at the championship to go fucking sightseeing.

But Tristão was on a roll. He clapped his hands together. “Why not ride in the Brazilian PBRA? That way you could see all of Brazil. You’d love it.”

“Yeah, I’ll bet I would.” Maury gazed at the crinkles beside Tristão’s eyes, not even sure why he’d said that. He never took vacations, and competing outside the US was a comedown for any rider. The big money was all American. Still, voodoo and Tristão sounded like some kind of amazing combination. “I hope you have a great vacation.”

“You too.” Tristão turned back toward the arena.

“And thanks again.”

Tristão gave Maury a glance back. “Just don’t tell Cheeses.” He chuckled and kept right on as he ambled away from Maury.

Man, what is it about that kid? He cranks my chain.

Weird what Harve had said, or at least implied, about Tristão. That he was gay. Man, what if it were true? A tightening in his groin coincided with a hollow feeling in the pit of his stomach. Maury had been little when it happened, but he still had nightmares about the blood on Ramon’s face. His dead face.

Gay in the PBRA was one fucking tough row to hoe.

Gay and Latino in the PBRA could be a death sentence.

Still, like Jerry had said, Tristão was a meanass bull rider. Whatever else he did with that ass was his business.

I just can’t make it my business.

With a slight frown, he crawled in the truck, pulled out his phone, found the number, and hit Send, then backed the truck out.

From the speakerphone, the voice said, “This is Annie.”

“Hey, Annie, it’s Maury Garcia. We met—”

“Hi, Maury. You used the number. Thank you.”

“I’m headed home for a short hiatus between competitions and wondered if you’d like to get together. Maybe have dinner.”

“That’d be great.”

“How about I call after I get to my ranch and figure out what my schedule is?”

“Sure. Where are you now if not home?”

“Just leaving the arena in Sacramento.”

She gave a little laugh. “Well, my goodness, I do like being a top priority.”

“My pleasure.”

“So call me when you get settled.”

“Will do.”

When she hung up, he set the phone on the passenger seat and tried not to think of Tristão’s ass moving against the rough denim of his jeans. True, he’d made that call to Annie a top priority. Powerful poisons needed an immediate antidote.

 

 

THE LIGHT filtered through the big windows next to his bed and made his eyelids glow. Damn. He’d forgotten to close the blinds. Maury inhaled deeply, raised his arms above his head, and stretched. Oh shit! Big mistake. To quote Julia, huge. Everything that had just hurt before he got on Fancy Dan now screamed in protest. Parts that had been fine before his ride, ached and throbbed with new bruises. The case for going back to sleep? Airtight.

Just as he pulled the covers back to his chin, his phone rang. I could ignore it.

But too many years of living in eight-second intervals forced his hand to snake out from under the covers and drag the phone to his ear. “Ummft.”

“Maury?”

“Hmm?”

The low chuckle sounded familiar. “I gather I woke you. How ’bout I call you later?”

Tempting. “Naw. I’m awake. Sorry. Who’s this?” He threw off his covers and dragged his naked body up to a sitting position.

“Rand. Rand McIntyre.”

“Oh, hi, Rand. Sorry. I got a little beat-up the last two weekends and slept harder than I thought. How are you?”

“Great, thanks. Hey, we’re having a party tomorrow night and we’d love to have you join us.”

Maury wiped a hand over his hair. “Thanks for thinking of me. That’d be fun.”

“Why don’t you plan on staying with either us or at Danny’s place and we’ll carry the party over into breakfast. Then you can drink if you feel like it and not have to drive home.”

“Sure. I haven’t even unpacked yet. I’ll just bring my toothbrush. I need to visit my brother at Danny and Laurie’s anyway.”

Rand chuckled. “Antonio? Good kid. We’re looking forward to having him around.”

“Thanks, Rand. I can hardly believe how great you’ve all been to my brother.”

Rand chuckled. “Laurie explained his circumstances in true Laurie style. By the time he was done, we’d have adopted Antonio if he needed it.”

Maury smirked. “I can imagine.”

“So come on over any time after about three. I’ll text you the address.”

“Sounds fun.” His eyes, which were drifting closed, popped open. “How’d you happen to know I was in town?”

“From Marsh Banks.”

“Who?”

“Our neighbor.”

“How did he know?” Maury rubbed between his eyebrows—lightly. The only place on his face he could touch without much pain.

Rand laughed. “From Annie. His niece, remember?”

“Oh.” He frowned. “I guess I better call and invite her.”

“She’ll be there anyway. No worries.”

“Oh. Okay. Thanks again. I’ll see you tomorrow.” Guess that made my decision. He flopped back on the bed, pulled up the covers, and went back to sleep.

Four hours later, he’d managed to take a painful shower, eat a couple of eggs, and drive to Danny and Laurie’s. He honestly would have liked to spend the day on his couch watching old movies, but he couldn’t make his friends totally responsible for his brother.

He pulled up at the ranch house, walked to the front door, and knocked. He heard some scuffling, and then the door flew open and Antonio stood there with a big smile. “You didn’t tell me your friends are the coolest dudes ever.”

“Would you have believed me?”

“Man, you look awful.”

“Thanks.” He pushed past Antonio and entered the living room where he half collapsed on the couch.

“Does the bull look better or worse?”

Maury grinned. “The bull looks ridden.”

“No shit?” Antonio plopped down on the couch, jarring Maury’s face, and he winced. “How can you look this bad, then?”

“This is from Saturday’s bull. I got distracted and the bull connected with my nose. Ended up in the hospital.”

Antonio instantly sobered. “And you rode on Sunday and won?”

Maury nodded.

Tears shone in Antonio’s eyes. “One of these days you’re gonna kill yourself trying to feed all the Garcia leeches—including me.”

Maury put a hand on Antonio’s neck. “Fuck that. I rode Sunday because I’m an egotistical maniac that won’t let this asshole Brazilian beat me, and you’ve worked to pay your own way since you were ten.”

“Still….”

“Don’t worry about it. How are you doing?”

Antonio dragged in a breath that maybe meant everything wasn’t quite as cool as he’d let on. “Good. I really like Danny, and Laurie’s amazing. I can hardly believe there are gay men who have happy lives.” He swallowed hard.

Maury touched Antonio’s hand that clutched at the denim of his jeans. “I thought knowing them would be a good thing.”

“And I met Rand and Kai and the kids. I can’t wait to get to work on the ranch and earn my keep.” He smiled.

Funny how the baby of his family had gotten so responsible. “How did Eduardo take it?”

Antonio shook himself like the room had gotten cold. “Said maybe you were trying to make a man out of me. I kept my mouth shut, like you said.”

“Does he know where you are?”

“I didn’t tell him, but of course Mom wouldn’t let me out of her sight without knowing exactly where I was going. I don’t think she’d have let me come except I kept emphasizing that I’d be with your friends. I didn’t give her any details.” He grinned tightly.

“Good. I’ll call her again tomorrow.”

A crease popped between his dark brows. “But you know anything she knows, he knows, right?”

“Yeah.”

He shook his head. “Sometimes I think she’s like Gertrude.”

“Who’s Gertrude?”

He looked up. “Oh, the queen in Hamlet. The one that marries the brother of her dead husband, who killed him.”

Maury squinched his nose to the side. “Remember me? The high school dropout?”

“You knew about Neanderthals.”

“Because I am one.”

They both laughed, and Antonio pulled Maury back to see his new room. Showing off the beautiful view of the pastures and the big closet, he finally became a teenage boy. “Laurie already enrolled me in high school. He says it’s a good school and I should be up with them in most subjects. I’m pretty nervous. I’ve always only gone to one school.” He plopped on the edge of his bed, made for once.

“Are you going to come out at the school?” Maury smiled and sat beside him.

Again, that nervous swallow. “I’m gonna play it by ear. I’m figuring these kids are cowboys, and gay may not be big with them. I won’t lie, but I won’t be in their face either.”

Maury chewed his bottom lip. “Remember, they’ll start fixing you up with girls pretty fast. Plus, if you want to meet gay students, they need to know you’re gay.” He held up a hand. “I’m not angling for you to come out, just telling you to start how you want to finish. It’s hard to go back once they think they know you.” Holy crap. He’d just taken his own breath away.

“La, la, good advice.” Laurie came sailing into the room through the door they’d left open. He took one look at Maury and slapped a hand over his mouth. “Dear God, we leave you on your own for one week and this happens?”

“You should see the other guy.”

“Seriously, are you all right?”

“Yeah, I will be after I sleep a bunch more. I’ve got the better part of two whole weeks to recuperate.”

“You have to give up this barbaric profession.”

“You’re not the first to say it.” Maury sighed quietly.

Laurie looked at Antonio. “Despite his bruised body, his advice is sound.” He stuck out a finger. “First, I’ve found it helps to give people a chance to be decent. Sometimes they fail, but not always. And second—” He held up the next slim finger. “—even at seventeen, who you are is more important than what people think of you.”

Lessons on lessons.

Antonio breathed in loudly. “Okay, you guys, enough with the lectures. I get it. Or at least I’m trying to.”

Laurie ran a hand over Antonio’s hair. “Good. Gah, will you feel this hair?” He grabbed Antonio’s chin and stared at him. “Look at this face. The boys will fall dead in their tracks.”

Antonio made a rude noise, but he looked up at Laurie hopefully. “Ya think?”

Laurie raised one of those pink eyebrows Maury’d heard described as “rose gold.” “I know.” He crossed his arms. “So, Maury darling, why don’t you stay here tonight, and we’ll all go to the party tomorrow.”

Before he even analyzed his answer, he found himself saying, “No, I think I better go back to the ranch. There’s some maintenance I want to coordinate. I’ll drive over tomorrow.”

Antonio leaned back on his elbows. “How come you never told anybody about your ranch?”

Maury shrugged, but he didn’t feel quite that casual. “I bought it on the spur of the moment when I was offered a really good deal by a guy who wanted money to travel. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do with it.”

Antonio sat up and grabbed his arm. “Hey, you wanted some privacy and something of your own. I get that, man.”

Maury gazed at his brother. “How’d you get so smart?”

“Heredity from my much older brother.” He laughed, and Maury punched him lightly on the arm.

This might be a change of life for Antonio, but Maury got all the lessons.




Chapter Ten

 

 

THE NEXT afternoon, feeling a little better for all the sleep, Maury pulled the truck up the long dirt-and-gravel drive of the McIntyre Ranch. He’d heard so much about it from Danny—he’d even seen pictures—but this was his first visit. Ahead was a big stone-and-timber ranch house. There was a porch out front of what must be the main house but also an attached building that was likely a dining room and kitchen for their guest ranch. Beyond the main building, on the right, were two low buildings that were a little fancier, so they might be the guest quarters, while over to the left behind the house stood a bunkhouse, probably for the hands. Large stables and paddocks, for the horses they raised and the other horses their guests rode, completed the picture.

He parked in front of the main house, and Laurie came bounding out. “Did you get some sleep?”

“Hours and hours.”

Laurie slipped an arm through Maury’s. Funny how nice it felt having a gorgeous man hanging on him. Arm in arm, they walked up the stairs and into the house. Maury saw a few people he didn’t know, but mostly it was the same group that had been gathered at Danny and Laurie’s for the last party, including Annie and her uncle. She hurried over as they came in the door and slipped her arm through his other one. “Aren’t you glad you prioritized calling me? I got you the invitation of the busy social season.”

He squeezed her arm. “I know all the best people.”

Danny called from what must be the family kitchen, “Hey, Maury. Whatcha drinking?”

“Beer, I guess.”

Danny stuck his handsome face around the corner of the kitchen and waggled his eyebrows. “We’ve got tequila. Margaritas!”

“Oh baby, you know the way to this Mexican’s heart.”

A face Maury didn’t know, round and smiling and Hispanic, looked out from the kitchen under Danny’s head. This, he was pretty sure, must be Manolo. “And we got Bohemia beer as a chaser, amigo.”

Maury snorted. “Sounds like a good thing I’m staying the night.”

Annie looked at him with her brows raised. “You are?”

“Uh, yeah. That’s what Rand suggested.”

The guy who’d promised the beer walked out of the kitchen carrying a frosty margarita glass with a salty rim. He said to Laurie, “Where are you seating my man here so I can raise his blood alcohol level?”

Annie and Laurie escorted Maury to the big leather couch and placed him near an end table. The stocky guy ceremoniously placed the margarita on it. “That’s for recuperation from all the damage.” He waved a hand at Maury’s still-bruised face. “It won’t help, but you won’t feel it as much.” He grinned and stuck out his hand. “Manolo Perez. I work for Rand and Kai, and I’m a big fan of yours.”

Maury pointed to the drink. “And I’m a fan of yours.” He took a sip past the ice. “Thanks, Manolo. Good to meet you. I’ve heard a lot of great things from Danny.”

Manolo made a scoffing noise and glanced over his shoulder where tall, rangy Danny was carrying two margaritas toward their group. Manolo rolled his eyes. “But you got to consider the source, right?”

“And I thank you so much for going to get Antonio.”

“No problem, my man.”

Danny handed a drink to both Laurie and Annie, then cocked his head at Maury. “Ouch, man. I heard you won, but does the bull know it?”

“Actually, most of this is from my introduction to the ironically named Peaches. Me and Fancy Dan got on just fine.”

Danny put up a finger. “Don’t tell the story till I get back.” He walked to the kitchen with his easy gait, ass moving in his loose jeans. Danny was a handsome cuss. But even though Maury sometimes got a yen for men, he’d never had many lustful thoughts about Danny. Maybe because he kind of thought of him as a brother. When he’d seen Laurie, he understood the attraction. But with miles of pink hair and a touch of eyeliner, Laurie was too femme for Maury. Something in between—

Fuck, what am I thinking?

He startled himself out of the musings, and Annie put a hand on his arm. “You were a few light-years away. You okay? I didn’t mean to turn you into a party animal when you’re not even healed yet.”

“No, party animal is the best thing for me. It’s good to lighten up some among friends.”

“Now that sounds promising.” The glint in her blue eyes caused his gut to clutch. Maybe he could use some of what she seemed to be offering.

He smiled back.

Her expression sobered, and she gently touched a finger to his bruised cheek. “Must confess, it’s hard to understand why you do it.”

Laurie pressed one of his graceful hands to his chest. “Dear God, that’s the question, isn’t it?”

That seemed to be a question the whole fucking universe wanted answered.

At that point, a bunch of people came into the big living room carrying plates and glasses, some of them loaded with chicken wings, cheese and crackers, sandwiches cut up into segments, dip and veggies, and stuff in covered bowls he couldn’t even see.

Speaking of beautiful cowboys, Kai Kealoha, Rand’s husband, said, “This is just to hold us over until dinner. Enjoy.”

Laurie howled, “You’re kidding me. I’ll get fat looking at all this food.”

The front door opened, and a kid of maybe twelve or so came bounding in, his shiny black hair bouncing around his head. “Thank you! Finally, we get some food in this house.”

Laurie raised a pale eyebrow. “Clearly, I’ve been overruled.”

The boy ran toward a platter of sandwiches that had been placed on the coffee table in front of Maury. He reached, seemed to spy Maury’s boots, gazed up Maury’s legs with his hand still extended, and then his mouth opened and the hand dropped. “You’re Maury Garcia.”

“Guilty.” He kind of remembered seeing the kid when his friends had come to watch Danny ride.

“Antonio told me you were coming. I love you.”

Maury’s turn to drop his chin. “Uh, well, thank you.”

The kid seemed to realize what he’d said. “Uh, I mean you even beat Uncle Danny, and you helped him win enough money to buy his ranch, and you’re on TV all the time, and they say you’re one of the best in the world.”

“Oh? Not the very best?” Maury grinned but the kid’s dark eyes got wide. Wider.

“I think you’re the best. It’s just what they said and—”

Maury held up a hand. “I’m joshing with you. I’m honored to even make your list of favorites, and in bull riding, who’s on top is a changeable story. Only takes eight seconds to write a new chapter.”

All food forgotten, the boy sank down to the rug and stared at Maury. “Looks like you got kind of hurt, Mr. Garcia.”

Maury cocked a half grin. “You should see the bull.”

The kid’s eyes widened farther, but a female voice coming from over near the front door made them all look up. “Aliki, have you introduced yourself? Or are you just driving Mr. Garcia crazy?”

The kid’s dimples were a half-inch deep. “The crazy part.”

“I figured.” She crossed her arms over a softly blooming figure and seemed to be suppressing a laugh behind her large, serious eyes. Antonio stood next to her, grinning.

The boy rose on his knees and extended his arm across the sandwich plate. “I’m Aliki Kealoha McIntyre, and I’m honored to make your acquaintance.” Somberly, he shook Maury’s hand. “The one back there with the mouth—I mean, polite suggestions—is my sister, Lani. You know the other one already, and I can’t take any responsibility for him.” He giggled and his sister gave him a stern but loving look.

Danny sat on the floor at Laurie’s feet, munching on a piece of cheese. “Okay, Aliki, eat a sandwich and let us take over the third degree.” He looked up at Maury. “I heard when you got on that bull yesterday that A—” He held up a finger. “—you already looked like this, so the whole thing must have hurt like a son of a”—he glanced at Aliki—“gun.” He stuck up another finger. “And B, nobody knew the bull you were riding could buck like that until the Maury magic worked on him and he plunged into that arena like one of the biggest, baddestbutt bulls ever ridden.” Danny paused.

Maury cocked his head. “Is there a question hiding in there somewhere?”

“Confirm or deny?”

Maury leaned back and took a big sip of the cold margarita. Aside from a small brain freeze that hurt twice as bad as it would have if his nose weren’t messed up, it slid down real easy. He glanced at Danny. “I acquired the bruises, most of them anyway, when I got, uh, distracted and fell off of Peaches. That sent me to the hospital for a few hours. Then I drew Fancy Dan and—”

Annie held up her hand. “Whoa. Hold on. I barely registered Peaches. I’m not ready to move on to Dan, fancy or otherwise.”

Maury gently moved his jaw back and forth. Ouch. “Peaches and I aren’t on speaking terms.”

“What happened?”

Danny nodded. “Yeah, what did happen?”

Maury said, “Peaches threw back his head, I didn’t get out of the way fast enough, and he broke my nose. Hurt so bad, I fell off.”

Annie shook her head. “No. You said you were distracted. How do you get distracted on the back of a bucking bull?”

Maury let out a slow breath. “I got distracted by another rider who was heckling me before the ride. I don’t usually let trash talk get to me, but this dude seems to have a direct line to my pissed-off button. Pretend I didn’t say that, Aliki.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I was off my feed, and when my nose got broke, that was it for me. I fell off hard. Thought I broke my back for a minute. More than a minute.”

Annie frowned ferociously. “And you’re telling me you went back the next day and rode another fu—freaking bull?”

Danny grinned. “Nah. He got out of a hospital bed—and went back the next day and rode another freaking bull.”

“You’re all insane.”

“Amen to that!” Laurie pulled a handful of Danny’s longish sandy hair.

Danny stretched his neck and gave Laurie a smile and a peck on the lips. Just that simple gesture, so easy and natural-like, gave Maury a stab of—something. Joy that Danny finally had a happy life? Pride that Antonio got to see it? Anger that Ramon never had that kind of freedom? Envy? That last idea made him shift on his seat. Danny looked at Maury. “Your second bull must have been a beast to give you a score of ninety-six, man.”

“Yeah. He was full of surprises.” Maury smiled a little tightly.

“He’s new, right?”

“Yeah. Brand-new this year.”

“They say you rode him like you grew up together.”

Maury nodded and took a big slug of margarita, then reached for a sandwich. Needed some food to soak up the alcohol. “A guy tipped me off that Fancy Dan liked to pull fast ones and do the unexpected. Interesting, because the bull doesn’t telegraph that when you watch him in the pens. But sure enough. He gave me a ride to remember.”

Annie said, “That was nice of someone else to help you.”

Maury nodded and bit the sandwich.

Danny chuckled. “But it was still Maury who did the riding. All the tips in the world won’t keep a man on a bull for eight seconds.”

Rand stretched out his long legs. “I don’t think superglue would keep me on a bull for two seconds.”

Kai grinned. “Anybody want to see our new foal?”

That got them all on their feet and moving. Maury grabbed a few carrots from the tray and stuffed them in his pocket.

In the stables, Kai led them to a rear stall. Manolo was already there, peering over the fence. He grinned as they approached. “You come to see the new princess of the McIntyre Ranch?”

Kai nodded. “We’ll all make the proper bows and curtsies.”

They crowded around the stall, being semiquiet so as not to bother the mom and baby too much. Maury let Annie get close, stood behind her, and peeked in. Wow. A breathtaking palomino mare stood in the stall with a tiny foal sucking happily as she sort of danced around her mother’s belly.

Annie cooed, “Aww.”

Annie’s uncle snorted. “What a cutie.”

Manolo shook his head. “She’s a pistol, this one. Look at those feet. She can’t wait to get out there and race against her mom.”

Rand said, “May I introduce Star Sight and her foal. Lani, want to do the honors?”

She smiled shyly but spoke confidently. “This is Star Unicorn.”

Kai wrapped an arm around his sister. “We call her Uni most of the time.”

Annie said, “That’s beautiful. She’s beautiful.”

Maury gazed at the little horse with a thump of his heart. What would it be like to raise a little critter like that? He asked, “You think she’ll be fast?” He offered the carrots to Star Sight, who turned her head and nibbled the food from his palm regally, like all homage was due her.

Danny nodded. “Star Sight’s the fastest of all the Stars. Star Unicorn’s got a real intrepid personality. The second she got her balance, she started bounding around.”

Kai laughed. “Fell right down, of course.”

Annie looked up at him. Since they were so close, it felt very intimate. “Do you like horses?”

“All cowboys like horses.”

“But you’re a bull boy.” She popped her dimples.

“Even more. Horses look restful by comparison.”

She laughed.

Rand spoke with a proud-papa smile. “We’ve got another mare about to drop, so we’re feeling really lucky this season.”

An honest-to-God dinner bell sounded outside.

Kai said, “Felicia’s giving us first warning.”

“More food?” Maury laughed.

Laurie raised a well-tended eyebrow. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

They made their way back to the ranch house and washed up, then gathered in the big dining room that the ranch used for guests. All wood and stone, the room had to thrill visitors looking for an authentic cowboy experience.

As Maury held a chair for Annie, he asked Rand, “Where is everybody? Shouldn’t you be feeding paying customers tonight instead of freeloading cowboys like me?”

Rand shook his head. “You’re a most welcome cowboy. A lot of our guests stay Monday through Sunday, and we reset the rooms for our new visitors right after they go.”

Kai sat across from Maury at the long wooden table. “But occasionally we have guests whose stays leave us with a free night. Then it’s our one night to use this as our party room.”

“Just what you need. To feed more people.” Maury shook his head.

The ranch’s cook bumped through the kitchen’s swinging door, carrying a huge platter of what looked like pork chops. She grinned at Maury. “Don’t be letting them think they can live without me for even a day.”

Rand said, “It’s obvious we can’t. Felicia feeds the multitudes and brings them back begging for more.”

Kai laughed. “We don’t need PR when we have Felicia. People call and say they’re booking rooms just because they heard about the food.”

The aroma of meat and spices that filled the big room was so mouthwatering, Maury’s taste buds had to fall in line. He swallowed saliva as Manolo followed Felicia with a platter of chicken. Danny added two big bowls of mashed potatoes to the table, then sat on the other side of Maury, while Laurie brought what looked like creamed spinach in one hand and a big bowl of broccoli in the other. Felicia went back for a tureen of gravy; then Rand pulled out a chair for her.

Annie said, “Felicia, this looks amazing.”

Felicia walked around the table to where Maury sat. “We’ve never officially met. I’m Felicia Jimenez, and I’m a fan.”

Maury inhaled deeply. “I think it’s about to be a mutual admiration society, Felicia. Good to meet you.”

She shook his hand, then went back to her chair. “Eat, everyone, and enjoy.”

Enjoy was an understatement. The food looked basic and stick-to-the-ribs, but it sang with subtle flavors, dripped with juices, and sat in the stomach like a happy visitor.

After they’d devoured an obscene amount of food, Felicia served coffee. “I’ll have dessert in the ranch house in a bit. Talk among yourselves.” She made a little circular motion with her finger, and they all grinned.

Annie put a hand on his forearm. “Want to take our coffee on a walk? To digest?”

If he hesitated a fraction of a second, he hoped she didn’t notice. “Sure. Love to.”

Across the table, Antonio waggled his eyebrows.




Chapter Eleven

 

 

MAURY NOTICED Annie didn’t tell anyone what they were doing, maybe so as not to acquire company. Holding their coffee cups reverently, they wandered out the door of the dining hall and off the porch, moving slowly toward the paddocks and open spaces beyond. The mixture of the smells of food, coffee, and the warm, earthy odor of horses filled his nose and calmed his nerves.

He must have sighed, because Annie said, “You like it here.”

“Yeah. I do. Funny, isn’t it, that cowboys who traditionally like things simple and close to the dirt get themselves mixed up in a sport that’s only close to the dirt when the bull bucks you into it, then stomps you.” He shook his head with a tight smile.

“I’m sure I don’t have to ask the obvious question.” She sipped from her coffee mug.

He leaned on the fence. “I like bulls. Bucking bulls are interesting, complex creatures with real motivations, like the people riding them. I like riding bulls.” The frown leaped onto his face. “That’s probably overstating the case. I like doing something I do well.”

“And something you get paid a lot for and that wins you oceans of fans?” She leaned against the fence beside him.

“That too, I guess.” He drained his mug. “I grew up poor. I’ve got no education that doesn’t involve how much rosin to put on a bull rope.”

“Go to school.”

“Spoken like a scholar.” He raised his coffee mug at her. “I’m thirty.”

“So? People go back to school in their sixties and seventies.”

“Maybe by the time I’m sixty, I’ll like school.” He stared down at his cup. “Seriously, there’s nothing I feel a huge drive to study, and I have mouths to feed. I couldn’t take the time now to do it even if I had a secret passion to be an archaeologist or something. Bull riders only have a limited career. I’ve got a few more years at best.”

“So you’re saying you need to make as much money as you can before a bull kills you?”

He winced. “Ooh, how to hurt a guy.”

“Sorry.” She turned toward him. “It’s just that making money isn’t usually a good reason to risk your life.”

“We don’t really think about how we might die. It’s a sport. Like in any sport, there’re only a few guys who’re really good at it and make the big bucks.”

“I doubt if Steph Curry’s worried about getting his head stomped.”

“No, probably not. But he worries about getting hurt and not being able to play.”

“I don’t mean to give you a hard time.”

He looked up and met her eyes. “Just want to know how I feel about life and death, right?”

“Right.” That got a smile.

“Truthfully, I’ve been thinking about what’s next. Even had a discussion about it.”

“Really? Tell me.”

Should he? Probably didn’t matter. “The PBRA’s talking to me about joining their management team.”

“That sounds interesting. You’d be an obvious asset.”

“I’m not sure about the asset part—note previous conversation about lack of book learning—but they seem to believe I’d bring value, so I’m thinking about it.”

“You could stay in the business you enjoy, where your fame would be an advantage, without having to risk your neck all the time. That sounds good.”

He nodded and stared at the emerging stars.

“What are the downsides?”

He chuckled. “There’s the death part of your question.”

“Sorry about that. I can’t help myself.” She grinned.

He shrugged. “I’ve got a lot of control over my life right now. I enter the events I want to enter, employ my own team, keep my own books. Well, I hire the guy who keeps them. If I took this job, I’d be an employee with bosses and people I answer to. I couldn’t do anything that wasn’t in the best interests of the PBRA.”

“That’s kind of true now, though, isn’t it? In your world, you’re famous, and you have to answer to the expectations of your fans.”

“You do have a way of seeing, woman.”

“Analytical mind.”

“Yes, I suppose that’s true about the fans.”

“Then there’s your family….”

Oh shit, he didn’t want to go there. “True. But that wouldn’t change.”

Felicia’s voice called from a distance, “Dessert time.”

Saved from any more talk about his family. “I hear Felicia’s dessert is the stuff of legend.”

“Totally true.” She put a hand on his arm. “Where are you staying tonight?”

He tensed, though he wasn’t sure why. “I don’t know exactly. Rand and Kai invited me to sleep here, but that was based on the idea of my being able to drink, which I haven’t been doing. My place is only about an hour away.”

“You’re welcome to come and stay with me.” Her eyes flicked to his face, then away. “Us. At my uncle’s ranch.” She took an audible breath. “I advise you not to miss Felicia’s breakfast either.”

“Thank you.” The words rolled out. “I expect I’ll stay with Danny and Laurie since I haven’t gotten to spend much time with them and they’ve been asking. Plus I don’t get a lot of time with my brother, and he just moved here, so I think I should be with him.”

She blinked. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize there was so much going on.”

“Well, no, I—”

She slipped her arm through his. “It’s okay. Let’s get dessert.”

They were quiet all the way back to the ranch house. Not the peaceful kind of quiet.

When they got inside, Maury excused himself and went to the bathroom, where he stared in the mirror at his battered face. He’d called Annie, invited her to dinner, made her think she was a top priority. She’d extended an invitation that might or might not have led to sex, but it definitely would have involved them getting to know each other better. He’d backed away.

Where’s my brain?

More particularly, what the hell were his motivations?

He leaned in and inspected the yellow, purple, and gray tinge to the skin around his nose, the red coloring the whites of his eyes, and the swelling on his cheekbone. What a mess.

Man, you’re no catch at all. Why are you looking a lovely gift horse in the mouth?

All he felt was tired. Much too tired for introspection.

But when he opened the bathroom door, he ran straight into Laurie, who grabbed his shoulders. “You’re coming home with us, right? We’ll put Antonio to bed since he has school, and we’re going to make s’mores and drink champagne and stay up late swapping gossip.”

Maury laughed. No reprieve had ever sounded so damned good.

 

 

MAURY SNUGGLED into the cushy comforter against the slight chill of morning. He rolled from his back to his side. Uh-oh. A little muzzy in his head. After tucking in Antonio and Rand, who had gone to bed early the previous night since he had the predawn shift with the horses, Laurie had proven true to his promise and pushed champagne and s’mores into Maury until 2:00 a.m. About that time, they were drunk enough that Laurie started teasing him about liking Annie, and Maury bailed, claiming exhaustion. That wasn’t a lie. He was exhausted thinking about what he liked and what he wanted.

Now his mouth felt that certain kind of dry that only champagne produced, and his belly might be a little unsure about any more marshmallows and chocolate, but the pain in his face and shoulder had lessened. Not gone, certainly not forgotten, but less.

He glanced at the phone on the bedside table. Eight o’clock. Six hours sleep might not be optimal according to Dr. Oz, but to stay in bed any later was too hard for a cowboy. For this cowboy anyway. Plus Antonio would be getting on his bus. He rolled to the side of the bed and sat up, then ran a hand through his hair, feeling the silky stuff fall back around his face. He did have nice hair. Thank you, Mamá.

The too-long mop on Tristão Silva flashed in his mind. Brazilians came in all shapes, sizes, and colors, Maury had noticed. There was Tris with his ink-black hair like Maury’s, but blue eyes. Admittedly, dark as a sky just before night or the deepest part of an ocean, but still blue. Wonder how that combo came to pass. Was Tristão the youngest? Were there only three brothers, or, as with Maury, more at home? What made a man like that? So tough but so—sweet?

Whoa, he’d probably hate hearing me use that word. Should quit thinking and get up. But when he looked down at his lap, what greeted him was a substantial boner, peering its single eye up at his face.

He jumped to his feet, and the thing slapped him in the belly.

Morning wood, right? It had nothing to do with his thoughts.

After pulling on his jeans and grabbing a shirt from his bag, he stepped into the hall and was greeted by the smell of bacon, which brought saliva to his mouth. After all that food the previous night, he’d thought several days of fasting would be in order, but clearly his stomach disagreed. It growled for something without graham crackers.

He walked to the bathroom down the hall and plunged into a hot shower, happy that the water barely stung his face. The horndog below had subsided slightly, and he decided, in deference to saving water for other people’s showers and feeding himself some bacon, to ignore the beast until he got home later.

After ten minutes, looking as fresh as he could, considering, he walked into the big living room of Danny and Laurie’s ranch house and found it empty. Strong bacon smells but nothing else. A note sat propped against a mug on the kitchen peninsula, and he peered at it.

Bring this mug to Rand and Kai’s to be filled. I took Antonio to school. He’s fine. Love, Laurie and Danny.

He chuckled, grabbed the mug, hightailed it to his truck, and drove the three-quarters of a mile or so between the ranch houses. Danny and Laurie had bought the property connecting to the McIntyre Ranch from Marsh Banks, who still lived on land on the other side of theirs. Danny kept working for Rand and Kai while raising some horses of his own, and Laurie made the bigger bucks as an interior designer with offices in Chico and San Francisco.

As Maury pulled onto the private side road they’d built to connect their ranches, he saw Marsh Banks and Annie on the porch of the dining hall, talking to Laurie and drinking from mugs similar to his. Good. At least she’s not so pissed at me she stayed away.

He pulled up and got out, waving his mug. “Help. Coffee. Coffee.”

Laurie laughed and ran into the dining room. By the time Maury made it up beside Marsh and Annie, Laurie was back with the coffeepot and a pitcher of what had to be heavy cream. Oh yeah, I can lick that up. Laurie poured a healthy dose of each into Maury’s cup as Maury shook hands with Marsh and leaned down and gave Annie a kiss on the cheek. She looked surprised but pleased.

Maury inhaled the heady aroma of coffee. Tea was his secret, but all cowboys loved coffee, and this morning, he was all cowboy. He sipped, closed his eyes in appreciation, then opened them and looked at Laurie, impeccably dressed in skintight jeans and a flowered shirt that was probably silk. “Here I’m thinking that you’re a city slicker who lolls in bed till noon, and instead you’re up looking like a flower garden at the crack of dawn. Before me.”

Laurie waved a graceful hand. “I’m a cowboy now, darling, and I didn’t get thrown off the back of a bull two days ago. And don’t worry. Antonio was A-OK with me driving him in my car. It would have been way uncool to arrive with his brother.” He stretched up and kissed Maury’s cheek, which was so Laurie. He never tried to hide who he was—a very bossy femme. “Okay, let’s eat for God’s sake.”

They hustled inside, and he purposefully sat next to Annie since he thought not doing that was a statement. Again, she looked a bit wide-eyed when he sat down, but she smiled.

Felicia served bacon that it turned out Laurie and Danny had helped cook in their kitchen—thus the smell permeating their house—plus piles of scrambled eggs with cheese and spinach mixed in.

Kai, Rand, Danny, and Manolo had all come in from working with the horses and crowded around the table, looking like hungry working men. Maury wondered what it would be like to rise before dawn and do that kind of work.

Danny said, “What time do the new guests arrive?”

Manolo swallowed a big mouthful of bacon. “A couple have already checked in. Most of the rooms are occupied by one party—a family that’s supposed to get here any time now. I told them to try to come for breakfast.”

Annie turned to Maury. “Are you planning to go home today?”

“Uh, probably.”

Laurie cooed, “Nooo, don’t go. I have to go into the office for a while, but stay and play with Annie, and then later Danny and I’ll come and pester you.” He leaned on his palm and fluttered his enhanced lashes. “Okaaayy?”

Maury laughed. “I’ll give it some thought.”

Annie sat back in her chair. “I seem to recall a dinner invitation, unless that was already fulfilled.”

Felicia walked into the room from the front door, which was unusual. “Excuse me, folks. Some of our guests have arrived, and I want to introduce them to you.” She stepped aside, and a black-haired woman, probably fifty or so, very beautiful, and dressed in black jeans, an elaborately embroidered shirt, and beautiful soft leather boots, walked into the room. Her hair was slicked into a bun at her neck, and her flat cowboy hat hung from a strap down her back. Oddly, the outfit looked completely natural. A handsome white-haired man, also in expensive but not new western gear, stepped beside her. For a moment, Maury might have thought he was her husband, but something said this was papa.

Felicia said, “May I present our guests, Senora Marcia Silva de Abella and her father—”

As Felicia kept talking, a young man stepped in behind the older couple, and Maury’s mouth dropped open. He forced it closed as Felicia said, “This is Senora Silva’s son, Jose, and—” She looked behind her and smiled as another guest walked in. Maury’s slamming pulse drowned out his ability to hear, but he saw Felicia’s mouth form the words. “—her younger son, Tristão.”

Vaguely he heard her continue, “The Silva family hails from Bahia, Brazil, and will be staying with us for a week.” She smiled at the Silvas, then looked around the table. “You’ve met Rand and Kai. You’ll meet their children later. This is Danny Boone, who works here on the ranch and owns the next ranch with his husband, Laurie. Marsh Banks is another neighbor.”

The moment Tristão saw him was like a shock in Maury’s gut. Maybe a tiny bit lower.

“And this is his niece, Annie Banks.” She grinned. “And of course, I don’t have to introduce Jose and Tristão to Maury Garcia, who’s also a bull rider.”

Jose said, “What a surprise to see you here, Maury. I hope you’re well after your accident.” His voice sounded sincere enough.

“Thanks, Jose. Felicia’s cooking and all this great hospitality are making me feel lots better.” He stood and extended his hand to the woman. “Senora Silva, I’m Maury. Honored to meet the mother of such brave men.”

She gazed at him levelly, a woman who saw a lot and found a bunch of it wanting. “Thank you, Senhor Garcia. I am proud of them, though I might have wished one or two of the three could have expressed his heroism some way other than on the back of a bull.”

The white-haired man stuck out his hand and spoke in heavily accented English. “Matheus Silva, and I’m proud of the way all my grandsons make their living.”

Maury shifted his gaze to the one member of the group he could feel in every nerve. “Hi, Tristão. So this is the vacation you mentioned?”

Tristão grinned and nodded. “I had no idea you were an aficionado of cowboy guest ranches.”

“Uh, actually I’m hanging out with my friends. I live about an hour from here.”

Tristão’s glance moved to Annie, then back to Maury. Words stuck in Maury’s throat. What could he say and why did he want to?

Laurie jumped in. “We’re trying to get him to stay for a few days and let us take care of him. Maybe you—all—can help us persuade him.” Laurie’s eyes twinkled.

Mrs. Silva nodded. “Yes, we picked this place to give my sons some rest, fresh air, and all the good food I’ve heard about. I fear they eat too much junk when they’re traveling.” She turned to stare at Maury again. “From the looks of those bruises, you could use a lot of the same, Senhor Garcia.”

Felicia said, “Please sit down, and we’ll get started on the good food.” She walked into the kitchen and left them to sort out the seats.

There was lots of space at the big table. Mr. Silva wound up seated at the end with Mrs. Silva beside him, Jose next to her, and Tristão at the end of the line—a seat that put him opposite Annie and catty-corner from Maury.

Jose said, “Maury’s bruises are from getting slammed in the nose by a bull, falling off, and getting up the next day and riding a harder one. As Americans say, he ate our lunch.” He laughed, and others joined in.

Mrs. Silva’s carefully manicured brows rose. “I remember now. You are the man my middle son speaks of.”

Tristão grinned, popping dimples in his cheeks. “Not in words fit for mixed company.”

Annie whipped her head toward Maury. “Oh, the person who—” She flicked a look toward Mrs. Silva. “—you spoke of is Mrs. Silva’s middle son?”

Maury nodded.

“I see.”

The two women looked at each other appraisingly. Senora Silva could cow a bull with her steady gaze, but Annie was more than up to the challenge.

Tristão said, “What do you do, Ms. Marsh?”

She dragged her stare from Mrs. Silva to look at Tris. “I’m a mathematician.”

“Of course you are.” He never looked away, which attested to his balls.

“And you ride bulls, Mr. Silva?”

“Yes, and please call me Tristão, or Tris as Maury does.”

She glanced toward Maury, then back to Tris. “I don’t mean to sound all girlie, but breaking every bone in your body seems a serious waste of raw material.”

His mouth opened, but nothing came out. His mother, on the other hand, gave a loud “ha” and burst out laughing.

“That, my dear, is the most excellent assessment of the situation I have heard.”

Tristão frowned a little. “I’ve been riding bulls since I was five.”

“More’s the pity.” His mother sipped coffee heavily laced with cream supplied by one of Felicia’s kitchen helpers.

Annie said, “Same with Maury, but how many times do you think that nose has been broken?” She waved toward his face. “You can still pass as a fashion model. Not that I think looks are all that important, but your health is. Are you married?”

“No.” He was staring at her like some poisonous creature had been released in California.

“Why don’t you do something else before you, like Maury, have mouths to feed?”

Maury couldn’t watch Tris suffer anymore. “Pay no attention to Annie. Her idea of breakfast-table chat is exploring your childhood traumas.”

She gave him a look but still smiled.

“So you’re married, Senhor Garcia?” That came from Senora Silva. This meal was a minefield.

“No, ma’am. I help support my mother and siblings, as well as some extended family.”

“Um. Well, Tristão and Jose have no need to support us. Quite the contrary.”

Tristão said, “My mother owns Brazil’s largest beauty-products company.” He rolled his eyes, and Maury almost laughed.

She sighed. “I know trying to persuade Xesús to give up bull riding is futile. He is a competition, how do you say, junkie. But these two have education and prospects. It’s time they grew up and assumed their responsibilities.”

Annie asked, “What is it you’d like to do besides ride bulls, Tristão?”

His mother spoke forcefully. “He should be preparing to take over my business. He has a degree and real talent and instincts for the industry. He must stop this nonsense and get on with his life.”

Annie nodded passionately, the only setting her emotions seemed to have. “Before he breaks something irrevocably.”

Tristão jumped to his feet, scraping back the chair on the stone floor with an echoing noise. “Excuse me. I need some air.” Even his angry stalking was graceful.

Mr. Silva scowled. “Marcia, when will you learn to curb your tongue? You keep pushing the boy and you’ll lose him completely.”

She wrapped her long fingers, so like Tristão’s, around her cheek. “I know. I’m sorry. Seeing Senor Garcia so injured simply set me off. I can’t bear to think of Tristão hurt like this.”

“I agree.” Annie spoke sternly. “But I apologize for badgering him and encouraging you to do the same.” She looked toward the door. “Maybe I should go tell him I’m sorry?”

“No. It’s best to leave him alone for now. He’s a good-humored person by nature. He always returns to equilibrium on his own.”

Maury’s thighs tensed with the desire to run after Tristão, but if Mrs. Silva didn’t want Annie chasing her son, she sure as hell wouldn’t want a bad example like him. He silently damned all of them for badgering Tristão. Of course, the criticisms Annie and Mrs. Silva were leveling didn’t exactly stop with Tris. Still, Maury was old and beat-up. Tristão was young and beautiful. While Maury’s lack of education and money had given him few options, it sounded like Tristão had a lot of choices. I wonder why he wants to ride bulls.

He chewed some scrambled eggs as Rand and Senor Silva started talking about raising horses.

Laurie’s voice intruded on his musings. “So, Maury, can we talk you into staying for a few days?”

Maury looked up and blinked. “Yeah. I think I could use a rest.”




Chapter Twelve

 

 

TRISTÃO TURNED and nodded his head when he heard the footsteps behind him. “Hi.”

“Isn’t she gorgeous?” Maury walked toward him in the stable, his tight, compact body moving with that efficiency and power he brought to everything.

Tristão turned back to watching the foal. At least the little horse wouldn’t give him an erection. “Yes, she’s amazing.”

Maury stepped up beside him at the fence. Why the hell did a bull rider have to smell so good? “Rand and Kai say she’s going to be fast. Her mom’s the fastest of their horses.”

“She looks like she wants to break out and run already.”

For a second, things got quiet. Then Maury said, “Sorry they were on you so hard about your bull riding.”

“It makes it difficult to spend time with my mother.”

“And Annie sure didn’t help.”

Tristão took a breath. “Does she try to get you to quit? She seems very against it.”

Maury glanced at him and back at the foal. “I barely know her, but yeah, she’s given me a hard time whenever we’ve spoken.”

“Oh. I thought she was your girlfriend.” Tristão tried not to smile.

“No. I just met her. No.”

This time the silence stretched a few seconds. The little foal did a skipping thing, and they both laughed, breaking whatever the tension was. Tristão said, “So your family doesn’t mind you riding bulls?”

“Why would they? Bull riding pulled us all out of poverty. Although my mom protests sometimes.” He paused. “It sounds like your family doesn’t need your winnings to be well-off.”

“No, only to prove one’s tomates.” He tried not to sound bitter.

“Uh, tomates?” Maury cocked his head.

“Cojones. Balls.”

“Ah, got it.” He gave a tight smile. “I guess it’s no accident that a big chunk of the bull riders in the world and their fans are Hispanic or Latino.”

Tristão snorted.

“How’d a well-off guy happen to end up riding bulls?”

Tristão turned toward Maury. “My grandfather’s a rancher, as was his father before him. They’ve always raised horses and cattle. Not long after PBRA was founded, my grandfather saw the future of the sport and began raising bucking bulls. Now, he produces some of the best bulls in the world.”

“Is the ranch called Silva?”

Tristão didn’t know whether to laugh or sigh. “No, Vasto Céu.”

“Fuuuck.” Maury stared at him with wide eyes.

“You know of our ranch?” He smiled because who the hell in bull riding didn’t know Vasto Céu? “I was put on the back of a calf before I could walk.”

“Jesus, no wonder you guys are so good. So is your father a rancher too?”

Tristão stared back at the prancing foal. “No. I don’t know much about him. He was the family disappointment, I guess you could say.”

“Oh, so your mom….” He hesitated.

“She’s the Silva. Matheus’s daughter. After she and my father split, she went back to her maiden name and changed all of our names back to Silva legally.”

“What was it before?”

“Faria.” Tristão shrugged. “I barely knew him. I’m the youngest. He left before I was born. I guess I was an accident.”

“What did he do?”

“Not much, I gather.” He stared hard into the stall and blinked. “Of course, excelling around my mother wouldn’t be easy for anyone.”

“An overachiever, I gather?”

He glanced at Maury. “What’s that expression Americans have? In the dictionary where it says superwoman, they have her picture. She had started, made successful, and sold her first business by the time she was thirty. Then she founded Beleza. Now it’s the number-one beauty company in Latin America.”

“Whoa. That’s saying something. Latinas take beauty very seriously.”

“Sim.” He nodded. Maury looked at him sideways, and Tristão said, “Yes.”

“I’ll remember that.” He grinned.

The words escaped before Tristão could edit them. “In case you ever need to say yes to a Brazilian?” It seemed like they both caught their breath at the same time. Tristão rushed on. “There are more and more of us in the sport, after all.” He stared a hole into the side of that horse.

Maury half cleared his throat. “And your mom wants you to take over her business?”

“Yes. I’m the one with the business degree.”

“I’ve gotta tell you, I’m in awe of the fact that you were able to graduate college and still ride bulls as well as you do.”

“Thank you, but it was almost inescapable. The bull riding, I mean.”

“Still.” This time the silence was more comfortable. “Why don’t you want to take over the business?”

“It’s a women’s beauty company.”

“So?”

He blew out a long breath and just said it. “People already think I’m queer.”

Maury might have started at the statement. Tristão wasn’t looking at him, so he couldn’t be sure, but Maury said, “Come on. It’s gotta be a huge business with boards of directors and shit. Aren’t most of those positions filled by men?”

“Yes, many.”

“So? Are they queer?”

He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I have no idea, but they don’t look like me or….” He waved a hand. He didn’t want to go on. “Perhaps after I become a PBRA champion, people will believe I’m enough of a man to manufacture mascara.”

“Who the fuck are people?”

The anger in Maury’s voice filled Tristão’s chest with warmth. “My uncles, brothers, and other relatives. As long as I stay on the back of a bull, they stay off my back.”

Maury frowned ferociously. “Yeah, well, sometimes being a champion isn’t enough to save you from the fucking prejudice of your own fucking family.”

The force of those words could have knocked over a bull. “Your family?”

“Yeah. They hounded my brother. Two of them actually.”

Cold chills trembled up Tristão’s back. “Wait. Didn’t you tell me your brother was murdered?”

Maury stared directly at Tristão. “They hounded him—to death.”

“Mãe de Deus.” He couldn’t stop staring at Maury’s face—black, blue, and bitter.

“Now my younger brother’s gay, and I’ve had to ask my friends to take care of him because he’s not safe in his own home. You’ll meet him probably.” He ran a hand through his hair. “There’s a message here, Tristão. Live the life you want because somebody’s going to hate you for it no matter what. At least that way you get a few minutes happiness before you die.”

Tristão’s belly clenched. Before him stood laid-back Maury Garcia, the well-loved, easygoing champion who made it all look easy. “Do you live the life you want? Are you happy?”

Maury frowned and stuck a hand out to the dancing foal, who bounded over and nuzzled him. “That’s a whole different subject.”

“Tristão?” The deep voice came from the entrance to the stable.

“Sim, Avô.” He turned to face his grandfather, the man whose opinion shaped the known universe in Tristão’s world.

The old man strode regally past the stall, glancing at the horses with minimal attention. His gaze drifted to Maury, a slight crease popped between his silver-white brows, and then he smiled. “I’m told there’s a foal here I must see.”

“Yes, we were just admiring her.”

His avô stepped between him and Maury and stared into the stall where the palomino foal was losing a little steam but still prancing and throwing in an occasional hop. “Oh, she’s a beauty.”

“Maury tells me they expect her to be fast.”

He arched a brow and looked at Maury. “Do you like horses, Senhor Garcia?”

Maury spoke in an easy drawl. “Well, sir, I’ll quote a friend of mine who I told all cowboys like horses. She said, ‘But you’re a bull boy.’”

For a moment, Avô’s face was blank. Then he laughed. “Ah, I understand. Very amusing.” He cast a more serious eye on Maury. “But you don’t raise horses like your friends?”

“No. I own a ranch, but it’s just my retreat. At least for now.”

Avô stared in at the little horse. “That one has spirit. I wonder if they would consider selling her.”

Maury shook his head. “I doubt it. They’re building up their bloodlines for breeding. You can ask, I guess.”

“Um.” The air got thick, and Tristão braced for a storm. “So Mr. McIntyre is homosexual.”

Well shit! He had hoped his grandfather would be polite. Tristão glanced at Maury.

Maury kept staring into the stall. If he had a reaction, it didn’t show. “Yes. He’s married to Kai Kealoha.”

“Unusual name.”

“Kai’s Hawaiian. His ancestors were Hawaiian cowboys.”

“They have children, I understand.” He spoke with little emotion.

“Kai’s half brother and sister. Rand and Kai adopted them after Kai spent most of his teenage years raising them.” Maury looked straight at Avô. “Rand and Kai don’t hide the fact that they’re married, but if you didn’t know and it makes you uncomfortable, I’m sure they’d refund your money.”

Tristão held his breath but also bit his lip to keep from smiling. Maury had serious tomates.

Avô said, “Not at all. I wasn’t aware. My daughter chose the venue. But the ranch is very pleasant, and I’m sure my grandsons will have an enjoyable time—regardless of the proprietors.” He put a hand on Tristão’s arm. “We’ll see if we can’t keep the women from annoying you with their fears. You’re a great bull rider. Wouldn’t you agree, Senhor Garcia?”

“I’ve only seen Tristão ride one time, but from that experience, I’d say he has the makings of one of the best.”

Tristão laughed. “Brilliantly deflected, my friend.”

Maury cocked a dimple at him, and even with his grandfather standing there, Tristão’s insides gave a little flip.

Avô said, “I’ve seen you ride, Senhor Garcia. You’re very talented. How long have you been a bull rider?”

“Started riding bulls at six, became a professional at fifteen, and joined the PBRA twelve years ago.”

“That’s a long time to have been on top.”

“Wasn’t on top the whole time.”

Tristão couldn’t help saying, “Just most of it.”

The glance Maury gave Tristão was warm.

His grandfather pushed back from the fence. “I hope Xesús and Tristão have equally long careers.”

Trying not to think of all the things his grandfather might mean by that statement took work.

Maury smiled politely and said nothing.

Avô said, “I believe they have activities planned for us, Tristão. Have you finished unpacking?”

“No, Avô. I’ll do that.” He looked at Maury whose expression was pleasant but uninformative. “So do you plan to stay, Maury?”

He looked straight at Tristão’s avô and said, “Yes. I wouldn’t miss it.”

Again, as he walked from the stables, Tristão had to force himself not to laugh.

 

 

AS THE guests gathered near the stable for a trail ride, Maury wandered behind the ranch building, staring at the distant hills. He shook his shoulders with a sudden shudder. Tristão wouldn’t take a job because people might think he was queer. Did that mean he was as homophobic as his brother or grandfather? He didn’t seem to be, although he didn’t interfere when his grandfather asked about Rand and Kai. Why do I care? He sighed at his own self-deception. As if you don’t know. But something in him made him want to find out not only about Tristão, but also about the whole Silva family dynamic. Why he wanted to know more about them wasn’t totally obvious. After all, Xesús came as close to an enemy as he had, if you didn’t count a couple of Maury’s uncles. Yeah, that’s it. Maybe I think knowing about the Silvas will help me understand the Garcias. Like training wheels.

He turned on his boot heels and walked to the room off the dining hall where they processed guests at the ranch. Kai sat behind the desk. “Hey.”

Slapping his credit card on the desk, Maury flopped in the chair across from Kai. “Sign me up.”

“For what?”

“This is a guest ranch. I’m a guest.”

“Uh, no. You’re a guest at Danny and Laurie’s place, and that requires zero payment.” He pushed the card closer to Maury’s hand.

“Yeah, but if I stay, I know I’m going to be eating meals here and hanging out making a nuisance of myself.” He pushed the card back.

Kai sat back and crossed his arms. Stunning man. Easy to see why Rand had fallen for him on sight. Kai said, “How about you help us with some riding lessons. That’ll more than pay for the food. Plus we’ll give you a room in the bunkhouse if you decide you want to stay.”

“Uh, I doubt any of the Silvas need lessons.”

“No, but we have other guests.” He gave Maury a look full of humor.

“Oh, that makes sense. I haven’t seen them is all.”

“Right. But they’re arriving all afternoon. A couple are here already. Tom and August Rancovik.”

“Married?”

“Brothers from San Francisco. I guess they’re definitely indoors guys who are looking for some outdoor experience in a nonthreatening environment.”

“I expect my lack of teaching skills could be pretty threatening.” But it actually sounded like fun.

“I’ll get Danny or Manolo to show you how we break down the riding skills to explain them to the guests. But all you have to do is watch them give a couple lessons and you’ll be a pro.” He steepled his fingers in front of his mouth for a second, then dropped them. “Actually, we’ve got a full house this week, so having another instructor would help us out. The Silvas all know how to ride, so they’ll need to be herded a little to keep them from striking out alone and getting into trouble. I doubt if our landscape is much like Brazil.” He leaned forward. “I don’t want to make you work on your vacation, but—”

“No, what the hell? It sounds like fun to do something that doesn’t involve the back of a bull or signing autographs.”

Kai wasn’t a supersmiley guy, so every grin was a treat. “Well, I can’t make any guarantees about the autographs, but yeah. Otherwise, pretty different.”

“As long as Danny and Laurie don’t mind having me around.”

“I expect there’s nobody they’d rather have around, but like I said, if for some reason you want to have your own space, you can hang out in the bunkhouse. Since Danny moved out, only a couple of the guys ever stay there and none full-time.”

“Thanks, Kai. I was facing staring into the distance for a week. This sounds a lot more stimulating.” He stood.

“And if you want to kick back and not teach or you find you don’t like it, just holler. You deserve rest and recuperation.”

“Thanks. But I expect this’ll suit me fine. How shall I start in the help-out department?”

Kai said, “Rand and Danny are doing the first guest trail ride. Rand’s really good at making people feel comfortable, so we often start off with him. Head to the stable and tell Manolo what you’re up to. He’ll give you the basics. You won’t have any problem. It’s second nature once you have the words.”

“I’m there.” He pulled on his hat brim and walked out into the sunshine.

Sure enough, over at the paddock, Rand already had his newbies on horseback and was telling them about gripping with their thighs, not their calves, since the calves would confuse the horse and make it do things the rider didn’t intend. Maury nodded slightly. Right. He’d never exactly thought about that.

He looked around for the Silvas. Who was he kidding? He looked for Tristão.




Chapter Thirteen

 

 

MAURY GLANCED around, his gaze being very discriminating. It only wanted to see Tristão. No luck. He also didn’t see Danny, so maybe Danny took the experienced riders out separately.

Striding to the stable, he stuck his head in and called to Manolo.

Manolo popped out of a rear stall. “Hey, Maury. What’s up? Need a horse?”

“Nope, a riding lesson.”

Manolo stepped out of the stall and put a hand on his stocky hip. “You can ride a bull but not a horse?”

Maury laughed and explained his intention. An hour later, he rode out of the stall on the back of a horse called Easy Rider who hadn’t gone out with the trail riders because she wasn’t—easy. The mare was spirited and too unpredictable to give to even an experienced guest, Manolo had told him, for liability reasons. She was a roan, with silky red-brown hair and a beautifully shaped head. He patted her and trotted over to the dining hall, where he tied her up for a second, ran in and grabbed some carrots from Felicia, then brought them to Easy Rider.

She nibbled from his hand, making little nickering noises. Hopefully of appreciation rather than warning.

When he ran out of his offerings, he held her head and gazed into her large, liquid eyes. Surprisingly, she let him. “Okay, Easy, I’m feeling slightly prepared to teach somebody how to ride, or at least offer a few rules on what they’re doing wrong. How about you? Wanna do this with me? I promise to get more carrots and not to take your good humor for granted. Deal?”

She gave a little nicker. Might be agreement. Who knows?

He swung up onto her back and trotted toward the paddock, where Rand had apparently finished leading the inexperienced riders through a few gaits within safe confines and was now taking them out toward a trail.

He came up beside Rand and reined in. “Hey, I got a tutorial from Manolo. Can I help out on the ride?”

Rand, big, powerful, and startlingly handsome, raised an eyebrow. “Want something tamer than a bull ride?”

“Exactly.”

“If you set out fast down that trail”—he pointed out past the paddock—“you might meet up with Danny and his crew. They’ll be intersecting with us later.”

Don’t look anxious. “No, that’s okay. I’ll be glad to help with the beginners.” He glanced past Rand at five people on horseback. Two were probably the brothers Kai had talked about. Handsome guys. One was medium height, stocky, and attractive, but the other one was gorgeous—tall and willowy, with long blond hair, big blue eyes, and a pretty, fragile face. The stockier brother looked kind of excited to be on horseback, but the more femme brother appeared terrified. Poor guy. The other three people must be a family, with a dad, a mom, and a teenage boy. The kid was about thirteen or fourteen and trying to look cool, but he was pretty stoked to be on a horse and at a ranch.

Rand nodded once, then turned in his saddle. “Folks, this is Maury Garcia. If you’ve ever been to a bull-riding competition, I don’t have to tell you who that is. He’s going to be helping us out on our ride, so feel free to ask him any questions you have.”

The kid’s mouth opened, closed, and then he breathed, “Maury fucking Garcia?”

The woman’s head snapped around. “Bartholomew! Where did that come from?”

“Sorry, Mom, but do you know who this is? Only the best bull rider on earth. Like, probably in the galaxy.”

“That’s no excuse for the vocabulary.” She turned to Maury. “But I’m happy to meet you.” She was a slightly plump, pretty woman, probably in her thirties.

“My pleasure, ma’am.” He tugged the brim of his Resistol.

Rand clucked at his horse and said, “Let’s head ’em out.”

Maury almost laughed since that sounded like an old TV western, but he controlled his face and moved his horse back to let the line of riders pass him. The pretty boy leaned toward Maury as he passed, which confused his horse and made it dance. The man screeched, then pressed a hand to his chest and smiled. “Sorry. Will you watch me closely, please? I’m really new to this.”

“No problem. Just sit deep in your saddle, okay? Like a big easy chair.”

The pretty man stared at Maury, but did what he said, adjusting his hips and relaxing from the tense perch he’d been using.

Maury nodded encouragingly. “Good. Now grip with your thighs and keep your boots and lower legs out away from the horse.”

“Don’t I need to make him go with my heels?”

The brother, who was looking antsy on the far side of the pretty man, said, “My God, August, didn’t you listen to what Rand said at all?”

“No, I was too scared.”

Maury smiled and tried to look nonthreatening. “You only control your horse with your thighs and the reins, so don’t think about your heels. There’re a few times when you might need them, but that will be later. Don’t worry about that now.”

August tightened his upper legs, and Maury had to admit that was pretty distracting. The kid had long, beautiful, coltish legs. Maury cleared his throat. “Good. I’ll be right behind, so don’t worry.”

The line of riders proceeded very slowly, so Maury had little to do except look at the scenery or August’s ass. Sadly, his eyeballs had a distinct preference. After a few quiet minutes of undulating cheeks, August looked over his shoulder and grinned. “Am I doing okay?”

“You’re doing great.”

“It really helps to know you’re there watching me.” August might have fluttered his lashes an extra time or two.

Maury tried not to laugh.

After a few more minutes, Rand slowed the group, and they reined in their horses in a clearing. For August, this was accompanied by a lot of “Whoa, horse. Stop. Stop.”

Maury came up beside him and said, “Tighten your thighs and pull back on the reins firmly. Your horse knows what to do.”

August took a breath and followed directions. When the supergentle gelding he was riding actually came to a stop, he glowed like someone gave him a gift. He clapped his hands together. “Oh thank you, Maury.” Leaning over in his saddle, he clamped a long-fingered hand on Maury’s thigh.

As if the Cosmic Joker had given a cue, a line of horses trotted into the clearing with Danny in the lead and Tristão right behind him. Maybe it was Maury’s imagination, but Tristão’s eyes might have widened.

 

 

WHO THE hell is that with his hands all over Maury? Tristão’s nostrils flared, but he tried to keep his face neutral. After all, he could feel Avô’s eyes boring into him from behind.

Danny called, “Hey. Everyone having fun?”

Tristão looked away since it appeared Maury was having way too much fun.

The pretty guy who’d just been feeling up Maury’s thigh said, “Oh, Danny, Maury taught me how to stop my horse.”

I wonder if I could stop his mouth. Tristão glanced at Maury. He was looking at the pretty man with amusement but definite warmth. Affectionate amusement. The expression slammed him in the solar plexus.

Before he could stop, he said, “I’ll see you back at the ranch house.” He gave the beautiful mare they’d put him on a gentle tap of his heels and turned her.

Rand frowned. “Uh, Tristão, she’s pretty spirited and—”

Matheus Silva declared, “My grandson can ride anything living.”

Danny barked a laugh, then covered it with a cough as Tristão’s mouth opened somewhere between a chuckle and a gasp. He glanced at Maury, who looked as uncomfortable as Tristão felt. His mother simply looked confused. “I’ll be fine, Rand. I ride well, and she and I are getting on excellently.”

“Uh, sure. Sorry. Just like to take good care of our guests is all.” Rand’s eyes sparkled with some suppressed amusement. Right. Would they have thought my grandfather’s slip of the tongue was so funny if he’d said it about Maury?

Tristão kicked his mount a bit harder, urged her into a canter, and rode in the general direction of the ranch. He didn’t much care where he was going as long as it was away from the clearing, the laughter at his expense, and the stupidly confusing image of Maury smiling at another guy.

The mare, Stardust, was a treat to ride, and when he hit open terrain, he kicked her up to a gallop. Her pounding hooves ate up the dusty trail and low hills, and she seemed to want to run forever. He loved the wind on his face and the feeling of freedom.

Freedom. When do I ever have any?

His eyes felt hot. Fuck that! He gritted his teeth and crouched lower over Stardust’s back as she tore across the landscape.

Finally, he drew back on the reins. Despite what movies showed, horses couldn’t run at top speed for prolonged periods. He didn’t want to hurt the mare.

She fought for a minute—she was really a runner—but finally she slowed.

He leaned forward in the saddle and patted her neck, feeling the heat and the sweat. “Good girl. Let’s try and find you some water. It wasn’t fair of me to run you so hard.”

For a few minutes, he focused totally on getting his horse what she needed. After a short walk, they came on a small pool fed by a little stream surrounded by manzanita and scrubby bushes. So different from the lush forests of Bahia.

He dismounted, and she walked on her own to the water. After he dropped her reins, she started to drink.

Tristão found a medium-sized rock near the bank of the pond and slid down to sitting. Funny. This close to the water, with little view of the dry, dusty land behind him, it could be someplace closer to home. He rested his forehead on his bent knees.

What do I want? I said I wanted to compete in US PBRA. I got that. Accuse me of being queer and I’ll take your head off, but I’ve never had a girlfriend. He sighed. And saying I’m not jealous of that pretty guy hanging all over Maury is a complete lie. I got what I wanted, but I’m a failure at everything.

Stardust nickered and strolled toward him. He glanced up at her. “Are you embarrassed to have to carry such a confused cowboy?” She leaned down and nuzzled his hand, looking for goodies.

“Sorry. I’ve got nothing. We better get you home for supper.” In fact, the meetup in the clearing was supposed to include a picnic lunch, which both Tristão and Stardust had missed. “That would be both of us.”

Tristão stood, brushed his butt, and looked around. “Hmm. Wonder where we are.” He grabbed his cell phone and peered at it. No service. He glanced at the horse. “Well, girl, I sure hope you know where we’re going.”

He mounted Stardust, then relaxed the reins and gave her a cluck. “Come on, girl, let’s go home. Home, okay.”

Stardust looked back at him, and her whole face said, “Before, you wanted to run all over California, and now you’re putting me in charge?”

He clicked his tongue again and waited.

If she had eyebrows, she would have wrinkled them over her nose. Finally, she gave up on him making a decision and began to walk forward.

“Good girl.”

A half hour later, she’d paused to graze in several spots, and he couldn’t stop her because when he did, she looked at him like “What do you want me to do instead?”

This isn’t working. He kept staring at his phone screen, but he must have galloped pretty far from the ranch. When Stardust got hungry, she’d go back to her stable. Considering how much she was eating along the way, that might be quite a while.

“I can’t even get lost effectively.”

Stardust kept meandering from one interesting place to another. Interesting to her. Tristão settled deep in the saddle and drifted, his eyelids drooping.

What am I going to do? He’d pressed his family to let him accelerate college so he could ride bulls in America. Yes, nine out of ten of the people he knew thought he was nuts. Hell, make that nine out of ten people on the planet. He’d started riding bulls as a small child because that’s what Silvas did and because Xesús was his idol, and he was a champion. But Tristão had been good at it, to everyone’s surprise, and he loved that. So he kept riding bulls. Up till the present moment, he’d broken fewer bones and had fewer concussions than most bull riders—part skill and part luck. Now, though, it was serious. Big-time. He could die. He could wreck his body or his brain or anything else. Shit, he didn’t even want to think—

Holy shit!

Stardust screamed like she’d been attacked, reared, then leaped in the air, whinnying like mad.

Half-asleep, Tristão barely held on to the reins. As Stardust practically broke in half in the air, Tristão flew off the horse. He grabbed for the pommel, missed, smashed the side of the saddle, and bounced off. Somewhere in the instantaneous flight, he caught a glimpse of the rattlesnake that had spooked Stardust. “Merdaaaa!”

He hit the ground on his upper back, slammed his head, and pain seared through him.

All the breath left his lungs—right before he passed out.

 

 

MAURY FORCED himself to look at scenery as he trotted through the countryside. Just an interested tourist.

When they got back to the ranch and Tristão and Stardust weren’t there, no one seemed concerned. Tristão was practically born on a horse. Obviously, he was enjoying some alone time.

Some little itch of unease made Maury decide to go have some alone time as well—with Tristão. But this was big country, and he could be anyplace.

Weirdly, in this state where no rain fell for months at a time, huge, black clouds formed above him, wind blew, and there was actual moisture in the air.

Suddenly, he heard hoofbeats. Made sense. Tristão must have seen the clouds and didn’t want to get his pretty hair wet. Maury gazed toward the sound.

Stardust burst through the underbrush. Riderless.

Maury’s own inhale whistled past his ears.




Chapter Fourteen

 

 

STARDUST LOOKED panicked, and there was no stopping her. She was headed for her stall. Maury stared at the place in the bushes she’d run from and spurred his horse through it.

“Tristão!” He yelled but pretty much knew it was useless. If Tristão were conscious, he’d probably be on that horse. “Tristão.”

He trotted, even though every nerve in his body screamed to gallop at top speed. He didn’t want to go so fast he might miss Tristão lying in the bushes or at the bottom of a ravine.

Scanning the landscape, he vibrated with the tension of total focus. Where is he? Where is he? Sweet Jesus, what if he’s dead? He gave Easy Rider a gentle tap of his boot heels and whispered, “Let’s find him, girl. Come on. I know you can do it.”

She whinnied and seemed to agree to join the hunt. He snorted at his own idiocy, but never stopped inspecting the underbrush, his heart slamming against his ribs.

Suddenly, Easy Rider leaped forward. Maury tightened his thighs, but before he could rein her in, she broke into a small clearing, and there he was. Tristão lay on his back, his head turned to the side. His beautiful face looked so serene he might have been sleeping or….

Maury was off the horse in seconds and knelt beside Tristão. He pressed his fingers to the pulse point on Tristão’s neck. The steady thump brought tears to his eyes. Dios mío. He dropped his head and kept going until his lips met the smooth skin of Tristão’s neck. The scent of horses, sweat, and something lemony filled his head and his brain like sweet, intoxicating smoke.

A rumble of thunder above made Maury look up just in time to get a face full of rain. He turned back to Tristão, sheltered his face with his upper body, and felt his head. Sure enough, he found a big lump on the back of Tristão’s skull that felt pretty similar to the one Peaches had given him.

Water dripped off Maury’s hat into Tristão’s hair. Tristão’s lids fluttered, and a new wash of tears filled Maury’s eyes, but he blinked them back quickly. “Tris?”

Tristão’s deep blue eyes snapped open, and in one move he tried to sit up. “Snake!”

Maury wrapped an arm around his back and pressed his other hand to Tristão’s chest. “Stop. There’s no snake. Maybe before, but not now. That’s probably how you got thrown—Stardust panicked at the snake. Right now, there’s rain and a possible concussion, so stay still.”

Tristão frowned. “Stay still and drown?”

“There’s that chance, yes.”

Finally the Tristão dimples broke through.

Maury smiled back and looked around for some kind of shelter but saw nothing except scrubby manzanita and other bushes. “I guess we better get on Easy Rider and start back. Maybe we’ll see someplace to dry off between here and the ranch, but I doubt it.”

“Can’t get much wetter.”

“Do you think you can stand?”

“Sure. I’ve had concussions, and this doesn’t feel like one. No nausea or loss of memory.”

“You were out cold. Trust me, you have a concussion.” Maury put his hands under Tristão’s arms and helped him to his feet. Except for the dire circumstances, it would have been funny, since they were both dripping water.

Staggering like contestants in a three-legged race, they made it to the very wet horse. Maury mounted, then reached down and helped Tristão up behind him onto the horse’s rump.

Instantly, he realized his predicament.

While neither of them was really large, both he and Tristão were sturdy men with powerful thighs and asses. It went with the profession. Now, to keep Tristão balanced and prevent him sliding off the wet horse, Maury had to hold on tight with Tristão’s thighs pressed against him and Tristão’s arms wrapped around Maury’s body. It was hell. Heaven. Whatever.

They couldn’t go fast or Tris would fall off, so Maury encouraged Easy Rider into a brisk walk. On his way, Maury had kept the horse at a trot, and it had taken him half an hour or so to get to Tristão. It would be a long, wet ride home.

Tris’s arms felt almost shockingly warm compared to the chill of the water. After a few moments, he pressed even closer, like he was leaning over Maury’s back. He slid his hands up to clasp Maury’s shoulders, and his soft musical voice sounded close to Maury’s left ear. “How do you happen to be here?”

Maury leaned his head back so Tris could hear him. “Uh, I was looking for you.”

“Alone?”

“Yeah. Your family figured you were just having some private time but, uh, I was a little, uh…. I thought…. I figured I’d check. I mean, it wasn’t raining yet, so no one was worried or anything.”

Maury’s voice drifted off into silence. After several seconds, Tristão said softly, “You came to rescue me.”

“I didn’t really—”

“Thank you.”

“I wish I’d gotten there sooner.”

“I hate to admit I got lost. I gave Stardust her head, hoping she’d go back to her stable. She was a lot more interested in eating whatever she found than going home. Then she got spooked. I wasn’t paying enough attention, and she threw me. That’s pretty embarrassing too. I can ride a bull but can’t stay on a damned horse.”

Maury slid a hand over one of Tris’s. “As soon as we get you home, you need a hot bath, some light food, and then into bed. You need to sleep. Tomorrow I’ll take you to the doctor.” He started to pull his hand away, but Tristão grasped it, and a second later Maury felt the weight of Tris’s head against his back.

They rode like that in silence, holding hands over Maury’s shoulder, their thighs rubbing, Tristão’s head bouncing gently, water dripping off of every available surface, and, at least in Maury’s case, an erection so hard and huge he could have used it to polish horseshoes.

About twenty minutes into the slow ride, Maury heard voices calling his name.

“Over here. We’re here.” He released Tristão’s hand and adjusted forward on the saddle so his hard-on wasn’t quite so obvious. By now it was good and dark, so chances were nobody would see.

Rand and Kai emerged from the downpour. “Hey, what happened? Stardust came home alone.”

Maury said, “A snake spooked her, and Tristão got thrown. He hit his head and was unconscious when I found him. He’s wet through.”

Kai said, “Tristão, can you ride?”

“Sure. Yes.”

Kai slid off his horse and held the reins. “Take my mount. I’ll ride with Rand. That way you can get back faster.” He looked at Maury. “Do you know where you’re going?”

Maury nodded.

Tris slid off the back of Maury’s horse. If he squeezed Maury’s leg on the way down, it was probably just to keep his balance. Kai pulled his own slicker over his head and put it on Tristão. When Tris shook his head, he said, “No worries. I’ll get under Rand’s.” How close the two men had to be to occupy the same slicker gave Maury a small kick in the gut.

Tristão also seemed stuck in his tracks for a second, but then he swung a leg up onto Kai’s horse.

He nodded. “Thank you.”

Rand said, “Just get home and dry fast. Maury, you too. Shall I call the doc when I get home?”

Maury glanced at Tristão, who looked like a drowned rat. A beautiful drowned rat. He was staring into the bushes.

“Tris, what’s wrong?”

“Trying to find my hat.”

That might have seemed frivolous to a tourist, considering Tristão had a concussion and was shivering so hard it was a wonder he could ride, but to a cowboy, his hat was solid gold, and Tristão had been wearing a beautiful black Resistol.

Rand said, “No worries. We’ll find it. Get going.”

Maury said, “I think Tris should sleep tonight, and I’ll take him to a doctor tomorrow for a checkup.”

“We need to watch you tonight, Tristão,” Rand said. “We all know how tricky concussions can be.”

Tristão walked his horse over beside Maury. “I just want to get dry. I think I’m fine. But if somebody wants to watch me sleep, I’m not going to be able to object.” He flashed those dimples and kicked his horse into a trot, headed toward the ranch.

Maury shook his head and waved at Rand and Kai, who now looked very cozy with Kai tucked in front of Rand and covered in his slicker. “See you in a little while.”

He took off fast and caught up with Tris in a couple of minutes. He came up beside him. “Better let me lead.”

“So I don’t get lost again?” He delivered something between a smile and a sneer.

Maury grinned. “Crossed my mind.”

“Maybe you should stay behind me in case I fall off the horse again.”

Maury dropped the teasing. “Anybody could have gotten lost out here, Tris.”

“You didn’t.”

“I only live an hour away. I know the terrain and the major landmarks. Plus you know that riding an animal you expect to buck is way different than being taken by surprise.”

Tris nodded. The rain had slowed a little, but water still dripped off the ends of his chin-length black hair. Despite the fact that he sat his saddle like the professional horseman he was—deep, low, and comfortable—he looked exhausted and pale.

Maury said, “Come on, let’s get you home.”

They sped up to a canter and, in another ten minutes, saw the ranch house’s lights ahead. When they rode up in front, Senora Silva stood on the porch with Felicia, looking anxious.

When Tris dismounted, she rushed forward and pulled him onto the porch. She tried to hug him, but he pulled back and said something in Portuguese that probably meant “I’m wet.” She hugged him anyway; then she started to pull him toward their rooms in one of the low buildings on the side of the property.

Maury took a step forward, but Rand and Kai had ridden up holding Tristão’s Resistol. Kai hopped down from the horse. “Mrs. Silva, how about we keep Tristão here in the ranch house tonight? That way we can take turns watching him.”

“I can watch my own son.” She scowled at Kai.

“Yes, ma’am, but we know a lot about concussion, especially with Maury here to help, so we’d like to keep him with us for the night.”

“Concussion?” Her eyes widened.

“Yes, that’s why Stardust came back alone. She was spooked by a snake, and Tristão got thrown. Seems like he hit his head. We just want to be sure he’s okay. Tomorrow, we’ll have him checked over by our doctor.”

She stared at Tristão, her brows still drawn tight over her nose. “How can you survive endless bull rides only to go on vacation and get a concussion?”

He shook his head. “Just lucky, I guess. Can we stop talking? I’m freezing.”

Felicia gave them all a disapproving glance and took Tristão up the porch and into the ranch house.

Rand said, “Maury, you want to stay here too? You’ve got to change clothes anyway, or you’ll be an ice cube before you get to Danny and Laurie’s.”

“Uh, sure. I’ll stay. They’ll probably be happy not to have a houseguest again tonight.”

“I doubt that.” Rand smiled.

Kai said, “Besides, I got the idea you might want to keep an eye out for your friend.”

Maury glanced at Kai, but he didn’t seem to have given “friend” a double meaning.

“Sure. Thank you.”

Rand led him into the house and down the same hall where Felicia had taken Tris to a nice comfy bedroom with a big bed and a beautiful view of the hills. Kai came in with some of his sleep pants, which would likely be a slim fit on Maury but much better than Rand’s, which would drag on the ground. Kai said, “Get comfortable. We’ll bring you some food.”

Rand walked to the door with Kai. “I’m going to go check on Tristão.”

Maury said, “Good. Watch for headache, nausea, slurred speech, forgetfulness, blurry vision, anything odd. Even dilated pupils. Fatigue’s a symptom, but after what he’s been through today, it’d be weird if he wasn’t tired. If he keeps being exhausted, then we pay attention to that.”

“Good to know, thanks.”

Kai asked, “Has he ever had a concussion?”

“I don’t see how he could avoid it as a bull rider. But he was raised with bucking bulls, so maybe he has some secret Brazilian voodoo that protects him.”

Rand grinned. “I’ll check the voodoo.”

He left, and after thirty or so antsy minutes of a long, hot shower and a long, hot bowl of soup, he tapped lightly on the door Kai’d said was Tristão’s.

Rand called, “Yeah?”

Maury walked in wearing his sleep pants and a sweatshirt Kai had also given him.

Rand laughed, then glanced at Tristão’s sleeping form. He got up and stepped beside Maury. “That outfit’s a little baggier on Kai.”

Maury glanced down at the plaid cotton pants that hugged his thighs—and his package. He snorted. “I won’t come down to breakfast like this.”

“That’s okay. Nobody’s going to object.” He laughed again. “So shouldn’t you be resting?”

“No. I’m still too wired to sleep. I’ll sit with Tris for a while.”

“Okay. Tap on our door when you want Kai to take over.”

“Will do.”

Rand walked out and closed the door behind him. Maury breathed in the silence and the citrus scent of a shiny clean Tristão. He lay on his side, his glistening, silky, bare shoulder gleaming above the blue quilt. His still-damp hair was slicked back behind his ear, his dense, black lashes shadowed his cheeks, and the blankets moved with his deep breaths.

Maury perched softly on the edge of the bed and stared at Tris’s face. His color was better than earlier. Not so pale. He seemed to be breathing easily.

Wish I could see his eyes.




Chapter Fifteen

 

 

LIKE AN answer to a birthday wish, Tristão’s heavy lashes fluttered and the deep blue of his eyes appeared. For a second, he just stared into space, but then his glance flicked to Maury and he smiled. “Hi.”

“Hi. Didn’t mean to wake you, but I was actually hoping to see your eyes.”

Tris fluttered his lashes elaborately. “These eyes?”

Maury snorted and put a finger under Tristão’s chin, turning his head toward him. “Your pupils, crazy man.” Maury stared at Tris as clinically as he could manage. “Only a little dilated. Good. How are you feeling?”

“Tired.”

“That’s to be expected. Any nausea? Headache?”

“No. The lump on my head hurts, but no headache.”

“Good. Need anything before you go back to sleep for the night?”

“Water.”

Maury spied a pitcher and some glasses on a cabinet by the door. He poured a couple of glasses and brought one to Tris, who sat up to take it.

Big mistake. The blanket fell to his waist, uncovering yards of creamy skin stretched over hard, lean muscle. If it weren’t for the scars, Maury would barely have believed this pristine being could be a bull rider, but there they were—a history of cuts, abrasions, and broken bones written across his torso.

If Maury wasn’t prepared for the visual, he was totally blindsided by the flare of heat that seared through his groin, expanding his cock like a gas balloon. Yes, he always reacted to Tristão, but this was like someone flipped his hot-and-bothered switch. He wanted to jump up, but in those sleep pants, where the hell would he put the evidence? Instead he leaned forward so the bottom of the sweatshirt covered his crotch.

Tris took the glass and drank, then shivered.

“Hey, get under the covers. You’ll freeze.” Maury picked up the edge of the quilt, which gave him an unneeded view of another couple of inches of bare skin. Is he wearing anything?

Tris handed back the water glass and scooted down, letting Maury pull the quilt to his chin—a much safer view. Tris shivered again.

“Need another blanket?”

He shook his head.

Taking a deep breath and surreptitiously pulling at the hem of the sweatshirt to cover any remnants of his boner, Maury stood. “I’m going to stay nearby to make sure you’re okay.”

A small, muffled voice said, “You don’t have to. I’m okay.”

“I’d rather.”

“Mkay.”

Maury walked to the wall switch and turned off the light, leaving only a small nightlight burning on a low table. He felt his way to the chair in the corner.

For a few moments, he sat quietly staring into the semidarkness; then some smothered words came from the direction of the bed. “Did you say something to me, Tris?”

They repeated, equally unintelligible.

“Sorry, can’t understand you.” He stood and walked closer.

Third repeat, no better.

“Tris, get your head out from the pillow so I can understand you.”

“Blah mmft sleep blah eem.”

Maury sat on the edge of the bed again. He spoke softly. “Are you awake or talking in your sleep?”

No answer.

Maury raised a hand, wanting to touch Tristão’s face, but dropped it. He stood slowly and quietly, then turned toward the chair.

“Maury?”

He looked back, startled. “Yes?”

“Would you sleep with me?”

Everything in Maury froze. He quit moving, breathing. Hell, it was like his heart quit beating. “Uh….”

“Please. Keep me warm. You could sleep on top of the covers. I won’t bother you. Please.”

Wasn’t there a time when the world had things called skywriters? Planes that wrote words in the sky? One of them was flying through Maury’s head at that moment, inscribing Don’t Do It. You’ll Be Sorry.

Several parts of Maury’s anatomy weren’t listening to his head. “Anyone could come in. Kai, Rand, your mother.”

“Is that the only thing you’re worried about?”

“Aren’t you?”

He sighed so loudly Maury could hear it even past the quilt. “If you knew how sick I am of doing what people expect, you’d vomit. Just help me fall asleep. No one will know.” He closed his eyes and snuggled his head farther into the pillow.

Maury stared at that serene face. Is he awake? Is he thinking? Am I?

Clearly some part of him made a decision since Maury walked to the other side of the bed, stepped out of the flip-flops Kai had loaned him, and crawled on top of the quilt. He flopped on his back and stared at the ceiling. Now what?

In answer to his question, Tristão scooted backward under the covers until the lump of his body was pressed tightly against Maury. When he was squeezed as tightly as he could get, he shivered once more, then sighed and breathed evenly.

Maury didn’t.

I’m in bed with a man. First time since he’d slept with his brothers crammed into one bed when he was a kid, and this was hardly the same. Yes, he’d had a few intimate experiences with guys, but none of them involved beds. More like up against walls in dark corners. Of course, cowboys used to sleep together all the time. Two and three in a bed, back in the day. Nobody thought anything about it. Maury grinned. Wonder how many of them had sex.

With a deep breath, he rolled onto his side and spooned around Tristão, wrapping an arm over him and gathering him close. Through the covers, Tristão was warmth, sweet smells, and a titillating idea of a hard, lean, bare body inside a blanket cocoon.

Maury’s cock wiggled, but not as fast as the rest of him dissolved into peaceful comfort. Somehow in the middle of all the worry about Tris, he’d forgotten he’d had a pretty tough day—week, year—too. He let out a long slow exhale.

Sometimes in this world, you just gotta do what you feel like. The last thing he remembered was the light vibration of Tristão’s heart through the covers.

 

 

“MAURY? MAURY!”

Maury couldn’t quite connect the voice, but the light shining on his eyelids tripped them open fast. “What?”

Kai leaned over him. “Sorry to wake you, but I can’t keep Tristão’s mother out of here for many more minutes, and I’m guessing you don’t want to greet her.”

“What?” He started to sit up so fast his blood flow didn’t make it to his head, and his vision swam with dots. But actual sitting proved complicated since Tristão was wrapped around him, blanket and all.

Maury blinked and glanced down. Fully clothed. Thank God. The images that had filled his brain with pornographic images had only been dreams. Yeah, dreams.

Tristão slept on, and Maury gently disentangled himself from the blanket octopus. Uh-oh. The dreams must have perked up his morning wood because the slightly obscene sleep pants outlined an impressive erection.

Kai gave it a quick glance and grinned but didn’t comment.

Maury swung his legs off the edge of the bed and ran his fingers through what had to be bedhead. He was lucky to have silky hair that tended to fall around his face no matter what. He glanced up at Kai and said softly, “Sorry. He, uh, said he was really cold and asked if I’d help warm him up by, uh, holding the covers around him. I fell asleep. Obviously.”

“Hey man, no worries. Just get out of here so I can send his mom in. She’s freaking out.”

“Right. Right.” He nodded, stood, slipped the flip-flops back on, and crossed quickly to the door. With a brief look back at Kai, who’d followed him, he said, “Is she right outside?”

“I don’t think so, but pull your sweatshirt down just in case.” Kai chuckled, and Maury managed a grin. He opened the door, and sure enough there she was. Senora Silva hovered outside the door wearing tight black jeans, high riding boots, and a severe, high-necked white blouse. She was a good-looking woman, no doubt.

She grabbed his arm. “Were you with him?” The huge crease between her brows communicated how she felt about that possibility.

He frowned back at her. “I’m sure I don’t have to tell you I’ve had a few concussions and seen way more.” There, that said nothing specific.

She released his arm and stepped back. “Of course. How is he?”

“He’s still asleep, but last night he said he didn’t have a headache or nausea. Those are good signs. He was very tired and cold. Not good. We’ll have to see how he’s feeling when he wakes up, but he should see a doctor regardless.”

“Right now I’d like to see him.” Her lips pressed into a line. “He is my son.”

Kai opened the door, and she sailed through.

What the hell would Tristão say to her?

 

 

MAURY CLICKED off talking to Antonio and watched Tristão navigate the hall from his bedroom. Maury held his breath—maybe because Tristão looked a little wobbly, and maybe because Maury wanted to know what he’d said to his mother.

Come on, asshole. You give these speeches about being yourself. Walk your fucking talk. He sighed softly. Old bullshit dies hard.

He stood and walked toward Tris, hand extended. He wasn’t sure if he wanted to shake his hand or grab his head and kiss him. Well, actually, he did know, but hopefully someone watching wouldn’t.

Tristão reached out and took Maury’s extended hand—and didn’t let go. Not quite what Maury had intended. He glanced up to see who was watching and tried real hard to look like he was helping support Tris instead of holding his hand.

Maury said, “How do you feel?”

“Like I was dragged behind a horse.”

“That’s not good.”

Tris smiled, and no matter if every homophobe in California was watching, Maury had to smile back. Tristão said, “Actually, I feel like I got thrown off a horse, but I’m okay, honest. I’ve been thrown off a lot of bulls.”

“Don’t care. We’re going to the doctor.” He pulled against Tris’s hand, but Tris didn’t let go.

“Okay.”

He was so surprised he laughed. “Well, okay. So no food for you in case the doc wants to do blood tests or something. I’ll take you to breakfast in Chico.”

“Sounds good.”

Forty-five minutes later, they were in downtown Chico, pulling into the parking lot of the doctor that Rand and Kai used for the ranch, their kids, and themselves. Maury hopped out and circled the truck, but Tristão was standing on the concrete before Maury could help him.

Inside the one-story building, the young nurse at the reception desk widened her eyes a little at the sight of Tris but stayed professional and friendly. After a lot of form filling, she opened the door to the back. “Mr. Silva.”

Tristão turned to Maury. “Maybe you should come too, since you know so much about concussion.”

“Oh, okay.” Every instinct yelled that this was a craptastic idea, but he couldn’t quite resist the chance to see Tris “examined.”

When they got into the exam room, Maury sat on the one chair, and Tris perched on the exam table. The doc, a Hispanic guy in his forties, came right in, staring down at his iPad, then looked up at Tristão. “Mr. Silva, I’m Doctor Reyes. I understand you….” He caught sight of Maury on the chair. “Wow, you’re Maury Garcia.”

“Uh, yes.” Maury stood and extended his hand, which the doctor shook enthusiastically.

“I’m a fan.”

“Good. Then you know about concussions.”

“Yes, I’ve treated more than one bull rider in my time, including your friend Danny Boone.”

Maury motioned toward Tris. “Tristão took a fall from a horse last night and hit his head. Knocked him out. We’ve been watching him for concussion signs all night, and we see some and miss others. We need an official diagnosis.”

“Happy to oblige.” He turned to Tris. “Would you take off your shirt, please, Tristão. Would you like a gown?”

Tris smiled. “No, thanks.”

This was the part Maury dreaded—and looked forward to.

Tris stripped off his shirt, and Maury automatically looked away, but his eyes crept back of their own volition. Wow. Just wow.

“Guess I don’t have to ask how you make your living.” Dr. Reyes put a stethoscope against Tristão’s muscled back, which left his scarred but glowing chest open to Maury’s wandering eyes. The doctor said, “If it weren’t for the scars, I don’t think I’d have guessed you were a bull rider, Tristão.”

“Why? Not enough machismo?” Tris said it with humor, but there was some tightness in it.

“I guess I’d have said your nose hasn’t been broken often enough.” He laughed, picked up one of those little lights, and shone it in Tris’s eyes. “Follow my finger.”

When he finished with the light, Reyes started feeling around on Tris’s head and neck. Like some kind of tidal wave, Maury got swamped with the desire to take the doctor’s place—to touch that thick black hair, and feel that skin that looked like well-used silk. You had your chance last night, asshole, and you didn’t take it. He’d held Tris tight, but he’d never once slid a hand under the covers to touch Tris’s body. And now his cock regretted every lost opportunity. He bit the inside of his cheek to try to distract his rising interest.

Reyes was saying, “Any nausea?”

Tris shook his head.

“Are you tired?”

“I could sleep for a year.”

Reyes looked up sharply; then his expression softened. “Goes with the profession, I imagine.”

“Yes. I flew in from Brazil, where I’d been competing at least once a week, and was on the back of a bull in twenty-four hours. I finally went on a vacation and managed to get thrown from a horse. Estúpido.”

“Do you think exhaustion played a role?”

Tris smirked. “Yes, but only because I’d managed to get myself lost and was waiting for my damned horse to take me back to the ranch. She was more interested in eating. I dozed, and she spooked at a rattler. Like I said—”

Reyes chuckled. “Estúpido. It’s the same in Spanish.” He felt around some more. “You can put your shirt back on.” He tapped some things into his tablet, then glanced at Maury and back to Tris. “You’ve suffered a mild concussion. Considering the size of the bump on your head, it could have been much worse.” He set the tablet aside and stared back and forth between them. “I’m sure I don’t have to tell either one of you about CTE, chronic traumatic encephalopathy. Traumatic brain injury is as much a part of your sport as it is in boxing or football, and like in those sports, getting hurt is part of the macho bullshit that drives it.” That last he said with real force. He held up a hand. “I’m as big a bull-riding fan as anybody, but the only way I enjoy it is to try to ignore what I know to be true. Then I see two young guys like you with a chance for a good life and happiness, and I can’t pretend that what you’re doing isn’t plain old stupid.”

Maury’s brain got caught somewhere back on “two young guys with a chance for happiness.” Did Reyes think…?

Tris seemed pretty tongue-tied as well. He managed to say, “I haven’t had a lot of concussions.”

“Yet.” He turned on Maury. “Tell him that no matter how good he is, there’s no chance he won’t get his brain rattled solidly practically every time he rides. It doesn’t take unconsciousness or even a fall on your head. Just the whiplash can scramble your brains.” He stared at Maury. “You know better. Take care of him.”

Tris said, “Maury and I just met.”

“Good.”

What in the hell does that mean? And why did Tris need to make excuses? Shit, I know why.

Reyes smiled. “Think about what I’m saying. God knows I’ll be there in the stands cheering you both on.” He looked at Tristão. “Rest. A lot. Whatever kind of busman’s holiday you’ve gotten yourself into, forget it. Sleep in, eat a lot of good protein, do some light exercise, and if you feel like lying on a couch watching movies, do it.”

Tris smiled back, though he still looked shell-shocked.

As Tris and Maury walked to the exam room door, Reyes said, “Have sex.”

Tristão actually gasped, but he didn’t turn around. He walked out the door and down the hall toward the reception desk. Maury glanced back at Reyes, who grinned at him.

Alrighty, then.




Chapter Sixteen

 

 

TRIS WAS quiet as Maury checked him out of the doctor’s and they climbed back into the truck, but the tension was so dense, it could have been painted on. Maury drove to a restaurant he knew about that had a great breakfast and pulled up in front on the street. Chico was a collegy, kind of trendy town with lots of boutiques and restaurants and a few great cowboy bars. Too early for the bars, but early was good for parking.

“Come on. Let’s eat,” Maury said.

Once again, by the time Maury made it out of the truck, Tris was all the way to the restaurant door, looking tense as fuck. By the time they got to a booth in the back, the crease between his eyebrows was carving a new canyon.

The waitress said, “Coffee?”

Maury nodded. “Lots. Keep it coming.”

She poured two cups, glanced at Tristão, then walked away, leaving them the menus. When she came back with cream and sugar, they ordered eggs and bacon.

Maury cradled his cup and sat back in the red booth. “Not used to getting ragged on for being a bull rider?”

Tris’s crease got even deeper. “Are you kidding? Only every day from my mother.”

“True. I forgot.” He sucked caffeine.

“I never forget.” He got quiet, but clearly his brain was busy. “The doctor thought we were a couple.”

Maury lifted his shoulders and dropped them. “I’m not a hundred percent sure about that, but you may be right.”

“I’m right.” Silence settled again, and Maury waited. Finally Tristão said, “Why would he think you like guys?”

Maury snorted. “I don’t think he believes I like guys.”

“You don’t?” He looked hopeful.

“No.” Maury inhaled. “I think he believes I like you.”

Tristão stared. Then his perfect lips seemed to form the word “Why?”

Maury wiped a hand over his neck, then sipped his coffee. To add to his procrastination, the waitress came with their orders, Maury’s eggs scrambled and Tristão’s over easy. They both shut up in that way people did around waitresses. Finally, after fussing with flatware, more coffee, extra cream, and a pile of napkins, she left.

Maury picked up a bacon strip.

“You going to answer?” Tris slowly sipped his coffee but gazed at Maury over the rim.

Choices. Lie, or lie a little less.

“Because I do, I guess.” Maury held up a hand. “I’m not gay, but I’ve been attracted to a guy or two in my time. You happen to be one of them.” He crunched the bacon. That whole statement had been riddled with half-truths, most significant among them being the fact he’d implied that Tristão was just another guy to him. For whatever reason, that was one-eighty from true. “Maybe the doc picked up on it since he must see a lot of different kinds of people.” Maury looked down at his plate and made a big show of loading a fork with eggs and shoving them in his mouth, but his heart beat out “Say something. Say something.”

“I—” Tris stopped.

“You don’t have to say anything about it. Lots of people are a little flexible on the old Kinsey scale. No biggie.” Maury’s heart slammed against his ribs.

Tris frowned. “Kinsey?”

“Sorry. I’m an eclectic reader. This dude Kinsey set up this scale a long time ago with the idea of hetero on one end and homo on the other and said people were somewhere on the continuum.” He shrugged. “It’s not that simple, I understand, but it’s an easy way to think about not having to be clearly one or the other.”

“Bisexual?”

“I don’t know.” He inhaled. “That’s always been a little cut-and-dried for me, but maybe. I mostly have sex with women.”

“Mostly?”

Shit, I should have lied. “I always have sex sex with women, but I’ve messed around a few times with men.” He stared into his coffee cup. “It’s the cowboy way.” Tris said nothing, and Maury was scared to look up, but he did glance from side to side, happy to see no other customers in earshot. “By the way, exactly zero people know this information, so I’d appreciate—”

“I’m sure somebody else knows it.” Tris’s voice held some humor.

Maury shook his head and smiled tightly. “Not really. Totally anonymous, in the dark, a million miles from anything related to what I do.”

“Because your family would kill you?”

“That and I’d lose my fans and friends and—life. Hell, my older brother, who I loved and looked up to, was gay. Maybe it made me bi-curious.” He let out an impatient breath. “Look, I didn’t think this was going to turn into Maury Garcia True Confessions. Why don’t we just forget it?” His hand shook when he picked up the cup.

Tristão crunched some toast and chewed slowly. “So you want to mess around with me?”

The cup dropped from Maury’s hand, hit the table and the edge of his plate with a crash, and splashed the remainder of the coffee onto his sleeve. “Shit!”

The waitress came rushing from behind the counter with a large rag. “Here, let me get it.” She slopped up the table and pointed to his half-eaten eggs. “You done?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

“You?” She smiled at Tris. Hard not to, even if Maury wasn’t sure if he wanted to kiss him or kill him.

“Yes, thank you. But I’ll keep my coffee.”

“How about a nice piece of pie to go with? You didn’t eat much. I’ve got lemon meringue to die for.”

“Thank you. That sounds great. One piece, two forks.”

She glanced at Maury like she wasn’t sure he was worthy of sharing the pie but bustled off and returned with the plate and forks straight away.

When she’d gone again, Tristão carved off a forkful of pie and slowly inserted it into his mouth, showing a hint of pink tongue, an act that should have qualified as illegal in several states. “Umm. Just as good as advertised.”

Maury automatically grabbed a mouthful of pie, but his brain still echoed with the last thing Tristão had said. What the hell? “Was that an observation or an invitation?”

Tristão grinned around another bite. “I realized after I said it that it could have been either. Actually, it was a question closing the loop on what you said the doctor believed. I was asking if, in fact, you do want to mess around with me.” He snorted. “And again it comes out as an invitation. I guess I just mean, are you attracted to me in that way?”

Maury forced himself to raise a nonchalant shoulder. “You’re a very attractive man. Most men would admit that, I’m sure.”

“Do you want to mess around with me sexually?”

“Yes.” The word rattled in his chest like there was too much space there.

Tristão sat against the back of the booth, nodding. “Me too.”

“Wow. So you like guys, uh, sometimes?”

He frowned. “I don’t know what I like. My life’s so controlled by my family. My mother essentially promised me to the daughter of her best friend. She’s a nice person and has given me a good excuse to not chase females with Xesús and the others.”

“So you’re in love with this girl?” His voice sounded airy.

“God no. I barely know her, and I’m not attracted to her physically, but then that’s the way I feel about most girls. All, really.”

“So you think you’re gay?”

He breathed out long and tired. “What difference would it make if I was? I’m going to become engaged to Leonor in the spring, be a proud husband, and produce a bunch of children to inherit the family fortune.”

“Holy crap. So you’re not engaged now?”

“No. My grandfather wouldn’t allow it. He wanted me to, what is that expression in English? Sow my wild oats? I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean with you.” He said it lightly, but the words were clouded with bitterness.

“Does Leonor want to marry you?”

“I don’t honestly know. We’ve never even had a real date.”

“How would your family react if they knew… uh, thought… you were gay?”

“I doubt they’d kill me, although Xesús might try.” He shook his head. “They might disown me, or I guess they could decide not to believe it and go on as if I’d never told them. I think they do that now. I mean, there’s no way they couldn’t notice that I’ve no interest in women.”

“I’m so sorry.” Maybe he meant that for both of them.

“Your situation isn’t much better.”

“No, but I could walk away and tell the whole family, PBRA, career, etcetera to fuck off.”

“But you never would.” He stared in his coffee cup.

“Well, I haven’t yet.” That same bitterness he thought he’d heard from Tristão coated his throat.

“I guess knowing these secrets doesn’t change anything, does it?”

The horrible truth of that made Maury’s chest hurt. He tried to turn his lips up. “It’s nice to have a friend.”

Tris gazed at him, and his eyes were a little shiny. “Yes. I’ve never told anyone what I told you. Somehow it makes it less frightening rather than more. Something that is what it is, as you Americans say. Something I must and can deal with.” He emptied the small amount of coffee still in his cup, the strong column of his throat working.

Weirdly, Maury wondered if it was something he could deal with.

They mostly listened to music on the drive back to the ranch. Tristão stared out the side window pensively, and Maury drove with his thoughts, but there wasn’t a lot to think. Status, meet quo. They both had everything to lose. The possible gain was an unknown. If they threw over their lives for each other—which was wacked considering they were hardly more than strangers—they could end up in mountains of regret and hating each other for ruining their lives. Hell, he wasn’t like somebody who knew at ten they were gay and couldn’t imagine life any other way. He’d always dated women, fucked women. He liked women fine. No reason to rock the ark because some guy had a prettier than average face.

As he parked the truck in front of the ranch house, all he could think was, Garcia, you’re such a liar.

As they exited the truck, Antonio came running from the horse barn. “Hey, bro.”

Maury grinned. “Hey. Aren’t you supposed to be in school?”

“Afternoon off for some kind of teacher’s meeting. We start late tomorrow too. So I get to work with the horses. Rand’s showing me.”

“That’s great.” Maury nodded toward Tris. “Tristão, I think you met my brother Antonio briefly. Antonio, Tristão is also a bull rider.”

Antonio smiled with great radiating dimples, and a wash of pink traveled across his cheekbones. “Yeah, hi.”

Tris extend a hand and Antonio shook it, his eyes glowing with worship.

Okay, why had Maury never thought his seventeen-year-old gay brother might be attracted to twenty-two-year-old, beautiful Tristão? And how weird did it feel to know both he and Antonio were lusting after the same guy?

Antonio blinked like he was coming out of deep water. “So Rand and Kai are taking some of the guests out tonight and invited me to go. Can I?” He glanced at Tristão, then back at Maury.

“Sure, since you don’t have school. But check with Danny and Laurie first in case they have something else in mind for you.”

“I did. They’re coming too.”

“Okay, great.”

He glanced up and saw Marsh Banks’s truck pulling around the drive. Annie waved from the front seat. As her uncle parked, she climbed out and walked to where the three of them stood. “Hi. I was anxious to know what the doctor said about Tristão.” She smiled up at him. “How are you feeling?”

He flashed that smile that thrilled the hearts of bull-riding fans. “Better. I persuaded the doctor to say I must rest, eat, and watch television.”

Maury snorted because that was almost exactly what the doctor did say.

“So nothing was badly damaged?”

“A mild concussion. Nothing more.”

“Well, that’s bad enough, but I’m glad there’s nothing worse.”

Antonio cleared his throat and managed to say, “Uh, Tristão, want to see how the new baby foal is doing?”

Tris glanced from Maury to Annie very fast, then said, “Yes, I’d love to.” Without another word, he turned and walked beside Antonio to the barn. The wave of jealousy that washed over Maury was so intense and disturbing, he forced a smile. “My brother seems to be awash in hero worship.”

“Didn’t you say he’s gay? I suspect it might be a different kind of worship.” She chuckled and Maury worked to be amused.

Fuck. Just do it. “So about that dinner we discussed.”

She looked a little surprised but smiled. “I’d love to.”

“Tonight?”

“You bet.”

“I’ll come and get you at seven?”

“Rand or Kai can tell you how to get there.”

He tugged the brim of his Resistol. Might as well get started on the status quo.

 

 

“DO YOU like him?” Antonio pointed to the tiny newborn foal and looked at Tristão with wide eyes.

Tristão had seen that expression before. “Yes, he’s beautiful. Have you gotten to pet him?”

“Not yet. Rand says he’s still too little to be handled much. His mom might get upset.”

“Yes. Did your brother teach you about horses?”

He wrinkled his nose. He was an adorable boy. “A bit, but my mom moved into the suburbs when Maury started bringing home his winnings, and I didn’t have much access to horses after that.”

“But you and Maury are close.”

“Yeah. Funny. He’s a lot older, so we didn’t really grow up together, but he got me out of that house and away from, uh, some people who could have been bad news for me.”

“He’s been very kind to me too.”

“He takes care of everybody. He’s that kind of guy.”

Funny how Tristão didn’t exactly want to hear that. Estúpido. He’d told Maury they couldn’t be together, but he still wanted to be special to him. Maury sure hadn’t wasted any time hooking up with that woman. The fact that he’d said he only ever had sex sex with women and she was a woman made Tristão crazy. So if you don’t want him fucking that woman, fuck him yourself. Right. That would happen. He wouldn’t know where to begin.

He ran both hands through his hair, which was rapidly turning into a mane. But fuck, he didn’t like it all chopped off and macho.

Antonio turned to look at him. “You okay?”

“Yes. Tired.” Tired of the way things are. And in truth, uneasy. He’d never told a single person about his fucked-up sex life, or lack of sex life. He was kind of glad he’d told Maury and kind of not.

“Are you coming out with us to the cowboy club tonight?”

He turned and looked at Antonio. “I don’t know about it.”

“So don’t worry about it. Just say yes.”

He smiled bigger than he felt. “Yes.”




Chapter Seventeen

 

 

MAURY PULLED up in front of the Bankses’ ranch house, a low structure that looked somewhat plain next to the neighboring places, especially Danny and Laurie’s ranch. The front door opened before he could knock, and Annie stood there smiling. “I saw you pull up. Want a drink or something before we go?”

The “or something” made him pause, but he shook his head. “No thanks. Not much of—”

“—a drinker. I remember.” She twirled. “Am I okay? I forgot to ask where we might be going.” She wore slim jeans that fit her really well and a white blouse with an embroidered vest over it. “Most places around here aren’t too fancy.”

Since Maury also had on jeans and a western shirt, plus the ever-present Resistol and black boots, he figured she was perfect. “Have any place to recommend?”

“There’s a great cowboy club out on the highway that has dancing some nights. Don’t know if you’re a dancer.”

“I’ve been known to dance a step or two.” He grinned and she laughed at his allusion to the Texas Two-Step.

“Okay, let’s go.” She grabbed a leather jacket from a clothes tree by the door, and they headed to the truck.

As they were following her directions toward the club, Maury said, “I never asked how you came to be living with your uncle.”

She smiled. “A question of convenience and affection. Marsh is my mama’s favorite brother. My favorite uncle. He was married, but his wife died a while back. He has no kids, and he sold off a lot of his land to Danny and Laurie. I got offered the teaching position, and I knew I could get a masters at Chico State. I need to go elsewhere for my PhD, but at least I get to spend some quality time with Marsh and live for free while I save money for my next educational adventure. Win-win. If we assume his having me hanging around is a win. But he seems to like it.”

“Yeah, he does.”

“So how come you never got married?”

He barked a laugh.

“Sorry. I’m at it again. Ignore me.”

He glanced at her in the dashboard lights. She never looked nosy, only interested. “Easy. I’ve already got more family than ought to be legal, and bull riders make crappy husbands.”

“Traveling?”

“That and the danger, I guess. When a cop goes to work, his chances of being in a fight or confrontation are, what? Maybe one in a hundred, even in a big city? When a bull rider goes to work, we’re a hundred percent assured we’re gonna be in a shoot-out with a couple thousand pounds of adversary. It’s hard to take. Danny Boone left the business because Laurie freaked whenever he rode bulls.”

“And Danny impresses me as a smart man. He has to know it’s a job with diminishing returns.”

“Thanks for the reminder.”

She raised her palms. “I’m not on you about it. Hell, you’re thirty and a champion. You’ve been on top for a while. Danny would have had to claw his way up, and I don’t think it was his dream anyway. He always wanted his ranch from what Marsh tells me.”

“Yeah. His ranch and Laurie.”

“They’re such an unlikely pair and yet so great together.”

Maury smiled with a lot of appreciation and a bit of envy.

“Ooh, sorry, turn left here.”

Maury’s lightning reflexes had the truck across the median and into a large gravel parking lot before either of them registered the turn.

“Whoa!” Annie laughed. “I officially believe you can stay on a bull for eight seconds. I’m surprised the bovine has a chance.”

Still laughing, he helped Annie out of the truck, and they headed into the wooden building with the bright lights advertising California Cowboy. Maury nodded. “Sounds like my kind of place.”

“I thought it would be.”

Inside, the club seemed to be gearing up for a good time. A lot of the tables were occupied, but there were still a few vacant, including one big one, and there was lots of space at the bar for the more serious drinkers to come. At that moment, the music was low and piped in, but two guys setting up drums on a bandstand suggested that a live band would be performing.

The hostess, in a short denim skirt and boots, hurried up. “You want a table or…?” Her bright red lips parted. “Oh my Gawd, you’re Maury Garcia.”

“Guilty, ma’am.” He touched his hat, then took it off.

She turned and yelled toward the bar. “Syl, it’s Maury Garcia.”

The big man behind the bar yelled back, “Hey, Maury. So don’t keep the man standing. Give him my table.”

“Come with me, Maury.” She glanced at Annie like maybe she should stay behind, but turned and walked to a great table exactly the right distance from the band.

When they were seated, she said, “What can I get you to drink?”

He ordered beer, and Annie got a margarita. The hostess said, “I’ll be right back. Donna’s your waitress. We’ve got some great ribs tonight if you want to get messy, and the cheeseburger is always the best. I recommend it with bacon, but then I recommend ice cream with bacon.” She laughed as she walked away.

Annie smiled. “I’m always going to bring you with me to cowboy bars. I’ll get better tables.”

He shook his head. “Just a coincidence she recognized me.”

“Uh, her and the bartender, who’s probably the owner.”

Maury shrugged. He was done with this conversation.

They ordered the cheeseburgers, without bacon, and chatted their way through greasy fingers and the clattering of the band setting up. They each ordered another drink, rare for Maury, but what the hell. Wasn’t he on vacation, or the closest thing he ever got?

Their waitress, Donna, came over and asked, “Wanna get a mud pie for dessert?”

He cocked his head at Annie, but she shook her head no. “I get my calories from tequila.”

Donna laughed and left but returned in a couple of minutes with two more drinks. “Compliments of Syl, behind the bar.”

“Tell him thank you.” Maury raised his beer bottle to the big man, who waved.

When Donna walked away, Maury widened his eyes at Annie. “I assume you want me to be able to drive you home?”

“Nah. We can always hitchhike.”

Suddenly, Maury was hit by a blast of air from the front door behind him and an uptick in general noise and laughter.

Annie grinned. “Here we are, alone at last.”

“What?” Maury looked over his shoulder, and there they all were—Danny, Laurie, Rand, Kai, Antonio, and the Silvas, including, of course, Tristão. Maury’s heart tripped, stomach tightened, and cock wiggled from a glance at that perfect face.

As he watched, Tristão looked up, and their eyes met. For a second he smiled, and then his gaze shifted to Annie and his teeth stopped shining. He looked away like he hadn’t seen Maury at all.

Maury wanted to jump up, run to him, and try to explain. Explain what? What was there to say? Maury was there doing what they’d agreed to, living the life that everyone expected of him.

Antonio must have seen Tristão’s expression change because he glanced over and laughed. Antonio waved. He must have told the others Maury and Annie were there because one at a time, they all looked. Laurie bounded over in that Laurie way.

“Obviously this must be the place to be. Want to come join us or maintain your claim on this fancy piece of real estate?” He pointed at their table.

Annie grinned. “Hero worship got us the table. I think we better not offend the worshipper by giving it back.”

“Yes, you mustn’t look gift bulls in the mouth.” He kissed Annie’s cheek. “If you want us, you know where to find us.” He struck a pose, gave Maury an indecipherable glance, and sashayed back to his table.

She chuckled. “What are the chances I’d pick the one place everyone we know would choose to come? Great minds, I guess.”

They started chatting. For Maury it was more like pretending to chat. He could just muster enough attention, dragged from his intense desire to watch Tristão, to be able to laugh or nod in reply to Annie. Not fair to her, but there it was.

Finally, he got a reprieve from small talk when the band started to play and were just loud enough to make it almost impossible to carry on a decent conversation. Both he and Annie leaned back and listened. Still his eyes kept drifting to the big table behind them.

Rand and Kai were wiping their hands—apparently they’d had ribs—and were headed for the dance floor. He’d heard from Danny that Rand and Kai had met dancing and it soon became obvious why. Holy crap. They each grabbed a girl from one of the tables and plunged onto the floor. They started circling each other, then breaking off into a two-step with the women, coming back to a foursome, then spinning. It only took a few minutes for the women to give up. The two men kept dancing together.

Annie grabbed Maury’s arm. “Let’s help them out.”

“Hell, I’m not that good.”

“We’ll see. Come on.” She pulled and he followed.

On the floor, he took her into a close hold and started out slow. No problemo, baby. He twirled her once, and she did it so nicely, he did it three more times.

Rand danced over and grabbed Annie’s hand, and suddenly Maury found himself dancing with Kai. Hell, he’d had partners that were a lot less pretty. They both broke into a little cowboy clogging, and people clapped and whistled. They kept going, changing partners, until the song ended, and then they all shook hands and retired to their respective tables, laughing.

Maury glanced toward Rand and Kai’s table and met the deep blue eyes. Tristão stared at him, but he wasn’t laughing.

The band started playing a slightly slower number, and more people crowded the floor, including Jose, who danced with a pretty girl who’d been sitting with a girlfriend. At one point, he went up and spoke to the leader of the band, who nodded and smiled.

Trying not to stare behind them, Maury switched to water and left his third beer, but he felt a little fuzzy from the two he’d had.

The band had been segueing from one song to another, but they stopped and a couple of them sorted through music. Then the leader said, “Special request from some out-of-town visitors.” The band cranked up on a fast Latin beat.

Maury had to turn and look. Tristão was shaking his head, but everyone else was prodding him, and his mom was standing, holding his hand. Finally, he glanced at Maury and stood, then followed his mother to the dance floor.

Annie said, “It’s a samba. Brazilian.” She sounded breathless. Make that two of them.

Tristão and his mom were all alone on the wood floor. The music was a little exotic for this crowd. Tristão held out his hand and his mother took it. Of course, to the crowd, she was just a beautiful woman who happened to be a bit older than he was, but she could easily have been his mistress.

All hell broke loose. Most of it in Maury’s jeans.

Tristão grinned, arched a foot, and then his hips began to shake like—like nothing Maury had ever seen. Like everything Maury could even dream of. He wanted to look away as Tristão stalked, gyrated, and flashed his way across the dance floor, but no chance. Hellfire, half the people in the club were fixated on Tristão’s undulating hips.

His mother kept up with him but barely. She looked elegant but obviously was presenting some black velvet on which to display her diamond of a son. A couple of girls from one of the tables hopped up and started dancing with him, doing a pretty decent job of sambaing western-style.

His mother gestured for the girls to take over, and she walked back to their table, breathing hard, getting a couple of admiring pats along the way. Tristão kept dancing, and Maury kept watching—dammit.

The unforgiving denim of his jeans pressed hard against his embarrassing condition. He glanced at Annie. No need to worry. She looked just as mesmerized by Tristão’s sensual gyrations as he was.

Suddenly, she sprang up. “I can do that.” She hurried to the twirling group and sprang into the middle of the three, right in front of Tristão. He looked surprised, but then smiled and danced with her. The other two girls scowled but gave up and returned to their table. Annie started kind of slow, but she watched Tris carefully and caught the spark. Clearly, she was a good dancer, as Maury had noticed while they two-stepped, so it was simply a question of learning all the moves. Within a minute, she was flipping her hips like a Brazilian…

And Maury got confronted with the truth of his preferences.

Here was a beautiful—well, at least pretty—woman with shiny hair flowing as she moved, full hips swaying and jerking, breasts bouncing, and all the goodies that men dreamed about in women on display. She might as well not have been there for all Maury cared. He—and his cock—only had eyes for Tristão. The throbbing, aching traitor in his pants totally proved that, at least in the case of Tristão, Maury wasn’t bisexual.

The music started winding down, and Annie, who had to be close to passing out from hyperventilation, bent forward, hands on knees, laughing. Tristão stopped too, shining with sweat, his dark eyes dancing, white teeth flashing. He was gorgeous!

Holy crap, I’m going to come.




Chapter Eighteen

 

 

MAURY SUCKED in a breath, stood fast, and draped his hands in front of his crotch as he rushed to the men’s room. Two guys were at the urinal, chatting and peeing. Maury raced into a stall and heard one of them laugh. Maury ripped down his fly, grabbed his totally erect cock, and started pumping it like a crazy man. It didn’t take much. One hand jerking and the other fondling his balls, and bam. He shot cum into the bowl, all over his hand, and some onto the floor as bolts of heat streaked into his head and almost blacked him out.

When his body stopped shuddering, he grabbed the hook on the stall door to hold himself up and breathed. Oh man, what am I going to do? He was a practical man, seldom hankering after shit he couldn’t have. He sighed.

Instead of wiping his hands on his pants, he pulled up his fly, opened the door, and half staggered toward the sinks. He looked in the mirror and—stopped. Standing at the urinal with cock out was Tristão.

Everything in Maury went still. Tris was looking down as he prepared to pee, but he must have felt the tension because he glanced up and their eyes met. He opened his mouth, then slowly closed it.

Maury let his gaze fall until he was staring bold-faced at Tristão’s long, thick, mouthwatering cock. Before Maury’s eyes, the thing began to expand. A soft whimper came from Tristão, and Maury moved before he thought.

It only took two long steps to close the space between them. Maury grabbed Tris behind the neck with one hand and grasped his cock with the other. As he pressed his tongue deeply into the sweet heat of Tris’s mouth, he gripped and pumped that hard, hot, overflowing handful, setting up a rhythm with his tongue and his hand.

Like two bulls coming out of the gate, it took seconds to reach top speed. Maury was breathing so hard he knew he’d get too much oxygen, faint dead away, and be found lying on his back in the middle of the men’s room, and he almost didn’t care. Almost. Obviously, ejaculating into toilets didn’t count for much as a climax. He could come again in seconds.

Even while Maury’s hand was cranking, Tristão was thrusting toward him, as if he wanted the hand job, but still longed to be in contact with Maury’s erection. Maury could get behind that sentiment since his hard-on distended the front of his jeans so bad it was a wonder the zipper didn’t quit.

Voices and laughter rumbled from the hall outside. As fast as they’d come together, they sprang apart—cats on a scalding roof—Tris back to the urinal and Maury to the sink. The door to the men’s room opened as two cowboys walked in on a scene of Tristão zipping up, although God knew how he got that thing back in his pants, and Maury washing his hands that were still grimy with his own cum. Sadly, they hadn’t gotten to Tris’s orgasm.

One of the cowboys said, “Hey man, that was one helluva dance. Where’d you learn that?”

Tristão’s smile looked tense to Maury, but the guys probably didn’t notice. Tris said, “I’m from Brazil. The samba’s our national dance. My friends dared me.”

The other cowboy shook his head. “Helluva thing. I practically had to hold my girlfriend in her chair she wanted to dance with you so bad. You should give lessons.” The last was said with an edge that didn’t sound friendly.

The other guy said, “Oh yeah. Tammy sure wanted lessons from this guy. In something.” He guffawed nastily.

The cowboy with the girlfriend stared daggers at his friend and then transferred them to Tristão. He took a pugnacious step forward.

Maury stepped away from the sink. “Hey, haven’t I seen you guys at the PBRA events?”

The would-be fighter looked confused, but the other guy said, “Yeah. Oh hell, aren’t you Maury Garcia? Shit, man, you’re the best.”

“Well, thanks for saying that. And this here is Tristão Silva, the guy most likely to be rookie of the year.”

“No shit?”

“Not a one.” Maury grinned.

“Well, proud to meet you, Tr—uh, what is it?”

“Just call me Tris.” Tristão took the man’s proffered hand.

The friend was looking back and forth between them. “So you’re a bull rider?”

“Yes.” Tristão nodded with some reserve.

The guy frowned and looked Tristão up and down, then suddenly burst into a huge grin. “Well, why didn’t you say so?” He stuck out his hand and shook Tristão’s.

The other guy snorted, “Frank, you’re so weird. Good to meet you both. A real highlight. Thanks for saying hello.”

Maury said, “Thanks for supporting the PBRA.” He grabbed Tristão’s arm and practically hauled him out the door into the hall outside the restroom.

Maury leaned back against the wall. “Shit.”

Tristão frowned darkly and hissed, “How did you know they went to bull-riding events?”

“I didn’t. I guessed.”

The crease between Tristão’s dark brows deepened even more. “That’s the way it always is. I can only prove I’m a fucking man by being a bull rider.”

Maury leaned in close. “Felt like a lot of man I had in my hand.”

Tristão gaped at him.

“Did you ride here with everyone?”

“Yes.” He sounded breathless.

“Tell them I’m taking you home.”

“What about your girlfriend?”

“I’ll drop you off at the ranch, take Annie home, and meet you out on the road as soon as you can sneak out.”

“I don’t know how long that will take.” He glared at Maury like he was mad, but he wasn’t saying no.

“I don’t care how long it takes.”

That made Tris’s dark eyes widen. He said, “What are we going to do?”

Maury whispered, “Everything you want to do. Suck, fuck, come until we’re both blind. I’m sick of this shit. I just want you.”

“What if we’re sorry later?”

“I’d rather have a little of you than none.”

Tristão stared at him for seconds, then nodded once and walked out into the club. Maury waited a minute and then followed.

Annie was sitting with the group from the ranch. Maury tried to look nonchalant and contrite as he approached. “Sorry. We got to talking to some cowboys in the head who are PBRA fans. In fact, they were all prepared to take exception to how much one of their girlfriends liked Tristão until we got into the PBRA conversation.” He laughed. “Took a little while to get away.”

Annie smiled. “We did think you’d fallen in, but since you were preventing violence, I guess you’re forgiven.”

Jose laughed. “All the girls love our Tristão. We’ve had to beat off more than one jealous boyfriend.”

Tristão didn’t even smile. He looked tense.

Maury dragged his eyes from that perfect face and smiled at Annie. “Ready to get going?”

“Oh, okay.”

Maury looked up, his eyes glancing off of Tristão’s, and smiled at his brother. “Antonio, how about I drop you off on the way since you’ve got school tomorrow?”

Danny said, “Take him to our place, Maury. We’ll be home soon.”

Antonio frowned and glanced at Tristão, but Tris said, “How about I come too? Would you mind dropping me at the ranch?”

Antonio immediately smiled. Annie didn’t.

It took another ten minutes to extricate themselves from their friends, the bill, and compliments from the crowd on Tris’s dancing and Maury’s bull riding, but finally they hit the cold night air of the parking lot. Antonio practically danced, probably because he got to sit in the back seat with Tristão.

Maury held the truck door for Annie and tried to keep from looking at Tristão as he climbed in beside Antonio. Thank God for seat belts.

Antonio started peppering Tris with questions about bull riding, barely letting him answer before he asked another one. “What’s it feel like to ride a bull?”

Tristão snorted. “It feels like someone is ramming your private parts into the back of your nose.”

Maury barked and then started laughing. “Sorry. That’s just so perfect.”

Antonio said, “You’re serious?”

“Oh yeah.”

“Why do you do it, then?”

Annie, of course, sprang in. “You’ve asked the question of the year, Antonio.”

Maury frowned. Sick of this. “For me the answer’s simple. I’m uneducated and not good at much. I support the family, and I can’t make as much money doing anything else, so I’m going to ride bulls as long as I can stay on them.” He glanced at Annie and tried to smile. “Got it?”

“I’d take exception to the idea that you’re not good at much, and I’d guess that there are others in your family who could do some of the supporting, but what do I know? So yes, I got it.” She smiled back with an equal amount of force.

From the back seat came the loud declaration “Hell yes! Maury makes life so easy for some of the family freeloaders, they not only don’t help him, they let him support them too. Leeches.”

Annie gave him a long, significant look.

Change. The. Subject. “How’s school, Antonio?”

“Good. I like it a lot. Challenging. Uh, what’d you study in school, Tris?” The sweet fog of hero worship filled the truck.

“I have a degree in business.”

“Wow. How’d you do that and get to be a good bull rider too?”

“Genetics. And proximity. My grandfather raises bulls for the PBRA, so they were right outside my door.”

“That’s great.”

“Not if you didn’t want to be a bull rider. It was, like the smell of cow dung, hard to escape.” There was a slight pause. “Fortunately, I did.”

Maury pulled into the drive of the McIntyre Ranch. “Shall I let you off at your cabin?”

“Yes, please.” They both sounded so formal, Maury half wanted to laugh, but most of his big brain and all of his little one was focused on whether or not Tristão would be able to get away from the ranch without his family noticing. Now that he’d decided to throw reason and good sense to the wind, all he could think of was having Tristão under, over, and around him.

Maury pulled up, and Tris hopped out of the back. He raised a hand. “See you.” And then he turned and walked into the biggest guest cabin the ranch had. Just the promise of that little statement and the flexing of Tris’s tight cheeks in black denim restored Maury to a full upright position. He shifted on his seat, hoping to cover the evidence.

From the back seat came a soft sigh, which reminded Maury that he wasn’t the only one in the car who thought Tristão was sexy. Of course, there were probably three of them.

Maury glanced at Annie. “Did you enjoy the samba? I never got to ask.”

“Yes, I’d done something like it before, but I learned a lot from Tristão.”

“You looked great.”

“Thank you.”

Antonio said, “I’d like to learn to samba.”

“What a good idea.” Annie looked between the seats at Antonio. “Maybe we can talk Tristão into doing a samba workshop before he leaves.”

“Great! You want to learn to samba too, Maury?”

“Uh. Sure.” Of course, he mostly hoped for private samba lessons. The thought of Tris’s flipping hips didn’t help Maury’s condition.

He pulled up in front of Danny and Laurie’s ranch house. Lights shone inside, but it seemed quiet. “Their housekeeper must not be there.”

Antonio said, “No. She mostly comes during the day.”

“You okay by yourself?”

“Hell yes. Come on.”

“Sorry.”

Antonio hopped out of the back, and Maury opened the driver’s door and got out. He gave Antonio a hug, and his brother didn’t seem to object. That was one thing about Hispanic families. They may have their prejudices, but affection between brothers wasn’t one of them. “So truth. You like it here?”

“Yeah. I really do.” He glanced at his boots. “I did like you said, and when a girl at school asked me if I had a girlfriend, I just said, ‘No, I’m gay.’ She said, ‘Aw damn,’ and we went right on talking. It was pretty great.” He grinned. “I think being around Laurie and Danny makes me brave.”

“That’s what I was hoping. I’m really glad.”

“Maury?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you think Tristão is gay?”

He sucked a breath to cover his need to stutter. “Even if bull riders are gay, they don’t often come out. It can be bad for the career.” Did Antonio notice he didn’t get his question answered?

Yes, he noticed. “But do you think he’s gay?”

“Maybe I should ask you why you think he is?”

Antonio gave him a look that said he knew deflection when he heard it, but he said, “Nothing that pretty ought to be straight.”

Maury laughed. “You’ve got a point. But be aware that Latinos, like us, can be pretty sensitive about shit like that.” Even if Maury was lying, that was still true. “I need to get Annie home. Have a good day in school, and I’ll see you soon.”

“For samba lessons.” He flashed the Garcia dimples.

“You can ask, and good luck with that.” Chuckling, he crawled back in the truck, and he and Annie watched Antonio key open the front door, wave, and go inside.

“How’s he doing?” Annie turned her eyes toward Maury.

“Good, I think. So far he hasn’t said anything about missing home, his friends, school, nothing. Of course, this is all new—”

“And he’s got a raging crush on Tristão.”

“True that. I’m hoping after Tris leaves that Antonio will move on to other pastures.” He pulled away from the ranch house toward the Bankses’ place.

“Sadly, that particular five-year age gap is a bad one. Boys grow up a lot in that time.”

“Yeah.” He didn’t want to think about the eight-year gap between him and Tristão.

“So you think Tristão’s gay?”

“That’s what Antonio thinks. He says nothing that beautiful could be straight.” He chuckled and stared ahead so his error of omission wouldn’t show on his face.

It was a short drive from Danny and Laurie’s to the Bankses’ ranch since the two parcels of land had originally been one. Maury’s brain kind of leaped around. He wanted to think about meeting Tris, but first he needed to say goodbye to Annie.

In front of the Bankses’ house, Maury left the truck running, jumped out, and circled to let Annie out. She slid to the ground, and he flashed his teeth.

She cocked her head. “So I can’t invite you in.” It wasn’t a question.

“I’m thinking I may go back to my ranch tonight. I’ve been enjoying myself, but I haven’t gotten anything done around my place on this trip. I have to start preparing for the next competition soon.”

“You have to come back.” She smiled. “For the samba lesson, if nothing else.”

“Maybe. Samba’s an essential skill for bull riders these days.”

She looked up at him and touched his cheek. “It’s been lovely, Maury. You’re a genuinely nice guy, and I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

The statement made it a little harder to breathe, but he said, “Me too.”

Her grin looked like that romance novel word, wistful. “Wish it could have been me. Come back and see us soon.” She stretched up and kissed his cheek, turned, and walked swiftly into the house without looking back.

The huge chunk of his nature that, ever since he was a kid, tried to make people happy, squeezed tight as a drum. The rest of him felt relieved. Before the war was decided, he forced himself to return to the driver’s seat, close the door, and step on the gas.

When he got to the road and turned toward the ranch, the sigh came on its own.




Chapter Nineteen

 

 

IT WAS a mile farther back to McIntyre than to Danny and Laurie’s. About halfway, Maury’s phone dinged with a text message. He hauled the thing out, made sure no cars were coming in either direction, and glanced at the screen. From Tris. His heart gave a hard slam and he pulled over to read it.

Can’t be gone when family comes and have to be back before morning.

Well shit. His dreams of a fun, relaxed night at his ranch poofed from his mind like a balloon over Bugs Bunny. Think. He texted back…

Will go to the room in the bunkhouse now. Come if you can.

No reply, but none was really required. He started up again and paused. He could just drive to his ranch, go to bed, and forget the whole thing. Yeah, the chances were zero. He pressed the accelerator. When he got to the ranch, he purposefully drove near the guest cottages and noticed the lights on in all the Silva rooms. So the group had all come back. The question was, how long would they stay awake? Or did Tris have his own room he could escape from?

Don’t get your hopes up.

He drove to the bunkhouse, parked behind it in a legitimate spot that wasn’t real obvious, grabbed his shaving case from the back where he always kept it, and walked quietly into the building and down the hall to the room they’d given him, the largest in the bunkhouse. There he tiptoed to the bathroom, although he didn’t hear anyone else in the building, peed, brushed his teeth, and took a quick shower—just in case—and put his jeans back on. Back in his room, he stashed his boots and shirt in the small closet, then turned off the lights and lay on top of the blankets in the narrow bed. If Tris did show up, it’d be a challenge finding a place to put both of them. A fun challenge.

He draped an arm across his eyes. What if he comes? Tris is a gay man who’s pretty much never had sex. I’m a so-called bisexual man who’s had a few adventures, but nothing much. Hell, blind leading the blind.

Oh well, we’ll figure it out if he shows up.

 

 

TRISTÃO WALKED slowly along the path that ran behind the guest cottages, drinking a cup of hot chocolate. Yes, the caffeine might keep him awake, but that shouldn’t be a problem. Just sneaking up on the idea of where he was going made his stomach flip. Nervous—excited—supernervous. If they’d been able to follow through with that kiss and hand job in the bathroom, he’d have been swept away enough to go with it. Now he had to choose to do this. Have sex with Maury Garcia.

Hell, certain parts of his body weren’t at all conflicted.

He wouldn’t be doing this if Xesús were there. His brother pretended to be his big supporter, but he watched Tristão constantly.

He doesn’t trust me. Of course, Xesús doesn’t trust anybody.

Tristão sauntered. Tried not to look anxious. He’d made a small show of being sleepy, gone into his room, and walked out the door from his bathroom that led to the back path. If someone saw him, he wanted to be able to say he just needed a cup of cocoa and some fresh air.

What do I need? Hell, he had so little experience, he barely knew.

As the walls of the bunkhouse took form out of the darkness, Tristão’s knees started to shake. For a second, he paused. Would it be better to not know what I’m missing? Fuck no.

He walked past the bunkhouse, then stepped into the deep shadows beside it. Maury had mentioned he had the biggest room in the bunkhouse, but Tristão didn’t exactly know where that was. Skirting the edge of the building, he headed for the front door. If he ran into somebody, he could probably say he was looking for Maury. It wasn’t that late.

Nobody hung around outside, so he opened the front door, which had a squeaky screen, stepped inside, and listened. No noise. There appeared to be five rooms plus two communal baths. The doors to the bathrooms and two of the bedrooms stood open and appeared unoccupied.

He kept walking and listening until he stopped and smiled. A soft snoring came from the last room in the hall, closest to the back bathroom. Clearly the best and most private room in the bunkhouse.

He glanced down the hall to be sure he was still alone, then tried the handle. It opened, and he peered in. In the soft moonlight from the window, Tristão could see that Maury lay on his side, one hand under his cheek like a child, wearing only his jeans. The soft glow of the bare skin of his shoulder and back was just visible.

Man, teeny bed.

And a unique opportunity.

He turned and quietly flipped the lock on the door, then stared at the wall for a minute. Am I doing this?

With a nod to himself, he turned, sat on the straight-back chair that stood against the wall, and pulled off his boots, then kept stripping until he was down to his jeans, like Maury. He paused. Oh what the hell. He yanked off the jeans and stood in his boxer briefs. Yes, if Maury had changed his mind, this would be embarrassing, but if he hadn’t, that was one less piece of complicated clothing they had to maneuver.

He wanted to close the curtains, but he also didn’t want to turn on the bedside lamp, and there didn’t appear to be anything softer. He compromised by closing half of the curtains. The half that was closest to the bed. That still left a soft wash of moonlight in the corner of the room. Sadly, it didn’t illuminate Maury’s hard, beautiful body, but maybe Tristão could proceed by touch.

The bed was close to the wall but not against it, probably for bed-making purposes, so Tristão slid beside the wall, then very slowly, like a hunting cat, climbed on the mattress behind Maury. He stretched out his legs and scooted until his whole body pressed against Maury’s bare back and denim-clad ass. What an ass.

Slowly, he pressed his palm against Maury’s behind and ran it over the taut, muscular buttocks. Bull riding was so much about the butt. It had to be padded enough to take the blows, but never mushy. Strong and able to grip.

Want to feel more.

He slipped a hand around Maury’s waist until he found the metal button and flicked it open, then, ever so slowly, slid down the zipper. Almost giggling, he slipped his fingers into the back of Maury’s now-gaping jeans. Good thing he didn’t wear them as tight as Tristão did. He explored with his fingers and found a lot of skin and no cotton, as in underwear. Holy God, he was bare under the jeans. He moaned softly as he reached farther and got a good part of his hand around the globe of a magnificent ass.

No hair, just silken skin and hard-as-stone muscle. Jesus Cristo, he wanted to fill both hands. Of course, while he was grabbing things, he could focus on other targets. I wonder how big he is. Will he expect to fuck me?

His hand slid over Maury’s bare hip—and stopped.

Maury wasn’t snoring anymore. In fact, he wasn’t asleep!

“No fair!” He smacked Maury on the shoulder.

Maury started to chuckle, soft and low, flipped on his back, and grabbed Tristão’s arm. “Just wanted to give you free rein.” He slid Tristão’s hand down his own front until his fingers touched a big, warm, fully erect penis. “I think that’s what you were looking for.”

Tristão inhaled. The thing was sticking out of the front of the gaping jeans, but Maury’s balls were still caught inside. “Take off your jeans.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” Maury raised his hips, shimmied the heavy denim down until his balls popped out, then kept going until the jeans were at his knees. He raised his legs one at a time and pulled the pants off, then tossed them on the floor.

“Wish I could have seen that maneuver in the light.”

Maury chuckled and pulled Tristão closer so his upper body was draped over Maury’s chest, but he left their lower bodies free. “Why? Want to see what my cock and balls look like?”

“Among other things.”

“Nice. Shall I turn on the light?”

“No. That could attract attention.”

“True. For tonight, we’ll be all sneaky and secretive.” He nuzzled Tristão’s neck.

Sadly, tonight was probably forever, but Tristão didn’t say that.

Maury whispered, “Take off your underwear.”

The words made him breathless. It took some gymnastics, but he pulled the tight boxer briefs off, and then…

Everything in him stilled as their nude bodies touched. Skin to skin. Like a long-held dream.

He’d had enough sexual experience to know he was gay, through and through. Maury had said he’d enjoyed sex with women, but Tristão couldn’t even imagine that. Still, his adolescent fumblings with other boys, always so carefully guarded, had been upright and almost fully clothed. He’d never come close to this moment before—in a bed, naked, with a man he desired.

Maury was very quiet too. Tristão couldn’t even hear him breathing, so maybe he wasn’t. He whispered, “This is kind of amazing.”

“Yeah.”

Maury gently ran a hand down the curve of Tristão’s back and onto his buttock. He chuckled.

“What?”

“If I hadn’t been convinced you were a bull rider by your scars and tough hands, I’d be sure by this amazing ass.”

Tristão wiggled it a little.

Maury made a soft, half-laughing moan. “You do that sometimes when you walk away from me. That little twitch of your butt. Do you do it because you know it makes me so hard I can’t fit in my jeans?”

“I’ll be sure to do it more often.” The fact that such a thing as “more often” probably didn’t exist skirted the edge of his thoughts, but he shoved it away. Not now. This is my moment.

A very slight crease that Tristão maybe saw between Maury’s dark brows in the faint light could mean that he’d had the same thought. Oh well, reality check.

Maury’s cherishing caress got a little more insistent, and his fingers slipped between Tristão’s buttcheeks.

“Whoa.” Tristão jumped.

Maury’s hand stilled. “Whoa as in stop?”

“No.” He swallowed. “Whoa as in what have I been missing?” He grinned even if his breath came fast, more in nervousness than passion.

Maury left his fingers in their intrusive position, but gently brushed the hair from Tristão’s forehead with his other hand. “Let’s compare notes, okay?”

Tris nodded.

“So I’ve had quite a few guys go down on me, but I only returned the favor a couple times when I was a lot younger and had someone I liked. Same with hand jobs and mutual masturbation. Mostly when I was young and trying to figure out what was up with me. Since I’ve been older, it’s been blow jobs up against the wall, usually in the dark so no one would recognize my face.” He shrugged. “Coward that I am.”

“So you’ve never done anal?”

He nodded. “With women and once with a guy.”

“I’ll bet there’s a story in that one man.”

“Yeah, though I’m not real proud of it. I’d always wanted to have butt sex with a man, but I was scared I’d be recognized. I mean anybody could get a blow job, but anal’s more of a thing. So this fan tracked me down at a hotel and waited in the hall outside my room. He asked if I’d ever fucked a guy. I said, truthfully, I never had. He begged me to fuck him. I got all huffy and crap but he kept at it, so I pulled him in the room, stripped on a condom, let him lube himself, then pounded him into next week. He yelled how good it was and begged me to do it again, but I knew if I did that, I’d have to admit how much I liked it. So I never saw the guy again.”

“Poor guy.”

“Yeah.” He caressed Tristão’s cheek idly with the backs of his fingers. “He was actually a pretty nice dude. I would have enjoyed fucking him some more, but like I said. Coward.”

“So do you really like sex with women the same as sex with men?”

His chest rose. “I don’t think I’ve ever said this out loud before, but no. I actually like men more. Always have. But since I can get it up for women, plus I like and admire women a lot, it’s always been easier to just take that route of least resistance.”

“So why isn’t Annie here in your bed?”

This time Tristão saw the frown clearly. “Because all the shit goes away when I’m around you. I’m not Mister Macho Bisexual.” He sighed huge. “All I want is you.”

Nervous, yes, but that declaration thrilled Tris down to the socks he wasn’t wearing.

Maury said, “Your turn.”

Tristão snuggled his head under Maury’s chin and made patterns on his bare chest with his fingers. “I’ve given and received oral sex, but like you, mostly when I was younger. By the time I was in college, I was also riding bulls, so I had to be careful and didn’t have much time, but I did have one lover at school. He, like me, had a family that would disown him if he came out, though he suspected that they knew and ignored his dalliances with guys as long as he continued to see women and did what his family wanted.”

“Dalliances? Never thought I’d hear that word used in a sentence.”

He gave Maury’s chest a smack. “So he and I did a lot of oral and hand stuff, but he was scared to fuck. I told him he could top, but he wouldn’t. I think he was afraid he’d like it. So I never did.”

“But you wanted to?”

“Yes.”

“Still want to?”

Tristão shook his head. “I’m afraid I’ll like it.” He smiled, a gentle turning of lips.

“Have you had sex with women?”

“No, never. It’s hard for me to imagine.”

“Jesus. And they expect you to just up and marry this woman in Brazil?”

Tris nodded. “Let’s not talk about that.”

Maury reached down, slipped his hands under Tristão’s arms, and pulled him up so they were lip-to-lip. “Let’s not talk at all.”

“Deal.”

Unlike the fast, hot groping in the men’s room, this was slow and probing, Maury’s tongue sliding into hidden recesses, then slipping out to nibble and taste. The feeling that there was no hurry lasted for about three sweet minutes, but then the rampant condition of their cocks interfered with the message, and they started rutting against each other. Maury’s tongue plunged deeper, and Tristão slid his hands down Maury’s body until he found his dick, grasped it, and began stroking. Oh man, long, silky, and so warm.

Maury pulled back and grinned. “I believe in equal-opportunity hand jobs.” He reached out, grabbed Tristão’s penis in one hand, then slid the callused fingers of the other around Tristão’s pumping hand. Of course, he couldn’t enfold the whole double package, but he made a good effort. He murmured, “Move your hand. Let me take over.”

Tristão slid his hand out, and Maury wrapped them both in his fist, and…

Oh my God! Tristão gasped as his head stretched up. The hard hotness. Like the best hand job, but more. Way more. Even the idea of two of their most sensitive parts being that close together made him want to come. “So perfect.”

“Oh man, I agree.” Maury pumped harder, his breath rasping in and out of his lips close to Tristão’s ear.

He couldn’t help it. He wrapped his fingers around the outside of Maury’s jerking fist and spurred him on. “More. Yes, Deus, more.”

Their hips thrust forward as their hands pumped and jerked, faster and faster.

Maury ground out, “Oh shit. Close.”

“Yes, so good. Don’t want it to stop.”

“Won’t. Come now, and we’ll suck in a few minutes.”

“Oh crap.”

“Yeah. Like that idea? Suck you till you dissolve all over me?”

Tristão gripped tighter, and he ratcheted their dual package like he was drilling for oil.

The geyser came in.

Maury threw his head back on the pillow, all the cords in his powerful neck standing out as he yelled, “Holy shit!” Hot cum squeezed between Maury’s fingers into Tristão’s palm. Just the feel of it made his head swim and his balls explode.

“Oh, oh Deus, oh God.” Revelation. Like maybe he’d never even had a taste of sex ever before. His mind and heart filled with light while his balls pulsed with life and jet after jet exploded into their joined hands.

Tristão heard himself giggling but couldn’t stop. His hand felt so wonderfully sticky as the hard bundle it’d been grasping began to soften.

“What?” Maury smiled against his neck.

“It tickles.”

“What?”

“Our deflating hard-ons.” He giggled again.

Maury laughed, and the bouncing of his belly and rumble in his chest made Tristão snicker even more.

“You feel good?” Maury whispered.

“Oh yeah.” He snuggled closer. “I guess we better figure out a way to wash our hands.”

“Cum is so sticky. It might lock us together, and they’d never be able to get us apart.”

Weirdly, that made Tristão hot behind the eyes. What would it be like to spend his life with Maury? Live like Rand and Kai or Danny and Laurie, in their own house with friends they didn’t have to hide from and quiet nights full of love. The thought made his chest hurt.

Maury’s breathing got deeper.

“I can’t fall asleep. I have to get back to my room before anyone notices I’m gone too long.”

“But I want to suck you.” He nibbled Tristão’s ear.

“We’ll have to save it for another time.”

“But my lips are here, and your cock is here.” He chuckled.

Tristão tilted his head up and tried to see Maury’s eyes in the very dim light. “My cock is hiding, and my brain would be too worried that someone would come looking for me.”

Maury nodded against Tristão’s cheek. “Yeah, I get it. Hard to relax and enjoy when you’re hiding. The story of my life.”

“But we’ll make it happen. I promise.” Somehow he was going to make that come true.




Chapter Twenty

 

 

DAMN, IT’S late. Tristão walked back to his cabin and tried to look like he wasn’t rushing. He didn’t have hot chocolate as an excuse this time. When he approached the cabins occupied by his family, all the lights were off. Good.

Slowly, he opened the back door to his own bathroom, stepped inside, took off his clothes in the dark, and pulled on the cotton sleep pants he had hanging on the back of the door. He turned on the water in the sink and gave it a minute to warm up, then plunged his hands, still caked with dried cum, under the water. It made him a little sad to wash them. Now he knew how teenage girls felt who got kissed by their rock-star idols and never wanted to wash their faces. He grabbed a washcloth, wet it under the faucet, then wrung it out and wiped his slightly sticky genitals, following up with another rinse and a swipe under the arms for good measure. He’d shower in the morning. Meanwhile he liked smelling like Maury. God, wish I could smell like him every night.

The sad hopelessness of that wish slammed him so hard in the chest, he fell against the wood wall of the bathroom and pressed a hand against his sternum. Even if they’d both been out and proud and had families who supported them, the fact was, Maury lived in California and Tristão in Brazil. And of course they weren’t out and would likely lose their families and everything in their lives they’d learned to value if they took that step.

At the same time, he couldn’t wish he was straight. He couldn’t even imagine it. What he wished was that he was free to be who he was. To love who he wanted. And would that be Maury?

Yeah. Sad to even think it, but it would.

He pushed away from the wall and sighed as he opened the door into his bedroom—and gasped. Sitting in the easy chair beside the door to the main room of their big family cabin was his mother.

For a second, his stomach hit the floor; then resentment swamped everything. “Excuse me, Mother, but what the hell are you doing here?”

She looked shocked. Obviously she’d expected him to respond as a dutiful son. Fuck that.

Tristão took a step forward. “Did you somehow imagine that you have a right to spy on me despite the fact that I’m a grown man?” He spoke in English, and she responded the same way.

“I was concerned.”

“About what? That I was consumed by the marshmallows in my hot chocolate?”

She frowned. “No, that you were more badly affected by your concussion than anyone suspected and passed out somewhere in the dark.”

He sighed and sat on the corner of his bed. “I’m fine. I feel well. I went out for hot chocolate and ended up talking to Maury Garcia about bull riding.”

His mother was quiet. “You like him.” No question in the statement.

“Yes. I was a fan before I met him. I still am.”

“What do you like about him?”

He looked at her, so striking and strong as she sat in the light of the soft reading lamp beside the chair. “He’s a great bull rider, for one thing. Other champions come and go, but Garcia’s steady. He doesn’t go for flash. He’s got amazing balance, and his instincts for reading a bull are unmatched.”

“So you admire his professional skills?”

“Yes, but he’s also a good man. He cares for his family.”

“I gathered that. Apparently he moved his brother here because the boy is gay.”

“Yes. His uncle is very homophobic, and Maury feared for Antonio’s safety.”

She was quiet for a minute. What the hell does she want?

She said, “How does he happen to have so many homosexual friends?”

Tristão bit the inside of his cheek to keep from screaming. He said, “You sound like your father.” He gave her a look that she had to interpret as disgust. Good. “He made friends with Danny Boone in the PBRA and helped him. Danny had great promise, but he gave it all up to have Laurie. Rand and Kai are Danny’s friends.” He sighed. “Maury’s older brother was gay, and he died. I think Maury felt like helping Danny was paying back a debt.” He glanced up and met her eyes. “So what?”

She held up a hand. “So nothing. So many of your cowboy associates are prejudiced. It’s unusual to see one who isn’t.”

“Like I said. He’s a good man.” Suddenly he looked up. “Am I justifying my friendship with Maury Garcia to you?”

Her lips turned up slightly. “I don’t know. Are you?”

He released a long, and he hoped long-suffering, breath.

They fell silent for a minute, and then she said, “I’d like you to go to San Francisco and visit the company offices there.”

What? Talk about conversation whiplash. “Why?”

She shrugged. “It’s one of our most successful offices. I’d love your opinion on how we can extend the brand to the US customer.”

“I don’t know when I’d go exactly. I ride in Texas next weekend.”

“You’re in the US now. I’m sure you can find a gap in your busy schedule.” She raised a perfectly arched brow.

“I’ll try.”

“Good.” She rose. “I’m sorry if I appeared to be monitoring your movements or your friendships. That wasn’t my intention.”

Like hell it wasn’t. “I apologize for my misapprehension.”

“You’re forgiven.” She stepped over, kissed his cheek, and gave him a brief evaluating look he didn’t understand. “I’ll tell Richard Carr to expect you in San Francisco to review the office this Wednesday. That will give you time to fly to Texas or whatever God-forsaken place you go next.”

“I promised I’d teach samba first.”

“So teach it. Just be in San Francisco Wednesday.”

He frowned. “I thought this was my vacation.”

The level gaze never faltered. “You’ve had your vacation.” She turned and left his room.

He stared at the closed door. He’d mustered some mighty tomates against his mother, and she’d still had the last word. Am I prepared to do the same with my grandfather?

What about with Xesús?

 

 

“SAMBA IS sometimes called the Brazilian Waltz because it’s a three-step. One, two, three. Like the waltz where you rise on the middle step, in the samba there’s a bounce. So it’s more of a one, uh, two, three, uh, four.” He demonstrated with a forward basic move, followed by a backward basic.

All Tristão’s students lined up: Danny and Laurie, and Rand and Kai. Manolo danced with Felicia. And somehow Lani had corralled Antonio to dance with her. At the moment, Annie was partnering Tristão, and Aliki was faking it on his own. Tristão’s mother was walking around giving pointers when she wasn’t dancing with Jose. The family with the teenage boy had already left the ranch, and the brothers chose to sit out the lesson. Tristão’s grandfather was reading a book in the fading sunshine. No sign of Maury. Chicken.

After their night at the cowboy bar, Antonio hadn’t let up on Tristão about the dance lessons, so as promised, he set up an evening lesson in the dining hall. They moved back the table and had room for all of them.

But he was frustrated he hadn’t been able to keep his other promise—finding a way to meet Maury again. Tristão’s cock seemed like it was in a constant state of expectation. Still, finding his mother waiting for him the other night had made him extra vigilant. He wasn’t sure his offense-is-the-best-defense approach would work a second time.

He glanced toward the doors and sighed. Knowing Maury was likely in the bunkhouse a few minutes away drove Tristão crazy.

He clicked the Play button, and samba music filled the room. He’d chosen a medium-slow samba so they’d be challenged but not end up in a heap on the floor. “Okay, one, uh, two, three, uh, four.” He took Annie into a close hold and demonstrated.

Of course, Rand and Kai picked it up immediately. Surprisingly, the other standouts were Antonio and Lani. Lani was so quiet, but being Hawaiian, she had hula experience and lots of body control. Antonio, it turned out, was a good salsa dancer, so he picked up samba fast.

Everybody laughed and flailed around, with Aliki bounding between couples, shaking his hips and bumping them. Guys danced with guys, and Annie and his mom ended up launching into some new steps, but nobody seemed to care. It was actually fun.

The door opened, and all that relaxation blew away. Maury stood there looking sexy. Like maybe he’d taken a nap and was flaunting how lucky at least a couple of people in that room would have been if they’d been with him.

Aliki bumped and wiggled his way to Maury. “Come on, Uncle Maury, time to samba.”

Maury gave a quick glance toward Tristão, then held out his arms to Aliki, who flitted around, doing more playing than dancing.

After a couple minutes of playtime, Tristão’s mom marched over to Maury. “Aliki, I think I should take over.”

Aliki’s eyes widened. “Yes, ma’am.”

She gave Maury a challenging look, but he grinned the easygoing Garcia smile and took her in a close hold.

“It’s a simple one-and-two step.” She demonstrated.

“Yes, ma’am. I watched you and Tris at the bar the other night.”

“Good. Look right here.” She pointed at her eyes.

He fixed her with a direct stare, and…. Son of a bitch. Had he been practicing in his room? He stepped out, and that tight ass started moving, flipping even as he led her through the basic steps, then started branching out. He did a side step, then spun her out into a twirl. Clearly he was improvising from other dances he knew, but they all worked.

It took a few minutes, but Tris’s mother started to smile.

Everybody clapped and then went back to their own dancing—including Tristão’s dick. Swinging Maury hips were more than his overanxious libido could take.

Annie sashayed over to him. “I lost my partner.” She grinned and raised her arms. He took hold of her, but his jeans were tight, and the position called attention to his condition. Hopefully, she’d keep looking in his eyes.

They danced across the floor, and he tried to watch Annie and the others, but his eyes kept straying to Maury, who had obviously gained Tristão’s mother’s begrudging admiration.

Annie said, “Who knew he’d be so good a dancer?”

Tristão tried to smile. “It’s the Latin genes.”

“Or the cowboy jeans.” She glanced down at Tristão’s tight black denim and maybe got a slightly wider grin. His face heated. With a flip of his hips, he turned and danced away from her.

The music that he’d purposely mashed up into a continuous play segued to a rhumba rhythm. Hell no! He sprang toward his phone.

Laurie said, “No, leave it. This is the first dance I know how to do.”

Tristão said, “Rhumba is a Cuban dance.”

“We’re equal-opportunity Latin.” Laurie grinned.

Rand and Kai immediately broke into the slow, sensuous, hip-gyrating dance. Laurie gave Danny rhumba lessons, while Antonio backed away, looking too embarrassed to keep dancing with Lani. The samba was sexy, but in a flirty, athletic way. Rhumba was intercourse standing up.

Of course, Tristão’s mother took hold of Maury. Tristão wanted to strangle her or run screaming from the room.

Maury obviously knew the dance and swung into the slow, graceful, hopelessly erotic movements, his ass swinging in sinuous gyrations.

Tristão stared. He couldn’t drag his eyes from Maury. Vaguely, he was aware of Annie walking away from him, but he couldn’t move. Everything in him wanted to grab Maury and find out what those hips would feel like thrusting into his ass. His groin throbbed, the rough denim pressing so hard against his erection he could feel it through the cotton of his briefs.

Suddenly, the music changed to a wild salsa rhythm. Manolo leaped in from the kitchen and gave a yell, and Antonio picked it up as they jumped back on the open floor and started dancing with each other.

Tristão couldn’t get with the program. He felt like someone was holding his head underwater, and he’d soon drown. Air. He needed air. With a gasp, he walked through the swinging door into the kitchen and out the back door. Sucking breath after breath, he thrashed away from the building into the stand of trees that protected the back of the ranch from the wind, threaded his way through the trucks, and came to the barn.

Inside it was dark, cool, and smelled like horses, earthy and sweet. Everyone saw me go. Estúpido. What do they think?

The sound of footsteps, light and quick, came from outside the open barn door. My mother. He sighed.

“Tristão?”

Not his mother. “In here, Annie.”

She walked into the soft gloom. “Hey, you okay?”

“Fine. I got too warm and needed air.”

She grinned. “Horse-smelling air?”

He shrugged. “How do you happen to be the one rescuing me?”

“We drew straws.” She laughed. “Actually, your mom was heading to the door, and Laurie suggested it might be better for a more neutral party to come check on you.”

“He’s got balls of steel.”

“Oh yeah.” She leaned against the wall, next to him. “So you like it here.”

“What?”

“At the ranch.” She looked up. “You like it here with the horses and cowboys?”

“I’m used to horses and cowboys.”

“But you like these cowboys especially?”

He looked at her. What was her point?

“Funny that your mother chose this guest ranch for your vacation.”

“The food is highly praised in reviews. My mother likes good food.”

She smiled. “I’m sure. How much longer do you get to stay?”

“Not very long. My mother wants me to check out her company in San Francisco before I leave for Texas. I should probably drive tomorrow and then fly to Texas from the city.” God, that made his stomach clench.

“That’s Beleza, correct?”

He nodded.

“I can only imagine how exciting it would be to work for a company like that.”

“I’m sure they need mathematicians.” He raised an eyebrow at her.

“No. I’m a confirmed academic. But I think it’d be great for you.” She smiled big.

He barked a laugh. “Anything to rid the world of another bull rider.”

“I like you. I think it’d be very hard not to. I want you to have some happiness.”

And there it was. She was a meddler, but her interference was so kindhearted and caring, you couldn’t hold it against her. “Thank you.” For some reason, his mouth wouldn’t close. “But my family has my future pretty well mapped out.”

She cocked her head. “More bull riding?”

“That or go home, marry the appointed woman, and move into my mother’s company.”

“You’re kidding?”

“No.” He looked into her astonished face. “I know arranged marriages aren’t so common in the US, but in Brazil, they’re still, as you say, a thing.”

“But….” She frowned and seemed to be warring with herself. Finally she said, “So it’s one or the other? You can stay on the back of a bull, but if you get off, your future awaits?”

“Something like that. My grandfather has great influence in the family. He approves of bull riding, so I get to continue. But for anything else, he won’t prevail against his daughter, my mother.”

She gave him a side glance. “I think that’s like a Brazilian version of The Red Shoes.”

He frowned, then snorted. “Ah yes, stop bull riding and I die.”

“Exactly. I’m surprised that bull riding is so accepted in your family.”

“Raising bucking bulls has given us great international prestige. Plus it’s a sport in which Brazilians like Moraes and Pacheco frequently prevail over Americans. Of course it’s popular.”

“You hope to do the same?”

He looked her in the eyes. “I just keep dancing.”

She reached up and touched his cheek. “Take my arm, and let’s go back laughing. It will cement the story that you were looking for some fresh air. Plus it’ll keep them guessing about what we were doing out here.”

He slipped his arm through hers and started walking. How would he let Maury know that he was leaving?




Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

MAURY TRIED not to stare as Tristão and Annie returned, laughing and talking as if Tris hadn’t run out a half hour before looking like he was going to barf and sporting an erection the size of Nevada.

For four nights, Maury’d fallen asleep in the bunkhouse hoping he wouldn’t be alone when he woke up. No such luck. Every day, Maury helped out with the guests, but the one guest he wanted to see was being herded and occupied by his mother and brother. Apparently that stretched all night too. Maury wanted to scream and rant at Tristão for being so fucking cautious, but Maury was no better. He hadn’t even told his best friends that he was gay—or at least gay for Tristão Silva. The days were ticking away, and he had to get to Texas on Thursday. Friday at the latest. Of course, Tristão would be there too—and so would Xesús. Shit.

Senora Silva walked up to Tristão and Annie and started talking to them, looking serious. Tris was frowning but nodding in agreement. A couple minutes later he followed her out of the dining hall, casting one glance back at Maury. Hell and damnation!

Annie sidled up beside him. “Hi.”

“Hi.”

“There’s something I think you should know.” She grinned.

 

 

THE SUN had barely risen when Tristão loaded the last of his gear into the rented SUV. The drive from Chico to San Francisco took about three hours, and he had planned an early start since he had a special stop to make. He looked up as his mother walked down the steps from the cabin. Despite the hour, she was perfectly put together, as always.

“Richard is expecting you for lunch. Then he’ll take you on a tour of the office and go over the figures on the current market. I’ll be interested in your reaction.”

That was her way of saying he better not blow this off. “I look forward to it.” That wasn’t 100 percent a lie. He was interested in business, especially if it was a Silva business.

“So you’ll fly to God Knows Where, Texas, after the meeting?”

He laughed. “That’s the plan. And I fly to Houston, so it’s not exactly remote.”

She waved a hand. “Yes. Yes. Kiss your brother for me. I hope the woman he’s chosen to spend time with over his family is worth the trouble.”

Tristão cocked half a smile. “She may be a combination of Madame Curie and Michelle Obama, but the way Xesús treats women, I doubt anyone serious would last more than a week with him.”

She sighed. “At least you’ll marry well.” She patted his arm, and he shuddered. She stretched up for a kiss. “Drive safely.”

He nodded and climbed in the car. Even his general disgust with her regulation of his life couldn’t quell his joy as he pointed the SUV toward the address that Maury had texted him. Apparently, Annie had told Maury that Tristão was driving to San Francisco, taking the decision on when and how to tell Maury he was leaving out of Tristão’s hands. Why she’d decided to play matchmaker, he wasn’t sure, but he was grateful.

It took almost an hour, but finally he pulled in front of a low ranch house fronted by a wide porch with two rocking chairs positioned on it. Just looking at them made longing spring up in his chest.

He parked and got out at the same time as the front door opened. Maury waved a hand. “Welcome.”

“Thank you.” He glanced around but saw no one. No ranch hands or employees. Tristão walked up the steps, and Maury moved aside to let him into the front door. Wow. The entry had a view straight through to wide windows at the back of the house that looked over acres of open pastures dotted with clumps of trees. “You could raise bulls on that property.” He looked up, startled that he’d said that out loud.

“Yeah, well, I could raise lots of things on it, but I don’t because I’m always somewhere else and don’t know much about raising anything.”

The door closed behind Tristão, and two strong hands gripped his shoulders.

Yes! He turned to be scooped up in Maury’s arms and kissed with wild enthusiasm, an emotion he shared down to his soul. He couldn’t get Maury deep enough in his mouth or close enough to his body for his satisfaction, and he made mewling noises trying to crawl inside Maury’s skin.

Suddenly, Maury pulled his mouth away and dropped to his knees.

“What?” Tristão grabbed his hair and tried to pull him back up.

“Unh-uh.” Maury fumbled, unfastening Tristão’s belt and waistband, then slid down his zipper, dug a hand inside, and had his fully erect cock out in less than a flash. Before Tris could even react, his cock was down Maury’s throat.

“Holy shit!” He gripped Maury’s head, and thrust his hips so hard Maury ought to be strangled, but he couldn’t stop. Dreams coming true lit up the room with color. “Oh yes, yes, Deus, yes.”

The days of longing, frustration, and anticipation built up in his balls like a lava flow ready to erupt. Maury opened wide, pressed Tristão’s dick as far as anatomy allowed, and then swallowed. Swallowed him to heaven.

“Shiiiiit! Going to—”

His breath froze, his mouth opened on a silent scream, his hips stuttered, and the world went black, then white, as he shot everything in him straight down Maury’s throat.

“Oh my God.” His knees buckled, and he folded to the floor. Maury caught him, chuckling softly. Tristão murmured, “I thought we had all night.”

“Life’s short. Eat dessert first.” He gathered Tristão into his arms, and they sat, rocking and humming, for fifteen minutes.

When they finally made it to the car, Maury helped Tristão into the passenger seat and took the wheel. Tristão said, “You’re not on the rental contract.”

“No, but I’m at least three-quarters conscious.” He laughed, started toward the freeway, and for over three hours Tristão dozed, held Maury’s hand, and pretended this was how life would always be.

 

 

MAURY LAY on his back on the hotel bed in his room, underline his. They’d both figured the better part of valor was getting two rooms in case Senora Silva learned that Maury had bummed a ride from Tris. Everything in him wanted to scream, “We’re grown men, and we’ll sleep where we fucking want.” Why can’t I get there?

For one thing, he’d never out Tris on purpose. Beyond that? How much would the PBRA hate that he was gay? His fans?

No way around it. The answer was lots.

A soft tap on the door practically elevated him off the bed. For all the trauma of yesterday and tomorrow, tonight was theirs. He opened the door, and Tris stood there looking beyond yummy in a black suit, polished black boots, and his silky hair pulled into a queue at his neck.

Maury grinned, “Look at you, Mr. Businessman.”

He walked in the door, and Maury closed it behind him. “This is the way I dress at home, except when I’m riding. We’re somewhat more formal.

“You’re gorgeous is what you are.”

That got him a flash of white teeth.

“How about I take you out to dinner and show you off?”

“Sounds like fun.”

“I made a reservation at the rooftop restaurant. That way, we can eat without getting too far from a bed.”

Tris moved closer and whispered in Maury’s ear, “I seem to remember I’m on account in the blow job department.”

“Umm, we’ll get there. But my primary goal is someone getting into someone’s ass.”

Tristão inhaled and grabbed his cock through the beautiful wool of the pants. “Don’t do that unless you want me to ruin the suit.”

Maury laughed. “Okay, food it is. Then we’ll carefully hang up the suit for the next round.”

“Deal.” He leaned in for a soft kiss. Maury would have happily followed up, but who knew when they’d ever get another dinner date? Hell, who knew when they’d get to do anything together again?

“I’ll go get dressed a little fancier. Then you can tell me how the meeting went.”

“How about if I go collect the reservation and wait for you on the roof?”

The sadness of that idea kicked Maury in the balls, but he nodded. “Probably best.”

Fifteen minutes later, wearing his own western-cut suit and his best boots, he approached the silver-haired maître d’ at the restaurant.

“Good evening sir. Can I help you?”

“Yeah. Reservation for Garcia, for two.”

“Oh yes, your guest is already here. He’s waiting in the bar, I believe.”

“I’ll go get him.”

“Excellent. Your table’s ready. Just come back to me, and I’ll take you there.”

Maury walked to his right into the bar—and paused. For a second, he felt like Richard Gere seeing Julia in the red dress for the first time. Tristão sat at the bar, the soft illumination from the table lamps installed on the countertop shining on his amazing cheekbones and accentuating the exotic shape of his eyes.

His right hand came up in a gesture. He was talking. Maury’s eyes traveled to the side and landed on a guy who looked vaguely familiar. Maybe from the PBRA. The man had a cowboy look, although he wore jeans and a sports coat.

Maury hesitated.

Tristão looked up, immediately cast his eyes to the side, reached into his pocket, and pulled out money. Then he stuck out his hand to the guy, who shook it.

Maury stepped back so he wasn’t clearly visible at the bar, then walked back to the host. “My friend’s just paying his check. Would you show me the table and bring him in when he gets here.”

“Certainly, sir.” He led Maury to a table for two by the window. Fantastic view of the whole city. Not especially private, but none of the tables were really out of sight.

“This is great. Thank you.”

The waiter held his chair and he sat, his stomach flipping. Man, what would he give to feel relaxed and comfortable having dinner with the man he—holy shit! He took his own breath away with his uncompleted thought. Don’t get ahead of yourself.

He ran a hand over his face, which still hurt but not so badly.

“You okay?”

He looked up at Tris, who stood with the maître d’. “Great, thanks. Good to see you.”

Tris smiled. “You too.” He took the other chair with the host’s assistance.

The host nodded. “What can I tell your waiter you’d like to drink?”

Maury said, “I think we have to make Laurie proud and order champagne.”

Tristão glanced toward the bar. “Not for me, thanks. I’ll just take a glass of zinfandel.”

“Red or white, sir?”

He frowned. “Red.”

The host grinned. “Of course, sir. Just checking.”

Maury said, “I’ll have a beer. Bohemia if you have it.”

“Of course, sir.” He walked away.

Maury asked, “Who was that guy in the bar?”

“Irv Handel. He’s a rider with the PBRA. A friend of that guy, Ben, who’s always hanging around with my brother.”

“Why’s he here?”

Tris scowled toward the bar. “He wasn’t real specific, but he makes me antsy.”

“Don’t worry. We’re just two friends who happened to meet up in Chico and rode to San Francisco together. No big deal.”

He nodded. “Right.”

“So how did your meeting go?”

“Oh. Good. Really good. My mother’s vice president in charge of North America is a creative guy. He’s got some good ideas for increasing the competitive position against the big American beauty companies. I enjoyed the discussion.”

Maury grinned. “What does he think of taking advice from a bull rider?”

“He doesn’t seem to mind, but I imagine that’s because the bull rider happens to be his boss’s son.” He shrugged. “Still, he gets points for being open-minded.”

A waiter approached, and they both ordered sole piccata. Tris glanced uncomfortably at the bar a couple more times, but finally seemed to relax and enjoy his “date.”

As they both had another drink with their dinners, they increased the little touches and pats that happened seemingly accidentally, until Maury’s pants got so tight he could barely sit still.

Their waiter came to the table after their plates had been cleared. “Can I interest you in dessert?”

Maury grinned. “No thanks. I’ve had a lot of dessert today already.”

Tris snorted, then recovered and said, “None for me either, thanks.”

“Just the check.” Maury made a signing motion.

When Maury had signed the meal to his room, they made a big show of shaking hands and slapping each other’s shoulders. Tristão left the restaurant, and Maury asked the host where the sundries shop was, then walked conspicuously toward it. He actually bought a couple of bottles of water before he got on the elevator and practically salsaed his way to his floor, he was so anxious.

When he finally let himself in his room, he burst into a huge smile. Tristão lay on his bed, stark naked, slowly stroking his own erection. Maury leaned against the wall. “You seem to have something in mind, gorgeous.”

“Um-hum.”

“And what might that be?”

“To know what it’s like to have you buried deep inside me.” He said it with such innocent sexiness, Maury had to grab his chest.

“I feel pretty sure we can work that out.” He walked to the bedside table where he’d stashed an extralarge bottle of lube and a box of condoms, pulled them out, and tossed them on the bed. He smiled. “Great minds.” He tapped a finger against his temple.

Tristão’s Adam’s apple bounced with his hard swallow.

Maury sat on the side of the bed. “You can change your mind at any time. If you want to fuck me, I’m game. If you want the opposite, we go super slow and see if you like it. Okay?”

Tris nodded and kept polishing that flagpole.

Maury paused. He wanted to do everything at once—undress, kiss Tris, dim the lights a little. Maybe getting out of his suit would make Tristão feel less nervous. He pulled off the jacket, tossed it on the chair, then yanked his shirt from his pants and unbuttoned it.

As he slipped the shirt off his shoulders, Tris said, “I’d like to make a map of all your scars with a legend that describes how each one happened.” He flipped on his side and leaned on his hand, watching, letting his upright friend lie on the bed beside him.

Maury snorted. “That’d be a pretty sad litany.” He perched and pulled off his boots.

“Maybe we could compare maps?” Tris smiled.

“Now that sounds promising.” Maury stood and, with a final flourish, pulled off his trousers and laid them over the chair arm.

Tris laughed. “You do like to go without underwear.”

Maury leaped on the bed. “It’s called commando because it allows an immediate attack when an opportunity arises.”

“Really?”

“No idea.” He scooted until they were nose-to-nose and lip-to-lip. He insinuated a hand down Tris’s torso and whispered against Tris’s mouth, “Mind if I take over?”

“No objections.”

He slid his hand around that long, warm appendage. “Being raised with bulls must have had an effect.”

Tris laughed and smacked Maury’s arm lightly. “You’ll make me blush.”

“Umm, I hope so.” He leaned down and licked the beautiful head poking from beneath its turtleneck. “I almost never see another uncut man, even in the locker room. Nice.”

“You too?”

“Um-hum.” He nuzzled and explored with lips and tongue.

Tristão made a mewling sound. “Can we move faster, please? I worked myself up for this, and I don’t want too much time to chicken out.”

“Chickening is allowed.”

He shook his head emphatically. “Faster.”




Chapter Twenty-Two

 

 

TRISTÃO’S WISH. Maury’s command. Maury swallowed that enticing dick whole.

Tris yelled, “Nooo. I’ll come. I’ll—”

Maury popped off his lips. “Want you ready. Crazy.”

“Already ready.” He giggled.

Maury went back to licking, but less intently as he felt for the lube. When he pried off the cap, he sat up and filled one palm.

Tristão stared at him with fixed, wide eyes.

Maury slicked a finger, and Tris grabbed one leg and pulled it up, almost beside his ear.

“Whoa, been practicing our yoga, have we?” Maury chuckled.

“Samba makes you limber.”

“Umm, speaking of samba….” Maury gently waggled his lube-covered finger at Tris’s opening, then slid in. Tris gasped and closed his eyes. Maury kept talking like nothing was out of the ordinary. “Did you plan those lessons to drive me over the edge and have to go back to my lonely bed and jerk off for the whole night dreaming about your sambaing ass?”

“Of course. Number one thing it says in the samba teacher’s handbook. Drive men crazy.” His voice came in gasps as Maury inserted a bigger dollop of lube and ran his finger in and out of Tris’s softening channel.

“I’ll beat those other guys off with a bullwhip, baby.”

“Do it! Chase any other men away. Keep me all to yourself.” His head thrashed and hips thrust up as Maury increased his pace, but the words almost stopped him. Oh Jesus, if only that could come true.

Maury took a breath and replaced one finger with two well-lubed digits.

Tris stilled for a moment as the larger intruder slid in but soon was yelling and begging for more. Maury obliged with a third finger, but his own cock actually hurt, and the chances of ejaculating without so much as a touch increased with each hotter-than-shit moment.

Fact was, he was scared. The only time he’d had sex with a man, the other guy had been experienced and the instigator. Like he’d told Tris, he wasn’t real proud of that encounter, but he hadn’t had a lot riding on it. This was different. This was the “first time” for a good, kind, and beautiful guy whom Maury cared about. A lot. He wanted it to be good, but it wasn’t like he was any master of gay sex.

“Maury!”

“Wh-what?”

“Stop thinking and fuck me!”

Maury opened his mouth to argue, then started to laugh, pulled on a condom, pushed Tristão’s other leg back, positioned his dick at the very well-lubed target, and pressed just a little. Nothing.

“Maury!”

Another breath and he pushed a little harder. The area stretched a little more… more… and finally, in he went.

Oh. My. God.

Hot, tight, engulfing; being inside Tris swamped Maury with tingling pleasure and almost overwhelming feelings. He pressed harder, but very, very slowly.

Tristão was breathing hard.

Maury murmured, “Pleasure or pain?”

“Some of each.”

“Shall I pull out?”

“N-no. Just wait.”

Maury rested his lips against Tristão’s neck and inhaled the sweet citrusy smell, along with sweat and musk. Every instinct screamed to push that cock as deep as he could get it, but he held tight and inhaled. This is all about him. Just him.

“More.”

“What?”

“A little more.”

Maury gazed into Tris’s deep blue eyes. “Okay.” He pressed a little harder and watched Tristão blink back pain, but then he inhaled sharply and his eyes closed.

“Pain?”

“No. Oh man. More.”

Maury grinned. Good old prostate. He positioned his hips and thrust a few times, short and sharp.

Tris’s head stretched back. “Oh!”

Maury pulled out to the tip and this time pressed in slowly and deeply, then short, short, short, over the prostate. Tris panted and moaned, but it was every bit as freaking hot for Maury. Holy God, the friction in that tight channel stimulated every nerve until his balls shrieked with the need to come, but he gritted his teeth and held back. Long and slow, then fast and faster. Long and slow, then fast….

“Shit! Mãe de Deus!” Tristão’s head raised, his eyes widened, he froze with his mouth open—then spurts of cum shot from his cock, the first hitting him on his own chin, then decorating his chest with splashes as he moaned long and deep.

Just the sight of the pleasure lighting up Tris’s beautiful face did it for Maury. His relieved balls gave up, and he shot into the condom lining Tristão’s sweetness as he shuddered in an ecstasy he never knew was possible.

When he stopped shaking, Maury collapsed forward and landed on Tristão’s squishy chest. They both panted and giggled—the only description that fit the sound.

Gradually, Maury stopped gasping, and his heart rate returned to some range not requiring life support. “Wow. Just wow.”

Tris nodded against Maury’s cheek.

Maury managed to lower the giggle to a chuckle. “I could use a whole lot more of that.”

Tris tensed just a little, then seemed to let go. “Think we can work that out?”

“I’m not sure, but I—”

The slamming on the hotel door came so sharp and loud, they both jumped, grabbed sheets, and wound up sitting.

“Wetback, let me in. I know he’zh in there. You can’t hide. God damn you, fag ashhole.”

Tris turned white and seemed to stop breathing.

Maury gave his arm a little shake. He mouthed the word “hide,” then shooed him toward the bathroom. Finally, Tris quit acting like a rock and scooted off the bed, grabbed his clothes, and ran to the half-open door, seemed to think better of it, then slid into the closet, grabbing the blankets from the top shelf as he went. Rustling suggested he was unfolding them.

Okay, maybe less obvious.

The hammering and drunken yelling continued.

Maury staggered from the bed and called, “What in the bloody hell are you doing, you crazy bastard?” Quickly, he looked around, grabbed underwear from a drawer, and pulled it on. A lot of guys slept in underwear. He stacked the pillows on the bed like one guy had been using them, left the closet door cracked open, and crossed his fingers. The room probably reeked of sex, but nothing he could do about that. He marched over and opened the door.

Xesús stood outside with that dude, Ben, and the guy who’d been talking to Tristão in the bar. Asshole.

Maury stepped forward pugnaciously. “What the hell are you doing? I’m calling security. I was sound a-fucking-sleep, you asshole.” He turned and walked toward the phone.

All three of them crowded inside the door as Maury ignored them and headed for the phone. He glanced back as he picked it up. They all looked a little less sure of themselves. Xesús was clearly the drunkest—and the meanest.

“Where ish he?” Xesús stalked a couple of steps toward Maury.

Maury put his finger on the disconnect button. “If you’re talking about your brother, have you tried his room? The bar? When I left him after dinner, he said he was tired. Beyond that, no clue.”

“Why wazh you having dinner wif him?”

“Duh! He offered me a ride to San Francisco. It seemed to me the least I could do was feed him.”

“Why wazh you riding—”

Maury stepped forward, fists clenched. “Look, if you want the whole fucking story, ask Tristão. My brother works at the ranch where they were staying. I ran into them, Tris offered me a ride, I paid him back with a meal. An expensive meal, I might add, so if you want to reimburse me, asshole, we can forget the whole thing ever happened.” He shot a hand toward the door. “Now get the fuck out of my room before I tell security three guys broke in and tried to mug me.”

“Dij’u fuck him?” Xesús almost fell over and Ben caught him.

“Come on, Xesús,” Ben said. “Give it up.”

Maury snarled, “As obsessed as you are with gay men, Silva, I’d look in the fucking mirror if I were you.”

Xesús barged forward, and Maury stepped out to meet him, but the other two guys hauled Silva back.

The guy who’d been in the bar said, “Sorry, Garcia. I didn’t mean to start anything.”

“Yeah, well, your intentions are too late for my night’s sleep. Get him out of here or the PBRA is gonna have some headlines to deal with tomorrow.”

The two men hauled a stumbling Silva toward the door.

Suddenly, he broke free. “Hezh’s here. Bet he ish.” He ran toward the bathroom and threw open the door.

Maury’s heart slammed against his ribs, but he screamed, “Get that idiot out of my room!”

Ben and the other dude hauled Xesús out the door and closed it behind them.

Maury sank onto the bed. “Shit.”

Very slowly, the closet door opened. Maury put his finger to his lips, but there was obviously no danger of any noise. The expression on Tristão’s face said it all. He’d trusted fate for one night, and fate came through with what it did best—kicked him in the teeth.

Maury sighed as Tris sat next to him, now fully dressed. Maury flipped on the TV and turned the volume up to cover sound in case anyone was listening outside the door.

Tristão spoke softly. “I guess I better find a way to get to my room before Xesús comes back.”

“I’m so sorry.”

Tris nodded, but his face spoke for him. Nothing to say.

Maury said, “I’m sorry about your damned brother, but I’m not sorry about tonight.”

Tris humphed. “Isn’t there some old American movie where they say, ‘We’ll always have Paris’?”

Maury frowned. “Come on, nothing’s changed. We know he’s an asshole and a homophobe. The only thing we didn’t know was that he was here.”

“I should have thought.” He sighed. “He told me he was seeing some woman in San Francisco. My family always stays at this hotel.”

“Still, no reason to assume we’d run into him.”

The only description for the expression on Tris’s face was hopelessness. “Except he hounds me. He wanted me to come to the US, but now he follows me like he’s just waiting for me to slip.”

“Why?”

He shook his head, but said, “Even though he never showed any interest in anything but bull riding, I still think he resents the fact that our mother gave me the business education.” He let out a long breath. “I don’t know. I idolized him as a boy. It’s hard to see him as he was tonight.” Slowly, he stood. “I wish I could stay.”

Maury took a breath. “Want to talk about throwing the whole fucking thing in their faces—your family, mine, PBRA, etcetera—and going to my ranch and figuring out a way to live together?”

Tris’s lips parted, and for a second, his whole face glowed. Then he clamped his mouth shut and shook his head. “No. Me giving up PBRA is one thing, but you’re a champion and will stay one. You can’t give up the time you have on top.”

“The time I have left on top.” His smile felt like a harsh gash.

“And we’re Latin. How do we walk away from family?”

“Fuck. Americans do it all the time.”

“I know.” He took a few steps toward the door. “I better go.”

“I wish you wouldn’t.”

Tristão looked over his shoulder. “Really? Think about that. I’ll see you in Texas.” He raised his fingers to his lips and blew a kiss. After a quick inspection of the room, an adjustment of his suit coat, and a slow peek into the hall, he was gone.

Maury sat there in his boxer briefs.

The only thing more shocking than Tristão being gone was the fact that Maury had suggested giving up his whole life to keep him.

 

 

NEW-LEAF TIME. Maury stared out the window of the plane as it touched down in Houston.

Back to work. Enough of this fucking around. Tris is right. I’ve only got a couple more years to be world champion. Win the purses, bank the money, then have the freedom to decide what I want to do next. I need to get on with it.

When Maury had said he wished Tris wouldn’t leave, Tris had told him to think about it. He had, and a whole fucking truckload of shit had fallen on his head. No matter how he played it out, someone got beaten, or disowned, or maybe even killed. For sure, they both lost their jobs and their families. They both lost, period.

The plane taxied to the gate, and the seat belt sign went off. He stood and retrieved his Resistol and the bag with his bull rope and gear from the overhead.

He stepped back in his row to let an elderly lady walk by. She looked up and flashed her dimples at him. “Hi, Maury. I’m a big fan. I’ll be there to see you win on Saturday.”

“I’m honored, ma’am.” He tugged his hat brim.

“I always say to my kids, that Maury Garcia, now there’s a real man.”

“Well, aren’t you kind.”

“Show ’em how it’s done.” She waved her hand and hurried to the forward entrance that she’d been blocking access to.

People looked at him interestedly as they passed until he stepped out and joined the throng exiting the big plane. In the terminal, he hurried to baggage claim. Now that he’d decided to get on with it, he didn’t want to dawdle.

Just wish the thought didn’t make me feel sick.

As he entered the baggage area, Earl called, “Hey, boss. Over here.”

The luggage was just coming around, and Earl had positioned himself to grab Maury’s bag. Maury walked up beside him. He stuck out a fist, and they bumped. “How’s it?”

“Good,” Earl replied. “You sure look a helluva lot better.”

Maury touched his face. “Yeah.” Jesus, he barely remembered that horrible ride. “Glad to be back.”

“Obviously you got some rest.”

“Yeah, I guess I did.”

“How’s your family?”

“Uh, okay.” He should probably share a little. “You’ve heard me talk about Antonio, my kid brother.”

“Yeah.”

“Well, he’s actually living with Danny and Laurie and working on their ranch.”

“No shit?”

“Yeah. He doesn’t get along with my uncle, so I thought it’d be good to get him out of there. So that’s where I spent most of the break.”

“Well hell, how’s Danny?”

Maury smiled. “Doing great. Really happy.”

“So he sure seems to have made a go of it with that pretty guy.”

“Yeah. He has. They’re a great couple.”

“Just goes to show ya.”

Maury looked at him. “What?”

Earl shrugged. “That love’s love, I guess.” He grinned from that genuinely kind heart, and Maury smiled back—even though he kind of wanted to cry.

When they got in the SUV Earl had rented for them, Maury said, “Probably ought to let you know I had a run-in with Silva at the hotel in San Francisco. He was pretty drunk, so he may not remember much, but in case he’s more of an asshole than usual, tell the boys to keep an eye out for him. I’d just as soon not have a repeat of the Peaches crap.”

“What kind of burr got up his butt this time?”

“I don’t even know. He came banging on my door looking for his brother.”

“Jose?”

“Tristão.”

Earl chuckled, and Maury glanced at him. Earl said, “Cheeses probably figured your biggest fanboy might have tracked you down looking for an autograph.”

“Yeah. Maybe he did.” Hell, that was as good a lie as any.




Chapter Twenty-Three

 

 

MAURY STARED at Big Al and Big Al stared back. Bull communion.

“Hey, Maury.”

Maury looked up at Harve Elkins and tugged his hat brim. “Hey.”

“How’s he looking?”

“Ridable.” He grinned and stood. “What can I do for you?”

“Just being sociable.”

What do the Valley Girls say? As if? He leaned against the fence and waited.

Harve said, “You give our offer any more thought? Maybe talk it over with your family?”

“Some. To be honest, right now I’m thinking I’ve only got a few more seasons to win the big bucks and I probably ought to focus on that. Ride like there’s no tomorrow and see what happens.”

“Like we told you, they aren’t mutually exclusive.”

“No, but you deserve someone who wants to give their all to the job. I’m not ready to do that yet. Hell, maybe ever. I don’t know. I’ve never worked for anyone since I served tacos and enchiladas back in the day. Don’t know what it would be like. Even though if I was gonna do it, PBRA would be my only choice.”

“Understand. Fair enough. No pressure, like we said. But to be honest, you’re my guy. I think you’ve got qualities that we need around here, and I’d sure like to see you join us.” He swatted Maury’s thigh with his hat. “Keep thinking.” He turned to go, then stopped and looked back. “You’ve got an open field today. Silva withdrew at the last minute. Both Silvas.”

Both? “Why?”

“Don’t know. Somebody called. Jose, I think. He’s still around today, but Xesús and the new kid scratched.” He grinned. “Maybe running scared.”

“Maybe.” Maury’s stomach flipped onto a cold block of ice. “Thanks for telling me.”

“At least you don’t have to put up with Silva’s crap today.” He held up a hand. “Not that I’d ever play favorites with my riders. See ya.” He chuckled as he walked away.

Maury hurried to the fence where Dusty and Hernando were adjusting his gear and rosining his rope. He must have been frowning because Earl immediately said, “What’s wrong? Something wrong?”

“What? No. Actually, I just found out Silva’s not riding.”

“You’re shitting me?”

“That’s what Harve told me.”

Hernando said, “He oughta know.”

“Well yeeee-haww!” Earl slapped his hat against his thigh. Obviously Silva worried Earl.

“The thing is, Tristão Silva also withdrew. Remember I said I had a run-in with Xesús?”

Earl nodded. “He was looking for the kid.”

“Yeah. Would you see if anyone knows what happened? Ask around for me.”

“Will do, boss.”

Maury went through his rituals, but half his brain chewed on Tristão’s absence and sure as fuck didn’t like it.

He walked to the chute and climbed up, said howdy to Big Al, slid on, focused, and gave the nod. Nine seconds later, he slid off, took his bow, and hurried back to where Earl and the guys were standing watching him.

“What’d you find out?” He gathered his bull rope in his hands.

“Uh, nice ride, boss. What do you mean?”

“About Silva.”

“Oh, nobody I talked to seemed to know diddly-shit.” He looked at Dusty. “You find out anything?”

“Nope. Just that everybody sure is happy to have Silva out of here for a night.”

Maury tapped his hat against his leg.

“You gonna change now or wait till the final scores come in?”

“Uh, now.” He peeled off his vest and then hopped around as he took off his spurs. With a grab, he took his jeans and shirt from Earl, then walked to the lockers. His brain swirled. Damn, it was a miracle he’d been able to focus enough to stay on Big Al. Maybe Tris is with his family. Maybe it’s a good thing. Nothing in his gut believed that for one fucking second.

In the back corner of the locker room where he’d locked up his stuff, he stripped his shirt, buttoned on a clean one, then sat on the bench and pulled off his boots. As he followed up the boot removal by yanking off his riding jeans, he heard footsteps. He looked up in time to see the dude, Ben, walk by toward the door to the locker room. Before he even thought, he yelled, “Ben!”

Ben stopped and turned, started to smile. Then his eyes traveled downward, and he gave Maury a leer worthy of a defrocked preacher.

Maury looked down. Right. He was wearing a jockstrap. “Uh, sorry about that.” He reached for his clean jeans.

Ben’s grin widened. “Don’t get dressed on my account. You’re hung like a bull, there, boy.”

“Uh, okay.” He pulled the jeans on to hopefully stop the ogling. “I wondered if you knew why the Silvas didn’t ride today.”

“Oh sure. They’re not here.”

“Really? Where’d they go?” Don’t sound too interested. “I mean, the dude was so weird in my room, I wondered if Tristão got sick or something.”

“Oh no. I don’t think he’s sick. I guess he’s on his way home to get married. Didn’t he say anything when you took him to dinner?”

Maury’s mouth dropped open, but no words came out.

Ben kept going. “Weird, huh? I mean, why would he come all the way to the US for a couple weeks when he knows he’s gotta go home and get married?” He shrugged. “Anyway, that’s what I heard. Nice ride, by the way.”

“Thanks.” He couldn’t catch his breath.

“So, want to get together sometime, like for, you know, dinner or drinks?”

“What?” His brain couldn’t register that this Ben guy was still talking. “Oh, no thanks.” Maury wandered away toward the locker room entrance like Ben didn’t exist. For Maury, he didn’t.

Outside the locker room, Earl held up the wall. His eyes widened when he saw Maury’s face. “What’s wrong?”

He shook his head and walked fast toward the exit to the arena.

Earl kind of hopped along beside him. “Uh, where are you going? Don’t you want to hear the results?”

Maury stopped and stared at the floor. Wiped. Like his brain was full of white noise. “Have you got my phone?”

Earl pulled the smartphone from his pocket where he always kept it while Maury was riding.

Maury grabbed it, scrolled to his favorites, and hit Send. It rang twice. Come on!

“Hey, Maury.” Danny’s voice had that familiar smile in it. Imagine being that happy. “I’m standing in the middle of a pile of horse shit. How can I help you?” He laughed.

“Yeah, I think I’m knee-deep in the same thing. Are the Silvas still at the ranch?” His voice sounded breathy and strange.

“No. They left last night. Kind of sudden like. I think they were originally leaving today, but changed their mind. Want me to ask Rand or Kai?”

“Where were they going?”

“Uh, home, I think.”

“Home?”

“Brazil. Right? Isn’t that where they’re from? Why, what’s wrong?”

Maury could barely catch his breath. “The Silvas scratched from the competition today. Tristão and the older brother Xesús. Somebody told me it’s because Tristão went home to get married.”

“What?”

“Yeah, I mean that’s crazy. I heard Tristão is engaged in this weird arranged thing to some woman he doesn’t know, but why would he come to the US when he knew he had to get married in a few weeks in Brazil? I mean, she can’t be pregnant. I don’t think they’ve ever had a conversation, much less sex.”

Danny’s voice sounded tight and soft. “Why would he go to Brazil to marry a woman when he’s obviously in love with you?”

Maury fumbled the phone and had to grab to keep it from dropping to the concrete floor. “Uh, I….” He inhaled. “Something’s wrong for sure. His brother came banging on my hotel door in San Francisco looking for Tristão. Tris loves his family and wants to please them and….” He trailed off; no idea what to say.

“What are you going to do, Maury?”

“I don’t know.”

“It sounds like you might never see him again.”

Maury gasped like someone had plunged a knife into his back. “Yeah.”

“I don’t mean to pry, but—”

“Yeah.”

There was a pause. “If you need me or Laurie or any of us, we’re here. Laurie has a passport, and I know he’d go in a minute if you want him to.”

Wow. Brazil. “You’re amazing. I’ll call if I can think of anything, but you just gave me an idea. Thanks. Love you.”

“Love you back.”

Maury clicked off and stared at Earl without seeing him.

“So Silva’s in Brazil?”

Maury’s gaze focused. “Yeah. That’s what Ben told me in the locker room. It looks like maybe Xesús found Tris and—” He shrugged. “—I don’t know, dragged him to his family?”

“Come on, boss. Tristão Silva’s no pansyass. Xesús couldn’t drag him anywhere. If he’s in Brazil, it’s because he wants to be.”

Man, cold-water-in-the-face truth. “Have you seen Jose?”

“Silva?”

“Yes, of course, Silva.”

Earl shrugged. “He rode earlier. Didn’t do that great. Probably isn’t waiting around for finals results. He might be back at the hotel, or maybe the Brazilians are staying at that ranch where they hang out.”

“Fuck.” Suddenly, Maury took off jogging toward the PBRA admin offices.

Earl ran beside him, breathing heavily. “Where you going?”

Maury held up a finger and peered in Harve’s office. Nobody. Double fuck. “Let’s go to the hotel.”

“Okay. Uh, you sure you don’t want to get the finals?”

“No. I mean yes, I’m sure.”

“I’m pretty sure you came in first.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

“Let me get the guys. We came together.” Earl ran off toward where they’d left Dusty and Hernando. Maury stood, snapping his fingers and fidgeting from foot to foot, automatically nodding at cowboys who hailed him.

Finally, the guys walked back, carrying the gear, and Maury turned and started toward the truck, all his uncertainty suspended until he got more information.

On the short drive to the hotel, everyone was quiet. Earl must have warned them. Earl got behind the wheel, turned on some county music, and occasionally glanced uneasily at Maury.

When they pulled up in front of the hotel, Maury jumped out before the SUV had totally stopped moving, jogged into the lobby, and approached the front desk. Several desk clerks were talking on phones or helping other guests. Maury stood there until one of the guys, a young redhead, looked up, and broke into a smile. Bull’s-eye. A fan.

Maury sauntered up to the clerk. “Afternoon.” He tugged his hat brim.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Garcia.” The kid exuded fanboy.

“I’m wondering if you can help me. I’m looking for a friend of mine, and I think he’s staying in the hotel, but I’m not sure. I just saw him a few days ago but forgot to ask. For some reason, I can’t find the right cell number. Anyway, his name’s Jose Silva. He was supposed to be staying with his brothers, but they left for Brazil, so maybe he changed rooms.” He shrugged. “Anyway, I just wondered if there’s any way I can find out if he’s here. It’s kind of important.”

The clerk looked around like a KGB spy. “Uh, Jose Silva?”

“Yeah.” Maury smiled big.

He tapped his screen and lowered his voice. “Sure enough, he did change rooms.” Again he glanced from side to side. “I never told you this, but you might find him in 1462.”

“Thank you, man. Wish I had some tickets on me—”

“No need. I’ve got them already. I’m a big fan.”

He tugged the hat, his feet already moving. “An honor. I’m obliged.”

He broke into a slow jog to the elevator and pushed the button four times. It seemed to take forever, but he finally got on and hit fourteen. He glanced at his watch. It had probably been an hour or more since Jose had his ride. May not be in his room.

When he finally stared at room 1462, the white noise in his brain came back. Automatically, he rapped on the door. The bit of light showing through the peephole grayed out, and there was a pause. He called, “It’s Maury. I need to talk to you.”

Another pause. Finally, the door opened with the hook on. Jose peered out. “What do you want, Garcia?”

“To talk. Come on, open up.” He assumed a bland face. As pleasant as he could muster.

“I’m resting. Got hurt.”

“Sorry. I know what that’s like.” He didn’t move. “Shoulder or back?”

“Uh, shoulder.”

“Left or right?”

“Left. Look—”

“That’s not too bad, because at least you don’t have to raise it. What I did when I got so busted up on that ride was—”

“Wait a minute.” The door closed, the bolt clattered, and then Jose opened it wider, still blocking the opening with his body. Maury didn’t look inside real thoroughly, but Jose appeared to be alone.

Maury brushed past Jose, saying, “I did this tricky triple wrap on my hand to make the hold tighter but still not risk breaking my wrist.” Sure enough, the room was empty, although both beds were messed up and cowboy junk littered the room. He turned. Enough crap. “Where are your brothers?”

“Why is that your business, Senhor?” He sounded steady but his eyes zipped all over the room.

Maury crossed his arms. “Because I got to know your family a bit in California, and after that display in my room the other night by Xesús, I don’t feel real comfortable about Tristão’s safety.”

“There’s nowhere my brother could be safer than with his family.”

“Bull, pardon the pun. You know as well as I do that Xesús will do anything to get people to act like he wants them to.” He stepped toward Jose. “Was Tristão coerced?”

“No!” But he didn’t meet Maury’s eyes.

“You’re not telling the truth.”

Jose frowned. “No one tied up Tristão and carried him onto an airplane. He was simply reminded, as we all are, of his responsibility and commitment to his family. He’s a faithful man and did what he needed to do.”

What are you going to say to that, asshole?

Jose seemed to know he’d won. “I must confess to being shocked to learn that you tried to lure my brother to assume an aberrant lifestyle.”

Maury’s eyes snapped up to his face. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“My brother has certain tendencies, and you and you friends encouraged him in those.”

“Where did you get that idea?”

“My own observation, senhor, and that of my grandfather.”

“I see. So because Tristão enjoyed himself with my friends who are gay, you think they were trying to recruit him? Come on, you’re not that stupid.”

“No, I’m not, but I don’t think the subject requires discussion. Once Tristão is back in his home living the life for which he’s intended, there won’t be any further problem.”

“You’re also not that stupid, and neither is your grandfather. Xesús is just a self-hating, suppressed homosexual, so he might be that stupid.”

Jose gasped, and Maury walked past him to the door. “You don’t love Tristão. You just want to validate yourselves by having such a good and fine man made over in your image. One of these days, he’ll wake up, and then he’ll hate you.” He walked out the door.




Chapter Twenty-Four

 

 

IN THE hall outside Jose’s room, tears sprang to Maury’s eyes, and he swallowed hard. What the fuck did I just say?

Without running, he moved as fast as he could to the elevator and pushed the button for his floor. When he got to the room, he hammered the lock into place and threw himself on the bed. He’s in fucking Brazil about to marry a woman he doesn’t love. Oh fuck. A woman he doesn’t know. Double fuck. A woman!

But he chose it. Earl’s right. He’s an adult. A big, strong guy. If he’d wanted to stay, he could have found somebody to help him. Rand and Kai, Danny and Laurie. Me. But not a word. His family means so much to him.

He wiped a hand over his eyes.

More than I do.

He chose the same thing I did. Family and career.

His phone buzzed. Might as well go get some food with Earl and the guys. Shit, don’t want to. He felt for his phone, clicked it, and stuck it against his ear. “Don’t feel like eating.”

The female voice said, “That’s good, because I ain’t cooking, bucko.”

He dangled the phone in front of his eyes and stared at the screen, then put it back to his ear. “Annie?”

“Of course. I just talked to Danny. He says that Tristão has gone home to Brazil to get married!” Her voice rose.

“Yeah. That’s what I’m told.”

“Fuck that. The boy’s gay.”

“Uh, how do you know that?”

“Give me a break. The same way I know you’re gay. I didn’t send him to get you so you could compare bull-riding tips. So when are you going?”

“I, uh, I’m not going anywhere. They didn’t carry him. He went home on his own. I can’t go barging in when he’s made a choice.”

“God save me from fucking men!”

“What?”

“Did you tell Tris that you’d give up your bull riding and your fucking family for him?”

“Well, sort of, but we were both kidding ourselves, so no.”

“Did you tell him you’d come out for him, and you don’t care what anyone thinks or does?”

“No.”

“Then what’s this big choice you’re telling me he made? He lives in Brazil. It’s not like he can decide to become an illegal alien and find some hole to inhabit in California while he watches you win bull-riding championships. Fuck, Maury, you don’t deserve the guy.” She hung up.

He stared at the phone. His finger was headed for the keys when it rang again.

“Yeah?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’ve got no idea how much you both have to lose. Just forget I said it.”

“No. You’re right. Down-the-line right. Thank you. Talk later.” He hung up and hit a number.

“Hey, Maury. What’s up?” Harve sounded friendly and no busier than usual.

“Are you somewhere we could talk for a minute?”

“Yeah, in my room. Got a meeting in an hour.”

“Won’t take long.”

Harve gave him the room number, and Maury hung up. He walked into the bathroom, peed, washed his hands, and looked at himself in the mirror. “Seriously?”

Without even turning off the light, he walked out of the bathroom, then the hotel room, got on then off the elevator and reached Harve’s door before he could lose his nerve.

He knocked, and Harve opened right up with a smile. When he saw Maury’s face, his smile faded. “What’s up?”

“I just wanted to tell you I’m going to Brazil. I’ll get the ticket, but if you want me to do any promotional contacts while I’m there, I’ll be happy to work them in.”

“Well damn. Sit down.”

Maury took off his hat and sat in the chair by the small table next to the window.

Harve took the other chair. He cocked his head. “Does this mean—”

Maury held up a hand. “No. I’m not committing to the job. Might happen, but there’s lots to discuss that may make it, let’s say, impossible. I want to go there and wouldn’t mind having an official reason to be there.”

“For taxes?”

“Nope.”

“So you’re planning to go to Brazil. Rio, I assume?”

“Salvador.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Ah, Bahia. Amazing place. Okay, so you’re going on your dime and want an official reason for being there.”

“Yep.”

“You’ll make some contacts for PBRA, maybe sign some autographs?”

“Whatever you want.”

“Hell, what have I got to lose?”

“Nothing, I hope.”

Harve looked at him curiously. “Okay, so when are you thinking you’re gonna make this trip?”

“Tonight if I can get a flight. Otherwise tomorrow.”

A crease the size of the Grand Canyon popped between his brows. “What the fuck? Are you crazy? Just go to Brazil, like that? You have to ride tomorrow.”

Maury stood. “Won’t be here. I know it’s short notice, so if you can’t find anything for me to do there, I understand.”

“I should be able to find some people excited to see you. It’s a long way to Brazil.”

“Text me if you set something up. I’ll be glad to do it. I won’t have a lot of fancy clothes with me or anything, so nobody should plan on taking me to any formal parties.” He stuck out his hand. “Thanks, Harve.”

“You’re not going to tell me why you’re doing this?”

“Maybe when I get back.”

“How long will you be there?”

“Depends.”

“On me?”

“Partly.” He put his hat back on, nodded, and left.

 

 

“FUCK.” TRISTÃO stared out the window of his bedroom at his family’s ranch—his grandfather’s ranch, really, but destined to go to Tristão’s mother and then to be divided among the three Silva sons. That’d be a craptastic division. The three of them could seldom agree on whether the sun was rising. No chance they’d be able to determine the future of the ranch.

And right now I don’t really give a fuck.

He’d always loved the wide, free roll of the hills on this ranch. Now it felt like a prison. All he could think about was Maury. What does he think happened to me? Did he even notice I’m gone? Does he care?

In romance novels, they always said the lovers “ached” for each other when they were apart. Strangely, he now knew that was true. A thing, as Americans would say.

There was a knock on his door.

“It’s open.” He spoke in English, partly out of habit and mostly to make a point.

His mother walked in. His mother, looking perfectly healthy and well.

Tristão pressed his lips together and returned to staring out the window.

She spoke in Portuguese. “I had nothing to do with this.”

He answered in English. “Oh right. You didn’t specifically tell my idiot brothers to lie to me about your health, assuring that I’d jump on the next plane to Brazil, leaving behind everything of value to me. No, I suspect that was Avô’s plan. But it was based upon a litany of ‘Tristão must come home and take his rightful place in the family,’ ‘Tristão must marry the daughter of my friend because I say so, even though he has no interest in her,’ ‘Tristão must stop riding bulls and become a cosmetics executive.’” He stared at her. “‘Tristão can’t be trusted around all those men in bull riding because we all know his tendencies.’” He snorted and looked back out the window. “Right. You had nothing to do with it.”

The big room fell silent. He thought she’d left, but he didn’t hear the door.

“I love you.” She spoke in English.

His head snapped around. “Really? Or are you like all the Silvas? You love what you can control and nothing else?”

Her eyes widened and her mouth opened like she’d been slapped, and he didn’t even care. Restlessly, he stood. “I should just get out of here.”

Like he’d been listening at the door, which he probably had, Tristão’s grandfather walked briskly into the room, all regal bearing and shining silver hair.

Tristão faced him, trying to shove down the automatic intimidation inspired by male elders.

His avô said, “I apologize for any subterfuge used to attract you home, but I believe the end justifies the means in this case.” He spoke in Portuguese.

Tristão answered in English. “Excuse me if I don’t agree with you. I’m a grown man and would prefer to make my life decisions based on truth.”

Avô frowned and tenaciously stuck to Portuguese. “You are a fine bull rider, Tristão, and you know I’ve always supported you in your desire to participate in the PBRA. I also felt that you should be allowed to spread your wings a bit by going to America. Perhaps that was a hasty decision on my part.”

His mother made a snorting sound and got a raised eyebrow from Avô.

“As I was saying, from what your brothers tell me, your spreading of wings has been in the wrong directions.”

Tristão’s head snapped up. “And you’ve been told this information by my drunken, womanizing, violent brother who couldn’t provide a role model for a death-row murderer?”

His avô frowned scarily, eyebrows pulled tight over snapping dark eyes. “I realize Xesús has his faults—”

“Faults? The man’s a degenerate asshole who happens to ride bulls well. How dare you accept his word over mine?”

His grandfather’s voice became soft and dangerous. “I’m not relying on your brother’s word, but rather on my own observation. Your so-called vacation seemed an opportunity for you to spend time with that Mexican cowboy over any other activity. You wanted truth, Tristão, and that is the truth. I will oppose your return to the United States with every particle of power I possess.”

Tristão stared at his grandfather like the man had finally taken off his mask and shown the devil beneath. “You think that if I stay here you can control my life?”

“Perhaps not completely, but I can make things very difficult for you, Tristão. Very difficult indeed.” He turned and walked out of the room.

Slowly, Tristão shifted his gaze to his mother. At least she looked shocked. Still, she must have seen the depths of Tristão’s fury, because she turned and followed her father out of the room. Tristão walked to the door and closed it gently, amazed at his own self-restraint. He flipped the lock, crossed to the couch, and sat.

What the fuck good does it do to be angry? The facts were simple and ugly. He had a passport but no money that didn’t belong to the “family.” Every purse he’d won had been communalized, while he in turn received an allowance. That made sense while he was in college. The family paid his way; he earned some money to give back. Fair’s fair. When he went to America, the same thing seemed true. It would be a while before he earned big money, and it cost a lot to live and travel in the US. The family footed the bill while he got established, positioned to be a world champion. He’d been too blind to see that every one of those dollars had been rolled into a leash around his neck.

He pulled his legs up and wrapped his arms around them. So I stay in Brazil.

The pain in that thought made him wince.

So I stay in Brazil and find someplace to get a job. Not in the PBRA since they’ll certainly respect Avô’s wishes and keep me out. He blew out a breath. Not any place where Avô’s influence holds sway. Sadly, that was a whole hell of a lot of places. He smiled tightly. If I come out, Avô will be far less likely to care what I do, one way or the other. Actually, that would make a good bargaining chip. He could promise not to come out in return for some degree of freedom.

He dropped his head on his knees. No. I won’t bargain with my life.

Sadly, most of the people he knew were so intertwined with his family, he couldn’t even think of someone to call to get a line on a job or a place to live.

He slid down on the couch until he was lying on his side. Maybe he’d sleep for a while.

 

 

BAM, BAM! The wild banging on his door brought Tristão to sitting like someone had fired a shot. What the fuck? For a second he was back in the hotel room with Maury, his body vibrating with energy and joy.

“Abra a porta! Goddammit to hell. Open the fucking door, you little fag!”

Tristão stared at the thick wooden door that separated him from his obviously drunken, mean-as-piss brother.

He stood, stalked to the door, took a breath, and threw it open. “Vá para o inferno, you goddamned, stinking son of a bitch.”

Before Xesús’s eyes could even focus, Tristão swung and smashed him in the stomach with his right fist, then followed with a left to his jaw.

Xesús grabbed his belly and made a gasping sound as he bled from a cut on his lip. He staggered against the opposite wall and fell to his ass on the hall rug.

Tristão stood over him, fists bunched, as his mother, grandfather, and Jose all piled into the hall from the great room. Tristão snarled, “You forgot one detail, brother.” He spat the word like it had four letters. “This fag can hit.”

His mother cried, “What’s going on? Why did you hit your brother?”

Tristão’s eyes met hers. “Don’t give me that crap. You heard what he said.” He glared at his grandfather. “Here’s your role model.”

His grandfather offered a hand to Xesús and, with Jose’s help, managed to get him to his feet, swaying. “Why are you leveling these slurs at your brother?”

“Becauszh, uh, because Jose and me just came from the PBRA party, and that damned wetback fag wazh there.”

Tristão scowled at him. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Jose nodded. “It’s true. The PBRA reception was being held in honor of American champion Maury Garcia.”

Tristão’s pulse increased so rapidly, black spots danced in front of his eyes.

Avô said, “I was invited to the reception last week. There was nothing about any American attending.”

“Apparently it was a last-minute thing. Big surprise. They sent out emails today, and there was a huge banner at the door. Welcome Maury Garcia.”

Xesús leaned toward Tristão and almost fell over. “How’d you do this, you little fag?”

His grandfather’s hand flashed out and slapped Xesús across the face. “Don’t you dare use that word about a Silva.”

Tristão didn’t care what he called him. Why is Maury here?




Chapter Twenty-Five

 

 

MAURY FELT the receptionist’s eyes on his back as he stared from the floor-to-ceiling glass down on the beautiful city of Salvador. Funny, it had only been one night, but he felt very at home there. It didn’t look a lot like Mexico, but it had the warmth and friendliness he remembered from childhood. The local PBRA people had knocked themselves out to make him feel welcome, and seeing the expressions on the faces of Xesús and Jose Silva had made all the hours on the plane feel like nothing.

Right then, though, the tension and uncertainty of the long flight sat on his shoulders like a bird of prey. The Silva brothers would have announced his presence. That’s what he wanted. It would have given Tristão’s mother a chance to think. But now he had to face her. Fuck, all that delicious food he’d had at the party threatened to make another appearance.

“Senhor Garcia?”

He turned.

“Senhora Silva will see you now.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” He smiled in his laziest cowboy way. Charm the locals, son. You never know who could be a friend.

He followed her across the elegant reception room, through some glass doors, and down a hall to double doors at the end.

The receptionist turned. “I’m a big fan, Senhor. You should come and ride in Brazil.”

“Or you should come see me ride in America, ma’am.”

She giggled. “I wish I could.” She opened the door. “Senhor Garcia.”

Senora Silva stood behind her desk. “Coffee, please, Belinha.”

“Sim, Senhora.” She looked up at Maury and smiled, then closed the door behind him.

“You do create a stir everywhere you go, Senhor Garcia.”

“Seldom my intention, ma’am, and I think you were calling me Maury back in California.”

“Please sit down, Maury.” She pointed to a grouping of two chairs and a love seat next to a french window.

He sat, dropping his Resistol on the love seat beside him.

She took the chair opposite him and gave him a level but nervous gaze.

“I’m sure you were expecting me, ma’am. I mean, after Xesús and Jose seeing me last night.”

“I rather expected you to come to the ranch.”

“Well, I considered it. I’d sure love to see the bulls. But I thought of all the Silvas, you’re the only one I wanted to talk to, so no point going where I’m seriously outnumbered.”

Her lips turned up, and it looked like it was in spite of herself. “So why are you here?”

“You already know that.”

“I’d like to hear you say it.”

“I’m here to be sure Tris is getting a fair shake. Getting what he wants.”

Her eyes widened. “You’re not here to take him?”

He leaned back and crossed his legs. “No, ma’am. That’s what I’d call Silva style. I’m not into making men do what they don’t want to do.”

“And if he wants to go with you?”

“Then I’ll move the vast sky to make sure it happens.”

Her lips pursed at his use of the name of the family ranch.

“Our family is very powerful.”

“I’m well aware of that, ma’am. And I figure the only thing I’ve got on my side is that you love Tristão. I’m betting you love him more than your family’s traditions and prejudices. I’m betting you know that by trying to keep him captive, you’ll lose him. He’ll end up hating you. Let him live his life, and you get to keep him.”

She blinked rapidly, but frowned. “You think his life is with you?”

“I’m a beat-up old cowboy with not too many prospects. He’s like a new silver dollar. Let him choose whatever he wants, and he’s going to shine.”

The receptionist tapped on the door and brought in coffee, poured it from a beautiful stoneware coffee pot, then left.

Maury looked at his cup. “I don’t have much more to say, ma’am, but I sure do love your Brazilian coffee.”

She gestured. “Please.”

He picked up his cup and sipped. “Man.” He smiled.

“Are you familiar with Candomblé, Maury?”

“Tris told me it’s voodoo, but nothing else.” He took another sip, the rich flavors exploding in his mouth.

“Candomblé has African roots, and since our family’s ancestors are mostly Portuguese, we cannot ethnically claim it, but it originated in Bahia, so all Salvadorans are grounded in the mysteries no matter where our people are from.” She leaned back, cradling her coffee cup. “In Candomblé, there is no Christian concept of good and evil duality. Instead, each person has a destiny or task imposed on them by their orixá. This is like a personal deity. It is the job of each of us to live that destiny to the fullest. That is ultimate good.” Her dark eyes rose and met his. “I’ll consider what you’ve said.”

“Good.”

“How long are you staying in Salvador?”

“Long enough to have some more moqueca and visit the Candomblé museum. I’ve got another PBRA event to attend. Then home.”

“To ride more bulls?”

“It’s what I do, ma’am.”

“And yet here you are when I know you ride every weekend.”

He drank the rest of his coffee. “Some things are more important than bulls or money.” Setting the cup down, he said, “I notice I can’t get ahold of Tris on the phone. That could mean he doesn’t want to talk to me, but I’m not seeing any of my texts being received, which suggests something different. Here are the facts, ma’am. I don’t care how powerful the Silvas are in Brazil or the US—if you’re keeping Tristão against his will, I’ll come down on that ranch so hard, you’ll think John Wayne came back to life.” He stood, put on his Resistol, and tugged the brim. “Or whoever the Brazilian equivalent might be. You tell Tristão to call me if he wants to talk, please, ma’am. Thank you for seeing me.” He walked out of her office and was on the street before he took a full breath.

 

 

THE WHEELS touched down on the runway in Las Vegas, and Maury grabbed for his phone, switched it on, and scrolled to his texts. Nothing. Four fucking days since he’d seen Tristão’s mother. Shortly after that, his texts started showing up as Delivered. But they were never answered.

He stared at the phone screen and resisted the urge to throw it. He’d meant what he said about doing whatever it took to be sure Tristão got to make his own decisions, but how could he do that if Tris wouldn’t answer him? How could he know if Tris wasn’t calling Maury because he didn’t want to or because they were keeping him from doing it? I should have gone to the ranch. He didn’t want his last impression on the Silvas to be him punching out Xesús. I should have been an asshole.

As he walked toward baggage claim, a wave of exhaustion washed over him. Not great for riding the next day, but he’d stayed on for eight under worse circumstances. He pulled out his phone and texted Earl. Hey, I landed.

Waiting in baggage claim.

Maury stopped for a quick pee, then dragged himself down the escalator and met up with Earl. “Hey, man.”

“Hey, boss. You look tired.”

“It’s a long way to Brazil.”

“You just noticed that?” He smiled, but his eyes still looked like he couldn’t believe it. “Did you do, uh, whatever you wanted to do?”

Maury sighed. “I don’t know, Earl. I guess so.”

“At least nobody got ahead of you last weekend since Silva was gone too. Both of ’em.”

“Yeah.”

Earl hefted Maury’s bag, and they walked out of the terminal into that bloody hot, dry air of Lost Wages.

After they’d started driving, Maury said, “Who’d I draw?”

“Tomorrow you got Grace’s Aces.”

“I heard he’s okay. How about Sunday?”

Earl glanced at Maury. “Would you believe, Peaches?”

“Fuuuck.”

“Yeah.”

“A chance for me to get my own back, man. Me and Peaches are gonna have a meeting of the minds.”

“Go boss!” Earl punched the air.

“So is the hotel far? I better get some serious sleep before I get up close with Aces tomorrow.”

“Sure thing. Not far.”

Maury’s cell rang, and he grabbed it and looked at the screen. Not Tristão. Laurie. “Hey, Laurie, how are you? Good to hear from you.”

“Maury, they’ve taken Antonio.”

“What? What the hell?” His whole body went cold. “Eduardo?”

“If that’s the name of your fucking uncle, yes. They came to Antonio’s school. Him and some other men. He said he was Antonio’s uncle and needed to take him home to his mother. He showed some kind of authorization from your mom, and I guess they called her and she verified.”

“When?”

“About two hours ago. It took them a little while to call me since they assumed I knew. I can’t do anything, Maury. I’m not a guardian. His own mother verified that she wanted him home. Shit, darling, I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay, dear. I’m sorry to put you in this position. I’m on my way to Sacramento now. Goddamn, this must be kidnap-a-homo month.”

“Please keep us in the loop.”

“You bet. Thank you, Laurie, for everything.”

When he hung up, he noticed that Earl had pulled over. “Back to the airport?”

He let out his breath, long and slow. “Yeah, I guess. It’s an eight-hour drive.”

“It’ll probably take almost that long to fly.”

“Let’s see what kind of flight I can get.”

Earl U-turned while Maury warred between furious and exhausted. His fingers twitched to call his mother, but no. He needed to show up in person. If Eduardo and his cronies were there, she couldn’t stand up to them. If she even would. She’d authorized the school to release his brother to that homophobic asshole. This sounded too fucking familiar.

What scared him was what would happen to his brother while Maury was trying to ride to the rescue.

 

 

DARK. SHIT. He’d been flying and driving for hours and hours. The only thing keeping him awake was pure pissed-off.

He ferried the rental SUV onto his mother’s street. Fuck that. His street. Slowly, he cruised by the house. A few lights were on. No sight of his uncle’s car—unless the fucker was using the garage these days.

He parked two blocks down and walked up the sidewalk, staying close to the shadows. Through the lighted windows of the family room, he saw his mother sitting in her chair. No Antonio. Fuck.

Staying close to the wall, he rounded the house, pulled his keys from his pocket, and found the key to his mother’s house he seldom used. Quietly he opened the back door and stepped into the dark mudroom.

He heard Pedro saying, “We got any beer?” As usual, his words were slurred. Xesús flashed in his mind, and he shuddered.

His mother said, “No, you and your uncles drank it all.” For once, she had an edge to her voice.

“Fuck. Give me some money. I need a beer.”

“You shouldn’t be driving, and you don’t need more beer.” She sounded stern but a little nervous. Like most drunks, Pedro could be unpredictable.

“Aw, Mom, don’t be like that. Just give me ten bucks.”

Maury walked into the kitchen, through the big dining room, and stepped into the family room.

His mother screamed, and even Pedro looked surprised.

Maury said, “Where’s Antonio?”

“Oh my God, Mauricio, you scared me to death.” She fanned herself with her hand.

“Hey, bro, give me ten bucks.”

Maury narrowed his eyes and glared at his mother. “Answer me. Where’s Antonio?”

“He’s not here.”

“Where is he?”

“I-I don’t know.”

“What do you mean you don’t know?”

“Eduardo’s out looking for him. He left with a friend of his.” She pressed a hand against her chest. “Eduardo is furious and—”

He knelt down by her chair. “Listen to me and listen good, Mother. Eduardo is no longer welcome on any property that belongs to me. Neither is anyone in sympathy with him and that includes you, Pedro. Go find another place to live.”

“What?”

He looked back at his mother. “How dare you give permission for my asshole uncle to take my brother out of the school I put him in? How dare you?”

“I’m his mother.” Tears filled her eyes.

“No, you’re not. Not if you’d put him in danger.”

“They said I had to do it.” She stared at her lap.

“At this moment, you can choose, Mother. If you want to stay with Eduardo, do it. I’m selling this house. If you want to stay with me and Antonio, you can come with me. I don’t care. Where’s my brother?”

“Honest, I don’t know. That beautiful boy came, and they went away together. Eduardo had him locked in his room, but the boy came and broke the lock and took Antonio.” She stared at him pleadingly and her eyes spilled truth.

“What beautiful boy?”

“I don’t know his name. He knocked, and when I answered, he pushed his way in and ran up the stairs. I heard a crashing. You’re selling this house?”

Maury couldn’t breathe. He grabbed his phone and texted, Where are you? He waited in silence until the squiggly lines told him that an answer was coming. His chest felt too small for all the feelings.

Safe.

He barked a laugh. You have Antonio?

Yes.

You’re a miracle. Can you keep Antonio with you? Or take him back to Chico?

Yes. Chico. To Rand and Kai. Nobody gets him there.

True that. His fingers typed before he could stop them. I love you.

There was a pause, then—I love you too.

He barked out another laugh.




Chapter Twenty-Six

 

 

MAURY’S HEART didn’t want to stay in his chest. He pressed a hand against his sternum and chuckled. How did Tristão get here? What’s he doing here? Why did he come? He didn’t care. All that really mattered, he’d just received in a text. He laughed again.

His mother stared. “What?”

He dragged his eyes from the phone. “If you want to leave with me, go pack a bag.”

“But—”

“You can’t stay here. Call your sister and stay with her. You choose. Does Eduardo have a key to my house?”

She nodded.

“I never gave you permission to let anyone live here except Antonio and Pedro.”

“You weren’t here.”

“No. And that’s my fault. But not anymore.”

“I’m afraid of him.”

Yeah, that was damned easy to understand. “I’m sorry I’ve been such a crap son, Mamá, but you have to decide where you want to go, and I’ll take you there. Now!”

She looked at him, then gave him a small smile. “Eduardo doesn’t have a key to the deadbolt because I never used it.”

Maury smiled back. “Okay, then.”

Pedro frowned. “What about me?”

Maury pulled a paper from his pocket he’d written on the plane. “This is your eviction notice. Effective immediately. Call your cousin and find a place to stay. You’re an adult. Act like one.”

“Wait a minute.” He scowled.

“You let your uncle take Antonio.”

“But he was living with those fags—”

“Get out, Pedro. Now. Have your cousin pick you up on the curb.”

Maury’s expression must have been lethal because Pedro fumbled for his phone and started dialing as his mother hurried to her bedroom.

While he wrote a sign for the front door, Maury dialed the nonemergency number for the Sacramento police and told them he was concerned about vandalism at his house since he needed to be away. They said they’d have a patrolman check in.

He locked the deadbolt on the back door with his key, then strode to the front as his mother came out dressed in jeans, a blouse, and a jacket. She carried a bag. “I want to go with you.”

“I’ll tell you what that means in the car, and you can still change your mind if you want to. Meanwhile you need to be out of here before Eduardo gets back or there could be violence.”

“You think so?” She looked shocked.

“I know so, Mamá. I believe Eduardo was responsible for Ramon’s death, indirectly or maybe even directly.”

“No.” She pressed a hand against her mouth.

“And the same thing could have happened to Antonio if it weren’t for Tristão.”

“Who?”

“The beautiful boy who came here and saved him.”

“But—”

“Come on. We need to leave.”

He pulled her toward his rental car, passing Pedro, who stood on the curb. With a glance at his brother, Maury ran back to the door, locked the deadbolt, and placed the sign prominently. It said, “You’re no longer welcome here. The police have been called.” He’d signed it.

As he jogged back to the rental car, he called to Pedro, “Do you need a ride?”

Pedro gave him a surly look tinged with loss. “No. Eduardo’s gonna be pissed.”

Maury stepped toward Pedro and his brother backed up. “Eduardo has never seen pissed. You tell him if he comes near me or Antonio ever again, I’ll see him in jail, even if it means I have to prove he killed Ramon to do it.”

“He didn’t—” Pedro looked more shocked than his mom had.

“No? I was a kid and you were even younger, but I bet I can find people who’ll tell us the whole story. Don’t say you never suspected, Pedro. You can’t hang around with that bastard and not know how nasty he is.” He took a stride toward the car.

Pedro said, “Drop me off at Juan Manuel’s.”

Maury nodded. “Good choice. I’d suggest you follow up with some rehab.”

Pedro stared at his shoes, but he trailed Maury to the car and jumped in back.

His mom said, “Are you coming with us, Pedro?”

“Going to Juan Manuel’s.”

“He’s a good man.”

As Maury drove away from the house, she dialed her phone. “Juan Manuel, we’re coming to your house with Pedro. Mauricio has shut up my house and is taking me to where Antonio is.” She listened. “It’s a long story, but for now, can Pedro stay with you? Gracias, hermano.”

By the time she clicked off, they were nearly at Juan Manuel’s house. Juan Manuel, Kevin, and Aunt Florence all came outside as Maury parked in the driveway.

Okay, no time like now. Maury took a breath and slid out of the truck, then let Pedro out of the back. His mom opened her door but stayed on the seat.

Juan Manuel said, “What’s happening, Maury?”

“Did you know that Eduardo went to Chico, got Antonio out of school, and brought him to Mamá’s house, where he locked him in his room?”

“Shit no!” He glanced at Mamá, but didn’t apologize for the four-letter word.

Maury said, “I’ve closed the house and called the police to watch it. I’m putting it up for sale right away. Mamá can live with one of you or come with me. I live in Chico.”

“Chico?” Juan Manuel looked surprised. “Since when?”

“A while.”

Mamá said, “I already said I want to go with you, Mauricio.”

“Okay, well, here’s the deal. We all know that the reason Eduardo hates Antonio is because he’s gay. The same with Ramon. Eduardo had something to do with Ramon’s death, and I’ll be fucked if he’s getting anywhere near Antonio. Antonio’s in a safe place, and I’ll have anyone who comes after him arrested. I won’t hesitate to do anything I have to in order to stop him.”

Pedro shook his head. “He’ll never come after you, Maury. He’s scared of you.”

“Not scared enough.” He looked at his mother. “But if you come with me, Mamá, you have to know that the guy who saved Antonio is the man I love.” Holy crap, he’d said it! “I plan to live with him and marry him if he’ll have me. So if you feel like a lot of this family feels, then you better stay here, because I plan to live a happy life with or without you.”

Silence. The breeze through the manzanita made more noise than his family.

He nodded. “Okay.” He extended a hand to his mother. “I’ll send you money, Mamá, but so help me, if you give a dollar to Eduardo, you can support yourself. My family isn’t made of blood. It’s made up of the people who love and value me the way I am. I’m done pretending, and I’m done aiding homophobic psychopaths with my money or my silence.”

His mother gazed at him, her expression unreadable. “Don’t you want me to come with you?”

Tell the truth for once. “I’m of two minds. I love you, but you let my father and Eduardo hurt a lot of people. You have great power, but you’ve chosen to not see what’s true so you didn’t have to make waves. I know because I’ve been doing the same thing for years. La familia. Respect and protect the family at all costs. That’s bullshit when it means enabling assholes like Eduardo and Samuel.” He sighed. “If you come to Chico, you’ll only know me and Antonio. Most of my friends are gay men, or people who’re comfortable with gay men. I’m sure they’d love you, but it has to go both ways. Most of all, there’s Tristão. I can’t make you love him, but you must be kind to him.”

His mother sniffed. “Such a pretty name for such a pretty man.”

Florence walked up to the car and looked at Mamá. “It’s only an hour and a half from here. Plus Juan Manuel and I have considered moving farther into the country.” She looked at Maury. “I share your dislike of Eduardo and his influence, and I don’t like him around Kevin.”

Kevin gave a snort. “Amen to that. I can’t stand the dude.”

Pedro leaned against the SUV. “So you’re telling me that two of my brothers are fags?”

His mother’s head snapped around. “Improve your language, now!”

“Uh, gay. Two of my brothers are gay?”

Maury stared at him. “Three, actually. So was Ramon.”

“No fuck?” He shook his head. “So after all that shit, uh, crap Dad and Eduardo used to give everybody, all that time Ramon and you and Antonio—”

“When our father was alive, Ramon knew he was gay. Antonio was too young, and I was too chicken. But Ramon’s father and uncle—our father and uncle—let Ramon be bashed, and he died. Whether Eduardo actually participated, I don’t know.”

His mother gasped out a sob beside him, and Juan Manuel put his arm around her.

Maury said, “Ramon was a gentle man, and he was alone.” He set his jaw. “I’m not gentle, and I’m not alone. You can tell Eduardo that for me.”

Pedro held up his hands. “No way, man. I don’t care if I never see him again.”

“I’d like to believe that’s true.” He ran a hand over his neck. “There’s a lot to say, but I’m really tired, and I still have to drive to Chico.”

“No you don’t, mijo.” His mother held out her hand. “I’ll drive to Chico.”

He smiled and handed her the keys.

 

 

TRISTÃO PACED the length of the porch at Rand and Kai’s one more time.

Laurie smiled from his rocking chair. “Darling, try to sit. I’m getting whiplash. You know he’s okay. Just give them time to get here.”

Tristão nodded but kept walking.

“I must admit, you look positively civilian in those clothes. Hell, you look like me.”

Tristão glanced down at his black jeans, white shirt, and leather jacket. His only nod to cowboy garb was evident in the polished leather boots. It wasn’t an affectation. He’d been born a Brazilian cowboy.

“Do you like the new job?”

Laurie was only trying to distract him, but he still smiled. “From the little I’ve seen, I do. It’s going to be really challenging. On the plane, I was playing with some ideas for putting together a promotional campaign for female bull-riding fans.”

“So you’ve decided you don’t mind them knowing you work for a cosmetics company?”

Tristão looked at Laurie, the gayest of gay men. Total femme, if you didn’t count the will of solid steel and the bossy nature. Or maybe that was femme. He smiled. “No. The worst thing they can think is that I’m gay, which I am, so that’s not a problem.”

Laurie gave him a thumbs-up. “Go Tris. What about the bull riding?”

“I’m done.”

“Wow.”

“That was part of the contract with my mother. I—”

The crunch of tires on the gravel drive made his heart slam and his gut clench. He said he loves me. He loves me.

He walked down the steps from the porch, and in the shine of the outside lights, he could make out a woman driving the SUV. Maury and Antonio’s mama. She had an expression that reminded him of his mother. Curled up against the window was Maury, sound asleep.

She stopped the vehicle and got out, smiling. “How’s Antonio?”

“Asleep inside.”

“Mauricio’s been sleeping since we left Sacramento.”

“I’ll get him.”

Laurie stepped down from the porch. “Mrs. Garcia, I’m Laurie, a friend of Maury and Antonio’s. Won’t you come in and get comfortable?” Bless Laurie for distracting her.

Tristão was vaguely aware of them walking into the ranch house as he went to the car door. He peered through the glass at Maury’s face, eyes closed, mouth slightly open. Little snores were audible through the glass.

Tristão pressed in the door latch, slowly opened the door, and reached in to support Maury’s body as he fell straight into Tristão’s arms.

“What? What’s—”

Before he could say another word, Tristão closed his mouth over Maury’s and in one second had those strong arms that could manage thousands of pounds of bucking animal like no other wrapped tightly around him.

Tristão walked backward, still kissing, until Maury’s legs dropped to the ground. Seconds later, one of those legs wrapped around Tristão’s hip.

Maury’s hands searched all over Tristão’s back and butt, then into his hair, like he was proving to himself Tristão was really there. Finally, he pulled back from the kiss and asked the question. “How did you get here? You never answered my texts. I thought you didn’t care. I thought you weren’t coming. I….”

Suddenly the most amazing thing happened. That tough, scarred, beautiful cowboy face crumpled into tears. Maury pressed his head against Tristão’s shoulder and cried. The deep sobs spoke of more than the fear of losing Tristão. They sounded like a lifetime of doubts, searching, loss, and sacrifice, all flooding out onto Tris’s white shirt.

Tristão pressed his lips to Maury’s silky black hair until his back stopped heaving. Maury looked up. “Sorry.”

“Never be.” Tristão put a finger under Maury’s chin. “Let me be your safe space too.” He pressed his fingertips to Maury’s cheek. “I realize that all you’ve been through, all you’ve given up, has saved me from having to do the same thing.”

“I’m glad somebody could learn from my mistakes. It sure took me a long time.”

Tristão smiled. “That’s not quite what I meant, but it’ll do.”

“I guess we better go inside before someone comes out to get us.” He grinned and blew his nose. “Unless we get to go straight to the bunkhouse and fuck.”

“Soon enough, my love.”

“Never soon enough.”

They walked hand in hand into the ranch house, where Laurie, Danny, Rand, and Kai occupied various chairs and Maury’s mom sat on the couch with Antonio’s head in her lap. He was softly snoring while she petted his hair.

Maury laughed. “You can’t seem to keep your sons awake tonight, Mamá.”

“My sons have been through a lot.” She took a sip from the teacup next to her, then held out her hand. “Buenas noches, Tristão. We didn’t get to meet properly when you were busy saving my son. I’m Maury’s mother, and you can call me Mamá.”

Tristão took her hand and gently squeezed it. “Boa noite, Mamá.”

She patted the couch on her other side and he sat beside her, still holding her hand. “You’re Brazilian. How very interesting. You must teach me all about your country and the language, of course. I’m quite good at languages.”

Maury looked surprised, but Laurie broke in. “Tristão was about to tell me how he’s not going to be riding bulls anymore.”

“You’re not?” Maury sat on the floor at Tristão’s feet.

“No. I promised my mother.”

“Very wise. Very wise.” Maury’s mom nodded and gave Maury a look.

“Since I came to the US on a visa to work in her company, I had to assure her I wouldn’t stress her insurance plan by doing something so dangerous.”

Danny asked the million-dollar question, as Americans would say. “Will you miss it?”

Antonio blinked his sleepy eyes. “Yeah, will you miss it?”

Tristão leaned against the back of the couch. “Yes, some. It’s an adrenaline rush like no other, and I’m good at it. But if I’m honest, I used the sport mostly to meet the standards of machismo set by my family. I think—I hope—I don’t have to stay on the back of a bull for eight seconds to prove I’m a man.” He grinned. “Plus I had the misfortune to start my American PBRA career during the reign of Mauricio Garcia.” He shrugged. “Who can beat that?”

“You could if you give it a little time.” Maury gazed up at him. “Does this really make you happy? If not, you can stay a bull rider.”

“No. I think this is the best path for me. You do the bull riding.”

Maury’s eyes got huge. “Holy crap! I’m supposed to ride Peaches tomorrow.” He glanced at his watch. “Today.”




Chapter Twenty-Seven

 

 

“AMOR, WE’RE here.”

Maury felt kisses on his face. He wasn’t sure where here was, but wherever was okay with him. “Umm, what did you call me?”

“Amor.” Tristão nuzzled him. “Sweetheart.” He grinned down at Maury where he lay on the back seat of his own truck. From the corner of his eye, Maury saw Danny walking around outside the vehicle, stretching.

Maury said, “You’re going to ruin my macho cowboy image.”

Tris’s face got serious.

Quickly, Maury added, “And I couldn’t be happier about it.”

Tris shook his head. “No, we should talk about how we want to represent our relationship. We can just—”

“Bullshit. I’m done with pretending. I love you, and I don’t care who knows.”

“It will be harder than you think.” His deep blue eyes said he was a man of experience.

“Can’t be harder than living half a life all the time.” He kissed Tristão’s nose. “Don’t worry.” Brave words, and he planned to live up to them, even if it gave him butterflies. “What time is it?” He struggled to sit up, feeling all the hours on planes and car seats in his recent past.

“Nine in the morning. We made good time. Earl and your guys are meeting us for breakfast.”

“I don’t feel half bad for a guy who slept in the back of a truck.” He looked out the window at the coffee shop he favored in Las Vegas. “I know where we are. And I’m starved.” He tried to sound upbeat, but the specter of Peaches loomed a little more scarily than he wanted to admit. Not every day a bull about killed you.

Inside, Dusty waved from a back booth. Maury, Tristão, and Danny marched back and joined Maury’s team.

Earl grinned. “Can’t believe you made it in time. Dayum.”

“I wouldn’t have if these two hadn’t driven like demons all night while I slept. So what’s happening?”

Earl looked in his coffee cup, and that signaled the waitress to bring more cups and take their orders.

After he’d asked for his usual healthy omelet that he liked to order on bull-riding days, Maury said, “Okay, so what aren’t you telling me? I mean I already know I drew Peaches. What could be worse than that?” He laughed, but it sounded a little strained.

Earl glanced at Tristão, then back at his fascinating cup. “Silva’s riding today.”

Maury frowned. “Fuck me. He wasn’t entered this weekend.”

“Apparently he called the PBRA and pleaded his case. Said he just got back from Brazil, and since he’s neck and neck with you, it wasn’t fair to keep him out because you got to ride today even though you didn’t ride yesterday.”

“But I entered. I got a zero for yesterday.”

“I guess he took one too.”

Tristão touched Maury’s hand under the table. “I’m sorry.”

Maury pulled their interlocked hands up to the tabletop. “Not your fault.”

Earl, Dusty, and Hernando all stared at Maury and Tristão’s handholding like it was a two-headed frog. Then Hernando smiled.

“Dayum, it looks like congratulations are in order.”

Maury gave him a raised eyebrow. “I don’t fly over twelve hours each way for just anybody.”

Earl seemed to shake himself awake. “Congratulations, you guys. Man, this is the best thing since you and that pretty guy with the pink hair got together, Danny.”

Danny chuckled. “Thanks, Earl. I’ll tell Laurie you said so.”

The rest of breakfast, they mostly talked riders, standings, and bulls, judging who had a shot and who was likely to get whupped in their matchups. Still, Maury’s omelet didn’t set as well as usual.

On the ride to the arena, Maury rode with Tristão and Danny and let his guys bring their own truck.

As he turned out of the parking lot of the restaurant, Tristão said, “Maybe I should stay out of sight. If Xesús sees me, it’s bound to piss him off even more than usual.”

Maury shook his head. “No. Your brother can’t hate me any more than he already does. I faced one homophobe this weekend. What’s one more?”

Tris glanced in the rearview mirror at Danny for support, but Danny said, “Maury’s right. Hide once, you’ll hide forever.”

Maury said, “Unless it makes you uncomfortable to confront your brother, Tris. If so, no worries. I get it, believe me.”

“Fuck no. I want to punch him out for deceiving me about my mother’s health. But I don’t care what he thinks.” He smiled grimly. “I should say punch him out again.”

Maury inhaled. “Is that how he got you out of the hotel and on a plane?”

“Yes. The bastardo told me my mother was very ill. She didn’t even know it. It was my grandfather’s idea. He planned to use his money and influence to keep me in Brazil and away from you. That was before a certain champion bull rider swept in and persuaded my mother that I would hate her forever if she went along with my grandfather.” He smiled toward Maury, who grinned. “Actually, I think she was more impressed by the fact that you’d fly to Salvador to talk to her.”

Danny laughed from the back seat. “You dirty dog. Aren’t you all about the grand gestures?”

“That’s me. Don Quixote Garcia.”

They emerged from the SUV singing “I, Don Quixote,” which got some looks from passing cowboys and laughs from Earl and the boys.

Inside the riders’ entrance to the arena, the butterflies flew back into Maury’s stomach. He kept them at bay with his sword of La Mancha as they staked their claim to some real estate on the fence to hang their gear. A few of the longtime riders said hi to Danny.

Finally, he’d diddled enough. “Guess I better go say howdy to Peaches.”

Tris said, “Want me to come?”

“Not right off. Need to commune a little. I’d be grateful for your independent assessment, though.”

“You got it.”

Maury sauntered over to the bull paddocks and tried to look casual as he glanced inside at the bovine contenders. One stall. Two. Then there he was, that light red bull that could have been called peachy. Yeah, after he got some blood on him. “Hey, Peaches.”

It sure seemed like the bull paid attention. One eye seemed to turn toward Maury. Maury leaned on the fence.

“Remember me? We had a dust-up, you and me, and I’m back for more. But this time, no distractions, no lack of focus, no—”

“You gonna let that animal kill you this time, Wetback?” Xesús’s voice carried across the whole paddock area.

Maury looked up and saw some of the Brazilian riders standing not too far away. He tipped his hat. “Hey, amigos, you wanna get your friend away from me?” He turned his back on Silva and walked toward the fence as two of Xesús’s teammates came up beside him and managed to pull him away.

When he got to his team, Hernando said, “Good that you were able to ignore that asshole, boss.”

Maury gave him a snarky smile. “I think of it as turning the other cheek.” He smacked himself on the butt and made a hot hissing noise.

Their laughter broke some of the tension.

Tristão walked up, looking serious.

“Where’d you go?”

“To make that independent assessment, remember?”

“Right. Thoughts?”

Tris ran a hand on his chin. “Good bull. Great actually. But restless and short-tempered.”

“Interesting. I got the antsy part for sure.”

“Seriously, I think he wants a good ride, but he’s impatient. He wants to get it over with. No waiting around.”

Maury’s mouth opened. “That makes sense. Last time, I got distracted, dropped my hat. He stomped it, and by the time I signaled, he was ready to stomp me.”

“Don’t try his patience.”

He swallowed and nodded. “I’ll go change. Be right back.”

As he came back from the locker room in his riding pants, boots with spurs, and his vest, a big cheer went up from the arena.

Earl glanced at his shoes.

Maury asked, “Who’s riding?”

Earl didn’t peep, but Danny said, “Silva. Tristão’s brother.”

“Sounds like he did well.”

Tris nodded. “Xesús is good, but not as good as Maury.”

Maury flashed his dimples. “Would you be a little biased, I hope?”

Tris didn’t even grin. “I’m serious. Maury’s inherently a better bull rider than Xesús. More relaxed, better style. Xesús has a lot of flash.” Finally he did grin. “What can I say? He’s a Silva.”

Across the pens area, Xesús walked through the fence. He saw Maury and yelled, “Stick that in your ass, Wetback.” The second he saw Tristão, his face changed from insulting to royally pissed off. Like he’d seen the proverbial red. He started toward their group.

Tristão stepped forward and yelled something in Portuguese. Four guys grabbed Xesús and pulled him away.

Maury smiled at him. “Thank you. So are we ready?”

They walked to the chute where Peaches was set and already looking restless.

Tris smiled. “I’ll be waiting right here.”

Maury stared at Tris. I want to kiss him. What if I never get to again? Don’t think like that. Bullshit, it’s the truth. He swallowed hard and climbed onto the chute. Dusty was already in place, ready to pull.

Maury stared down at Peaches, then over his shoulder at Tris.

“Fuck it!” He climbed down, grabbed Tris behind the neck, and kissed him square on the lips. “I love you.”

Tris looked shocked for a second; then a smile so beautiful it had to be the doors of heaven spread across his face. “I love you.”

Maury turned to see Peaches’s one big eye on him. “Get over it. I’ve got my priorities.” He laughed and clambered back up the chute.

As he leaned over Peaches’s back, Dusty said, “Good one, boss.”

“You fucking Mexican, I’ll kill you.” The shriek stopped all movement anywhere around him, except Maury looked up from Peaches to see Xesús charging toward him carrying a bullwhip he sometimes used in exhibitions. Four Brazilians ran behind him, but there was no chance they’d get to him before he got to Maury.

Xesús swung back the whip, and in one step Tristão was in front of him. Before Maury could even scream, Tris smashed his brother’s face with a right cross that would have staggered an elephant. He landed on his ass in the dirt, and his four teammates had him.

In one move, Maury slid onto Peaches’s back, tightened his rope, gave his nod, and was out of that chute like Santa on Christmas Eve—assuming Rudolph had been a meanass bull.

But this time was different. Him different? Peaches different? Probably both, but they were one man/bull machine, there to rack up more points than any other rider in the competition. Hell, they were nigh on to making history.

When the buzzer went off after eight successfully ridden seconds, Maury was pretty sure he saw Peaches smile. He slid off to the dirt, made sure old Peaches was heading to the chute, took a sweeping bow as the fans went apeshit, then ambled back and scampered behind the fence. Tristão hurled himself at Maury, and unlike the last time he’d done that in sight of other bull riders, Maury hugged him right back.

“Thanks for letting me know that old Peaches just wanted to put on a great show.”

“My pleasure.”

“That was a pretty amazing show you put on too.”

“Just demonstrating a little of the Silva machismo.”

“Hey, Maury.” Harve walked up to them and glanced at Maury’s arm, still around Tristão’s waist. “Tristão. Good to see you. Damned sorry to hear we’re losing you on the circuit. Think you might have been rookie of the year.”

“Thank you, sir. I’m sure my brothers will more than make up for me.”

“Well, to be honest, unless Xesús can learn to curb his temper, we’re gonna suspend him. Rivalry’s one thing, violence is another. Jerry’s talking to him now.”

Maury took Tristão’s hand and squeezed it gently. “Truth is, Harve, you shouldn’t have much trouble with Silva, since I’m gonna be retiring before the end of the season.”

“What?” The word came from Harve, Earl, and Tristão all at once.

Maury nodded. “Sorry to shock everyone. I planned to take more time to tell you, but I’m feeling kind of anxious. I’ll be looking for new jobs for Dusty and Hernando before I hang it up. Earl, I’d like to talk to you about helping me run my business. I wouldn’t know how to do it on my own.”

Hernando said, “We could help you run your business too, boss.”

“You don’t want to stay with bull riding?”

Both guys grinned.

Danny laughed. “I think we can all do some talking about jobs for you two. We’ve been needing new cowboys.”

Harve said, “You said business? Are you thinking of taking our offer, Maury?”

“Thing is, Harve, I now have a family I need to spend time with in Chico, California. I don’t think I could devote myself to as much travel as you’d need for the job. Plus I kind of like being on my own, and I’m thinking of some other enterprises we might get up to at my ranch. But I’d be happy to talk about some kind of consultant’s position.”

Harve nodded. “I guess if we can’t have you full-time, we’ll be happy to have a chunk of the Maury magic.”

Maury stuck out his hand and Harve shook it. Harve said, “I’d try to talk you into staying the whole season, Maury. I think you’ve got a good shot at the championship, but fact is, I’m glad you’re quitting. You’ve got a lot of happy life to live, and you need to be getting on with it.”

“Damn, I’ve never heard a truer statement.” He wrapped an arm around Tris and hugged.

An hour later, after Maury took another bow and they said goodbye to Earl, Dusty, and Hernando, who promised to come to Chico the next weekend, Maury, Tristão, and Danny all walked to the SUV for the long drive home.

Maury started out driving, since he was the only one who’d gotten any sleep the night before, with Danny in shotgun and Tris taking his turn stretched in the back seat. After all, he had jet lag too.

A few minutes into the drive, Danny said, “You mentioned trying out some other, I think you called them enterprises, on your ranch. Are you thinking of joining us in the horse business or starting your own guest ranch? Hell, that’s a great place you’ve got.”

“No, no guest ranch.” Maury grinned and looked back where Tris lay, eyelashes fanning his cheeks. “But since I’ve got my own resident expert right here in the back seat, I thought we might raise us a bunch of bucking bulls.”

Tristão sat up so fast he should have gotten whiplash. “Are you serious?”

“Yep. How do you say Ranch of the Blue Eyes in Portuguese?”




Chapter Twenty-Eight

 

 

Six months later

 

“HOW DO you know a bull will buck, Mr. Silva?” The young female reporter from the Sacramento paper stood between Maury and Tristão at the fence, looking into the pen where their calf was playing, observed by his proud mama. Almost as proud as Tris and Maury.

Maury smiled as Tristão said, “The only assurance you have is genetics. Bucking bulls are born from other bucking bulls. That calf’s mother, who you see there, is the daughter of a champion bucking bull, and she was bred to another champion. But despite the great genes, the calf may or may not like to buck.”

“You can’t train them to buck?”

“No, it’s either in their nature, or it’s not. You never know.”

At that moment, the little dude made a beeline of leaps and twirls across the pen.

Maury laughed. “But so far so good.”

The reporter laughed too, and her photographer snapped pictures of the dancing calf.

“So I understand the ranch was named for you, Mr. Silva.”

He smiled at Maury softly. “So I’m told.”

“And Rancho dos Olhos Azuis means Ranch of the Blue Eyes?”

“Yes, we often just call it Azuis. Blue.”

She gazed at him and got a little pink in the cheeks. “I certainly understand how Mr. Garcia was inspired.” She cleared her throat. “So tonight’s party is celebrating the official christening of the ranch?”

Maury nodded. “Yes, we put up the sign today.”

“We’ll take a picture as we leave.” She handed them both her card. “Thank you for letting us visit. I understand your family in Brazil raises bucking bulls, Mr. Silva. Do you plan to introduce your girls to their boys?” She giggled a little.

Tristão shook his head, and a touch of sadness crept into those eyes. “No. No plans.”

“Well, we’ll be watching your progress with interest. Thank you again.”

As they left, Maury wrapped an arm around Tris. “You’ve given up so much to be with me.” He turned to face him. “I got everything. Same country, same ranch. Hell I even brought my mother with me. You left it all behind.”

It took a moment, but Tris finally looked up and met Maury’s eyes. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t miss anything about my home or family, but when it’s a choice between being who they want and being who I am, then there’s no choice. I don’t mean just about being gay, but that’s certainly part of it. The fact is, I’m not really competitive. I’d rather help people win than do anything to beat them.”

Maury smiled. “I remember how shocked I was when you helped me.”

“But you helped me first, and that was one of the things I loved about you.” He kind of wiggled in a shudder. “I hate all the machismo bullshit. Watching my mother and other women who are twice as powerful and smart as the men around them tiptoeing on eggshells to not offend any man’s precious ego makes me want to vomit. I won’t live that way. I can’t think of finer men than Danny and Laurie and most of all you. The kind of man I want to be.”

Maury hugged Tris tight. “Nobody ever gave me higher praise. Thank you and back atcha.”

“We better get ready for the party.”

Maury snorted. “Speaking of powerful women, maybe we can ransom poor Antonio out of the servitude my mother’s forced him into today.”

“No chance. Yolanda and Florence should be there by now with their families, which makes the whip-cracking that much more powerful.”

Sure enough, when they walked in the house, it was already a hive of activity and good smells. Maury’s mother commanded the kitchen with his sister and aunt, and the men had been put to work decorating, setting up the barbecues, sweeping porches, and whatever else the women could find for them to do.

His mother bustled out of the kitchen. “You two go rest, dress, etcetera, and let us handle this. It’s your day.”

Tristão tried to protest, but Maury said, “Thanks, Mamá.” He grabbed Tris’s hand and hauled him to the other end of the house and the master suite. Inside, he locked the door and gave Tris a warmer than warm look.

Tris chuckled. “Behave. They’ll be gone later, and we’ll have the house to ourselves.” Maury had bought his mom a cottage closer to Chico, and Antonio had decided to stay with her since it put him closer to his friends. So Maury and Tris had the ranch for the two of them.

“But we have this room all to ourselves right now.”

Tris grinned and pressed a hand to his head. “No, no, you’ll have to seduce me first.” At which point he hauled off his boots and jeans and hurled himself backward onto the king-size bed, still making protestations like a Victorian heroine.

Maury stalked forward, unzipping his fly, then crawled onto the bed like a cat, pressed his finger to his lips with a shushing sound, and swallowed Tristão’s beautiful cock.

What followed was fifteen minutes of silent sixty-nine, the quiet broken only by occasional giggles and snorts. It must have made quite a picture, the two of them rolling around, hips humping, groins thrusting, throats working with no sound effects until Tris threw his head back and gasped, “Oh, ohhhhhhh.”

Maury smiled as he swallowed, and then Tris enclosed his penis in his powerful hands and jerked him into happy oblivion.

It took another fifteen minutes of pudding brains and mush muscles before they could unwrap from their entwined position and think about a shower. The shower took yet another fifteen minutes of washing and kissing alternately until they finally crawled out, a little pruny but happy, and got dressed in their ranch-casual best.

Maury listened at the door. “Sounds like the hordes have assembled.”

Tris sat on the ottoman in front of an easy chair by the window and hauled on his boots.

Maury strode over. “Can I help with that?”

“Sure.” He grinned.

Maury knelt down and pushed on the boot as Tris tugged. Maury smiled. “You look mighty nice.”

“Thank you. You too.” He pulled at his other boot.

Maury helped.

Suddenly, Tris cocked his head. “Maury, where is your pendant? The one from your brother? I’ve never seen you without it.”

Maury smiled, deep into his soul. “Funny you should ask. You see, I had it made into something else. I wanted to turn the pain into joy.”

“Oh?” The sound was soft and sweet.

Maury took a deep breath and said, “Since I’m already down here….” He reached into the pocket of his jeans, where he’d planted the box two hours before. “Tristão Silva, man that I love and always will—” By now, Tris’s eyes were wide, and he had a hand pressed to his mouth. Maury produced the box and opened it on the gold-and-diamond band. “—will you consider being my husband and making every day about our joy?”

Tristão pulled the hand from his mouth and shrieked, “Mãe de Deus!” He jumped to his feet, grabbed Maury, and hauled him up into a hug, then followed it with a consuming kiss.

A knock on the door made them both look up. Maury’s mom called, “Tristão, are you all right?”

Tris yelled, “Yes. Yes!” He ran over, opened the bedroom door, and grabbed Maury’s mom into a hug. “I’m engaged. En—” He stared at his hand, seemed to realize he’d totally forgotten the ring, and ran back to Maury, who held it out, laughing.

Tristão extended his hand with a glowing smile. Maury fitted the ring in place, and they got applause from an audience that now consisted of Maury’s family, plus Danny, Laurie, Rand, Kai, their kids and ranch hands, Felicia, Annie and Marsh Banks, Earl, Dusty, and Hernando. Tris got shiny-eyed. “Thank you, everyone. I never knew it was possible to be so happy.”

“And no one is happier to hear that than us.”

Tris gasped as his mother and grandfather walked from behind the crowd. “You—you came!”

Senora Silva said, “You don’t think I’d miss my son’s engagement, do you?”

“But how did you know?” Tris looked at Maury, who shook his head. He wished he’d thought of it.

Senora Silva said, “I have good sources of information. We Latin mothers have to, how do you say, stick together.” Maury’s mom walked over and gave Tris’s mom a hug.

Maury’s mom said, “Why don’t we move the party into a larger room?”

As everyone trooped out, Tris looked at Maury and spoke softly. “Avô’s here. I don’t believe it.” Then he stepped in and wrapped his arms around Maury. “I’m so happy. I love you.”

Hand in hand, they walked into the great room, where drinks were being distributed and food seemed to occupy every available surface.

Senor Silva looked over, and Tristão tensed beside Maury.

Silva walked over and extended his hand. “Congratulations, Tristão.” They shook hands. Then, as everyone in the room appeared to be holding their breath, Silva extended his hand to Maury. “Thank you for making my grandson so happy.” He glanced at Tris, then said, “I know I’ve made life very challenging for you, but you’ve scaled every one of my obstacles. You’ve always been my favorite, and I realize that, like a great bull, I can’t control you, but I do want to be a part of your life if you’ll allow me.” He swallowed hard.

“I’d like that, sir.” Tristão smiled, and Maury knew instinctively that Tris wanted to hug his grandfather—but that big a miracle was unlikely, even for him.

Silva looked sternly at Maury. “Besides, I can’t resist the chance to influence a bold new breeding ranch. I must keep you beginners from making the same mistakes that I did.”

Maury grinned. “We’ll be happy to receive every insider tip you want to share, sir.”

Tristão’s mother walked over. “So am I losing an employee to the bulls again?”

“No, ma’am. I made an arrangement with the office to work mostly from home and go into San Francisco for meetings once or twice a month. That way I can work for the company and still be here to help with the bulls.”

Senor Silva looked at his daughter. “You see how well we compromise.”

She laughed, loud and gutsy. “We shouldn’t prevent the engaged couple from having some food and talking to others. Don’t worry. We’ll be staying for days. You’ll have trouble getting rid of us.”

Suddenly, music poured through the big room. Antonio came bounding over to Maury and Tristão. “Come on, you two. There’s only one way to celebrate this engagement. Samba!”

Maury laughed as Tristão got that hopelessly sexy look on his face and his hips started shaking like they needed their own area code.

People cleared space on the hardwood floors, and first Tris’s mom and then Annie took turns with him. Next, Maury’s mom, sister, and aunt all gave it a try, with a bit of salsa thrown in.

As the wild music filled the room and his heart, Maury walked out onto the floor, tapped his sister on the shoulder, and said, “May I cut in?”

He stepped in front of the man he loved. The man who now wore his ring. Tristão delivered a sultry smile and a swing of his perfect ass. For Maury, all those years of living someone else’s life seemed to fade like an old photograph. It took less time than riding a bull—but was just as painful—to make the decision to be who he was. And look what he’d won.

He pulled Tris close, then swung him in a circle until his musical laugh filled the room.

With a sway of the hips perfected by six months of very specialized practice, Maury and Tris proved that cowboys do samba.
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A Cowboys Don’t Story

 

Rand McIntyre settles for good enough. He loves his small California ranch, raising horses, and teaching riding to the kids he adores—but having kids of his own and someone to love means coming out, and that would jeopardize everything he’s built. Then, despite his terror of flying, he goes on a holiday to Hana, Hawaii, with his parents and meets the dark and mysterious Kai Kealoha, a genuine Hawaiian cowboy. Rand takes to Kai’s kid brother and sister as much as he drools over Kai, but the guy sports more prickles than a horned toad and more secrets than the exotic land he comes from.

Kai’s earned his privacy and lives to protect his “kids.” He ought to stay away from the big, handsome cowboy for everyone’s sake—but since the guy’s just a haole on a short vacation, how much damage can he do? When all of Kai’s worst fears and Rand’s darkest nightmares come true at once, there’s not much chance for two cowboys who can’t—or won’t—come out.
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A Cowboys Don’t Story

 

Cowboy Danny Boone—a name he made up one drunken night and has regretted ever since—harbors a big past and yearns for a small future. A short, bright career as a champion bull rider almost ended in his death when his homophobic father discovered Danny was gay. Now Danny longs for a plot of land he can build a ranch on, enough money to make up for some of the education he missed… and, secretly, a beautiful femme who likes to top—a combo rarer than a unicorn.

Then onto the guest ranch where Danny works drives San Francisco decorator Laurie Belmont, a young man so gorgeous he makes the horses gasp, and so ballsy he almost kills Danny’s attacker. Laurie’s trying to find his way out from under the thumb of a domineering mother, helpless father, and rich, privileged boyfriend. But no matter the attraction, their lives are worlds apart, and cowboys don’t ride unicorns.
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A Movie Magic Romance

 

Luca McGrath may be returning to Napa Valley, California, as a promising chef with dreams of starting his own restaurant and winery, but his heart still lives with the bad-boy son of a billionaire, James Armstrong. Luca spent his childhood playing games with the golden boy of California society, so blinded by James he barely noticed the dark, quiet lure of his conservative older brother, Dylan Armstrong.

But now Luca’s home, and his own powers of attraction are enough to make James question his dedicated heterosexuality and his promised marriage to a wealthy and powerful businesswoman. The obvious attraction between Luca and James spurs Dylan into action—but he’s fighting a huge secret. While Luca dreamed of James, Dylan dreamed of Luca. When Luca gets caught in the struggle between the brothers and gets accused of culinary espionage he’s ready to chuck the fairy tale—unable to even imagine Dylan’s power to make his dreams come true.
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A Middlemark Mystery

 

Dr. Llewellyn Lewis leads a double life, as both an awkward but distinguished history professor and the more flamboyant Ramon Rondell, infamous writer of sensational historical theories. It’s Ramon who first sets eyes on a gorgeous young man dancing in a club, but Llewellyn who meets teaching assistant Blaise Arthur formally at an event held for wealthy socialite Anne de Vere, descendant of Edward de Vere, seventeenth Earl of Oxford—who some believe was the real Shakespeare. Anne wants Llewellyn to prove that claim, even though many have tried and failed. And she’s willing to offer a hefty donation to the university if he succeeds.

It also means a chance for Llewellyn to get to know Blaise much better.

Not everyone thinks Llewellyn should take the case—or the money. Between feuding siblings, rival patrons, jealous colleagues, and greedy administrators, almost anyone could be trying to thwart his work… and one of them is willing to kill to do it.

When Anne de Vere turns up dead, the police believe Blaise is the murderer. Only the shy, stuttering professor who has won his heart can prove otherwise….
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A Middlemark Mystery

 

Where Bo Marchand comes from, gay men are just confirmed bachelors who never found the right girl. But now Bo’s a successful winemaker on the central coast of California, supporting his whole damned Georgia family, and all he really wants is the beautiful, slightly mysterious Jeremy Aames.

Jeremy’s vineyard is under threat from Ernest Ottersen, the voracious winemaker who seems to know all Jeremy’s blending secrets and manages to grab all his customers. Bo tries to help Jeremy and even provides a phony alibi for Jeremy when Ottersen turns up dead in Jeremy’s tasting room. But it’s clear Jeremy isn’t who he claims, and Bo must decide if it’s worth tossing over his established life for a man who doesn’t seem to trust anyone. When Jeremy gets kidnapped, some of the conservative winemakers turn out to be kinky sex fiends, and the list of murderers keeps dwindling down to Jeremy. Bo has to choose between hopping on his white horse or climbing back in his peach-pie-lined closet.




Readers love the Cowboys Don’t Stories by Tara Lain

 

Cowboys Don’t Come Out

 

“I enjoyed Cowboys Don’t Come Out by Tara Lain and would say that it should definitely earn a spot on the Christmas list of any who enjoy cowboys and coming out stories.”

—Joyfully Jay

 

“Cowboys Don’t Come Out is such a sweet and tender story!”

—(un)Conventional Book Views

 

“This is a wonderful book, with so much heart and honesty. Highly recommend!”

—Jessie G Books

 

Cowboys Don’t Ride Unicorns

 

“Cowboys Don’t Ride Unicorns got me in the feels so hard. It was so absolutely wonderful, I have already read it a second time!”

—Love Bytes

 

“This story works beautifully in breaking the stereotypical mold of twinks being only bottoms and alpha-cowboys being only tops.”

—Gay Book Reviews

 

“It is a sweet story with a lot of self-discovery and making dreams come true.”

—Diverse Reader




TARA LAIN believes in happy ever afters—and magic. Same thing. In fact, she says, she doesn’t believe, she knows. Tara shares this passion in her stories, which star her unique, charismatic heroes and adventurous heroines. Quarterbacks and cops, werewolves and witches, blue collar or billionaires, Tara’s characters, readers say, love deeply, resolve seemingly insurmountable differences, and ultimately live their lives authentically. After many years living in southern California, Tara, her soulmate honey, and her soulmate dog decided they wanted fewer cars and more trees, prompting a move to Ashland, Oregon, where Tara’s creating new stories and loving living in a small town with big culture. Likely a Gryffindor but possessed of Parseltongue, Tara loves animals of all kinds, diversity, open minds, coconut crunch ice cream from Zoey’s, and her readers. She also loves to hear from you.

Email: tara@taralain.com

Website: www.taralain.com

Blog: www.taralain.com/blog

Goodreads: www.goodreads.com/author/show/4541791.Tara_Lain

Pinterest: pinterest.com/taralain/

Twitter: twitter.com/taralain

Facebook: www.facebook.com/taralain

Barnes & Noble: www.barnesandnoble.com/s/Tara-Lain?keyword=Tara+Lain&store=book
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