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      “Lord, we have a lot of work to do, so if you’d be so kind as to make this easy, we’d be really grateful. Amen.”

      Ray Sloane arched an eyebrow, watching as the pastor gave his short prayer. “Is that it?” Ray asked.

      Noah Taylor looked offended. “What do you mean—is that it?”

      “Not much of a prayer, is it? Lord, we’ve got a shitload of work to do, so make it easy. Where are the comments about guiding us with the Holy Spirit and this barn being a mustard seed from which we can grow a strong church?”

      “You think you could do better?” Noah huffed, folding his arms across his flannel shirt.

      “Better than that? Damn—sorry, Lord—right I could.”

      “Everyone’s a critic, Pastor.” Luke Murray, the owner of the Lost Cow Ranch and the ramshackle barn they were currently standing in, grinned at them both. “You can’t get good help these days.”

      The pastor frowned at Ray, who, up until a few weeks ago, had been his assistant at St. Mark’s. “My prayer was short and to the point. Now stop criticizing and do something useful.”

      Ray raised his eyebrow again. “Like what? What are you expecting me to do? I’m not a cowboy.”

      “You can help clear the barn, can’t you? It’ll keep you from getting fat. You’ve been eating too many of Momma’s dinners lately.”

      Now it was Ray’s turn to look offended. “I’m not getting fat.” He patted his flat stomach. “Look at that. Solid muscle from all the furniture I’ve been moving over the summer.”

      “Muscle?” Noah scoffed. “That’s not muscle. That’s grown in a gym. This is muscle.” He lifted up the shirt of the red-haired man next to him, who had stayed out of the argument so far. The man flushed and tried to push down his shirt, but not before Ray had seen the rippling muscles of his abs. Maybe Noah had a point. He couldn’t compete with Tommy Bradley for muscle development.

      “Noah, please,” Tom hissed.

      Noah smirked at his lover. “Sorry, Tom, didn’t mean to embarrass you. I just wanted to show Tiny here what a real man looks like.”

      Ray flipped him off. “You can do that, Noah, when you tell me what a real pastor looks like.”

      “Are they always like this, Tommy?” Luke leaned heavily on his cane as he spoke to his ranch hand.

      Tommy Bradley pulled a face. “You need to ask that? Come on, it’s Noah! Usually they’re worse.” He ignored the outraged look his lover sent him, and Ray’s sardonic chuckle. “Do you need to get off that leg, boss?”

      It was Luke’s turn to grimace. “Yeah, it’s giving me hell today.” Luke had been caught in a flash flood a couple of months previously and damaged his knee joint. “I’d better go back to the house before Shelley calls Simon.”

      “She’s a snitch, is she?” Ray asked.

      Shelley had been employed to give Luke a hand in the office. It helped Luke and meant she and her new beau, Chuck, another hand, could live together and travel into work at the same time. Luke grumbled about her all the time, but that was only because she never let him get away with working too hard. She never let him get away with shit. Shelley was tight with Simon, Luke’s partner.

      “The woman doesn’t know when to keep her mouth shut.” Luke winced as he shifted his weight. “I’ve gotta sit down.” The pain visible on his face, Luke limped away.

      Tommy gave Noah a quick kiss and moved to Luke’s side, ignoring his boss’s growl.

      Left with just the pastor, Ray couldn’t quite repress a sigh as he looked at the work ahead of him. Luke’s offer to move St. Mark’s church to a barn on the Lost Cow Ranch had seemed like the solution to all their problems, even slightly romantic, after Noah had been removed as pastor of St. Mark’s, but the barn was going to need a lot of work, and a lot of money, to make it fit to be a replacement church.

      “It looks impossible, doesn’t it?” Noah asked. “St. Mark’s was an old building, but at least it was habitable.”

      Ray hadn’t seen Noah move to his side. “I thought it was gonna be an easy job to fix up the old barn. Now we’re here, it looks like a mountain of work.”

      “I felt like that the day of the denominational meeting. I couldn’t see how we were going to up and move an entire church an hour’s drive from St. Mark’s. You were one of the people to convince me it would work.”

      “And now?” Ray asked. He was enfolded into a one-arm hug by Noah.

      “Now all I can think is this is how our savior came into the world.” Noah hugged Ray even closer. “It’s kinda appropriate that we start again in a barn.”

      Ray shook his head.

      “What?” Noah gave him a quizzical look.

      “You’re such an optimist. That’s part of the reason I’ve stayed with you for so long.”

      “If life gives you lemons….” Noah chuckled.

      “Oh, please. You don’t make lemonade. You make a sixty-nine sling.”

      “What the heck is a sixty-nine sling? It sounds like some sort of sex toy.”

      Ray grinned at him. “It’s a lemonade cocktail. You’d be handing out cocktails to all the pessimists, telling them to drink up.”

      “Yeah, particularly with a name like that. That reminds me, are you going to the Pacific Saturday night?”

      The Pacific was the closest gay club. Ray usually organized a group of the men from St. Mark’s to go at least once a month.

      “Not this week. I’m going to try another place. See if it’s worth us all going.”

      “Are you going with anybody else?” Noah asked curiously.

      Ray shook his head. “Just me.”

      Noah shot him a shrewd glance. “Is everything all right, Ray?”

      “Everything’s fine. I just want a change of scene, that’s all.”

      And a change of men. A couple of years of going to the same bar month after month had left a stale taste in Ray’s mouth. It didn’t take long to work your way through the limited selection of guys, and Ray had moved beyond the need to get his rocks off. So the dry patch he’d been going through was very dry, and being surrounded by couples in love was doing nothing to improve his mood.

      Ray was thirty, he was average-looking, and he was lonely. Even as a gay teenager, he’d thought that by the time he was old—thirty was old back then—he would be settled in a relationship. He wasn’t looking for the picket fence, but maybe a dog would be nice.

      “Where are you going?”

      “The Pink Palm,” he said reluctantly, not surprised to see Noah’s eyes widen.

      “Seriously? You’re thinking that some of the others might want to go the Pink Palm?” Noah sounded incredulous.

      Even in their part of Texas, the Pink Palm was notorious for all the wrong reasons.

      “Ray, I’m not sure it’s a good idea. What about taking the weekend off and going to Austin?”

      Ray looked away from the worried expression in Noah’s eyes. “Not this weekend. I haven’t been to the Palm, and I wanna see for myself what all the fuss is about.”

      “You still have to drive.”

      “I know. There’s a motel close by.”

      “Ray….” Noah sounded really concerned but he was interrupted by a voice at the barn door.

      “Hey, guys, have you seen Luke?” Simon grinned at them.

      “He’s gone to take a load off his leg,” Noah said.

      Simon’s grin immediately morphed into a frown. “Was it giving him trouble? I’ll go and find him.”

      Ray waited until Simon had left before he said, “Luke is gonna kill you.”

      “I know,” Noah agreed, sounding smug.

      Ray shook his head. “Why do you enjoy winding Luke up so much? He’s our landlord now. And you’re a pastor.”

      “What’s that got to do with it? And quit trying to change the subject. I’m still not happy about you going to the Pink Palm.”

      “I know.” Ray was warmed by Noah’s concern, although he wouldn’t have expected anything less. “I need something more than the Pacific. It’s great and all but I haven’t met anyone new in over a year. I need someone… something… edgier.”

      “By edgier, you mean more dangerous?” Noah knew Ray only too well. Ray had a need to walk on the wild side, a trait he normally managed to temper. Every so often that need surfaced. Like now—when Ray was lonely and bored.

      “I’m not an idiot,” Ray said, a touch impatiently. “I’ll get out at any sign of trouble.”

      “I’m going to call you, and you’d better return my calls, or I’m coming to get you.”

      “Yes, Mom. What happens if I hook up and forget?”

      “Then you’d better be prepared to be interrupted.”

      Ray knew Noah would do exactly what he said. “You’re evil, you know that, don’t you?”

      Noah patted him on the back. “That’s why you love me.”

      “No, I don’t think so,” Ray said. “I leave that to your boy. No one else would put up with you. Hi, Tommy.”

      He looked over to see Noah’s boyfriend in the doorway, a storm gathering on his freckled face.

      “Is everything okay?” Tommy asked, his eyes fixed on the way Noah was touching Ray.

      “This idiot is going to the Pink Palm on Saturday.”

      Immediately Tommy’s expression changed. “What on earth for? It’s a dive. You shouldn’t go there.”

      Ray sighed. “Thanks for the concern, guys, but seriously, you need to let me make my own decisions.”

      “Not if they’re shit ones,” Tommy said bluntly.

      “I think I preferred you when you were sweet and innocent,” Ray said.

      Noah enclosed Tommy in a hug, tipping Tommy’s hat over his face. “Lay off my cowboy. He’s only trying to prevent you from being a dumbass.”

      Ray gave up. “I’ve gotta go. Got an early start tomorrow.” The ranch had rented him a small cottage on the outskirts of the spread, but it meant a longer drive for him to work. Since he’d started back at school, Ray ended up going to bed early as his day started at dark-thirty.

      “Don’t think you can run away that easy,” Noah said. “You’re eating at the bunkhouse, remember?” He must have seen the beginning of a refusal on Ray’s face, because he said, “I promise not to mention the Palm to Luke or Simon.”

      “You’d better not,” Ray growled.

      Because if Luke or Simon heard that Ray was going to the Pink Palm, he’d never hear the end of it. Ray glared at Tommy, who took a step backward.

      “I’m saying nothing,” Tommy said, “but if they hear about it, they aren’t gonna be happy.”

      “Then they’d better not hear about it.” Ray growled at the two men and stalked out of the barn. He could almost hear the way Noah and Tommy were rolling their eyes in disgust. He headed for his car, totally out of sorts and not wanting an evening of being sociable with Luke and his family. As Ray laid his hand on the door handle of his car, he was hailed from the main house.

      “Where’re you going, Ray? Thought you were eating with us this evening.”

      Cursing under his breath, he looked up to see Luke sitting on the stoop, his cane resting against his thigh.

      “I’ve got a headache. I thought I’d go home and sleep it off,” Ray lied.

      “That’s a real shame. Momma was looking forward to talking to you about plans for the Mustard Seed.”

      Ray was about to respond when Simon and Pamela, Luke’s mother, came out of the house. He noticed the immediate scowl on Luke’s face.

      “Good, you haven’t moved,” Simon said, his tone curt. “We’ll be back in time for dinner, Momma.”

      “I don’t need to see the doctor. My knee is fine,” Luke snapped.

      Simon scowled down his partner. “It’s the size of a watermelon, Luke. You’re going to get it checked if I have to carry you into the clinic myself.”

      “Good luck with that one,” Luke said.

      It looked like a standoff; then Pamela spotted Ray. “Oh, glad you’re here, Ray. You can come and help me with the dinner while Simon takes Luke to Doc Alvarez.”

      Ray opened his mouth to say he wasn’t staying but then Simon lifted Luke over his shoulder and started carrying him toward his truck, ignoring Luke’s angry, “What the fuck?” Ray almost choked at how strong Simon was. He was carrying Luke, who was six foot plus and no lightweight, like he was a kid. It was kind of a turn-on.

      “Ignore them. This is like foreplay.”

      Ray coughed in embarrassment. “Mrs. Murray!” he exclaimed, scandalized at her comment.

      She looked at him in amusement. “You haven’t spent much time around my sons on the ranch, have you? You’ll learn.” Pamela turned to go in the house. She looked over her shoulder. “Come on, Ray. I’ve got tea waiting for us. Then I need your help with dinner. My arm isn’t up to chopping up all the vegetables since the accident.”

      Before he could reiterate that he was going home, she disappeared into the house. Ray sighed. His lungs were getting a workout today. He took a last look at his car and then gave up and followed Pamela into the house. In all honesty, he didn’t have anything else to do, and he would only be eating pasta with sauce from a jar dumped over it.

      In the kitchen, Pamela’s husband, Greg, was working on a laptop. He looked up as Ray walked in.

      “Hi, Ray. What did you think of the barn? Is Noah still in there?”

      “He must be. I haven’t seen him or Tommy walk past.”

      “Ah, he’s probably taking advantage of a little alone time with Tommy,” Momma Murray said.

      Ray choked on the tea he’d just picked up. Good God, was the woman obsessed with the love lives of the people around her? Although he knew her from church, and knew what a force of nature she could be, he hadn’t really gotten to know her personally.

      “I expect so,” Greg agreed. He gave Ray a concerned glance. “Are you all right, son?”

      Finally managing to stop coughing, Ray nodded, and then sipped at his tea to calm himself down. “I… I’m fine.”

      “Good. We don’t want you to choke on us. You’ll have to forgive Momma. She likes to be involved in everyone’s life. You’ve only survived because you didn’t live nearby. Now you’re on the ranch, watch out. She’ll know more about your life than you do.”

      Ray shrugged. “There is nothing to know. I’m thirty, single and an elementary-school teacher. Boring, really.”

      “We all know that,” Pamela said, her voice muffled as she retrieved a large stock pot from the back of one of the cupboards. “Good grief, what is all this mess? Don’t the boys ever clean out these cupboards?”

      “Why would they need to do that when they have you cooking for them?” Greg pointed out. “Ray, these figures don’t add up. Could you take a look at them?”

      Ray looked uncertainly at Pamela. “Momma asked me to chop some vegetables.”

      “Greg can chop the vegetables while you look at the numbers,” she said cheerfully. “He’ll be like a bear with a sore head if we don’t get the accounts to tally.”

      “I thought Luke and Shelley did the books for the ranch?” Ray asked, pulling the laptop toward him.

      “They do. This is some separate business on the side that I’m working on.”

      “I thought you’d retired.”

      Greg had gone through major heart surgery the previous year, his condition exacerbated by the stress of several attacks on the ranch and Luke and Simon.

      Pamela huffed loudly.

      Greg rolled his eyes at Ray. “This is just a small, private arrangement with Lil.”

      “Lil?”

      “A woman who owns the biggest ranch in the area. You’ll meet her if you spend more time here.”

      “You’re supposed to be spending your retirement with me. Not thinking of more dang-fool ways to get stressed.”

      Ray was impressed by the lack of concern Greg showed to the very large knife his wife was holding.

      “As you are always here, my dear, I had to find some way to occupy my time.”

      She grinned at her husband. “Touché. But seriously, Ray, these accounts have been driving him mad. Can you take a look at them? Greg can chop instead.”

      As the laptop was already in front of him, Ray didn’t see he had much opportunity to refuse. He was beginning to understand that was how things worked on the ranch. For a quiet life, you followed along with the Murrays. If it wasn’t the Murrays, then Noah was giving him orders. Noah was technically his boss at the church so that made sense, but the Murrays were his landlords. Ray rubbed at his temples. That headache he’d been trying to fake was becoming a reality.

      “I know. I can’t work it out either. Oh, well.” Greg sounded resigned.

      “Huh?” Confused, Ray looked up. Then he realized Greg was talking about the accounts and not the confusion going on in Ray’s head. “Let me look properly.”

      “You’re a good boy,” Pamela said.

      Ray gritted his teeth. He wasn’t a boy. Having to suppress his irritability was a good indication of how much he needed a night away from everyone and everything. Normally he was laid back and happy to go with the flow, but he’d been taking care of Noah, the church, and the congregation for many months. Now it was time to take care of Ray for a night and that meant going somewhere to get laid. Somewhere that didn’t know him as Noah’s deputy and didn’t care who he was as long as he had a dick and was willing.

      “Are you all right, Ray? You look tired.”

      Now Pamela was looking concerned about him. She had enough on her plate with her husband and her son being out of action.

      “I’m fine, Momma. Just need to concentrate, is all. Could I have some coffee? I need the caffeine.”

      “Sure,” she said, heading for the coffeemaker.

      Ray took a deep breath and concentrated on the figures, trying to see where the problem lay in the columns of figures before him. This he could do—he hoped. He started from the top, to the accompaniment of carrots being chopped and the scent of good coffee.
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      The motel room, still decorated in swirly oranges and browns from the seventies, was just about acceptable. The sheets were clean even if the room wouldn’t win any awards. The only thing Ray planned to do in it was sleep. If he managed to get laid he wouldn’t be bringing the guy back to his room. Ray slung his car keys and cell phone on the nightstand and went to take a leak.

      He’d already looked for the Pink Palm, a decrepit bar at the edge of town. The name was a joke—a hangover from past times. It was actually called The Last Bar. Noah was right. He should have gone to Austin if he needed to relieve the itch. The only thing that place was going to give him was the clap.

      Ray sat on the bed, trying to decide whether to leave now and head for somewhere better. But it was late, and he was tired. He decided to stay and see if the Palm was as bad as its reputation. He just had time to shower and head out for some food.

      The diner was as nondescript as the motel, but the coffee was strong and the rare steak melted in Ray’s mouth. If nothing else, he was coming back for another meal at Ray’s Diner. The name had caught his eye on the way in.

      He caught the eye of the middle-aged waitress, who came over with a broad smile and a coffeepot in hand.

      “A refill, hon?” she asked, waving the coffeepot.

      Ray pushed his cup toward her. “Thanks. The steak was amazing. Please thank the cook.”

      “I’ll surely do that,” she agreed. “My husband will be pleased that you like it.”

      “Is that Ray?”

      She nodded. “Yep. It’s our diner.”

      “I’m Ray as well, and I’ll be coming back here.”

      She returned his smile with a “You’ll always be welcome, Ray,” and then she wandered off in the direction of the kitchen, presumably to pass on his compliments to her husband.

      His compliments paid off because the check was less than it should have been. Ray didn’t query it, but he left a large tip for the waitress.

      Ray headed for the Pink Palm feeling better in spirit than he had all week. Just being on his own, away from the troubles at St. Mark’s, gave him some breathing space. Noah could lose himself in Tommy, but Ray didn’t have that option. He might have been better off going to a large anonymous club and taking his frustrations out on the dance floor, but he was here now. He could drink, hopefully get at least a blowjob, and stay out of trouble. Before he went in, he fired off a quick text to Noah, not trusting the man not to be on his way already.

      He’d left it late in the hope that the place wasn’t empty. The guys on the door eyed him suspiciously but they let him in. Ray nearly turned tail when he saw the floorboards and beat up vinyl seats. He couldn’t imagine any gay guy being caught dead in a place like this. Then he looked at the men more closely. Nearly all of them cowboys who’d probably feel more comfortable in a place like this than a swanky city club. At least they could spit on the floor, Ray thought sourly. He was the one who was out of place here.

      He headed for the bar, deciding to have a drink first. There wasn’t much choice in beer, but he picked one, then followed it up with a whiskey chaser.

      “Haven’t seen you here before,” the bartender said as he took Ray’s money. He looked like his clients, rough, sun-wrinkled, but with an easy manner that reminded Ray of the hands on the Lost Cow. Not his type, but Ray liked him on sight.

      “First time,” Ray said before he took a long swallow of his beer.

      The bartender eyed him curiously. “The Palm doesn’t seem your kinda place.”

      “It’s not,” Ray allowed, “but I needed to get away for a night, and I’d heard of this place.”

      The bartender laughed, a full belly laugh that attracted the attention of the people around him. “Nothing good, I’ll bet!”

      Ray grinned at him. “Ya got it.”

      “I’m Steve. The Palm’s mine.” He shook hands with Ray.

      “Ray.”

      “Expect some interest,” Steve said. “New dudes are a novelty.”

      “Don’t I know it. I needed a change of scene. What?”

      Steve was eyeing him up. “Let me guess? The Pacific?”

      “It’s not that hard to work out. It’s not like there are many places to choose from.”

      “Yep, but not many come here.”

      Ray looked around. “It looks full enough.”

      The bar, which was basically one large room with pool tables in one corner, was full of cowboys of all ages. It was like a hundred other bars that Ray had been in.

      “Jeez, I didn’t know there were that many gay cowboys,” Ray said stupidly.

      Steve rolled his eyes. “The boys come from all around, just to get some company.”

      Most of the men were in groups, chatting, but here and there guys were kissing, and one or two were doing some more serious groping. No one was paying much attention to them.

      Ray nodded. “I can see that. You got a nice place, Steve.” And he meant it. It didn’t matter that the place was shabby. The atmosphere was good, and that was what counted.

      The bartender laughed disbelievingly. “Let’s see if you’re saying that in a couple of hours, when they’re liquored up.”

      “You telling lies ’bout us, Steve?”

      Ray turned to see a very young Hispanic cowboy grinning at him.

      “You saying Tuck won’t be punching Bill for hitting on him—again?” Steve asked.

      The young cowboy grinned, his dark eyes sparkling. “Nope.”

      “And Randy won’t be doing the same to Skip?”

      “That’s just foreplay, you know that.” The cowboy held out his hand. “I’m Miguel.”

      Ray shook it. “Ray.”

      “Nice to meet you, Ray. Can I get you a beer?”

      “Are you old enough?” Ray asked without thinking.

      Steve howled at Miguel’s offended expression. “He thinks you’re a twink.”

      “No, I didn’t mean…. Oh heck, I’m sorry, you just look so young.”

      Miguel didn’t look pacified by Ray’s stuttering explanation. “I’m plenty old enough.”

      “Let me buy you one,” Ray said as a peace offering. He looked over at Steve, who pushed two beers in front of them. Ray handed over the money.

      Miguel didn’t pick up the beer immediately, but when Ray handed it to him, he took it. “Gracias.” He tilted it in a mock salute.

      Ray picked up his bottle and mimicked the action.

      “So why are you here instead of schmoozing at the Pacific?” Steve asked, cutting into the awkward silence.

      Ray shrugged. “As I said, I need a change of scene.”

      “So you thought you’d try the Palm?” Miguel sounded incredulous.

      The guy was beginning to get on Ray’s nerves, but he kept an even tone. “I know about its reputation, but not all the guys I go with are city folk. Some are cowboys who find the Pacific a bit too smooth for their taste. They’d probably prefer it here.”

      “Wait, are you calling this place full of roughnecks?” Steve asked.

      Ray glanced at the bartender to see if he was pissed at him, but Steve was grinning back at him. “Yep. Got a problem with that?”

      “Nope. Sounds about right to me. No one’d ever call this place smooth.”

      “You lookin’ for a cowboy, city boy?” Miguel looked him over, but it just put Ray’s hackles up.

      “You’re… not what I’m looking for,” Ray said, deciding to be honest.

      Miguel’s face darkened. “Dark meat’s not good enough for you?” he spat.

      Ray burst out laughing, then he sobered and got up close to Miguel. “My boss is dark meat, so don’t ever put him or you down in that tone. I don’t care what color you are if you’re a good man. You’re too young and too prickly for me, Miguel.”

      “Go away, Miguel. Go back to Tonio and leave the man be.”

      “You’re in a relationship?” The man had some cojones cruising Ray while his partner was already here.

      Miguel seemed to relax, like he didn’t have to make an effort anymore. “Nah, he’s just my fuck buddy. You’re all right, Ray, for an uptight city man. Another beer for Ray, and I’ll get one for Tonio and me.”

      Steve handed Ray another beer, and then, thankfully, Miguel moved off, seemingly losing interest in Ray now that the new man had declared no interest in him.

      “You handled him well,” Steve said.

      “Apart from calling him underage, calling him out on racism, and telling him I wasn’t interested? Yeah, you could say I handled him okay.”

      “Miguel understands that sort of talk. So if it’s not him, can you see anyone else?”

      Ray slowly cruised the bar. He hadn’t seen anyone who caught his eye and was about to say so, but then he spotted a cowboy in the far corner, sitting on his own. “Him,” he said, trying to indicate without making it obvious.

      Steve looked over in his direction and laughed. “You don’t stand a chance, my friend. He’s been coming here for weeks and never looked at anyone yet, despite lots of interest.”

      “Is he gay?”

      “Who knows? He’s a closet case, if he is. I see him looking around sometimes, but as I said, he’s never shown any interest in any of the guys here.”

      Ray stared at the man, who was staring into his bottle of beer, oblivious to Ray’s interest. He looked older than Ray, although that might have been the effects of working in all kinds of weather; probably nearer forty than thirty, with close-cropped dark hair and a strong, rugged face. Ray wanted the man to look at him, to see his eyes. As if he was aware of Ray’s gaze, the man looked up. For a second, Ray thought the cowboy returned his interest, but then the man flushed and dropped his gaze back to his bottle.

      Ray turned around to see Steve watching him closely.

      “A closet case,” Steve said.

      Ray agreed, although he thought the man looked kind of sad and worn down, like he had the weight of the world on his shoulders. On a sudden whim, he asked Steve for another couple of beers.

      “You gonna talk to him?” Steve asked.

      “Why not? It looks like he could use a friend.”

      “He won’t talk back,” Steve predicted, but he handed over the bottles.

      The cowboy paid no attention as Ray walked across the room, although his eyes did widen as Ray sat down opposite him.

      “Beer?” Ray pushed over a bottle.

      “I’m fine, thanks.” His bottle had about half an inch in the bottom.

      “Take the beer. I’m not trying to hook up with you.”

      At that, the man looked up, disbelief written clear over his face.

      Ray tried to give him a reassuring smile. “Okay, maybe I am trying to hook up with you, but I’ll be happy for beer and some small talk.”

      “No good at small talk,” the guy mumbled.

      “How’s about you drink and I talk?” Ray suggested. “What’s your name?”

      He could see the man wanting to tell him to get lost, but eventually he sucked in a deep breath and said, “Zeke. My name is Zeke.”

      And that, right there, told Ray far more than Zeke realized. Zeke. Short for Ezekiel. No wonder the guy was still in the closet.

      “Well, Zeke, I’m Ray, and it’s my first time to the Palm. I normally go to the Pacific. Do you know it?” At Zeke’s wary nod, Ray said, “I needed a change of scene.”

      “I’m not a fucking queer,” Zeke said suddenly, his voice loud in the bar. It was just bad timing that the music stopped at the same time.

      Ray could see a few people look over, the beginnings of anger on their faces. He made sure to catch Steve’s eye behind the bar. Steve nodded, aware there might be trouble. Ray turned his attention back to Zeke, who was staring morosely into his beer again.

      “I am queer. Does that bother you?” Ray didn’t point out Zeke was sitting in a gay bar and had been, by all accounts, coming here for some time.

      “As long as you don’t hit on me…,” Zeke mumbled, not looking up.

      Ray watched him quietly for a moment. Lord, the man was in a world of pain. It was ironic that in a room full of gay men, Ray was attracted to the one man so deep in the closet he was choking on the mothballs.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Ray could see Steve talking to a couple of stocky cowboys. The bartender was gesticulating wildly, and their voices were rising. One of the cowboys started to make a move over to where Ray and Zeke were sitting. Ray braced himself for trouble, and then suddenly Miguel was in front of the man, a hand on his chest. Ray couldn’t hear what Miguel was saying, but the man listened intently. A twitch from Zeke made Ray realize that the cowboy wasn’t as indifferent to the potential ruckus as he made out. Maybe the man wanted a fight. He seemed to have so much pent-up anger inside of him.

      Whatever Miguel said, he seemed to have calmed down the cowboys. The man who had made the move slid an arm around Miguel’s shoulders and then spat on the floor in the direction of Ray’s and Zeke’s table. Ray mouthed a thank-you to Miguel, who gave him a cheeky grin. Maybe the young cowboy hadn’t been as pissed at Ray as he’d first seemed.

      Crisis averted, Ray turned his attention back to Zeke. “Another beer? Chaser?”

      Zeke nodded without speaking.

      “Can I trust you not to start a fight while I’m gone?”

      The man twitched his shoulders. Ray sighed inwardly and headed toward the bar. Dear Lord, why couldn’t he have accepted the offer of easy sex from Miguel? The answer wasn’t that hard to find. A young boy like Miguel did nothing for him, but a real man, tempered by life, pushed every button that Ray had. Whether he got Zeke into bed or not, he knew that he wanted to get to know the hurting cowboy. The man looked like he desperately needed a friend.

      Steve raised an eyebrow as Ray reached the bar. “You seemed to have a knack for causing trouble, my friend.”

      Ray opened his mouth to protest, but he couldn’t exactly deny it. “Must be my lucky day,” he said.

      “It’s the most reaction I’ve seen out of him in the weeks he’s been here. Normally he ignores everyone until they go away.”

      “Zeke. His name is Zeke.” Ray looked over to the table. The man hadn’t raised his head.

      Steve pushed over two more beers and chasers. “You ain’t driving tonight?”

      “I can’t speak for my new friend, but I’m staying at the motel.”

      The bartender nodded and took Ray’s money. Ray was tempted to ask if he was that curious about all his customers, but he had the feeling that was the way Steve worked. The place might have a reputation but Steve was firmly in control. Whatever happened with Zeke, Ray was already planning on coming back with a few of the congregation. They’d fit right in.

      Zeke mumbled a thank-you when Ray pushed the drinks at him.

      “Next round is yours,” Ray said cheerfully.

      “You’re sure of yourself, ain’tcha?” Zeke drawled, looking at Ray properly for the first time.

      The cowboy had beautiful eyes; deep stormy blue, framed by long curling lashes. He took Ray’s breath away.

      The silence made Ray aware that Zeke had asked a question. Ray frantically searched his brain to remember what it was.

      “What did you just say?” he asked, aware his cheeks were flushing in embarrassment.

      A faint smile curved Zeke’s mouth. Ray wanted to see the man laughing, see him light up with real joy.

      “You are very sure of yourself.”

      Ray frowned. Zeke’s voice had changed from the lazy drawl that Ray was used to around these parts to a clipped city accent without a trace of Texan in him.

      Zeke seemed to be aware he’d slipped up, because the drawl was back when he said, “You finished starin’ at me?”

      “You’re easy on the eye,” Ray joked.

      “You’re okay yourself.” For a man who wasn’t queer, he’d obviously checked Ray out.

      “Thanks.” Ray was average, not a stunner like Luke or built like Simon. But his hair was dark and wavy, and his eyes were dark brown. Guys seemed to like him well enough.

      Zeke seemed to have run out of things to say. He dug his nail under the label of the beer bottle and started peeling it away.

      For Ray’s part, he felt strangely self-conscious. He didn’t want to stop talking to Zeke, but he wasn’t sure what to say that wouldn’t frighten the man away. “Can I fuck your brains out” wasn’t going to cut it tonight.

      “What do you do?” he asked after the silence had stretched to epic proportions.

      “Ranch hand,” Zeke said, his tone short and dismissive.

      Well, duh. It didn’t take a genius to work that one out. “Where?”

      “’Bout two hours away.” Deliberately evasive.

      Ray decided not to push it. “Are you staying at the motel?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      The man wasn’t going to make it easy for him.

      “I’m a teacher.”

      For some reason that made Zeke looked up, a sneer on his face. “A faggot teacher, huh?”

      “You don’t like teachers?”

      “Got nothing against teachers. I hate accountants and lawyers, and all them friggin’ professionals.” The words were hissed so vehemently Ray was taken aback, but at least it was an honest reaction.

      “Sounds like you’ve had a bad experience,” he said cautiously.

      “You could say that.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “No.” Zeke went back to staring into his bottle.

      Ray sighed. There was only so much he could do, and quite honestly, he was beginning to wonder if this guy was worth it, no matter how gorgeous and rugged he might be. He swallowed down his whiskey chaser and started to get up.

      “Divorce. I lost everything. The new dude was an accountant. Between him and the fuckin’ lawyer I was left with the truck repayments and my clothes.”

      Ah, hell, no wonder the guy was bitter. Ray sat back down and leaned over, placing his hand over Zeke’s. “I
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