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“If you wanted, it could be like this. Forever.”
(Jack Twist, Brokeback Mountain)
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Chapter 1
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Pain

Three months had gone by, yet the more I closed my eyes the more it felt like only three days had passed. The pain didn’t fade. It only grew worse. I was wasting away, powerless to stop my relentless descent. I had no strength, no courage, no will to fight. I wanted it to end, I wanted to be with Paul, in the place where God had sent him.

Paul.

Why? Why take from me the only man who had ever loved me so completely? Why rob me of his scent, his warmth, his body I called home, his voice, his radiant humanity, why? For this, I hated God. My life was over, and I no longer wished to wake up each morning, forced to repeat the same terrifying, unbearable routine. It was torment, endless agony.

He had loved me as no one else had ever dared. He had taught me what love truly was raw, visceral, honest. And I had reveled in it with him, every day, every month, every year of our life together. Five years, gone in the blink of an eye, melted away like snow under the sun. And now? What was left now? Nothing. Emptiness. Oblivion. The absence of life. Only a ceaseless, merciless pantomime I called existence, my meaningless, cowardly excuse for a life.

I had tried to end it. But in the final moment, when everything would have become decisive and irreversible, my courage deserted me. Fear, cowardice, and a strange, inexplicable instinct to survive took its place. So, I tried to fill the void with absurd rituals, desperate attempts to soothe the unbearable ache that filled me every single day, never loosening its grip, never giving me even a moment of peace.

But then I crossed a line. I came home from work, set the table for two, and pretended Paul was sitting in his usual place.

«I cooked well tonight, didn’t I?» I asked.
«Thanks for the compliments,» I went on, pretending I had heard his reply.
And then, from a corner of the room, hidden until that moment, a figure startled me leaving me frozen. Lucy, my sister, had come into the apartment before I got home. She had used the spare keys I’d left in her car and waited for me, unaware of the scene she was about to witness.

«Let someone help you, James. Let me ease your pain,» she cried, desperate. But I pushed her away and locked myself in my room, trying to drown in my grief, a grief that never seemed to let me go.

She followed, bursting through the door. I hadn’t expected that, but clearly, I had frightened her.

«I’ll talk to Ben. You’ll see, work will help you.»

I looked at her without really seeing her, and the only words I managed left her shaken.

«No one can help me. I’m already dead inside.»

But she didn’t give up. She came closer and held me tight.

Lucy had always been stronger than me. Always.
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Complications

I parked in my assigned spot and headed straight into the office. I’d been working for that newspaper for a few years, writing fairly niche articles about marketing and advertising in the little-known world of animal husbandry.

My boss, Ben, was my sister’s husband, and he was the one who had hired me. At first it hadn’t been easy, but eventually he accepted me, Paul included. He used to say I was a walking contradiction: I could draw crowds of women to my feet, yet only loved men; I dominated everyone with my sharp, fiery temper, but I had chosen Paul, a gentle, sweet man who completed me in every way.

Clearly, he didn’t really know me. Yet I respected him deeply for accepting my nature in a state as dangerous for people like me as Arizona. Land of cowboys, of tough men, of dust and cattle, where women were expected to take you to bed and churn out kids without a second thought.

I was born here, and despite the small-minded mentality, I still felt it was home. Yuma was a town of about thirty-two hundred souls in Yuma County, made famous in the fifties thanks to a movie filmed here for a few months: 3:10 to Yuma, starring Glenn Ford.

Here, time had a different meaning, a slower rhythm. Days dragged on in repetition, but the air filled your lungs until they pumped to the brink. I couldn’t give that up, not when Paul had chosen to stay here, sacrificing New York and its chaotic madness.

When I walked through the door, Lucy was waiting.
«Hey,» I said.
«Hey, James. Welcome back,» she replied, hugging me again. «Ben wants to see you.»
«Give me a minute and I’ll join him,» was all I answered.
I’d expected this. I knew Lucy would sneak into my life again. Still, it didn’t bother me; things couldn’t get worse anyway. Ben greeted me with a smile and gestured for me to sit across from his desk.

«I need to talk to you seriously,» he said, his dark eyes fixed on me.
«Then go ahead,» I replied, my voice breaking, though he didn’t flinch.
«You need a shake-up, kid. I’ve decided to send you to Lakeside, to the McGregor ranch, to check out two breathtaking bulls. We’ve got an important contact there. If those animals are good for breeding, you’ll write the article.»
I shot him a grim look.
«That place has, what, thirty residents? You trying to kill me?»
«No, you’re doing that well enough on your own. I’m trying to wake you up!»
Anger blindsided me.
«Do you even know what that means? Someone like me can’t last a day in a place like that.»
«You’re wrong. If you keep your head down, you’ll be fine.»
I stood, heart pounding. I hated cowboys, the stench of cattle, their slurred, vulgar talk, their obsession with screwing around, and their goddamn country music.

I hated that world, hated it with a passion. But Ben knew I was a man of contradictions. Why else would I choose to live in Yuma if I loathed its smell, its rooted traditions, its provincial, small-town mindset?

The answer was simple: I felt safe here. My family had accepted me, I had a partner I loved more than myself, and all this in a place where people like me were still considered sick.

It had been intoxicating, truly, but now it felt like a crushing boulder weighing me down, threatening to break me.

After making his calls, Ben told me to head home and pack. I’d leave that afternoon. It would take more than five hours of driving to reach that godforsaken place.

I’d stop in Phoenix, then reach Lakeside in time for dinner. I hated traveling alone, but I had no choice. Maybe Ben was right, maybe it was time to face things. Still, my heart was bleeding, and if I focused hard enough, I could almost hear Paul’s voice again.

He had won me over slowly, patiently, gently weaving himself into my life. I’d met him by chance in a New York photo studio. I was there for an article; he had just been laid off,  one more victim of the financial crisis.

«You’re talented. You’ll find another job soon, trust me,» I told him the moment I realized why he looked so lost.
«I don’t think so,» he replied, his voice rough and broken.
I looked at him closer, his elegant posture, his well-kept skin, the unmistakable carriage of his body and blurted, «You’re wrong. New York’s always looking for men as attractive as you.»

I’d never been good at holding my tongue, but at that moment, it was the right thing to say.
«You really think so?» he asked, leaning closer to study my face.
«Yes. No doubt.»
Then he found the courage to introduce himself. «I’m Paul.»
«James. Nice to meet you,» I replied, shaking the hand he offered.
The touch sent a jolt through me, and in a heartbeat I wanted him. Wanted him badly. He sensed it, but held back.
«Have lunch with me?» he asked hesitantly.
«Yes, I’d love to,» I answered without a second’s delay.
That invitation sealed the beginning of our story.

It took time to convince him to move, but once he did, our lives changed for the better. Paul was so reserved, so attentive to my needs, that I realized he was truly special. I learned to love him deeply, while sex became just a way to complete the overwhelming feeling that had taken over every corner of my heart.

I had always fucked around ever since middle school, but I had never made love. Not until Paul.

I left on time, the sun-baked road stretching out before me. The temperature hovered around 107 degrees, normal for these parts. Heat shimmered in the distance, creating mirages. I sighed. It was going to be a long, boring, suffocating drive.

Phoenix rose up in all its vastness. One of the largest cities in the U.S., though few seemed to know it. Probably because its climate was unbearable. Sometimes dust storms could sweep through, causing chaos. I stopped for half an hour, then continued on.

By the time I reached Lakeside, dusk was falling. I pulled into a gas station, shut off the engine, and waited. After a few minutes, a young man, greasy with oil from head to toe, appeared behind the pump.

«How much?» he asked.
«Fill it up,» I replied, without meeting his eyes.
When he finished, he came closer to collect the eighty bucks. I looked at him then.
«Which way to the McGregor Ranch?» I asked.
«Go straight for a mile, then turn right. You’ll see it in a few minutes.»
«Thanks,» I said, handing him the cash.
«Ask for Shone. He runs the place.»
I raised an eyebrow, surprised. The boy smirked and added, «He’ll fix you up with a girl if you need company.»

My jaw tightened. I’d figured screwing and raising cattle were cowboy hobbies, but I hadn’t expected them to be so blatant about it.
«Okay... I’ll keep that in mind,» I muttered with a forced smile before driving off.
I turned where he’d told me and climbed a low hill until the sight opened before me.

The ranch was massive.

Fences of chestnut posts stretched around the central buildings, while to the right, a large, well-kept stable clearly housed horses. Pastures rolled out as far as the eye could see.

I parked in the yard and wiped sweat from my brow. The heat was brutal.

A voice came from behind.
«Stafford?»
I turned. An older man stood there, flanked by a tall ranch hand.
«Yes, James Stafford,» I replied, offering my hand.
The old man shook it fiercely. «I’m Eddy McGregor. Come inside, you must be thirsty.»
«Thank you,» I said, sneaking a look at the ranch hand who eyed me warily.
«This is Shone,» Eddy added.

So here he is the famous Shone, the guy who helps you get laid, I thought, staring at his shadowed face under that damn hat, hoping he’d lift it.

He did took it off and looked at me.
«Pleasure,» he said, his voice deep and rough. The unexpected rush his touch gave me almost unbalanced me, but I forced myself to stay calm. This was a dangerous place for someone like me, I couldn’t afford to slip.
«Pleasure’s mine,» I replied, gripping his hand firmly.
There was a flicker in his eyes, fleeting but unmistakable.

«Come on, let’s get something cold to drink. Then we’ll talk,» Eddy said.

We followed him onto the wide porch. He called out loudly, «Grace!»

In moments, a young girl appeared with a tray and three glasses.
«What can I bring you?» she asked shyly.
«Three beers,» the old man ordered. «Nice and cold, sweetheart.»
«Yes, Grandpa, right away.»
I relaxed a little. At least I hadn’t walked into a den of whoremongers.

«She’ll finish college next year and move to Phoenix for university,» Eddy said proudly.

I smiled but said nothing. Finally, he got to the reason I’d traveled so far.
«I’ve got two magnificent breeding bulls, James. Ben said you know your stuff?»
«I do,» I answered curtly.
«When do you want to see them?»
«Right now, Eddy.»
«All right. Drink up, then Shone will take you.»
That made me uneasy. I didn’t want to be alone with the ranch hand; his presence threatened to crack my mask. But I had no choice.

We chatted another half hour as Eddy explained his plans if the bulls proved suitable. Then he sent us off.
«Go on. I’ll wait here. I don’t care for examinations.»
«Fine,» I said, rising after Shone moved ahead.
We walked in silence behind the stable. Just before entering the barn, Shone asked, «How’s Ben?»

I blinked.
«You know him?»
«Since he was a boy.»
«Ah. Well, he’s fine. Married my sister Lucy a few years back.»
«I know. Tell him I said hi when you’re back.»
«Consider it done,» I said, studying his features.
He had a striking face, sky-blue eyes, a straight nose, and full lips that contrasted
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