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      It was supposed to be for fun. But his kiss said forever…

      

      Ben Heston followed his job from California to Mercury, North Carolina after his boss fell head over heels, crazy in love. Ben welcomes the change at first, still reeling from a bad breakup. The move is meant to be temporary. That is, until he meets Tripp Lanier.

      Tripp was born and raised in Mercury. His family owns a local construction business and he’s next in line to take over. But as much as he loves his family and his job and his little hometown, there’s something missing in his life. When he meets Ben, he realizes what that something is.

      Tripp is ready to embrace his newfound sexuality with the object of his desire. Ben, not so much, because he doesn’t believe Tripp is really gay. But Ben can’t resist the chemistry that explodes between them when they’re together.

      Ben begins to love all the things Tripp loves about Mercury: night trains and tall trees, family, friends and sweet Cherry pop.  Just when Ben begins to think he might be Tripp’s Mr. Right his past comes calling and old hurts and new fears might be the one thing that could keep them apart.

      

      Warning: Contains Good Old Boys, NASCAR references, a reluctant computer programmer, an enthusiastic gay virgin and gallons of sweet cherry pop. 9 out of 10 dentists agree it could be dangerously romantic.

      Copyright © 2016 by Samantha Kane

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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        Labor Day Weekend

      

    

    
      Ben Heston looked around the backyard and shook his head, amused at the strange mix of guests at the party. It wasn’t unusual to find a party here at his friends’ house. John Ford and his boyfriend Connor Meecham attracted guests like flies to honey, as the locals in Mercury, North Carolina would say.

      Today they were hosting an engagement party for the town’s Unitarian minister, Evan Michaels, and Ben’s boss, tech billionaire bad boy Brian Curland. Ben had been in Mercury for several months and thought he knew everyone, but today proved him wrong. There were locals here he’d never seen before, which was pretty hard to find in a town of about three hundred people. The crowd was spectacularly diverse, a result of the opposites-attract background of the lucky couple. In a brief glance around the yard, Ben spotted a member of the Unitarian Universalist Association Board of Trustees; action movie star Trey Barlow, who was Brian’s ex-boyfriend; local scion Ms. Priscilla Jones; and Kari Barefoot, a waitress at Wren’s Diner, Evan’s favorite place to eat.

      Ben looked down at the food spread out on the buffet before him. John had gotten some place out of Wilmington to cater. He picked up a toast point with foie gras, pomegranates, and dates and put it on his plate. He loved Wren’s Diner as much as the next guy, but he wasn’t going to complain about today’s menu.

      “Anything look good?” a man asked from beside him.

      Ben turned and nearly dropped his plate. The guy next to him was smiling at him in a friendly, inquiring way. From his accent Ben could tell he was local, or at least from North Carolina. He was drop dead gorgeous, enough to give Trey Barlow a run for his money, tall with blond curly hair—long enough to be carelessly sexy. His grin was wicked as he realized Ben’s consternation. Lean and fit in a pair of casual pants and a plain navy blue T-shirt, he had one arm with a colorful tattoo sleeve that Ben was trying very hard not to stare at.

      Too bad he also looked young. Very young.

      “I’m having the foie gras,” Ben managed to say while he debated the merits of running away or staying. Either way he was guaranteed to make a fool of himself, and if he stayed he’d at least be able to get more food. He was hungry.

      “I’m going to sound like an idiot,” Ben’s new food table friend said, “but what’s foie gras?” He picked up one of the appetizers and sniffed it suspiciously.

      Ben chuckled. “It’s duck liver.”

      “I’ve had duck liver, and it didn’t look like this.” The stranger put it on his plate, but Ben wasn’t sure he’d eat it.

      “They force feed certain ducks to fatten up the liver,” Ben said. “It’s cruel, really, and I suppose I shouldn’t eat it.” He was eyeing the foie gras distastefully. Now he was having an existential crisis. Thanks, John.

      “Sounds like a lot of work to get a duck fat,” the stranger agreed. “What are our other options?”

      “How about salmon and cucumber?” Ben suggested, pointing.

      “Did they force feed the salmon?” Ben looked over, about to answer, when he noticed the smart-aleck smirk he was getting.

      “Yes,” Ben said, straight-faced. “They fed it fois gras.”

      With a laugh his new friend shook his head. “Cross that one off the list, too, I guess.”

      With a look over Ben’s shoulder, the stranger sighed. “Got to go,” he said ruefully, setting his mostly empty plate down. “Nice talking to you. Thanks for the tips.”

      Ben looked behind to see someone waving at them. Before he could say anything the stranger had walked off into the crowd, heading toward whoever had hailed him.

      Ben sighed with regret and turned back to the table. It was for the best. Number one, he probably wasn’t gay. And number two, which was even more important, Ben was not looking for a guy. He was still trying to get over the last one, who’d backed over his heart a couple of times before driving off into the sunset. No thanks. Not going there again.

      “Are you having a good time?” John asked, walking up on Ben’s left.

      Ben lowered his plate to the table as he nodded. “Yes,” he said, turning away from the buffet. He wasn’t hungry anymore. “But I wish Connor had made his famous cherry pie.”

      “Stick around,” John whispered. “He’s got a few hidden inside for special guests. We’re going to pull them out and devour them after everyone else leaves.” Ben laughed.

      “Then I’m not going anywhere,” Ben told him. He gestured out at the yard. “This is quite a spread.” There were two huge tents near the house and tables set up all around the yard. Even so, it was standing room only.

      “I had no idea what I was getting into when I offered to host this party.” John didn’t sound particularly upset about it. “Evan, of course, refused to leave a single name off the guest list. I think we invited everyone he’s ever met in his whole life. And Brian…well, you know Brian. What Evan wants, Evan gets.”

      “Did you ever think you’d see the day?” Ben asked in wonder. “Brian Curland, in love. And I mean, like, in love. Whipped. Over the moon. Crazy about someone. He’s actually become sort of…I don’t know. Nice?”

      It was John’s turn to laugh. “I know. It must be freezing in hell.”

      “You both know I’m behind you, right?” Brian asked drily as he came up on Ben’s other side.

      “Yep,” Ben said, grabbing a beer from the tray of a passing waiter.

      “We smelled your cologne when you were still about twenty feet away,” John told him. “It’s nice, but overkill. You had sex right before the party, didn’t you?”

      “Keep it down,” Brian said. “And yes.”

      “La la la,” Ben sang off key. “I’m not listening. I told you before, I absolutely do not want to hear about your sex life with the reverend.”

      “That’s because you have no sex life,” Brian said. “You’re jealous.”

      “As hell,” Ben admitted. “But still not looking.”

      “Thornburg left you over a year ago. And he wasn’t that great,” observed Brian. “Don’t you think it’s time to move on?”

      “Technically he kicked me out,” Ben corrected him. The familiar ache was burning in his chest at the memory. “And I am moving on. Wasn’t that what this—” he held up his hands and made air quotes, “—great opportunity in Mercury was all about?”

      “Don’t be a hater,” John said. “This is a great opportunity in Mercury. Being project manager of the new Turnstiles data center is a huge step up from Managing Director of Programming in L.A.”

      “Says the man who gladly handed over the project manager position as soon as I showed up,” Ben said wryly. “And I was California manager on this project already. And when this job is done, I’m going back to being California manager. That was the deal.” At the time it had seemed like the perfect opportunity to take a break from his real life and re-evaluate what he wanted to do after this.

      “A mere technicality,” Brian said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “You’re needed here. Now more than ever, with my focus on the new charitable foundation.”

      “You want me here because I give good entourage,” Ben joked. “Don’t think people aren’t commenting on the fact that you’re importing all your homeys.” This wasn’t the time or place to tell Brian there was no way in hell he was staying in Mercury for the long term. He may have gladly run away from L.A. to get away from the lingering effects of his breakup, but he had never meant it to be a permanent move. He hadn’t even sold his condo. He was California born and bred, and he had no plans to say goodbye to Hollywood.

      John did a spit-take. “I have never, nor shall I ever be, anyone’s homey,” he said after he stopped laughing. “And I was here first.”

      “Again,” Brian said, “a technicality. I’m marrying into the family.”

      “I can’t believe you’re going to live here,” Ben said skeptically. “What does your security detail say about that?”

      “There has been a great deal of cursing over the lack of privacy and security at Evan’s house,” Brian admitted. “Changes are being made, but we’re insisting that they not make any major structural changes. At least not yet. It is Evan’s family home, after all, and there seem to be some limitations on what we can do because it may fall under the guidelines for restoring historic buildings. But Evan also knows that he can’t expect to live the way he has been when he’s married to one of the world’s richest men.”

      “I’m surprised everyone around here is so gung ho on you marrying Evan,” Ben said. “I didn’t think they were that supportive of gay marriage down here.”

      “I don’t know about that,” John said, “but they are all supportive of Evan. What makes Evan happy, makes everyone happy.”

      “How on earth did you manage to land such an incredibly well-liked, well-adjusted, decent human being?” Ben asked Brian.

      “Charm and a huge…personality,” Brian said, straight-faced.

      “Ben!” He glanced over to see Evan waving at him. “Come here,” Evan called. “I want you to meet someone.”

      “Oh God,” Ben said under his breath while waving back at Evan and smiling. “He’s not trying to fix me up, is he?”

      The crowd parted and Ben got a look at the men standing next to Evan. He had second thoughts about saying no if that was Evan’s intent. The one on Evan’s left was his new food table friend. The man on Evan’s right was twice Ben’s age. Been there, done that, no deal. Plus, Ben recognized him as Dean Lanier, the president of the construction company subcontracting a lot of the work around the new Turnstiles site. They’d met once or twice.

      “Not unless Tripp has started batting for our team,” John observed. “But just in case you should be so lucky, go say hello.”

      “Tripp? The one on the left?” Ben clarified. “He’s not gay?” Ben turned to set his beer down on the table behind him.

      “Not that I know of,” John said. “I only met him a few times before he left to do some work in Myrtle Beach, but my impression was straight. And that’s his dad with them.”

      Ben hesitated when he saw Evan, Connor, Dean and Tripp walking their way. “I wonder what he wants.”

      “A job?” Brian shrugged, unconcerned. “Whatever it is, we’ll soon find out. They’re on their way over.”

      Ben pasted on a smile. He hoped John was right. He hadn’t been lying when he said he wasn’t in the market for a relationship. He’d been burned badly, and he wasn’t too proud to admit it, either. He was only thirty. Despite his Jewish mother’s lamentations, he still had plenty of time to find a partner and get married and adopt beautiful babies. That wasn’t going to happen here in Mercury, North Carolina. Certainly not today if he could help it, not even with the drop dead gorgeous Tripp. But just in case, he started inching his way toward the house.

      “Freeze,” Brian said under his breath. Damn it if Ben didn’t freeze on command. Brian was a friend, but he was also his boss, and Ben wasn’t about to offend his newly minted fiancé if he could help it.

      “Ben,” Evan said as soon as he reached them, “You know Dean Lanier. And I want you to meet his son, Tripp Lanier. You and Tripp actually have a lot in common.”

      Ben shook Dean’s hand first. “How are you?” he asked, playing it cool. When the two Lanier men were standing side-by-side, Ben could see the resemblance between them. Funny, he’d never noticed that Dean was that good looking before.

      “Fine,” Dean said. “Great party. Good to see Evan so happy,” he added, slapping Evan on the shoulder.

      Dean’s son held out his hand to shake Ben’s. Ben couldn’t possibly see what they could have in common. Tripp Lanier was tall, handsome, and clearly charismatic. Ben was average in every way. Average height, average body type, average brown hair, and a forgettable face. He wasn’t a troll, but his physical appearance didn’t garner a lot of second looks.

      “So this is Ben Heston,” Tripp said with a smile. “Who loves duck liver, but hates himself for it.”

      “That’s me in a nutshell,” Ben said, feeling awkward as he took Tripp’s hand.

      “So you two already know each other?” Evan asked, brow wrinkled in confusion. Ben felt all eyes on the two of them, everyone no doubt speculating furiously.

      “We met at the buffet just a few minutes ago,” Ben said, feeling more uncomfortable by the minute.

      “We shared food recommendations but not names,” Tripp added with a laugh.

      “Wait,” John said, frowning. “What’s wrong with the fois gras?”

      “Nothing,” Ben said through clenched teeth as Tripp laughed again. “Are you a programmer?” he asked, trying to change the subject. Dean laughed.

      “No, sir,” Tripp said. “Not in this lifetime. I’m in construction, just like Daddy.” His grip was firm, his palm callused, the handshake nothing more than a handshake. No secret hookup codes, which Ben didn’t know anyway. Suddenly Ben realized he’d been holding Tripp’s hand for too long, although Tripp didn’t seem to mind. Ben let go immediately and took a step back.

      “I can hardly keep this boy inside the office,” Dean said with a huge grin. “Can’t stand computer work.”

      “I haven’t seen you around Turnstiles.” Ben had seen workers wearing the Lanier logo around the construction site for the past few months. “Okay, I give,” he said with a polite smile. “What do we have in common?”

      “Apparently we’re both into extreme sports, or so Evan says,” Tripp explained. “Although I’ve got to warn you, folks around here think mountain biking is an extreme sport.”

      Ben was delightfully surprised. “No kidding? Do you bike?”

      “Every chance I get,” Tripp said. “I can show you all the trails around here.”

      “Tripp knows damn near every way to get out of town,” his dad joked, shaking his head.

      “What else are you into?” Tripp asked.

      “Nothing too wild,” Ben warned. “Just waterskiing, and motorbikes, mud runs. That sort of thing.”

      “Oh, Lord,” Dean said. “Another one.”

      “Sounds just like my kind of things too,” Tripp said with a big grin, punching his dad playfully in the arm. “All right, then. It’s about time I found someone to play with around here. I’ve been going solo at it for too long.”

      “Amen to that,” Brian said drily as he grinned at Ben from behind his bottle of beer.

      “Just to be clear,” Ben said, ignoring Brian, “this isn’t an attempt to fix us up, right?”

      Tripp’s eyes went wide. “Shit, I hope not. No offense, but I don’t date guys.” His dad’s eyes were as wide as Tripp’s as he looked between him and Ben.

      “He doesn’t date guys lately either,” Brian said unhelpfully. Tripp looked confused.

      “I do date guys,” Ben said, shaking his head in disgust over Brian’s antics. “When I date. Which I’m not right now. So we’re good.”

      “I’ve got a friend,” Tripp said hesitantly.

      “Nope, not interested,” Ben interjected quickly. “No friends. No hookups, no introductions.”

      “Got it,” Tripp said, pointing at him and winking. “No worries.”

      Ben looked around at his friends, who were studiously avoiding his gaze. Even Dean Lanier was staring up the sky.

      “Oh, I’ve got worries all right,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Two

        

      

    

    
      When his phone rang, Ben absently glanced at the screen and was unprepared for his stomach to go into freefall when he saw Tripp Lanier’s name there. Even though they’d exchanged phone numbers Ben hadn’t expected to hear from him despite their shared interests. Especially not on Friday, which was traditionally a date night. Which he wasn’t doing right now. And definitely not with Tripp, because he wasn’t gay.

      “Take five,” he said to the group of training supervisors in the conference room. “Hello,” he answered the phone, hoping his firm voice disguised his nervousness.

      “Hey there, Ben,” Tripp said. “How’s it going?”

      “Fine, fine,” Ben said, moving off to the side of the overcrowded room seeking a little privacy. “And you?”

      “Same old, same old,” Tripp said. “Look, a bunch of us are going out tonight. You want to come?”

      “Who? Where?” Ben asked in surprise, glancing over at the others in the room. They were all chatting or checking their phones, and a few had left the room, presumably to go to the bathroom or get snacks. No one was paying attention to him. He felt relieved, which made no sense because he wasn’t doing anything wrong. Taking a phone call from a friend in the middle of a meeting was something people did all the time, right? An acquaintance, actually. He barely knew Tripp.

      “Just a few guys. A bar over in Lumberton,” Tripp said. “Not too far.”

      “I’m not much into the bar scene,” Ben said quietly into the phone, his back to the room, shoulders hunched, arms crossed. He knew his body language screamed “keep away”, but he didn’t care.

      “Me neither,” Tripp said. “It’s more a sports bar, games on TVs, darts and pool, that sort of thing. Not a big pick-up spot or anything. We’re just gonna hang out.”

      “Oh,” Ben said. “Well, I guess that sounds good. I can meet you there.”

      “No, sir,” Tripp said with a laugh. “I don’t want you to get lost. I’ll come and get you. Where do you live?”

      “What time?” Ben asked. “I’ll be here until at least seven. I’ve got a crew of new people here from California, and I’m in meetings all day.”

      “I can pick you up there,” Tripp said agreeably. “The new site, right? We’ve still got some people doing work over there.”

      “Yeah,” Ben said. “Okay. At seven?”

      “As close to it as I can get,” Tripp said. Ben heard voices in the background. “See you.” Tripp hung up without waiting for Ben to say goodbye.

      Ben tried not to think about his new plans for the evening as he turned back to the room with a nervous smile. Only five more hours to go. What had been a pleasant, productive meeting suddenly seemed like a wasted day. As soon as he had the thought, he felt like an idiot, the new kid in school getting all excited about his new friends and hoping they’d like him. He was pathetic.

      [image: ]

      At exactly seven o’clock, Tripp stepped into the doorway of Ben’s office. “Ready?” he said.

      Ben shut down his computer and stood up. “I was just waiting for you,” he said. “I hope I’m dressed all right.”

      He had on his typical work outfit, dressy jeans with a white button down, and a black tie. He’d taken off his suit coat. Tripp was wearing faded jeans and a plain, light blue polo shirt with Lanier Construction embroidered on the left in navy blue. Ben had seen guys wearing that shirt all over the building site for months and he hadn’t given them a second glance. But on Tripp it looked hotter than hell.

      Not for the first time Ben wished he had the sort of looks that Tripp possessed, or Brian or Trey, or even Connor. When they walked into a room, people stopped and stared. When Ben walked into a room, someone usually walked into him because he faded into the background so well.

      He gave Tripp a self-conscious smile. “When I got ready this morning I was thinking meetings with computer programmers all day, not night out on the town.”

      “It’s Lumberton,” Tripp said. “I don’t think there’s a dress code.” He laughed, and Ben was amazed again at how effortlessly appealing he was. He seemed to laugh his way through life, which seemed a good way to do things.

      Had Ben ever been that young and confident? Tripp looked like he had the world by the tail, or whatever that saying was. Ben had never felt that way. He’d met Roland while he was still in school, and it seemed as if every minute of his adult life had been based on whether or not it was good for the two of them, not just Ben. One thing he had enjoyed the past year was the freedom to make selfish decisions. He felt foolishly immature when he did so, since that indulgence was for guys Tripp’s age, but he’d missed out on a lot things by tying himself to Roland so young.

      “You look a little uptight in the shirt and tie,” Tripp continued, “but we can overlook it this once if you promise not to mention that my friends mostly look like jobless hobos.”

      “Deal,” Ben said, grinning. “How about if I roll up my sleeves?”

      “I recommend it,” Tripp said. “Hotter than Hades out there still. Summer don’t pay no mind to the calendar down here.”

      “That’s for sure,” Ben said. “I’m still getting used to the heat.”

      “It’s not the heat,” Tripp said. “It’s the humidity.”

      “If I’ve heard that once this summer, I’ve heard it a thousand times,” Ben said. “I don’t care which one it is, it’s hot.”

      “Come on then,” Tripp said, opening the door to the outside. A gust of hot air hit Ben in the face. “Let’s cool you off with a cold beer.”
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      Luke, Tripp’s best friend, took a long pull on his beer and stared at Ben. He was the quintessential good old boy, a clone of half the men Ben had met in Mercury, with his NASCAR T-shirt and a camo baseball hat with a big fish on it. Ben was fascinated by his bushy, ginger beard.

      “So, the gay thing? How’s that going?” Luke finally asked.

      Ben choked on his beer and his eyes watered as he coughed. He’d been innocently watching a race on TV, trying to figure out what was going on. The bar was like a hundred others he’d been to before, except the sports on the TVs included NASCAR and a hunting show on the Outdoor Channel. Luke’s question came out of the blue.

      “Fine, thanks,” Ben croaked in response. “And the heterosexual thing? How’s that going?”

      “Not so good,” Luke said glumly. “I had a girl up in Fayetteville, but she’s in the Army and she shipped out.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ben said, feeling like an idiot. “You must be worried.”

      “Nah,” Luke said. “It wasn’t serious or nothin’. We were just screwing to pass the time. But now I got no prospects.”

      “Then I guess we’re in the same boat,” Ben said. “I’ve got no prospects either.”

      “Funny you should say that,” Luke said with a wink. He indicated the door of the bar with his bottle. “Want you to meet someone.”

      “Oh God,” Ben said in horror, understanding dawning. “This is a fix up. You’re trying to fix me up.” He stood up quickly. “No. No, no, no.”

      “He ain’t that bad,” Luke said. “I’ve known him my whole life. He can be a bit of an asshole, but he cleans up good and he’s got a job.”

      Ben closed his eyes. Unbelievable. He’d been worried about Brian and John and Evan trying to set him up, when he should have been worried about the locals.

      “Hey, Luke,” someone said from behind him. “Who’s this?”

      Ben opened his eyes and met Tripp’s stare. He was standing a few feet away, where he’d been talking with a couple of people Ben didn’t know yet. At Ben’s glare, Tripp blushed and shrugged.

      “This here’s Ben, Tripp’s new friend,” Luke said. “Turn around and meet Carver, Ben.”

      Ben slowly turned. Carver was about the same height as he was, maybe an inch closer to six feet than Ben’s five foot nine inches. He had shoulder-length brown hair tucked behind his pierced ears and wore a faded Myrtle Beach T-shirt and cargo shorts. Luke was right, he looked clean.

      “How do you do?” Ben asked, reaching out to shake his hand.

      “Are you the gay one?” Carver asked, looking him up and down as they shook.

      “Yep. I take it you are too?” he asked politely.

      “Yep,” Carver said. He let go of Ben’s hand and waved the waitress down. “In Luke’s little brain, that means we should hook up because I’m pretty sure we’re the only two gay guys he knows.”

      “True enough,” Luke said. “But don’t turn it into no Brokeback Mountain.”

      Carver sighed. “I’ve told you, being gay isn’t always like Brokeback Mountain,” he said. “Would you get over that movie?”

      “Fucking tragic,” Luke said. “Okay. My job here is done.” He shoved his chair back from the table and stood up. “I’m a gonna go find a prospect,” he announced, and turned to make his way over to a table of twenty-something girls who’d been giving Tripp the eye all night.

      “Awkward,” Carver said. He pulled out a chair and sat down and indicated Ben should take his seat again. “So, we’re here and I’m going to order some wings. I’m starving. Tell me about yourself.”

      Carver was so matter-of-fact that Ben found himself relaxing. “I’m project manager at the new Turnstiles data center in Mercury,” Ben said.

      “That’s what you do,” Carver said. “Now tell me about yourself.”

      That took Ben aback. He had to think for a minute.

      “I’m from California,” he began. The waitress stopped by and Carver ordered a beer and some wings, and got Ben another beer too. Then Carver waved his hand in a circular motion to indicate Ben should keep going. “I’m thirty, unmarried, no kids, Jewish, and completely out of my element,” Ben said.

      “So unmarried, thirty-year old Ben, it sounds like Mercury is winning,” Carver said with a grin.

      “Oh no,” Ben said firmly. “I refuse to concede. I will master Mercury if it’s the last thing I do.” Carver laughed, and Ben knew they were going to be friends if nothing else.

      “Well, getting up with Tripp was probably the best thing you could do,” Carver said. “He knows everyone, and we all love him.” He winked at Ben, and for some reason Ben got flustered.

      “I haven’t gotten up with Tripp,” he said. “I mean, he’s great, you know, kind of showing me around a bit. Evan introduced us. I’ve sort of kept to myself since I moved here, and Evan asked Tripp to take care of me, I think. I guess he and Brian were sick of having me underfoot.”

      “You mean Reverend Michaels?” Carver asked. “He likes to take care of folks, doesn’t he? Whether they want him to or not.” The waitress brought his wings and their beers, and Carver smiled at her as she set them down.

      “You keeping out of trouble, Carver?” she asked, laughing, waggling her eyebrows as she looked between him and Ben.

      “Hell no,” Carver said. “Chasing it.”

      “That’s our Carver,” she said before she walked off, shaking her head.

      “You don’t like Evan?” Ben asked curiously. “I thought everyone liked Evan.”

      “He’s a little too holier-than-thou for me,” Carver said. He shrugged. “But I don’t not like him. Just don’t think about him much.”

      “He’s a great guy,” Ben said. “In spite of the religion thing. My mother worries he’s going to ‘turn me Christian’.”

      Carver had been about to take a bite but had to put his wing down he laughed so hard at that. “Gay’s all right,” he asked, “but not Christian?”

      “As far as my Jewish mother is concerned,” Ben said, nodding.

      “You are a fish out of water,” Carver agreed. He took a bite of his wing and watched Ben while he chewed. Ben watched him back, waiting.

      “You haven’t asked about me,” Carver said, wiping his mouth.

      Ben blushed. “Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to be rude. I just sort of figured after I talked about myself, you’d talk about yourself.”

      “Not much to tell,” Carver said. He took a drink of his beer. “I’m a carpenter. I do a lot of special order case goods and cabinetry. I only came out about a year ago, so people are still adjusting, like Luke. His heart is in the right place.” He paused, staring at his beer bottle. “Confession—when I first came out, I hit on Evan Michaels. He piously informed me he didn’t have casual sex but thanks very much. That’s why it’s awkward between us.” He shook his head and smiled sheepishly at Ben. “Anyway, the most interesting thing about me is Melody. She’s my two-year old daughter, from when I was still trying to fake it, and I love her beyond rational thought.”

      “Her mom?” Ben asked, curious how that had played out.

      “We were never married. She took off for Asheville not long after she had Melody, so I have custody and we live with my folks. I don’t have much time for a personal life. Which is why I cut to the chase, as you may have noticed.”

      “I did,” Ben said. “I found it refreshing.”

      “Good. I’m also kind of new at this.” He pointed back and forth between them and grinned. “Like really new. But I can tell there’s nothing here, is there?” He glanced behind Ben. “Gee, I wonder why?”

      “What are you two talking about?” Tripp asked. He grabbed Luke’s abandoned chair, turned it around, and swung his leg over to straddle it backwards. He rested his arms along the back of the chair as he looked between them.

      Ben stared at Tripp’s tattooed left arm. Starting at his wrist, tall black pine trees stretched up his forearm almost to his elbow, with a background that looked like sunset behind them, black birds flying out of the trees. It was starkly beautiful. Captain America’s brightly colored shield protected his elbow. The spaces not covered by those tattoos had abstract tribal designs, some black, some brightly colored, and there was a mystery tattoo on his biceps just peeking out under his sleeve as well.

      “Hooking up,” Carver answered Tripp, jerking Ben out of his obsession with Tripp’s tattoos. Carver picked up another wing and started eating it. He nodded at the basket, offering Ben some of his food, as if they were on a date.

      “No thanks,” Ben said.

      Tripp was frowning. “Well, I’ve been thinking about that,” he said, “and I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

      “No?” Carver said in between bites. “Why not?”

      Yeah, Ben wondered. Why not?

      “Well,” Tripp said. “I like Ben.” He grabbed one of Carver’s wings. “He likes to do the same stuff I do. I haven’t had a chance to show him all the good bike trails. And there’s the Spartan Race at Fort Bragg in a couple of weeks. Who am I going to do that with if not you guys?”

      “I’m doing the Spartan Race?” Ben asked, not really following. “And you should probably have asked me about it before now. Just saying.”

      “If you two hook up, I’ll never get to see you,” Tripp continued, ignoring Ben’s question. “You’re both guys. Sex always trumps. So let’s say I want to go to the Spartan Race, but Carver’s got an itch and he gives you a booty call. Then you’re going to Carver’s and I’m stuck with no partners for the race. See?” He proceeded to eat the wing, looking very happy with his logic.

      “Because I’m clearly the sort of guy who answers booty calls,” Ben said, nodding. “Yes, I see your point.” He got a stupid thrill from Tripp’s desire to see him again, as if he was back in high school and the coolest kid had called his name while picking teams.

      “Uh huh,” Carver said skeptically. “The Spartan Race? Really? Don’t you think it’s a little too early in the relationship for the Spartan Race? Maybe you ought to build up to that. A little mountain biking or hiking, some motocross or ATVs over near Sanford, and then he can take on the Spartan Race. But too much too soon will kill the love, Tripp.”

      “Too much of what?” Ben asked warily, put on guard by Carver’s tone. He determinedly ignored Carver’s mention of love and relationships.

      “Fire, water, mud, barbed wire, you name it,” Carver said. “Anything goes in the Spartan Race. And those military boys over there live for it. That race will kick your ass.”

      Ben felt the thrill of anticipation. “No shit?” he said with a grin at Tripp, who grinned right back.

      “No shit,” he said. “You in?”

      “Oh, hell yeah,” Ben said eagerly.

      “Oh God,” Carver groaned. “Another one. You didn’t mention you had a death wish when you were telling me about yourself.”

      “‘Live like you were dying’,” Ben said, quoting one of the only country songs he knew.

      “I can’t date a guy who takes risks like that,” Carver said with a smile. “Tripp, your new buddy is safe from me.”

      “Great,” Ben teased, rolling his eyes. “Thanks, Tripp. The only piece of ass within five hundred miles and you’ve scared him off.”

      “You just let old Tripp take care of you,” he said. “I did you a huge favor. Besides, Carver’s on my Spartan Race team too. It’ll be me, you, him, and Luke.”

      Just then, a loud bang behind him made Ben turn around. The table full of girls was laughing at Luke, who had just tumbled backwards in his chair. Two of them got up to help him off the floor. Luke seemed like the sort of guy whose bumbling made him charming to women.

      “Come on,” Tripp said with a sigh. “Time to take Luke home. Fixing you two up was his idea.”

      “Why you listen to him, I don’t know,” Carver said. He took the last sip of his beer and set it down as he stood up. “I’ve got to go anyway. Mom’s watching Melody, but she had my sister’s kids all day too, and I hate to take advantage.” He stuck out his hand and shook Ben’s. “Nice to meet you, Ben. Sorry it didn’t work out.”

      “Just because I’m not allowed to answer your booty calls doesn’t mean we can’t be friends,” Ben said solemnly. “Don’t be a stranger.” Carver laughed as he waved and walked off.

      “Sorry,” Tripp said quietly. “If you really like him, I can talk to him again.”

      “I told you, no dating,” Ben said firmly. “Do not do that to me again. Swear, or no Spartan Race.”

      “I swear,” Tripp said, his hand over his heart. “On my honor.”

      Luke was laughing as he tried to stand with the help of the two girls. “Come on,” Ben said. “Let’s get Luke and go home.”

      “Biking tomorrow?” Tripp said a few minutes later as they shoved a drunk, protesting Luke into the backseat of Tripp’s big truck. Luke had still managed to get the phone numbers of the two girls who’d picked him up off the floor.

      “It’ll have to be after six,” Ben said.

      “Whenever.” Tripp carefully closed the door, making sure Luke’s feet were out of the way. “I’ll pick you up. Got a great ride to show you.”

      “All right,” Ben said, climbing into the truck.

      Tripp closed his door before walking around the front to the driver’s side. As Ben watched him, he wondered what exactly had happened tonight. He’d been dragged out to get set-up, and instead he was going out biking with Tripp and had somehow agreed to be on Tripp’s team for what sounded like a grueling mud run.

      The whole failed set-up with Carver should have bothered him more. Carver represented what Ben’d always wanted, what he’d been mourning the loss of for the last two years: a nice guy, kids, the whole package. So why hadn’t he jumped at the chance?
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      Tripp looked around for Ben. When they were biking the day before, he’d invited Ben to a picnic at the beach for some waterskiing. He thought Ben might like meeting some more new people, and Tripp’s family and friends were pretty laid back. And his dad and Luke were here, so Ben already knew some people and shouldn’t feel awkward. Tripp didn’t want to seem like a stalker since this would be the third day in a row they’d seen each other, but you had to take advantage of skiing opportunities when they presented themselves this late in the season.

      Ben was a little strange on the no-dating thing. He was nice and funny and a great-looking guy, so Tripp guessed he got hit on a lot. That probably got old for him, so no wonder he was pretty upfront about it.

      Tripp mentally shrugged. Whatever. God knew dating was hell whether you were doing girls or guys. That was why when Tripp hooked up, which was rarely, he liked to keep it casual. A night or two, no promises, a good time had by all. The end. It had worked for him so far. He hadn’t had a girl want to call herself his girlfriend since Katie Reed in high school. He’d really sucked at the whole relationship thing, and she’d rightly dumped his ass and promptly married Kevin Stigler right after graduation. Good luck to them, he thought with relief. He supposed at some point he’d get married and make two point five kids or whatever, but there was no rush.

      It was a good two hours from Mercury to Murrells Inlet, South Carolina, but still, Ben should have been there at least fifteen minutes ago. And that was if he stopped for coffee or to take a piss along the way. Tripp pulled out his phone and called him.

      “I’m almost there,” Ben said instead of hello. “Getting past Myrtle Beach was a nightmare.” He sounded a little frazzled.

      “Sorry,” Tripp said, wincing. “I should have told you to take 701 instead.”

      “Thanks,” Ben said, and Tripp couldn’t miss the sarcasm in his voice. “That would have been good information to have.”

      “We have cold beer,” Tripp said in way of apology. “And burgers hot off the grill. And the water is perfect for skiing.”

      “Nice save,” Ben said, laughing. “I’m on 17. Where do I turn?”

      “Cherry Lane,” Tripp said. “We’re set up at the end, on the water. The boat’s gassed up and we’re waiting on you.”

      “Have my burger ready,” Ben said. “Ketchup and mustard.”

      “Chili and slaw?” Tripp asked, already walking over to the grill manned by Luke. He was cooking a new batch of burgers.

      “Absolutely not,” Ben said firmly. “I’m not that gone yet.” He hung up before Tripp stopped laughing.

      About five minutes later, Tripp wasn’t surprised to see Ben drive up in a new model hybrid. It seemed like the sort of car a conservative computer programmer would drive. Efficient and environmentally friendly, but also a little boring. On the other hand, the car was bright blue, not your typical white, black, or red.

      Tripp found most people pretty easy to figure out, but Ben was a bit of a puzzle. He seemed funny and laid back, but at the same time he was also a little fussy and uptight. Tripp got the feeling Ben had an internal war going on between the two sides. Tripp found anyone with that sort of personality conflict interesting. Maybe because he often found the two sides of his own personality at war with each other. On the outside he was good old fun-loving, reliable Tripp. But inside he worried about a lot of stuff, liked to think things through. People wanted to believe they knew him, but they didn’t, not really. Maybe his mom and dad and Luke, but that was all. It seemed between work and knowing just about every living soul in Mercury his whole life, he had so many people up in his business, it had become a necessity to hold something back. Ben seemed the same way.
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