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      After a night at the movies in Albuquerque, New Mexico, Brantley’s best friend, Matt, is shot right in front of him during a robbery. Stunned and devastated, Brant tries to help Matt’s husband, Travis, deal with the funeral details even as he struggles with his own grief and Travis’s blame. When Travis’s best friend arrives, Brant is both annoyed and grateful, because he is so darn tired and can use the help.

      Lex Espana is ashamed to admit he hasn’t seen his childhood best friend since Travis’s wedding. He’s even more amazed that he barely remembers Brant from that wedding, because he’s sure interested now. While it’s weird to fall for someone at a funeral, his feelings for Brant are real and make him long for a life he didn’t realize he was missing.

      Neither Lex nor Brant knows how to be part of an us, though, and they both have a lot to work through before they can settle in. To become a real couple, Brant and Lex will have to dig deep to get past the roadblocks in their relationship.

    

  


  
    
      As always, to my girl. I love you. BA
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      Thank you to Jodi for your support. You rock my world. BA
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      The call came in at about 2:00 a.m., which was about half an hour after the swing shift coffee had worn off and Lex Espana had staggered to bed. He’d been on 7:00 a.m. to 6:00 p.m. for two weeks, barring days off, so switching to swing had him blinking and feeling brain stupid.

      He groped for his phone on the nightstand and hit the button to answer just in time to keep it from going to voicemail. “’Lo?”

      “L-Lex? Lex, honey?” The words dissolved into sobs on the other end of the line.

      He sat up, reaching again to turn on the light. “Travis?” The voice was a bit of a blast from the past, the kind that came with calls on holidays and birthdays mostly. “What’s wrong?”

      “Matt. There was a shooting. Please. Please, I don’t know what to do.”

      It took a second to put all those words together in a way that made sense. Matt was Travis’s husband.

      “A shooting? What? Tonight?” He hopped out of bed. “Is he okay? Is he in the hospital?”

      “He’s gone. He was out with a friend—a movie. I had to grade papers. They stopped for gas.”

      “So a gas station.” Ask leading questions. They taught cops that. Let people babble and give information.

      “Yeah. At the Smith’s. They were getting gas, and someone tried to rob them.”

      “Oh God. Wait, did you say gone?” Lex went still, his whole body freezing. Gone as in dead. Holy shit.

      “Uh-huh.” There was a long, horrifying silence.

      “Oh, Trav. Oh, honey, what do you need? I can come up.” He’d known Travis Garcia since sixth grade. He’d been Travis’s wingman. They’d been each other’s experimental lovers. Confidants. And now Travis’s husband was gone. Just like that.

      He’d been Travis’s best man at their wedding, for fuck’s sake.

      “Can you come? I don’t know what to do next. I have no idea.” Travis was so choked, Lex barely heard him.

      “Of course I can. I’ll be up in about three hours.” This time of night, no one would be on the road, so he could fly. “I’ll bring coffee and sausage biscuits. You at home?”

      “Yeah, they…. He was dead from the get-go.”

      “Oh, hon.” He tossed clothes into a bag, then his kit bag and his phone charger. “I know platitudes don’t help, so I won’t say them.”

      “Just come? I feel so lost.”

      “I’m on my way.” God, this was…. He would call in to work on the road. He had time off coming to him, and Travis was as much family as any of the dozens of blood relatives he could pull out of the woodwork.

      “Thank you. Lex, I’m freaking out.”

      “Okay. It’s okay. I can stay on as long as you need.” He would just put on the hands-free in the truck.

      “No. No, I need to…. What am I going to tell his parents?”

      “I don’t know, but you have to call them before someone else does.” The cops might not, since Travis was the next of kin, but word got around. Someone would call to offer condolences.

      “Right. Right, God. How do you do it, honey? Seriously? How do you manage?”

      “I don’t know, Trav. I just do. I guess it’s a calling.” He never questioned his need to help people.

      “But how do you tell someone their… their person is gone?”

      “You just do. It’s the worst part of the job, even if it doesn’t seem like the cop feels anything.” He grabbed his bag, then looked at his one houseplant. He could ask the guys to come water it, he guessed. Dusty had given it to him, saying he needed to commit.

      That was it.

      He sent a text as he listened to Travis: Nate—fam emerg. ABQ. Water plant?

      “The ones that came to the door were… nice? I guess? I don’t really remember. It’s an awful blur.”

      “I’m sure they did their job. It’s too much of a shock, I think, to remember them.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I… I’m scared to go upstairs. They have Brantley down at the police station for questioning, and I don’t think he’s going to come here.”

      “Who’s Brantley, honey?” His natural inclination was to get all the details.

      “Brant? He’s Matt’s best friend. You remember him from the wedding? The buff little blond. He was a soldier then. So dapper. He went to school with Matty, from kindergarten on.”

      “Ah, yeah.” Vaguely. He’d been trying hard to hook up with the bartender at the cash bar, so he hadn’t had much time to socialize. He’d bet Brant was in the pictures he had. “So, they were together?”

      “Yeah. They went to the movies, remember? I was working, and I wanted to watch Stranger Things and get those papers done.”

      “Oh, honey. I hate that. Is he okay? The Brant guy? I mean, physically?”

      “I think so. I haven’t gotten to talk to him, but he’s at the station, so he has to be okay, right?” Travis asked.

      “They would have taken him to the hospital if he hadn’t been.” Mental note. Check on the dapper soldier.

      “That’s what I thought. He’s not a suspect. Just a witness.”

      “That sucks for him. I know it sucks worse for you.” Poor guy, having to see his best friend gunned down.

      “You think? I mean, how… how can it be true?”

      “I’m so sorry, Trav.” He knew Travis just needed to babble. It happened. Matt’s folks needed that call, though.

      “Me too. I—” The sobs started again, hard and deep, and Lex’s heart broke. Poor baby.

      He waited out the storm, murmuring ridiculous shit like “It will be all right.” Not that it would. It might take years for things to become all right for Travis.

      Fuck.

      “I… I’m going to call his parents. I’ll be waiting for you. Thank you for coming, honey. I’m just…. I need a friend.”

      Lex knew Travis had a hundred friendly acquaintances—from fellow teachers to the people at their church to the mutual buddies Matt and Travis shared—but there was something about an old friend, someone who was more family than anything else.

      God knew Travis could use someone who’d been his friend mainly, not the couple’s. Those visits were so damn awkward and hard, when people had only known the couple and now had no idea what to do.

      “I’ll be there in a few hours, Trav. No worries. I’ll help you out.” He would get Travis through the next week or so. It was the least he could do.

      “Thank you, sweetie. I’m calling Matt’s people now, okay? Call me back if you need help staying awake. I just realized what time it is.”

      “You know it. I love you, Travis.”

      “I love you.”

      He hung up after Travis got off the line, just shaking his head. God knew, in his line of work he was aware how fast people could die. It just never got easier when it was someone he knew personally.

      His phone rang, Nate’s name showing up.

      “Hey, man.”

      “Lex, what the hell? You okay?” Nate sounded groggy but solid.

      “Hey. No, I’m not. Look, can you guys take my plant for a week? My friend Travis, the one I went to the wedding in  Burque? His husband was shot and killed tonight.”

      “Oh, shit. Shit. Man, that sucks. Is he… I mean, of course he’s not okay.”

      “No. He’s calling Matt’s parents now, so I would bet I’ll get another call in a bit. I’m driving up now, but you have my key.”

      “I do. Is there anything else you need? Anything at all?”

      “Not that I can think of, but I’ll call. I just got milk and eggs if you want them, huh?”

      “Thanks. Keep in touch. We’ll be worrying.”

      “Of course you will. Dorks.” Dr. Dusty was a notorious worrywart. He’d give himself a stroke over keeping the damn plant alive. Nate was less OCD, but he would text every couple of hours. These days the two of them were so touchy-feely. He remembered fondly when Dusty rarely put two words together.

      Of course, damn near being blown to bits had changed them all, and God knew, Dusty had been more blown than any of the rest of them.

      And delivered a baby too. Lord.

      “Call us if you need us,” Nate repeated.

      “Will do. Bye, man.” Lex hung up, glad to be off the phone. He drove better with fewer distractions. He had no trouble being alone with himself.

      He found the Lithium station on Sirius and put the pedal to the metal.

      Travis needed him, so it looked like he was heading back home to Albuquerque. Whether he wanted to or not.
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      Brantley sat staring at his hands. His fingernails were filthy.

      He’d cleaned his hands up, but he’d missed his nails. You’d think after all the years of scrubbing he’d never miss his nails.

      “Can I get you anything, sir? Coffee? Anything?” The cop’s voice was sympathetic, soft, like he was fixin’ to shatter into a thousand pieces, which he reckoned he was.

      Brant stared up at the detective, his vision swimming. “I…. Coffee? Please?”

      “You got it. We got a K-cup thing. Coffee has been better around here.” The detective moved away, and Brant wasn’t sure he could remember how to breathe.

      Matty. What the actual fuck? It had happened so fucking fast. The guy hadn’t even given Matt a chance to give over his wallet, his keys, anything, before the motherfucker shot. The asshole panicked and ran then, or Brant had a feeling he would be dead too. Christ, how was he gonna tell Travis?

      Had someone already told Travis? He closed his eyes, nausea rising up. His nails had Matt’s blood under them.

      As soon as the asshole had taken off, he’d been there, trying to do triage, but the shot had gone right into Matty’s temple. It was over before it had begun.

      He hiccupped, and the cop handed him a paper cup.

      “We’ll be getting you home soon. We appreciate your patience.”

      “What else do you need from me?”

      “Just to sign some paperwork, but that takes time to print out and get approved. I’m so sorry. I know it’s been a long night.”

      “The longest of my life so far,” he agreed. The coffee wasn’t bad. Better than doctor’s-office coffee.

      “I can only imagine. You have my condolences.”

      “Thanks. I guess you see a lot of people on the longest night of their lives.” He understood hard jobs; he dealt with the parents of sick kids.

      “Eee-a-la, you know it. Some nights this job is all bad, huh?”

      “Some nights. Tonight.” He’d lost his oldest and best friend all in the matter of the same second.

      “Here you go, Sarge.” A uniformed officer brought in a clipboard loaded up with papers.

      “Okay. I’m going to need your signature on the statement; that’s all. Then we’ll have an officer take you home.”

      “Thank you.” He signed the papers, initialed all the things, and then handed back the pen. “Can they take me to my friend’s house? His—his spouse is alone.”

      “Of course, but…. Sir. You might want to go home and change first.”

      “I—” He looked down at himself and almost threw up. “Oh God. Okay, yeah. Home. I can drive over.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, just give those back?” The papers were grabbed back, and then he was taken outside and plopped into a police cruiser. What were they going to do with Matt’s car?

      He guessed someone would tell Travis. He guessed. Christ.

      “What address, sir?” the young cop asked. He still had pimples.

      He gave them the address of his little house over off Griegos. He’d kept saying he was going to buy one day, when he decided which neighborhood to look in. Not yet, he’d said. Not quite yet.

      Matty had told him life was short and he should put down roots.

      He’d bought his adobe and never looked back, and his momma had cried and said he should come home to Texas. Albuquerque was too dangerous, too far away. God, she was going to lose it when he told her about Matty.

      Brantley wasn’t ready for that shit right now. Not at all.

      No, he’d call Momma during the day, after he’d had some sleep and some food and was over his existential crisis. Which might be a few days.

      Maybe a week.

      It wasn’t like she’d be coming out for the funeral. She was slammed with calving. Maybe he’d call Bridey, report to his brother in the morning. Bridey might be willing to talk to the folks.

      Lord.

      He rubbed his chin, feeling the bristles. Not much traffic this early in the morning. He needed to call in to work, give them a chance to find someone to take his shift. There was no way.

      He couldn’t be patient; he couldn’t be calm. He just couldn’t. Not after….

      He shook, swallowing back bile.

      “Here you go, sir. If you think of anything else at all, you have the detective’s number, right?”

      “I do. Y’all just catch the guy, okay? Please?”

      “We’ll do our best, I promise. Good night.” The kid opened the door for him, and he looked at his house, not sure what to do. The cop waited, though, so he guessed he was supposed to go inside.

      He went in and locked the door, managing to make it two steps forward before pain shot up along his leg and he collapsed, right there in the foyer. The electric sensation zipped up his hip, and he groaned, grabbing at it.

      “Dammit!” He sobbed softly, shaking his head as he let the pain move through him, cleanse him.

      He hit the floor with the flat of his hand, furious as hell at the whole world. Matt was his goddamn friend. Had been. Whatever. How was he supposed to do this, here, Stateside where they were supposed to be safe?

      He covered his face with his hands, hiding his sobs. Not that there was anyone to hide from. Oh, Lord. What a fucking mess. What a fucking, awful mess. Anything like this happened to him, he would normally call Matt….

      Travis. He needed to go clean up, change clothes, and get to Travis.

      He would grab some Whataburger or something. Maybe just coffee.

      Maybe….

      Please God, let me get up. Let me go take care of things. Let me do this. Please.

      Brant grabbed the doorknob on the front door and hauled his ass up off the floor. Travis didn’t need to be alone, and he could help with that. He tugged out his phone and looked at the time—4:18 a.m. Jesus.

      Matt had been dead for six hours. Six hours.

      He called work, left a message. “Hey, Cherie. Can you call Lena and see if she can fill in for me? There was a terrible incident tonight and a friend of mine got shot.” His voice broke on the last word. “Call me if you need. I’ll be at his husband’s.”

      Stumbling over his own boots, he made his way to the bedroom to strip off his stiff clothes. He needed to shower, just so he didn’t stink of blood when he went to see Travis.

      He needed to….

      Wash Matt off him.

      He wadded up his clothes after he took them off, then stuffed them into the bottom of the hamper so he didn’t have to think about them. The water was steaming by the time he stepped in, even if he felt like he was cold and shriveled. He was afraid nothing would ever feel right again.

      “I’m sorry, Matt. I swear to God. I…. There was nothing I could do. Nothing at all.”

      So fast. It had all happened so fast. And God knew, he’d been trained to handle armed assailants. No one could fight a point-blank headshot.

      Matt was strong, but damn.

      He turned his face up to the spray, letting it burn away the returning tears. He had to get his shit together before he went to see Travis. Had to.

      If he was lucky, Travis would just hit him with a baseball bat, put him out of his misery.

      Not that Travis had a mean bone in his body. The guy taught second grade. No, Travis would give him big, sad eyes. And Brant would deserve them.
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      Lex pulled up to Travis’s house about five with coffees for them. His eyes burned, and he was running on caffeine and stress and grunge music. He blinked, hands on the wheel for a moment, willing the road noise to stop. His body felt as if it was still moving.

      It wasn’t. Hell, there had already been a dozen people at the house from what he’d heard, maybe more. Travis must have called in the whole phone tree. He’d just been the first.

      He sighed. Okay. Okay, he could do this. He climbed out of the truck, his body feeling a little like frozen rope. Travis’s house was lovely—a two-story McMansion in adobe with a flat roof and a balcony overlooking the East Mountains. It was always good to have a view. His place in Cruces looked out at the Organ Mountains, so he got it.

      The porch light was on, so he walked up, trying to convince his heavy feet to move. He knocked on the door, then saw the doorbell. He was about to ring it when the door opened. “Can I help you?” A tired, lean man with bright blue eyes stared at him, looking bleary.

      “Hey. Is Travis still awake?” Lex would go sleep in the truck if he needed to.

      “He is. You are…?”

      “Lex. Travis called me and asked me to come up.” He was too tired for this shit.

      “Of course. Sorry. I thought I recognized you. I’m Brant. Come on in. He’s in the bedroom. I’ll take you to him.”

      “Brant…. Oh, man, I’m so sorry. He said you were there.” Lex reached out to the guy instinctively.

      “Yeah.” Brant’s face tried to crumple.

      Oh, poor guy. Lex put a hand on his shoulder. “Are you okay? Do you need to get some sleep?”

      “I’m trying to… I’m just trying to help. Do you need a cup of coffee?”

      “Oh God, no. I brought sausage biscuits.” He held up the bag. “I could eat, if there’s a place in the kitchen, but I want to see Trav first.”

      “Do you know where the master is?”

      “Uh. No.” He chuckled. “I’m ashamed to admit I haven’t been up since they bought this house.”

      “Come on. I’ll show you.” Brant grabbed a crutch and started moving up the stairs, nice and slow.

      “Hey, I can—” He cut himself off because Brant gave him this look over one shoulder. It said off-limits, so Lex let it slide.

      None of his.

      He was here for Travis.

      “There you go.” Brant jerked his chin toward the door at the end of the hall. “I’ll put your food away somewhere safe or it will get gone.”

      “Thank you, man. I appreciate it.” He handed over the bags and headed into the bedroom, feeling like he was walking a gauntlet.

      “Trav? Honey? Are you asleep?” He said it softly, not wanting to wake his friend up if he was resting.

      “I’m never going to sleep again, Lex.” Travis sat up, lean face drawn and streaked with tears. “Matty’s gone, Lex.”

      Lex went to sit on the bed next to Travis. “Oh. Hey. I’m so sorry, Trav.”

      Travis landed in his arms, the sobs hard and raw. Lex held on, giving what little comfort he could. What was he supposed to say? The man’s husband was gone.

      All he knew to do was make noises and hope his being there made things less awful. He stroked Travis’s hair and breathed. The bedroom was totally a couple’s space—two dressers, two chairs, pictures of the two of them on the walls. Jesus. He had only known Matt a little bit, phone calls at holidays, birthday presents because he had automatic shipping set up.

      Now he wished he knew more so when Travis inevitably began reminiscing, he could manage more than a smile and nod. Of course, maybe that was enough. If what he knew about Matt was through Travis, then he could know just what Travis told him.

      He shook his head, trying to just close his eyes and be there with Travis. If being a cop had taught him anything, it was to be any way people needed him to be in a crisis. Tough love to gentle sympathy, Lex could do them all.

      It was harder when it was someone you knew, someone you loved.

      When Travis was down to sniffles, Lex grabbed the box of Puffs on the closest nightstand. “Here, hon.”

      “Thanks. My head is killing me. I guess that’s normal.”

      “It is. Do you have a bottle of water?” That would help.

      “Brant brought a cooler up—water, pineapple juice. He’s a caretaker.”

      “What’s with his leg?” Couldn’t be easy, what with the crutches.

      “Brantley? He was shot in combat. Right in the hip.”

      “Oh, man. That sucks.” Joints were the worst.

      “Yeah, he was a field medic. He was rescuing someone. He’s a hero. He came out here after nursing school because of Matt. I bet he goes back to Texas now.”

      “Because of Matt?” Wait, had he missed something?

      “Yeah. Matt loved it so much, you know? And he just talked Albuquerque up. Great weather, great people—he left out the crazy crime part.”

      “Yeah.” He grimaced. That had gotten worse as people had gotten more desperate, but Burque had always had a reputation. New Mexico was a poor state.

      “He was just getting gas.”

      “That sucks, honey. I’m so sorry.”

      “I mean, he would have given the guy anything. He didn’t fight, not Matt. Matt was gentle.”

      “No.” He tilted his head. “You don’t think his friend…?”

      “I don’t think his friend what?” Travis looked utterly confused.

      “Tried to fight back. Started a scuffle.” Contrary to what a faction of the public believed, fighting back, carrying a weapon to foil criminals, usually failed miserably.

      “He would have fought back, sure, but it went too fast. Brantley said the guy didn’t hesitate. Either it was a hair trigger or he just shot. There wasn’t a chance.”

      “Oh.” He patted Travis’s arms, which he still held. “Oh God.” He’d seen it happen, and it was just pure reaction.

      “Yeah. He said it was fast. He said Matt never hurt. That he never even knew.”

      “I imagine not. Can I get you anything?” He felt useless. Was he really helping? Jesus, he hoped so.

      “No. No, I just… I’m glad you’re here. There’s going to be all this… stuff. Funeral and police and news cameras….”

      “I’ll help any way I can.” That he knew how to manage. Police. Media people. Funerals he had less experience with, but how hard could it be? They walked you through it.

      “Thank you. Thank you. Brantley set up the guest room for you. Made the bed up and everything.”

      “Oh, I’ll have to thank him.” And retrieve his food. “Do you want to sleep now, honey? I can buzz off for a while and get some rest too.”

      “I’ll try. Brantley promised to hang out and deal with shit.”

      “Then we have a team. You want me to stay and sleep in here?” He so would if Trav needed him.

      “Go have some food and coffee. I’ll call you, huh? I just want… I want him to come home.”

      “I know.” That much he did know. He’d heard it a hundred times. Maybe a thousand. He gave Travis a kiss on the cheek. “I’ll be downstairs and then in the guest room. Text me for anything.”

      “Okay.” The sobs started up again, but what could he do? At this point, Travis was going to have to mourn. Maybe he just needed to cry it out until he slept.

      Lex slipped out of the room and headed downstairs to hunt up his biscuits. He found Brantley in the kitchen, sitting with his head in his hands.

      “Hey, man. Do you need anything?” Lex asked, feeling bad for the guy, who was pale, his face lined.

      “No. No, you need coffee? I put your biscuits in the microwave.”

      “Is there anything like milk? Trav always used to have some. I think I drank enough coffee to burn a hole in my stomach.” Lex needed that food. “Hey, I got enough to share if you want.”

      “I’ll get you a glass.” Brant stood slowly, the man looking eighty years old.

      “I can do it.”

      Brant gave him that same look, the one from the stairs. “I’m not helpless, buddy. I can get a damn glass.”

      “I was just trying to help. You look beat. And beat up.”

      “Just been a shit day.”

      Yeah, for all of them, but for this guy most of all, he’d bet.

      Lex grabbed the milk out of the fridge. Okay, he would get groceries later today. Travis and Matt ate like birds, but he worked out at least an hour a day, and he ate to fuel his muscles. He needed to make a list.

      He poured a glass of milk for himself, then hovered the carton over the other glass Brant had pulled out, raising his eyebrows.

      “Please.” Brantley went to the microwave and pulled the bag of biscuits out.

      “Sure. There’s enough for both of us to have two biscuits and a hash brown. It would be nice if I don’t have to eat breakfast alone.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be happy to.”

      “Cool.” That was… well, it was cool. If he could make things easier for anyone involved, then he was doing his job. Or his good work, or being a friend. God, he was so tired he was losing it. He tugged a biscuit out of the bag.

      “The guest room is ready for you, when you’re ready for it.”

      “Where are you sleeping?”

      “I’m just dealing with stuff down here.”

      “That wasn’t what I asked. Look, I brought an air mattress. I have it in my truck. You can have the guest bed, and I can sack out on the floor.”

      “Huh?” Brant looked utterly confused, totally.

      “After breakfast. You need sleep. Enough I would worry about you driving home.” He didn’t want the guy to cause an accident or hurt himself or something. Travis would freak out.

      “I’ll just sit up in the front room. People will come.” And soon Mr. Brant was going to snap all in half.

      “We can take turns with folks, if need be.” He opened Brant’s biscuit and pushed it over. “Come on, man. Trav says you’re a nurse. You know how important it is to keep up your strength.”

      “Yeah.” Brant stared at the food like it was alive and moving.

      “Hey.” He reached over to touch the back of Brant’s hand. “One bite. That will be enough to make it start to taste good, huh?”

      “You swear?”

      “Yeah, man. I do. I swear. One bite.”

      Brant nodded and picked a bite off the biscuit. Sure enough, after Brant washed it down with some milk, he grabbed the hash brown and munched at it too. Excellent. The color came back into Brant’s face, even if the heavy lines didn’t fade.

      They finished up in silence, and Lex’s ass was dragging hard by the time he took his last bite. Brant put the glasses in the dishwasher, so he tossed the trash.

      “How about that nap?”

      “People….”

      “There are two women in the living room, man. They can handle anything, I bet.”

      “I don’t even remember who they are.” Brantley began to shake, violently.

      “Come on. Do you need the crutch?” He would just support Brant up the stairs.

      “No. No, I only use it when the pain is really bad….”

      Oh, man. Poor baby. This was shock. Real, genuine shock. Lex knew how to deal with that. Warm blankets and sleep. He steered Brant up the stairs, then to the guest room that had been indicated. “Bathroom?”

      “That’s the guest room, sir.”

      “Uh-huh. You’re coming with me. We’ll rest together.” Lex took Brant’s arm, leading the way. He’d get the guy settled, then go get the air mattress.

      They got into the room, Lex opening up the door and finding a classy-assed, decorated in the Santa Fe–style guest room.

      “I made it up for you.” Brantley was barely holding on, barely with him.

      “You did. Still, we can share. No one will know.” Hell, there was a freaking king bed in here. They could split it, no air mattress required. He eased Brantley down on the bed.

      “I need to… help. I tried to.”

      “You did. Now it’s time to rest.” He stripped off Brant’s shirt before encouraging him to stretch out. “Shoes too.”

      Brant was covered in little bruises, looked like from the impact of Matt against him, and his hands were destroyed. Christ. He wanted to make Brant wash up, but not for any reason but comfort. It could wait.

      They stretched out together, leaving a careful space between each other.

      Lex thought it would be really hard to sleep next to someone, since he never did. He expected it to keep him awake, tossing and turning.

      It didn’t.
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      Crying woke him up, and he shot out of bed, stumbling a few steps before crashing to the ground, his leg giving out.

      “Coming. Coming.” He crawled toward Travis, toward the sobs. “I’m on my way.”

      “Wha?” That voice came from behind him, the sound utterly disorienting. He shook it off, hitting the door to find Travis sitting in the doorway to the master, face in his hands.

      “Hey. Hey, honey.” Brant got to him, tugged Travis into his arms. “I got you.”

      God. This broke his heart. He wasn’t even awake enough to do this.

      “I was dreaming. Oh God, what an awful dream. There were worms.”

      “Shh. It’s okay. You’re going to be okay.” Maybe. Someday.

      “I don’t know.” Travis was just—this wasn’t fake. This was devastation.

      “I’m sorry, honey. I’m so sorry.”

      “Why wasn’t it you? Why was it him?”

      Brant felt himself shrink. He didn’t know. He’d been in the car for most of it. He’d been digging in his wallet for some cash for the Sonic. They’d wanted cherry limeades. He’d wrenched himself out when he heard the yelling.

      “Hey.” The Lex guy was there in seconds, lifting Travis up off the floor. “Let’s get you back to bed, and I’ll bring you something to help you sleep without the bad dreams. Huh?”

      “I want him home, Lex. I need him home.”

      Brant headed to the stairwell, scooting on his butt to pull himself up. Travis was screaming, sobbing hysterically, and Brant worked down the stairs, then called one of the doctors at his office to explain he needed something. He needed help.

      “Hey, Brant. What’s up?” Naomi would have his back.

      “You heard about what happened last night?”

      “Yeah. It’s all over the news.”

      “I need Xanax, something. Please.” He didn’t know what Travis had up there, but he knew he’d need something if things didn’t ease up.

      “I’ll talk to Sharon. No worries. Are you okay?”

      “No.” No, he wasn’t, but he had to be.

      “I’m sorry, kiddo. You just tell us what you need.”

      “Just a few days off and that script, please. Pharmacy info’s in my file.”

      “You got it.” They hung up, and he winced, thinking how Travis had asked why not him.

      That was a good question. Why not him? Matty was the first one out of the car. Matty was the one who was driving. Matty was the one who was going to pump the gas. He was the one with the wallet out. Matty was the one without the shattered hip and the THC candy that took the edge off.

      But Travis didn’t know or care about that. He’d lost a husband, and Brant was just… the husband’s best friend.

      “You okay?” Lex appeared in the kitchen, almost making him fall down again.

      He nodded once, his voice just gone. What did he have to say? Why hadn’t it been him?

      “Liar.” Lex said it gently, the way any stranger would when looking at him, probably.

      “Yeah. Well. It was a rough night.” And Travis hated him.

      “I’m sorry. Travis didn’t mean it, right.” Lex was watching him, that expression knowing.

      “Sure he did. I can’t blame him. He loves Matt.”

      “Yes.” Lex sighed. “I see it a lot. People lash out because they’re hurting so bad.”

      “Yeah. I’m a nurse. I get that. I do.” He dealt with brand-new babies, with cranky toddlers, with hysterical teenagers. And then there were the parents. Jesus.

      “Yeah? I have a friend who’s an ER doctor in Cruces. He gets a lot of freaked-out people.”

      “ER is a fast-paced job. Takes a certain type of person.”

      “It does. What are you in?” Lex started making coffee, the K-cup maker easy to spot, its little rack right next to it, full of coffee pods.

      “Pediatrics.” He sat there like a lump, a sore, aching lump.

      “Oh, ow. Kids. That has to be heartbreaking.” Lex made two cups. “Cream or sugar?”

      “Both, please.” His belly was raw, acidy as fuck.

      “You got it. Would you rather have another glass of milk? Or tea? Wasn’t Matt a tea drinker…?”

      “He was, yeah. We teased him endlessly. The coffee will be fine.”

      “Okay.” Lex fixed a cup before handing it to him.

      “Thank you, sir.” Brantley watched
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