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        Les’s Bar, Book 1

        By Jodi Payne & BA Tortuga

      

      

      

      Dexter is rudderless and headed down a dark path. Cyrus knows the young man has great potential, but will Dex let him prove it before it's too late? Just Dex is an opposites attract, D/s romance featuring a young hobby baker and a Dom who’s made his lifestyle his career.

      When Dexter Appleton’s best friend Huck commits suicide, it damn near kills Dex too. Huck was a bull rider with a crazy life, and leaves behind a big house, and a ton of unanswered questions. But Dex is just a simple guy, just a Texas redneck trying to scrape together a life, and he can’t handle much more before he breaks.

      Cyrus Hughes is a therapist whose patients have very particular needs. He’s shocked to learn that Huck is gone after meeting with him twice a month for years, and he didn’t expect to miss a client so much. When he heads to Texas to pay his respects, he instinctively feels protective of Huck’s anxious and unlikely best friend, Dexter.

      The attraction between them grows, even long distance, until Cyrus insists he needs Dex with him in New York. Clinging to his last bit of hope, Dex takes a leap of faith and moves what little he still owns in with Cyrus, hoping to find his place in the world.

      Their path is full of trial and error, triumphs and misunderstandings. Cyrus and Dex will have to adjust their expectations to create a life together…one where Dex understands that he is not “just” anything.
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      Dex let himself into Huck’s house, his hand shaking so bad that he missed the lock twice.

      Twice.

      Huh, you’d think he was a drunk on a three-day binge.

      Maybe he would be soon. Who knew? Maybe he’d run away from Salado, drive down to Galveston, up to Beaver’s Bend, away. Maybe he’d just go home and have a long nap. Maybe he’d head to Sixth Street and play with the college kids.

      Maybe.

      He could hear the alarm deal when he opened the door, distantly, and he wandered to the keypad, turned it off. Huck could do it from his phone—got a kick out of turning it on when he was house sitting, in fact.

      Dex stood there in the foyer, the sun pouring into the house, lighting all the wood up, the dust making patterns in the air.

      There was an alligator.

      A tulip.

      A longhorn.

      A leaf.

      A noose.

      His knees buckled and he hit the floor, hands slapping down so hard it hurt.

      Suddenly it was like he was Huck, hanging from his bullrope in a hotel bathroom, throat closed, body going heavy and swollen, nasty with gas and bacteria and flies and…

      “No.”

      The scream that wanted out was just a tiny squeak, but it proved he was here. Here in Huck’s house. Here, waiting for somebody—anybody—to tell him what the fuck to do.

      His best friend in all the world—the face he’d known from the nursery at First Baptist, the first guy he’d ever kissed, the person who quit the baseball team when he got thrown out. Huck.

      Huck was dead.

      Jesus Christ, Huck McNamara was dead, and Dexter was…not.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Tuesdays were quiet enough that Cyrus could sit at the bar. He hauled himself through the front door out of the rain and stomped the water off his boots, shivering for a second as the air conditioning hit him. His iPad was stuffed under his jacket to stay dry and had been tucked against his side so hard he thought maybe he’d bruised something.

      Ironic. He’d managed not to pick up any new bruises all day despite his client being particularly needy.

      The bartender gave him a wave, and he waved back before hanging up his coat on the pegs by the door.

      Tuesdays should be Greg behind the bar, but Greg finally got cast in some new off-Broadway show Cyrus couldn’t remember the name of and might be at rehearsal.

      He set his iPad down on the bar at his usual spot with a good view of both the TV and the door.

      “Mr. Hughes. Always good to see you.” A mug of hot coffee landed on the bar along with a bowl of pretzels.

      Not Greg. Good for him. “Oh, perfect. Thanks, Perry.”

      “It’s a fresh pot. I’m mainlining it tonight. I pulled a double yesterday and picked up Greg’s shift tonight. I’m toast.” Perry leaned against the bar, blue eyes shining in the lights. Such a lovely young man.

      “Well, I won’t bother you much. I have a little work to do.”

      “Bother me when you’re ready for a break. This place is dead with the weather.” Perry winked at him.

      “Okay.” Sounded like Perry wanted some company. He’d just get the pressing stuff done, then he could chat awhile.

      He took a sip of his coffee and hummed as the warmth chased the last of the damp summer rain away. Then opened up his iPad. His calendar was full. He’d had inquiries from two potential new clients, but fitting them in would be a challenge. He looked his week over and shook his head. The rest of this week was impossible but maybe⁠—

      Well, maybe next Thursday if Huck didn’t answer his phone soon. Cyrus had been calling him since he no-showed last week. It was the first time in nearly two years that Huck had missed an appointment; the cowboy was as regular as the sunrise. Twice a month on a Thursday since the very first time they’d met. It was more than a little worrisome.

      He pulled out his cell phone and found Huck’s number, trying it one more time.

      “McNamara’s phone. What can I do you for?”

      Damn, that was…odd. Now he was definitely worried. And curious.

      Okay. Discretion. He found his professional voice. He’d done this lots of times. “Hello. I’m looking for Huck. Is he available?”

      “Oh hell’s bells, am I talking to his therapist? That’s what comes up on the phone.” So, another Texan—lover? Family?

      Therapist was pretty common. He found the different ways people referred to him so interesting. “Yes, it’s Cyrus Hughes. Who am I speaking with?”

      “Dex. Dexter Appleton. I—” There was a shaky breath, a pause. “Damn, Sam. This never gets easier. Never. I’m sorry, buddy. Huck hung himself in Nashville. He’s gone.”

      “He what?” What? He knew something was wrong, but he was thinking rodeo accident or that Huck was in a wreck. Cy covered his other ear and listened. “I—I’m…sorry for your loss.” Hung himself. Cyrus would never have—he had no idea Huck was— “Shit.”

      “Yessir. The funeral’s planned here for Monday. I mean, if you want to come out. You in Austin or Dallas?”

      “New York,” he said absently. “I’m in New York.” Huck. Why didn’t you call me?

      “New—What? Did you say New York?” The shock on the other end of the line was…huge. Like he’d said he was from the moon.

      “Where are you? What was he doing in Nashville? How could he have hung himself?” Right. He needed to stop talking before this Dexter guy hung up on him.

      “I’m at Huck’s house. We’re outside Salado. He was at a bull riding, and he used his motherfucking bull rope.” The guy’s voice started to crack, and he heard Dexter take a deep breath. “Sorry. Sorry. You need to know where to send flowers?”

      “I think—” I think I need to be there. “When… When did you say the service was? Is it in…you said Salado?”

      Perry glanced at him and he shook his head sadly, which made Perry come over and give his shoulder a squeeze. That was kind, but he really had no idea what he was feeling right now. He was in shock, obviously, as Dexter probably was as well. It definitely felt like real grief though.

      “Monday afternoon at one. No viewing. Broecker here in town. I’m burying him next to his momma. Hold up.” There was a pause, and then, “Goddamn it, y’all! I am trying to deal with shit. Take that beer outside!”

      He typed the date and time right into his calendar and the name of the town and the place into the notes. “Got it. I’m sorry, I won’t keep you. My condolences, I’m really very sorry.” He started to say that Huck was a good man, but what did he know really? He’d learned better than to assume. You’d think after all this time he’d know, but he didn’t.

      “Thank you. I’m sure he, uh, he…liked you?” A soft chuckle sounded. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how that works—therapists.”

      “He did. He trusted me.” In his world, that was the highest compliment Huck could have given him. “Thank you. Have a good night.”

      He hung up and set his phone carefully on the bar.

      Perry looked at him seriously. “You okay, Cy?”

      Cyrus shrugged reflexively. “I lost a…a client.” It was really strange to think that a man with as much fight in him as Huck would hang himself. Sure, Huck was obviously frustrated, maybe angry, but suicidal? Wouldn’t Cy have seen that?

      Should he have?

      “Shit. I’m sorry, man.”

      He tossed a twenty on bar and pushed off his stool. “I’m going to head home.”

      “I get it. Safe home, Cy.”

      He scooped up his iPad, tucked it under his arm and stepped out into the rain.

      He was nearly home before he realized he’d forgotten his coat.

      Fuck.

      He’d go back for it tomorrow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Dex stood next to the coffin. They’d had to put a tent up, because the rain was pouring down. He was guessing they were going to have to wait for the things to dry out a little before they put Huck in the ground, but one way or the other, it was done.

      Everyone was heading to the Salado House to eat, thank God, and he was standing here like an idiot.

      “You suck, man. I mean, I swear to God. You and me been together for damn near thirty years, and you don’t leave a note? You don’t call? You got everything in the whole damn world, and what? It wasn’t enough? Fuck you and the horse you rode in on. I hope you regret it now. I so do.” He looked at Huck’s folks, took his hat off and nodded to them. “Mama M., Pops. I hope he finds you. Someone needs to beat his ass, pardon my French.”

      “I can promise you that wouldn’t have stopped him.”

      A deep-voiced guy in a black raincoat stepped up next to him. Dark hair, dark expression. Nobody he recognized.

      “Sorry. Sorry, mister. That was inappropriate.” And he thought he was alone, dammit. Now he had to figure out—funeral director, cowboy, reporter.

      Man wasn’t all in his face trying to move him on and that voice didn’t drawl, so not funeral home. Wearing pussy shoes and no hat, so not cowboy. Must be a reporter, which meant he needed to just go.

      The guy looked at him, eyes deep, dark pools. “Are you Mr. Appleton?”

      “Yes, sir. I got no statement, though, except Huck was a good man and his family loved him.” He’d said that over and over—to magazines and TV people, the rep from the rodeo, everyone.

      Huck was a good man, and his family loved him.

      “He told me he didn’t have any family.” The guy stuck out his hand. “I’m Cyrus Hughes. Huck’s therapist. We spoke on the phone.”

      “I’m sorta family.” Therapist. Great. And he was talking to the dead guy. They couldn’t put you in the funny farm for that, right? Right. He took Mr. Hughes hand and shook. “It was awful nice of you to come.”

      “I’ll miss him. I wanted to pay my respects, see where he was from. Get some context. You’re a close friend, I guess?”

      “Knew him since we were two years old.” Close? No. How could he have been close and not see this coming? How could he not have known?

      “I’m sorry but can I ask you a couple of questions? And then I’ll leave you be, I promise. I just—” Mr. Hughes ran a hand through damp hair, looking uncomfortable. “Do you know if he left a note or talked to anyone before…”

      “You don’t?” Oh, that wasn’t fair. “You mean you didn’t know?”

      “That Huck was suicidal? No. He didn’t ever give me any—we didn’t—” Mr. Hughes looked away, took a deep breath and puffed it out heavily. “I had no idea. I keep wondering if I should have.”

      “You motherfucker!” He turned to the coffin, blind with a rush of hurt and rage. “You had help? You had help, and you did this and didn’t tell no one?”

      He bellered with everything he had, one fist slamming into the casket.

      Oh. Ow.

      “Hey.” Huck’s therapist reached for his fist and held it between soft, warm hands, and the man’s voice was gentle. “Sometimes help is just that. It’s help. It doesn’t fix the problem. Sometimes it can’t.”

      Well shit.

      Come on, Dex. Breathe. In and out.

      “I guess me and Huck got some shit to work out.” He tried to grin, tried not to just freak out, because God, he wanted to. He’d never been so alone and scared in his entire fucking life, and didn’t that piss him off? He was deep in his thoughts when thunder clapped, and the wind went from blowing to I will skullfuck you with a 2x4. “You got questions you said? You want to come to the house? Storm’s fixin’ to let loose.”

      Because he had questions too.

      Mr. Hughes dropped his hand and turned a collar up against the wind. “If you don’t mind, that’s kind of you. Do you need a ride? I have a rental.”

      “Yeah. Thanks. Folks picked me up at the house.”

      Old Nate and Scotty were waiting to take down the tent and all, and he waved to them.

      “You need a ride home, Dex?”

      “No, sir. I’m catching one with Mr. Hughes here. Y’all feel free to go eat with all them, iff’n you want.”

      “No. There’s probably eighty folks at Huck’s place, waiting on you.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. “They’ll just have to go.”

      They jogged through the rain to a gray sedan. Mr. Hughes ran around and opened the passenger door for him, closed it after him and then ran back and sank into the driver’s seat. “All I do is get rained on anymore.”

      “I’m sorry. That sucks.” Did it rain a lot in New York? He wouldn’t have thought so, but he didn’t know.

      “Call me Cyrus, by the way. Mr. Hughes is way too formal.” They stopped at the end of the driveway. “Which way?”

      “North.” He pointed the way. “We’re about ten miles out.” Huck’s big old fancy custom house and his shipping container in the back past the barns.

      Cyrus turned onto the road and started driving, and somehow he resisted reminding the man which one was the gas pedal. City drivers.

      “So, you have a few guests at the house it sounds like.”

      “They won’t go away. Every goddamn busybody in town wants to find some bit of gossip to share.”

      “I’m a New Yorker. I can give them lots to talk about.” Cyrus’s laugh was rich and easy. Genuine. “I can also…encourage them to go home. I’ve got nothing to lose. Just say the word.”

      “God, that would be nice. I’ve been—” What? Tired? Down? Worried? Overwhelmed? Scared? “—busy.”

      Damn busy.

      “Watch me.” It was quiet in the car for a bit except for the rhythm of the wipers and the swoosh of the water under the tires. Silence like that could be awkward, but for some reason it wasn’t. Cyrus was just a calm, solid presence behind the wheel.

      He started feeling heavy, the stress of the last few days pulling him down into sleep. He blinked, the motion getting longer and slower.
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      When he opened his eyes again, they were still driving, but the rain had let up. Cyrus had the radio on quietly and was sipping a Coke from a McDonald’s cup.

      “Oh Jesus. What did I do? Fuck, man, I swear to God, I’m not usually so rude.” He’d fallen asleep. What the fuck?

      “No worries, you were out, and I didn’t know where I was going so I just kept driving. I got you some fries, they’re in the cupholder.” Cyrus switched the cup to the other hand and turned up the radio. “I got as far as Waco, then I turned around and headed back.”

      Cyrus wasn’t making fun of him or anything. Just ’eh, drove forty-five minutes to Waco and got lunch, want some fries?’ Like this was totally normal.

      “I found this great satellite station that’s all George Strait, which is pretty much all the country music I know. Are you feeling better?”

      “I’m feeling like a shitheel for putting you in a weird-assed position. You’re a good guy. Thank you.” For fuck’s sake. Seriously? Fall asleep in a car of a man you don’t know? You must have scared this poor man to death.

      “You’re welcome. But please don’t feel badly. It’s not weird. Grief is exhausting. I have nothing to do until my flight home the day after tomorrow. I wanted to see a little of where Huck lived, and this counts.”

      “It does. Now I’ll show you Huck’s house. It’s nice. Huck worked hard on it.” He actually stole one of the fries. He was empty as a worm.

      “I’m looking forward to that.” Cyrus lifted the container of fries out of the cupholder and handed it to him. “Hopefully your visitors have given up on you and gone home.”

      “Hopefully folks aren’t stealing everything in the whole damn house.” That was possible, but unlikely. There were enough of the good old cowboys there to watch. Damn. He should turn on the alarm deal and scare them all.

      “Such a strange custom that people just show up and let themselves in without you being there. That wouldn’t happen in New York. We don’t trust anybody.” Cyrus laughed.

      “No? Everybody knows Huck. Knew. You know what I mean.” He looked at the guy, who was surprisingly pretty for a man that was so studly. “Did Huck go to New York a lot?”

      “I really don’t know. I saw him twice a month, typically on Thursdays. How long he stayed in the city or if he was there other times… I have no idea. I only know what he told me.”

      “Twice a month is a lot.” He’d never gone anywhere—Austin sure, Dallas. He’d driven to the beach twice, but just to go to New York like it was nothing? No.

      “Then I guess I saw him a lot.” Cyrus shrugged. “This is starting to look familiar. Are we close?”

      “Observant. We’re going to take the next get-off and make the second left. Huck’s ranch is a few miles down.”

      “The next get-off.” Cyrus smiled. “So, tell me something about growing up with Huck.”

      “He loved baseball. He wanted to be a pitcher, but he couldn’t throw worth a shit.” Dex grinned and shook his head. “When we were in high school, I got kicked off the team, and he told the coach off and quit.”

      Cyrus looked over at him. “That sounds like the man I knew. Loyal.”

      “Yes. Turn here. He was a good man. He never once said he wanted to die.”

      “No. He didn’t. Every time I saw him it was almost exactly the same as the time before. Minor things would vary, sometimes he’d want to talk more than others, but he never let on. I’ve been over it a hundred times. I’ve looked at my notes. I’ve thought about the things that seemed to work and the things that didn’t…if it was there it wasn’t in any recognizable way.”

      Dammit.

      “There’s the house.” It was pretty—rose granite with a huge porch that wrapped all the way around. There were still four or five trucks there, including his. It wasn’t too bad.

      “I like it.” Cyrus pulled in and parked next to the line of trucks. “So, it’s yours now?”

      “I guess. That’s what the will says. My house is back there.” He pointed to the bright yellow metal container by the barns.

      “That’s…a shipping container.”

      “Yeah. Cool, huh? Huck let me use the land since I dealt with the critters.” It was more than a fair deal.

      “Do you have electricity and water and everything in there? Is there a bathroom?” Cyrus seemed as interested in his crate as in the house.

      “I do. I have electricity run in, and I’m on the septic and I have my own water meter.” It was simple and open, but his.

      Cyrus climbed out of the car. “That’s pretty cool. I’ve never seen that before. Good color too. Can you see it from space?”

      “It’s possible.” He chuckled softly, tickled as all get out. “If I ever meet an astronaut, I’ll make sure to ask. Come on in. I’ll get you a cup of coffee and something to eat while I see what’s what.”

      He needed to feed. He needed to see who all was still here. He needed a beer.

      “Sounds good to me.” Cyrus followed him to the house, and the front door opened wide before they even got there.

      “Dex! You okay, man? Where have you been? All the church ladies were worried about you.” Hoover Vance stood there, the bullfighter three sheets to the wind.

      “I was taking care of some stuff, honey. You okay?”

      “That’s what you do, huh?” Hoover’s man, Chris, popped up under Hoover’s arm. “I’m driving. Don’t worry. Who’s this?”

      “Friend of Huck’s from out of town.” No one needed to know a damn thing more. “Y’all heading out?”

      “If you don’t need us no more,” Chris said. “I’d like to get him home.”

      “You need some help getting him in your truck?” Cyrus offered easily.

      “Nah. He’s a sweet drunk. He takes it hard when he loses one of his own. Thanks, though. See you, Dex. You call if you need us.”

      Like he would do that. He was going to call this biggie-wow bullfighter. Shit. “Thanks, buddy. Y’all take care.”

      “I’m very sorry for your loss.” Cyrus watched them go. “Sounds like this happens too often.”

      “Yeah. It’s not a friendly sport, huh? I guess you know all about that.” He couldn’t imagine what all Huck had told him.

      Cyrus just shook his head and followed him into the house. “Oh, wow. It’s nice in here. Who are the rest of these guys? More bull riders?”

      He looked and sighed. “One ex, one former English teacher, and the sheriff.”

      Goodie. That meant that Paul the Prick had caused trouble, and Mrs. Feezel’d called Big Jim.

      “Your ex or his?” Cyrus sounded amused.

      “His. Let me take care of this.” He took a deep breath and waded in. “Mrs. Feezel, ma’am. Thank you for coming.”

      “Of course, son. We found this young man up in Huck’s bedroom. The sheriff would like to know if you want to file obscenity charges.”

      “Ob—Are you fucking kidding me? What the actual fuck?” Dex did not need this shit right now.

      “When was the last time you talked to him, Paul?”

      He looked at Cyrus, who’d just waded into a pile of shit. He hoped the guy had his boots on.

      “Who the fuck are you?” Paul snapped, and the response from Mrs. Feezel, Big Jim, and Dex was swift and immediate.

      “Watch your mouth!”

      Cyrus watched Paul so calmly, head tilting like he was studying the asshole. Cyrus didn’t even raise his voice. “Did he tell you he was going to do this? Did you know?”

      Everything in Dex went white-hot and icy cold all at once. Oh Jesus. If Paul knew and didn’t say, didn’t get Huck help? He would take the bastard out back and beat him to death, swear to God. His hands curled into fists, and he could hear his knuckles creak.

      Mrs. Feezel reached out and took his arm, her fingers cool against him, steadying him like she had when he was a kid, the woman a rock.

      “Fuck no! It’s a lie. There’s no way he killed himself.”

      Dex only wished. He’d seen the body. He’d read the police report, the ME’s report. Huck hung himself in the fucking bathroom. Lying didn’t fix it.

      “We didn’t see it coming either. But he did, Paul. Every report that exists says so. We all miss him. What were you doing in his room?”

      Paul rolled his shoulders like maybe it would be easier to hit Cyrus than answer that question, and Cyrus reached out and put a hand on Paul’s arm. “You don’t have to answer that. Not with all these people around. Let me walk you to your truck. I have something to tell you.”

      Paul let Cyrus just walk him out, and Dex stood there, afraid to even move.

      “Dexter? Dexter, son? What do you need?”

      Huck to be okay.

      That was what he wanted to say, but that was mean. He was stupid, not real ambitious, and a bit of a turd, but he wasn’t mean, so he didn’t.

      “Thank y’all for coming. Seriously. I think I’m just going to sit with myself a second.”

      Please go away.

      Mrs. Feezel was cleaning up the kitchen, and Big Jim was finishing a cup of coffee when Cyrus finally came back inside.

      “You don’t have a black eye.” Jim laughed into his cup.

      Cyrus shrugged. “He’s fine, Sheriff. He’s headed home. You should too, it’s been a long day.” Cyrus walked past Dex toward the kitchen, patting his shoulder on the way by. “He won’t be back.”

      “Thank you, sir.” He shook his head, trying to make himself move, do something. Anything.

      Mrs. Feezel kissed his cheek. “Call me, son, if you need to talk. Jim’s going to follow me home.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Safe home.” Cyrus got the door for her and closed it after Big Jim. The house was finally quiet. “Well, that was interesting. You look like you need to sit down, Dex.”

      “Sorry for all that.” He couldn’t move. If he moved, he would start screaming. If he started screaming, he might cry. He’d already done that. “You want a beer?”

      Cyrus put an arm around his shoulders. “No, thank you. Do you? I’ll get you one. How about we go sit? There’s a lot of food too. You said you were hungry.” Cyrus put a little pressure on his shoulders, making him lean enough he really had no choice but to move his feet.

      “Did I?” He didn’t remember being hungry, but that didn’t mean shit.

      “You inhaled the rest of my fries. I don’t think you even chewed them. Comfortable?” Okay, Cyrus had him on the couch. Good. And he didn’t even scream. “You want to lie down?”

      “No thank you.” Dex swallowed hard, opening his fists, not at all surprised to see the blood-filled crescents in his palms. “Sorry about all this. You must think we’re a band of fools.”

      “What makes you say that?” Cyrus hopped up and grabbed a damp dishtowel, a long stride bringing Cyrus back quickly. “Here.”

      “Thanks.” The towel was cold and felt good. “Please, have a seat. Relax. This is Huck’s place.”

      It was sort of a shrine to bull riding—the art, photography, geegaws, they were all about rodeoing. Everything not wood was leather, and everything was classy.

      “Grief is a strange thing. Nobody knows how to behave, how to feel. You, me, all those cowboys. Even Paul. None of it is wrong.”

      Dex nodded like he understood, and he guessed he did, he just didn’t care. He wanted normal back. He wanted to sleep in his little bed, check his email to see if someone needed him to work, see if he’d sold any cookies, drink a beer, jack off, and rest.

      Cyrus sat beside him. “Huck had good taste, didn’t he? The house seems well thought out. What would you be doing right now if Huck were here?”

      “Whatever Huck needed, I guess. If he didn’t want something, I’d be sitting and watching the rain. That or fishing.”

      “What did you do when Huck wasn’t around?”

      “If someone needed me, I’d work. If not, I’d be sitting and watching the rain.” He grinned at himself. He was the boring redneck riding the coattails of his best buddy.

      His grin faded. What if he was part of what was wrong with Huck? What if Huck wanted him gone and couldn’t just say? What if Huck hated the yellow building? Jesus fuck.

      Maybe if he started drinking now and just kept on, he’d stop asking questions.

      “That simple.” Cyrus put a hand on his knee. “He took care of you, leaving you the house. He loved you.”

      You don’t do this to someone you love. Hell, you didn’t do it to someone you liked. He didn’t say it though, because again, meanness. This guy wanted to make it better, and he couldn’t. Dex didn’t even know how to start getting better.

      Cyrus just sat quietly with him, the two of them watching the rain together for a long while. The sky was getting dark when Cyrus finally spoke. “I think I’ll dig in the fridge and find us some dinner.” It wasn’t until then he realized they hadn’t just been sitting there. Cyrus had an arm around him, and he was leaning hard.

      Oh God. What was wrong with him? What the fuck was he doing? “Let me fix you something. There’s lots of dishes. You said you had questions?”

      He was a worthless son of a bitch today. Damn.

      “Not as many now.” Cyrus lifted his arm away without a word about it. “Let’s go find some food.”

      “Yeah.” The kitchen was this huge thing. He used it a lot, for his cookies, but now the counters were filled with casserole dishes, buckets of fried chicken, and dishes.

      “I guess you’re not going to go hungry for a while.” Cyrus lifted a piece of chicken right out of a bucket and took a bite, chewing while he spoke. “You want to wrap some of this up and freeze it or something?”

      He looked around and all the food, all the shit, and he knew he wouldn’t eat it. “I think I’ll put it in the fridge and tomorrow run out to the Walmart. I’ll get me some disposable pans and fix up a bunch of dinners. God knows there’s folks that need it more than me.” That way he could wash the dishes and deliver them back.

      “Sounds great. Can I help?” Cyrus moved on from the chicken and dropped a scoop of one of the casseroles onto a paper plate. The man could eat.

      “Sure. Fill yourself up first, though. This is the best folks can do. You’ll not find better. What do you drink? I got tea, Red Bull, Shiner, Coors Light, orange juice, and cranberry juice.” He wandered toward the fridge. He knew where everything was. He did Huck’s shopping.

      “Iced tea sounds good. Thanks. You need to eat too. I don’t know what this casserole is, but it’s really good. Sorry if I’m a little bit of a pig. I have a crazy metabolism, and I get low sugars sometimes. I need to eat.”

      “Have all you want. That’s what it’s here for.” He got a glass, ice, the tea. “If you need sugar, there’s Sweet N Low on the counter.”

      “Sweet’N Low isn’t sugar. But I like my tea straight up.” Cyrus was on to something else now. Looked like meatballs maybe. “Dex. Look at me.”

      He glanced up as he was told, and into those strangely deep, dark eyes.

      “Eat something.” Cyrus didn’t even twitch after giving the order.

      I don’t remember how. He looked away from Cyrus, glanced over the vast amount of food that was here, and, for a second, things looked like they were breathing. Just eat a bite of something, and he’ll stop worrying. He reached out, hand landing on a kolache. He grabbed it, nibbling on the edge of the pastry. “You want one?”

      “Dex.” Cyrus put down his plate and went to him, taking him by the shoulders, sitting him at the kitchen table. “When did you sleep last? And I don’t mean in the car today.”

      “Wednesday. He died Monday. They found him Wednesday. The league called Wednesday.”

      “Okay.” Cyrus crouched down in front of him, which was great, so much easier than trying to look way up there. “And where do you sleep best? Your bed? Huck’s?”

      “Home.” But he had so much to do. So much. “Feels like forever since I walked back there.”

      “I want to see it. Will you show me?” Cyrus offered him a hand and pulled him up out of the chair.

      “Sure. Sure. I got to make sure someone fed for me. Huck likes it when they’re on a schedule. You want you an umbrella?”

      Cyrus shook his head. “I can pull my raincoat back on. It has a hood. Thanks. I’ll follow you.”

      They headed out into one hellacious storm, and by the time he reached his house, he was soaked to the bone and breathless from trying to keep his feet. He’d grabbed Cyrus, determined to make sure the man didn’t fall.

      He got the door open, shoved Cyrus in, and ran to get them towels, doing fine until he slipped and skidded across the concrete floor, slamming into the kitchen island.

      “Whoa.” Cyrus was right there, catching him this time. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Please. Come sit. This storm. It’s like the whole of Texas is crying for him. I’ll get you a towel and some coffee.” Dex felt like he was talking through oatmeal. “I love your coat. I’d look like a fool in it, but you look good.”

      Towels. Towels and coffee.

      “Thank you. It’s soaked. I haven’t been out in a storm like that in a long time.” Cyrus took it off and hung it by the door. “It’s wild out there.”

      “It’s crazy.” He found the towels and handed them over, then stripped off his shirt, goosebumps popping up all over. “You dry or do you need a robe?”

      “Top is dry, bottoms…are not. And forget the shoes, I might just be trashing those.” Cyrus chuckled and slid out of his dress pants, the long tails of a button-down shirt just barely covering the waistband of blue plaid boxers.

      “Hrm. Okay. You’re built like a brick shithouse, but I got a pair of sweats somewhere, maybe…” There was no fucking way. A blanket. That will help. “Right. That’s a fab idea. Here’s my blanket, wrap up.”

      “Don’t like my boxers? Keep your blanket. I’ll just use the towel.” Cyrus wrapped a dry one around his waist and used the other to dry off his short, dark hair. It looked even darker when it was wet.

      “They’re plaid. That’s cool. Mine aren’t. You’re not cold?” Dex was cold, so cold his nuts ached because wet jeans were evil. “Coffee?”

      “Water will be fine. It’s eighty degrees out, Dex.” Cyrus reached out and pressed a hand to his forehead.

      “Is it?” He blinked, because no one had done that to him since his momma died.

      “Get out of those wet jeans, please.” Cyrus stepped past him and after a couple of tries, found a glass and filled it with cold water. “And then into bed. Do you have any Tylenol?”

      “I guess so. Yeah. I sleep here on the futon and—” Thunder clapped, and the lights went out with a click. “Seriously?”

      He started laughing, because he was wet with a half-naked therapist that was weirdly lovely, and God hated him.

      There was a long pause and finally Cyrus turned on the flashlight on his phone, dimly lighting up most of the crate. “It’s dark in here without windows.”

      “Yes. Hold up.” You have to start coping, man. You have to. They’ll take you away if you don’t. The thought sobered him, like ice water in his veins. He found the blackout curtains and eased them open to expose a tiny window. The sky was dark as all get out, but there was some light there, and that let him light a candle or two. “Okay, that’s better. I’ll call the co-op and find out how big this is. Come have a sit. You’re safer here until the storm passes. I’ll get you a bottle of water real quick.” He eased over to the fridge, grabbed a bottle for Cyrus and took the glass for himself. “What a great story you are going to take home with you.”

      “Take the Tylenol and get in bed, Dex. You’re not well. You’re exhausted. I don’t know how you’re even on your feet right now. I’d like the story I take home to be about the lights going out, not about you ending up in the ER.”

      Damn. Cyrus really sounded worried.

      “I had to put Huck to rest, you know? He was my friend and…” He sat on his futon. “I worry that he’s floating around lost and scared. Do you believe he’ll be at peace?”

      Cyrus’s face was in shadow, but his tone was clear enough. “Dex, Huck is dead. You don’t have to worry about him. He’s not in pain anymore. Wherever he is now has got to be better than the hell he lived in here.”

      It wasn’t hell. This place wasn’t hell. Huck had built this house just like he wanted. Huck had done everything he wanted. Huck had traveled and ridden, had been a hero and famous, and any time he wanted to come home, Dex had been here, making it decent.

      But Cyrus was the therapist and maybe he knew secrets Dex didn’t. Maybe Huck had been in hell, and Dex was just too damned stupid to know.

      “I hope he’s happy.” And that was a bit of a lie, but that could be between him and God because God would forgive him where no one else would.

      “I hope he understands what he’s done to you.”

      “He doesn’t.” Dex knew that, but what did it matter? It didn’t. He was going to have to figure things out, deal with a thousand stupid details, but…not today.

      He grabbed his blanket and wrapped it around him, staring at Cyrus. What was he supposed to ask now? His small talk gene was tired, melted, shattered. Did genes shatter? Split? Christ.

      Ask the man something.

      “Lie down, Dex. You’re running on empty.” Cyrus put a hand on his shoulder and tipped him right over.

      “I want to go home.” He knew when he said it that it made no sense, but it didn’t matter. It was true. Everything was wrong. Everything.

      “For now, just go to sleep.” Cyrus rubbed his back, a large, warm hand moving in wide, slow circles.

      “Don’t drive in this storm. It’s…” He yawned, his eyes refusing to open.

      He wasn’t sure whether the ‘bad’ came out.
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      Cyrus sat on the end of the futon watching Dex sleep, mostly because he didn’t have anything better to do.

      He was trapped in this industrial container surrounded by mud in the middle of nowhere Texas in the pouring rain without electricity. Cell service was nearly hopeless, his laptop was in the car, he’d already played two hours of poker against the stupid robot in his phone, and he’d done two full crossword puzzles.

      It took a great deal to try his patience; Cyrus had a lot of it. But even he was starting to crack a little around the edges.

      He’d tried to sleep, but it just didn’t happen. He found another bottle of water and drank it, he found peanut butter and jelly and made himself a sandwich. He’d done pushups and crunches.

      The one good thing he had going was that Dexter was sleeping hard. He hoped the guy slept a long, long time so when Dex woke up they might be able to have a rational conversation. As it was, Dex was one second shy of hysterical and probably dehydrated enough to consider medical attention.

      He wouldn’t be here except he felt so damn guilty, and he needed answers to put that feeling to bed.

      If he was honest, he knew this trip was self-indulgent and stupid. Even if he’d seen that Huck was capable of something like this, what the hell could he have done about it? He wasn’t equipped for that; Huck never gave him names or an emergency contact or anything. It might have been worse if he had known because he would have felt completely hamstrung, incapable of helping.

      Okay. Yeah. He was getting near the end of his rope now.

      God, he wanted a beer. Just one. Dex had one in the fridge, he’d seen it. No one would ever know, right?

      Except him. He’d know. He pulled out his phone and hunted around for a signal finding a weak one near that silly, tiny window. He fired off a text to Les. Now Les would know.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cyrus

      

      
        tell me not to have a beer

      

      

      

      

      

      It took a while, but he got a response.

      
        
          
            
              
        Les

      

      
        Don’t have a beer, asshole. In two weeks it’ll be four years.

      

      

      

      

      

      Right. Good old coping skills. Now someone knew. Didn’t stop him from wanting that beer though.

      Cyrus looked back at the dark lump on the futon, wondering how long Huck had been dicking the guy around. Dex was a sweetheart. Strange, but a sweetheart. And Huck…wasn’t.

      There was nothing about Huck that suggested that he would have a little wild guy in the back of his property. Not a thing. But then how well did he know Huck, really? All he really knew was that Huck needed to be put in his place every two weeks and had paid him well to do it.

      Mostly it was just the rodeo and whatever buckle Huck had recently won or lost that came up. This house never came up. Dexter’s name never came up.

      It didn’t surprise him. Often the services he provided didn’t involve the partner at home at all.

      The lights flickered on for a second, and Dexter sat up, eyes wide, staring at him with the panic that came from living in a state of constant stress. “Fuck. Hey. Still raining?”

      “Yep. Go back to sleep, Dex. Everything is fine.” As long as this crate doesn’t decide to sink in the mud.

      “Don’t worry. She’s stood during the flood a few years ago and through three tornados. She’s solid. The noise is wild though, huh? The first storm I sat here sure that it was going to come apart. Took everything I had to stay.”

      That’s what was making him itchy, the noise! Hours of it, and he hadn’t figured that out for himself. But how did Dex know he was— “What makes you think I was worried?”

      “Want lines. You got them deep. Maybe we ought to run back to the main house. At least there’s chicken and the pool table.”

      The want lines were probably not about the crate, but Dex wasn’t wrong about him. He wouldn’t argue with chicken and a pool table. “How do you feel? Are you still cold?”

      “No. Not like I was. Let me grab a pair of sweats and socks. I know Huck had Peter’s spare stuff, and it would fit you.” Dex stood up, a skinny man with huge hazel eyes, sharp cheekbones, and this frenetic energy. “Lord, this storm would make Huck happy, wouldn’t it?”

      “I think it probably would.” He didn’t know, but Huck had seemed to be attracted to power, and there wasn’t much that was more powerful than thunder. “Who’s Peter?”

      “Three lovers back? Four? Big old boy. Trucker. It was a crazy ride—he just got into the semi with Peter and rode. I had to wire him money to fly home.” Dex stopped for a second, before shooting him a wicked smile. “I told him, after Peter and Paul, he ought to find him a boy named Mary.”

      “Or Dexter, if he wanted a musician.” Cyrus pointed to a mandolin hanging over the futon. He hadn’t noticed it before the lights went out.

      “Ha! Me and Huck tried once when we were teenagers, but we weren’t lovers.”

      That was interesting. He’d assumed they were. Dex certainly made it sound like love. But if it wasn’t then… “Sorry. But the way you talk about him I thought—well, I misunderstood.”

      “He and I have been friends since we were babies. Is it weird, that we’re both gay? Maybe.” Dex sighed. “It doesn’t matter one way or the other. You want to risk the run to the main house?”

      “Let me get dressed.” He dropped the towel he was still wearing on the futon and reached for his still-damp trousers. “I didn’t mean to be disrespectful, Dexter. I’m sorry. I know a lot less about him than you’d think. Less than I should.”

      “No worries. I never would have thought that I didn’t know him too, and you have way less time in.”

      Cyrus pulled on the pants and his damp shoes. “We should probably put all that food away. Maybe I can throw my stuff in the dryer.”

      “Yessir, sounds like a plan. So, is it like the TV, where you live?” Dex pulled out a pair of sweats and a shirt and rolled them up in a ball and then shoved them and a pair of ancient flip flops in a bag.

      “New York? I suppose some of it is. Times Square and Broadway, the view from the top of the Empire State Building, those things are iconic. I don’t really live a TV life though. Most people don’t. I’ve got a decent apartment and a neighborhood bar I like to hang out in, friends, work. It’s just normal stuff.”

      “Cool. This isn’t like Texas on TV, so I wondered.” Dex went to the door and sighed. “Good thing I’m not made of sugar. You ready?”

      “Sure.” Sure. It was dark and pouring rain and he couldn’t see a damn thing, but sure. He was ready.

      To go back to New York.

      “Go for it.”

      “Right on.” Dex rolled his eyes and headed out into the rain, soaked immediately. Another flash of lightning cracked, so close Cyrus could smell the ozone, and a wild hooting laugh sounded, sudden and sharp on the air. “I hear you, you fucking asshole.”

      Cyrus wondered what exactly Huck was trying to say.

      He caught Dex’s shoulder as his shoe got stuck in mud, but he managed to rescue it. His coat, which was already damp from the last slog through the rain, was basically useless by the time they made it to the house, and he was soaked to the skin.

      “Lord have mercy. Come on, honey. Let’s get this taken care of.” The little nap seemed to have perked Dex up, and suddenly Cyrus had towels, sweats, a t-shirt, socks. “Now, tea, right? I’ll let you make your plate before I put the food up. Leave your clothes there, and I’ll see what I can do.”

      Sleep deprivation was a real thing. If he’d ever doubted that, Dex was proof.

      Respecting Dex’s earlier call for modesty, he stepped into the powder room to change. He took off everything, including his boxers that were now soaked through, and pulled on the dry clothing. He’d just go commando under the sweats. No problem.

      He toweled off his hair and combed it through with his fingers, then gathered up all his wet stuff in the towel and left it where Dex had told him to.

      “Ah. Dry is good.” He took the plate that Dex handed him and went grazing, filling it up with things he knew he’d never get like this in New York. Maybe not so good for his waistline, but oh, so good for his soul.

      Dex disappeared for a few minutes before popping back in. “Do you need it warmed up? Are you a table person or a sit with the TV on person? Either way, I can set you up.”

      “I can put it in the microwave. Thanks. And I’ll sit wherever is easiest, how about you?”

      “This table is nice. It was my mom’s.” Dex cleared him a spot. “Do you like music?”

      “I do, and I have broad taste, so pick whatever you like.”

      He was determined to figure this guy out, and a man’s choice of music was telling. A lot about what Dex was doing at the moment was telling and seemed like more than just being a good host.

      “Rock on.” Dex went to his phone, and suddenly the sounds of bluegrass filled the air. Dex turned it down to a level where talking would be easy and started puttering around the kitchen, cleaning and sorting food.

      “Oh, good choice. Aren’t you going to join me and eat something? I feel like a glutton. Come sit and tell me about this table. And then I’ll help you with the food.”

      “Sure. Uh…” Dex looked at the smorgasbord. “God, there’s too much to choose from.”

      “Right? The casserole in the blue Tupperware is spicy and yummy, um…” He looked over the counters from his seat. “Oh. The mac and cheese… Oh my god.” Really, he was going to gain five pounds just looking at it all.

      Dex began to chuckle, the sound bubbling out of him, making Cyrus smile. That was a joyous noise.

      He laughed for a second, but then started to wonder if there was a story behind the mac and cheese he ought to know. “Wait. Did someone spit in it?”

      “What? God no. No. I swear to God. Oh you looked like you were fixin’ to co—Uh. Get happy. Oh fuck. Never mind.” Dex turned as red as an apple.

      He laughed softly. “I’m gay, and I’m from New York, Dex. You can say ‘come’ around me. Try some and join me.” He took another bite. It was better than his mother’s. Damn.

      “I can do that.” Dex grinned, so sheepish. “I try to be good, you know.” Dex grabbed a spoonful of mac and cheese and a roll and came to sit.

      “I’m sure you’re a very good boy.” He blinked. Whoops.

      Dex chuckled softly. “Okay, Huck.”

      Well, that was interesting. “Huck, huh?”

      “He used to say that to me. It just reminded me of him, is all. It was a good memory.” Dex shrugged and grinned, the look sad and fond and warm, all at once. “So, how did y’all meet? He never ever said he was going to New York City.”

      The answer to that question was simple but the implications were complicated. The issue was how much he should say about the private life of a man who was now gone. How much did Huck’s people have the right to know? How much did Dex have a right to know, if Huck hadn’t shared anything at all before his death?

      If Huck hadn’t told Dex he was going to New York at all, then Dex certainly had no idea what Huck was seeing him for. Would Dex judge? What possible good would it do to reveal what Huck had obviously kept secret for a reason?

      “He was referred to me by a therapist friend of mine in Denver. I’m…a specialist.”

      A full half of his clients were referred to him by therapists who knew him personally or had patients who could vouch for him. He didn’t have a medical degree, but he had legitimate success stories, and a spotless reputation in his field.

      “So you knew he was sick? I feel like shit, thinking he didn’t think he could tell me. I’m not all ‘depressed people suck’ or anything.”

      “He wasn’t depressed that I could tell.” The man had specific needs; that didn’t make him sick. The fact that he had other issues…well, that was between Huck and his therapist, assuming he’d been seeing one. He didn’t consider that his business.

      “Oh.” Dex obviously didn’t know what to say, and the silence set between them, heavy like a blanket of snow.

      “I know. It’s difficult for me to know what to say. Out of respect for his privacy, I don’t think I ought to give you details. I’m sorry.” He wasn’t bound by any kind of confidentiality, but he felt like Huck had rights, even still.

      “Of course not. That’s creepy, and you could get in trouble. I was just…well, no one expected it, but… I guess it doesn’t matter, does it? All sorts of shit happens, and you just do your best to clean up the mess after.” Dex pushed the mac and cheese around the plate, and his lips trembled, but only for a second. Then they firmed, turning into a wry smile.

      Cyrus watched Dex and gave the guy a minute to breathe, then he reached over and rested his fingers on the back of Dex’s hand. “How can I help?”

      “Oh honey, you are dear.” Dex moved his thumb, to press his fingers in a strange motion that felt like a hug. “I haven’t even figured out how to help myself yet, much less ask it from someone else. You got to be hurting too, I know, or you wouldn’t have come all the way out here.”

      In truth, Cyrus was here because he didn’t know how he felt, how he was supposed to feel. “I don’t know. I’m shocked. I feel like I should have known, like I let him down.”

      He was going to miss their sessions too. He’d be lying if he didn’t admit that he enjoyed them, that there was a part of him that needed what Huck gave him. Maybe that was true with all of his clients, but Huck’s truth was raw and dangerous and beautiful.

      “Me too. I thought they were lying, playing a sick joke. I yelled.”

      “I knew when he missed our session last week that something was wrong. He hasn’t missed one in nearly two years. I called and he didn’t answer, which was normal, he often didn’t want to in company. But he would text back, always. I knew. And then you answered his phone…”

      Huck was a client. He’d paid his respects; it was time to go home and get back to his own life. “I’ve never lost a client before like this. I’m not sure how to put it in perspective.”

      “I can tell you that it gets better. I’ve dealt with it some. The hurt—confusion for you, maybe—it sorta backs away. I don’t think brains can hurt forever. Eventually they just start looking for something else, you know?”

      “Self-preservation.” It was ironic, how close Dex was to understanding Huck’s needs. To let go, to get out of his head, to think about something—someone else. “Thank you. I know it will get better, but it’s good to hear.”

      “You’re welcome.” Dex smiled at him—not in his direction, but at him, seeing him, eyes clear and focused. “I’m glad to have met you. I mean, even with the craziness, the storm, all the shit. I’m glad that I got to meet someone so important to him. That’s a blessing.”

      He returned the smile. “I feel the same way, Dexter. And I’m going to have a good story to tell my friends up north, right? Plus…this mac and cheese…my god.” He laughed and took another bite.

      “There you go. Good food, crazy rednecks, and wild storms. Sounds like Texas to me.”

      “I’m not sure I understood what you do for work. You were a little wonky earlier. I know you said that you took care of this place for Huck…and did you say day work?”

      “I take care of the place for Huck, I play down in Austin when they need me, I paint houses, make a lot of cookies. Whatever people need, that’s what I do, and sometimes I get paid for it.”

      “You play mandolin, right? I saw it hanging on your wall. That’s cool. Blues I guess?” And cookies? What? There really was no straight line to an answer with Dex, was there?

      “Blues, country, bluegrass—I’m easy. I just like to play and watch the people dance. It’s like being hypnotized. You ever been hypnotized?”

      He laughed loud. “Oh, Dex. If you knew me better you would know how amusing that question is. No. No, I have not, and I doubt it’s even possible.”

      Dex didn’t seem the least bit offended. In fact, all he got was a grin. “I have, couple times. It’s rocking cool. Like from real-life hypnotists. They can’t make you do anything you won’t do, though. It’s not really, like, mind control. More like just seeing things from a distance.”

      “I’m a bit of a control freak.” Understatement of the century. “I don’t even like letting other people drive. I can’t imagine allowing that.” He was having a hard time even having the conversation. Possibly there was something to explore there, but he had no interest in doing so.

      “You didn’t tell me why your mother’s lovely table is in Huck’s house. Are there other things that are yours as well?”

      “Yeah. The hutch and Huck’s bedroom suite were my momma’s.”

      Huck slept in Dex’s mother’s bed, and Dex slept in a shipping container in the backyard. He let that thought sink in for a minute.

      “When did you lose your mom?”

      “When I was almost seventeen. My dad shot her and then shot himself. Huck was eighteen and had a little place and let me come. That was my half of the rent for the time it took me to get a job.” Just like it was something that happened every day.

      “I’m…sorry about your mom.” Jesus, Huck. Maybe he should stop asking questions.

      He never stopped asking questions.

      “Seventeen, and you’re what? Twenty-five now?” Dex looked young, but he was guessing.

      “Twenty-seven, no, I turned twenty-eight, end of May.” Dex looked at his hands for a second. “Hell of thing, ain’t it? Mrs. Feezel was at both funerals.”

      And that was how Dex knew it got better. It didn’t help to feel sorry for people, but he hurt a little for Dex and how losing Huck had to feel now. “I’ll admit I don’t know what to say. But I imagine this is that much more difficult even ten years later.”

      “You don’t have to say a thing, honey. My dad was a fuck, and one day he lost it. Game over. I’m a big boy; I survived it. Rumor is I’ll survive Huck too, even though he wasn’t a fuck. I’m not sure what to call what was wrong with him. Obviously, he was miserable here, with me.” There was a raw moment where there was a mixture of guilt, horror, and crushing sorrow in Dex’s eyes, then it disappeared, that wry smile covering it like a set of blinds. “Maybe if he’d moved up north he would have been better, who knows.”

      “Not a lot of rodeo in New York.” If Dex were a sub, Cyrus would have the boy on his knees right now, and they’d let that emotion out. It was difficult to resist giving the order. Sadly, he wasn’t very good at other ways of getting people to open up. He just knew what Dex needed and he⁠—

      You’re not here for Dex.

      Dammit. Right. Not that he was sure yet why he was there. It definitely wasn’t to get rained on.

      “No, I reckon not. Have you ever seen the parade? The Thanksgiving one? I think one day I’d like to see it for real.”

      “I have. It’s a long, chilly morning full of loud marching bands playing frozen brass instruments, a lot of lip-synching, and the chippie pop singer of the week, but in my opinion, it’s completely worth it.”

      He went every year. Every. Year.

      “The balloons rock. That’s so fucking cool, man. How exciting! I’ll look for you on the TV now.”

      “The balloons are the real reason to go. And the Rockettes. And if you actually saw me, I’d be surprised.” He picked up his empty plate and Dex’s and tossed them in the trash. It was late, he should get out of Dex’s hair, get back to his hotel, take a shower. “Let me help you put this food away.”

      “It’s okay, honey. I need things to do. Just leave it.” Dex stood up, and Cyrus noticed that Dex hadn’t changed out of his wet jeans, still. “Let me grab your clothes for you. Wear that stuff home. You can leave it for housekeeping, if you want. Huck won’t mind.”

      Dex disappeared into what had to be a laundry room, then reappeared with his clothes neatly folded, clean and still warm from the dryer before he could even process that he hadn’t said he wanted to leave. “I didn’t mess with your coat, because it’s fancy.”

      “Thank you. It’ll dry. It’s made to.” He took the clothes and went back into the bathroom to change.

      He had all day tomorrow. Originally, he’d thought about spending it in Austin, seeing the city, but he felt like he wanted to spend it with Dex instead, make sure the boy was ready to take care of things before he left town.

      All he could do was shake his head at himself because he couldn’t leave it be, even when he knew he should. He could pretend all he wanted to that Dex would be fine if he just made sure everything was okay before he left town, but he knew better. He also knew that wouldn’t stop him from trying.

      “Thanks again for the dry clothes,” he said as he came back from the bathroom. “I appreciate it.”

      “Sure. Can you find your
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