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        This is for all the people that have the burning need to help other people. Don’t ever stop.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Blanket

        

      

    

    
      I walked to the dumpster like I did every night at the end of my shift to throw out the bags of garbage. And just like every other night, he was there. Hiding behind the dumpster, hoping I didn’t see him. It was hard to tell his age or what he looked like under all the dirt and grunge that coated his skin. His hair was dark and on the long side, and he wore a dark plaid shirt over a T-shirt and dirty jeans. He froze when he heard me and didn’t move, not even to breathe while I was there. I acted like I didn’t see him and tossed the bags in.

      I’d started separating the kitchen leftovers from the garbage and packing it in to-go containers. Bits of food left behind by diners and trimmings from the kitchen. I hoped he ate some of what I left, but I couldn’t be sure. “Hey, Tommy, get back in here so we can close up,” Bruce yelled out the rear door of the restaurant.

      “Be right there,” I called before I looked one last time at the dumpster I knew he was hiding behind. I tried to act like I didn’t know he was there, but my curiosity was getting the better of me. He’d been here about a week and I never saw him anywhere other than behind the dumpster. I wondered what had brought him to this life and why he never seemed to go out and walk around.

      There were many homeless in this area of downtown. It seemed the many restaurants and the large shelter nearby were a big draw. It had to be such a hard life. I couldn’t even imagine living my days worried about where my next meal would come from, and where it would be safe to sleep that night.

      “Hey, kid, what’s going on?” Bruce asked as I walked back into the kitchen.

      “Nothing, man, just got a lot on my mind.” He nodded but didn’t press me for more information. Bruce was the owner, and his graying blond hair and the laugh lines around his blue eyes gave him away as one of the older people working here. He worked harder than most of the other employees; he’d been the cook and owner here for more than thirty years and hadn’t slowed down yet. At twenty-three, I was about to start my last year of college. After this year I’d graduate with a degree in economics that I hoped would lead me to a great job and a stable future. Something I had yearned for my whole childhood. The guy in the alley didn’t know it, but we had more in common than I was willing to admit.

      Growing up in a small town in the northern Sacramento Valley didn’t offer many chances to start a career, or even have a steady job. During harvest season there were plenty of jobs on the many farms in the area, but after that there was nothing. It didn’t help that my mom was sick for most of my childhood, and my dad couldn’t seem to keep any job longer than a week or two. Of course he’d always find a way to get something to drink or smoke. He wasn’t picky, whatever it took to forget about his reality and our lives was enough. I shook my head to banish those thoughts. I wasn’t going back to that life. Never again. I’d make something of myself and have the stability I craved.

      “Hey, kid, did you see that guy that’s been hanging out back there?” Bruce asked.

      “Yeah, I noticed him the past week or so. I haven’t seen him come out at all, though, have you?”

      “No, he’s just hiding behind the dumpster. Must be too scared to come out. Maybe you can try to talk to him, find out if he needs some help?”

      “I don’t know, I haven’t even seen his face, he avoids any contact at all. How old do you think he is?”

      “I’m not sure, but I get the feeling he’s young. Maybe your age or younger. I wonder what could have thrown him into that life?” I shrugged my shoulders. I knew far too well how easy it would be to become homeless. Especially if he didn’t have anyone he could go to for help, or any way to make money to get him into a better situation.

      “It’s got to be tough, but I can’t imagine he’s surviving very well hiding behind that dumpster. And once it starts getting colder, he’s going to be miserable,” I said, more to myself than to Bruce.

      “It won’t just be cold, it’ll be dangerous. There’s a reason the city pays for warming stations and temporary shelters. People die from being exposed out there on the streets.”

      “I hope he finds a place to go before that happens.” And now I was officially worried. My gaze went to the door where I knew he was just beyond, behind the dumpster. Hopefully eating the food I’d separated for him so he didn’t have to dig through trash to get a warm meal. I could have been him; that thought was on a repeating loop in my mind. I had to help him, even if I didn’t know him or want to understand why. But after tonight I’d make more of an effort to get to know him.

      “Me too, kid, no one deserves to try to live like that. I’ve lived rough in the past, but not like that. I can’t even imagine.”

      “Me either, Bruce.” We finished cleaning up, and just before midnight we locked up together. I glanced toward the alley as I walked to my car. I couldn’t stop thinking about my past and how easy it would have been for me to end up exactly where he was now as I drove down the street to my apartment, and was more thankful for a place of my own than I’d ever been. I opened my door and set my keys on the counter as I walked on autopilot to the bathroom and showered off the day’s work before falling into bed.

      How could I help him? And would he want help? What if he decided it was better to live like he was now than to try to live in what we all thought was the modern world? Either way, I’d do what I could, even it meant leaving him alone. And I’d start soon because winter was around the corner, and there’d be no way he could sleep on the cement or pavement he had made his hiding place. I silently made a checklist of all the things I’d do to help him. First on the list would be something to sleep in. I wasn’t sure he had other supplies, but what clothes I did see would not be warm enough or keep him dry when winter hit. As I lay in my warm bed on that cool fall night, I hoped he at least had a blanket. And that immediately went to the top of my list.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Socks

        

      

    

    
      I lay awake for most of the night thinking about the guy behind the dumpster. I couldn’t seem to get him off my mind, and by the time the sun started to rise and my bedroom brightened, I’d had no sleep at all. I kept thinking how we weren’t all that different, we looked to be around the same age, both with dark hair, only his was long, where mine was cropped short on the sides with a little length on the top. Were his eyes light or dark like mine? I wondered how old he was, and once again how he ended up living behind a dumpster. This was going to be a rough day. My alarm went off and I slapped at it and rolled out of bed.

      “Tommy, I left a coffee for you on the counter,” my mom said as she kissed me on the forehead on her way out the door.

      “Thanks, Mom,” I called after her. I walked right to the kitchen and picked up the cup of warm caffeinated goodness she’d left for me.

      “Hey, save some for me,” my dad hollered as he rushed out of the bedroom and grabbed a mug from the cupboard.

      “Dad, can I ask you something?”

      He filled his cup then leaned against the counter next to me. “Sure, but can you make it quick. I’ve got a bid to get to in . . . forty-five minutes.”

      “There’s a guy that’s been staying behind the dumpster at work and I want to help him. What do you think someone who’s living on the street this time of year needs?” Like I knew he would, my dad gave me a bunch of great suggestions that I filed away in my memory for later. The first thing on my list would be easy, getting him to take it might be harder. “Thanks, Dad, I think I’ll start with a blanket. I’m not sure he’ll accept anything from me, but I figure a warm blanket on a cold night might be hard to say no to.”

      He nodded and set his mug in the sink. “You’re a good guy, Tommy,” he said with a wink, and rushed out the door. I stood there a moment more enjoying the warmth and the slight buzz the coffee offered on this chilly morning.

      My eyes snapped open and I looked around the room. It was the same small apartment I’d lived in for the past few years. I didn’t have to go look to know I wouldn’t find an empty coffee cup in the sink or a cup poured for me. My mom was gone two years now, and my dad . . . who knew where he was. I was alone, and once again wondered how the guy behind the dumpster was doing. He had to be freezing; the fog had rolled in last night and it was a cold, wet morning. Leaving the warmth of my bed, I found an extra blanket I thought would work well to keep him warm and dry. I shoved it in my backpack before I walked into the bathroom to get ready for my day.

      I made it to my first class, Microeconomics, with minutes to spare, and tried to focus even though my lack of sleep made that challenging. I walked over to the quad and bought another cup of coffee and a sandwich and found a quiet place to sit where I could work on my assignments. School was crazy this year, I’d taken a heavy load hoping to get it all out of the way, and I worked almost full-time. It was challenging, but so far, I could handle it. By the time I finished my lunch, I’d completed the assignments I’d been given that morning. One more class and I’d be on my way to work.

      I drove my car into the alley behind the bar and grill I worked at. The Del’s had been here since the fifties and probably hadn’t been remodeled since. I walked past the dumpster and used every bit of restraint I had to not look in that direction. I stepped inside just as the door to the kitchen slammed shut behind me, and I jumped like I’d been hit with a live wire.

      “What’s got you so jumpy?” Bruce asked. He was at the grill as usual—red bandana tied around his head, white apron stained with the day’s work over black-and-white checkered chef’s pants, and a warm smile that was almost always present.

      “Hey, Bruce, I didn’t get much sleep last night, and I probably had too much caffeine today.”

      “So, the same as yesterday,” he said before he turned back to the grill and flipped the burgers cooking there.

      “Pretty much. Has it been busy?”

      “About the usual, we’ll probably get hit with the bar crowd in a couple of hours. They do love our greasy goodness after they’re good and drunk.” He smiled as he repeated what the locals usually said every weekend.

      “Yes, they do. I’ll go refill the napkins and everything out front then get started on the dishes.” He nodded but didn’t look away from the grill. I went out front and made short work of filling the condiments, along with the napkins, and wiped down all the tables. The dishes were calling to me so I walked back and started on the mountain that would take me the better part of an hour to work through. As the waitstaff brought back more plates and silverware, I put aside the leftovers that looked like they’d been untouched and tucked them into a Styrofoam box above the sink.

      “What’s that for?” Bruce asked. I didn’t want to lie to him, but I wasn’t sure what his reaction would be. I decided the truth was better than lying.

      “I was saving it for the guy behind the dumpster. It’s going to be a cold night, so I thought I’d save a good meal for him. Not sure it really helps him, though.” He gave me a look I couldn’t decipher and walked back over to the grill without a word. I went back to the dishes and hoped I hadn’t pissed him off. When I was drying the last cooking pot, he walked over to me.

      “Here ya go, kid.” He handed me a bag and walked back over to the grill. I looked inside to find a burger and fries.

      “What’s this?”

      “Give it to him, he’s got to be miserable out there. And grab him something to drink. It’s on me.”

      “That’s okay, man, I don’t mind paying for it.”

      “Kid, it’s on me,” he insisted. I shrugged my shoulders and walked out front to get a bottle of water and a cup of hot chocolate. I wasn’t sure if he liked coffee, but everyone liked hot chocolate. At least I thought they did. After taking the blanket out of my backpack, I balanced everything on a tray, along with some wet naps and a stack of napkins. I stepped out the door and walked over to the dumpster where it was so dark, I couldn’t make out anything.

      “Hello? I brought you some food. Bruce said it’s on him. I was saving you leftovers, but he wanted to cook something hot for you, so here’s a burger. Oh, and I brought you some water and hot chocolate too.” I was rambling like an idiot but couldn’t stop myself. I still hadn’t seen him, so for a moment I thought I might have been talking to thin air. Then I heard a shoe scrape on pavement, and a guy stood up but didn’t say a word.

      I set the food on top of the dumpster lid, but he didn’t take his eyes off me. “It’s okay, I just wanted to help you. Oh, I brought you a blanket too.” He tipped his head at that but still stayed silent. I set it next to the food and backed away toward the door to Del’s. His eyes were still locked on me as I closed the door behind me. I turned to look at Bruce and realized we both wore the same smile.

      “Good for you, kid, good for you.”

      Later, as I left work and stood by my car, I saw him there again. He stood to the side of the dumpster, so I was able to get a better look at him. He was tall and thin and wore shredded tennis shoes with no socks. All of his clothes looked like he’d been wearing them for years without changing or washing. They were threadbare and worn. He moved back behind the dumpster and draped the blanket around his shoulders, pulling it tight before bringing the blanket up to his nose and inhaling deeply, a small smile playing at his lips as he settled in. I decided as I drove away, next on the list would be some warm socks. Maybe a few pairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Gloves

        

      

    

    
      I drove away, and on the way to my apartment I stopped at Walmart. I told myself I needed to buy some food for tomorrow, but I actually wanted to buy the guy behind the dumpster some socks. I couldn’t get the vision of him out of my mind, he had to be freezing already, and it was just beginning to get cold. I was so thankful to Bruce for cooking him a hot meal. I realized I’d left the container of leftovers I’d been saving for him above the sink. I wished I’d remembered and given it to him. He looked like he could use all the food he could get.

      How old could he be? It was impossible to tell under all that hair and dirt he seemed to use as armor to protect himself, not that I could blame him. What could have happened to him to make his whole existence be reduced to hiding behind a dumpster? I walked into the store and grabbed a cart, figuring I might as well actually buy some food. I browsed the aisles, and everything I looked at reminded me of all he didn’t have. The list in my head kept getting longer, and without thinking, I took out my phone. The blanket went to the top with a check mark; next on the list was socks. I made my way over to that area.

      Why did there need to be so many different types of socks? I picked up a few packs of different athletic styles—ankle or knee-length, did that matter? Then a thought hit me. He was pretty much camping out there, maybe something from the camping department would be a better fit. I pushed my cart of various snacks over to the camping section. These socks were more expensive, but they were also made to keep you warm when it was cold and even wet out. I chose five pairs and hoped that was enough, but not too much. Where did he keep his things? I hadn’t seen a backpack or anything, but he’d stayed tucked behind the dumpster every time I’d seen him, except when he’d come out to get the burger and hot chocolate.

      I looked at the other items they had in this section and saw a few things I thought might make his nights and days a little more bearable. I stopped myself before I bought anything else. I’ll wait and see how he is tomorrow, maybe I can talk to him and ask him what he needs. I made my way to the checkout, and as I drove home, I smiled. I wanted the small things I did to give him a little hope, because helping him somehow gave me a sense I wasn’t as alone as I felt, like I had been since my mom died.

      Sleep came fast that night, after not sleeping well the night before. I was out as soon as my head hit the pillow. When my alarm went off, I rubbed my eyes, trying to wake up. Then I caught sight of the bag that held the socks I’d bought the night before, and I bounded out of bed and into the shower. This was a better day so far, I hoped it was the same for him.

      “Hey, Tommy, you’re here early,” Bruce called out from where he stood behind the grill.

      “Hey, man. Yeah, I was done with class early and thought I’d stop by and see if you needed me a little earlier.”

      “You know I can always use more help.” I tried to focus on what he was saying without sneaking a peek at the door. I’d just come in that way, but I hadn’t seen the guy today. “I saw him out there earlier.” The tightness in my chest I hadn’t realized was there loosened.

      “I brought him some socks, his clothes are pretty basic, and it’s going to be freezing in a couple of weeks.”

      “Sooner than that, it’s supposed to rain by Friday,” Bruce said matter-of-factly, and I felt a cold chill run down my back. “He’ll be okay, kid. He’s been living rough for a while by the looks of him, he’ll know what to do.”

      I nodded and got busy with the dishes, keeping any leftovers I thought he’d like. “You don’t have to do that,” Bruce said from over my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, I thought it would be okay since we usually throw it out.”

      “It’s okay, but I don’t mind comping him a hot meal when you’re here. You’re a good kid, you work your ass off, and if you can help that kid out, so can I. It’s good to remember where you came from.” I didn’t understand what he meant by that, but the question was gone with another thought of the weather changing.

      “Thanks, Bruce, that’s nice of you. I don’t mind paying either.”

      “I know you don’t, and that’s why you’re not going to.” I nodded and went back to the dishes. It was busy for a weeknight, but the downtown area was like that. One night it was dead, then the next crazy busy. But busy was good. The night flew by, and I finished the last of the dishes as Bruce got busy scrubbing the grill. “Hey, Tommy, go ahead and take that out to him.” He tipped his chin at a container I hadn’t noticed on the counter nearest the door.

      “What is it?”

      “Something that’ll warm him up, there was extra stew left from the special, so I made him a nice big bread bowl. Should fill him up pretty good. Go grab something for him to drink too. We might as well do this right.” He winked at me and went back to scrubbing.

      “Thanks, Bruce, I’ll be right back.” I went into the office and grabbed the bag of socks, then picked up the food and a soda from the kitchen. As I turned my back to the door to open it, Bruce gave me a look I couldn’t interpret, before he went back to scrubbing.

      The dumpster was where it usually was and tucked behind it I could see the blanket I’d left the night before. I started to just leave the things again but thought better of it. “Hello? My name is Tommy. I’m the one who was here last night.” I listened, but there was no movement, nothing to indicate he was even there. “Hello?” I tried again and waited.

      This time I heard movement, and he poked his head out and looked at me. “What do you want?” he asked, so softly I had to concentrate on every word to hear it.

      “Nothing, nothing at all. I just want to help if I can. I know it’s going to get colder so I brought you some socks. I hope they help. Bruce sent you out some stew.” I set it all down on top of the dumpster between us. For a moment, he just stared at me. I wasn’t sure what he was thinking, but eventually he opened the bag the socks were in and looked at them.

      “I can’t take these,” he started to say, but I cut him off.

      “Yes, you can, I want to help. Please.” Once again, he pinned me with his gaze, then nodded before turning to put the bag behind him.

      “Thank you, I can’t pay you back, I’m sorry.” He looked so ashamed. He obviously needed help, but it seemed to go against everything in him to accept it.

      “I don’t expect you to, but maybe someday you won’t have to live out here.”

      “Maybe,” he said as he blew on his cupped hands. Then he grabbed the food and drink before turning, and once again disappearing behind the dumpster. Gloves, he really needed some warm gloves. I took out my phone and added it to the list, wondering if I had any extra pairs at home. If not, I’d be making another trip to Walmart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Zane

        

      

    

    
      As I drove home, I replayed our conversation over and over in my mind. I tried to picture his face, but it was too obscured by dirt and his shaggy hair. I wasn’t even sure of his eye color. But he was nice, he’d thanked me and been honest about not being able to pay me back. He didn’t have to say anything. He could have just taken what I gave him and moved on. But he didn’t.

      When I arrived at my apartment, I walked straight into my bedroom and opened the drawer where I kept my winter clothes. I had a pair of gloves for snow and a lighter pair for working outside. I didn’t think they’d be warm enough for him. What was his name? I should have asked while he was standing there, but I was so shocked to see him standing out where I could see him, I didn’t even think about it. My phone beeped with a text, and seeing it was from Bruce, I opened it.

      Hey kid, I saw the guy out back tucked into the blanket you gave him. He said to tell you thanks when I walked by. If there’s anything else I can do to help just ask.

      I had the best boss ever, what a nice guy. Thanks Bruce, I hope he’s a little warmer tonight. I was just looking for a pair of gloves for him.

      I’ll bring a pair in tomorrow, we’ve got a few extra pairs here. I’m sure one of them will work. See you on your shift tomorrow.

      I put my phone on the charger and fell into bed, shuffling my feet around for a second, hoping the bed warmed up soon. Then I stopped and realized how damn lucky I was to have a bed, an apartment, and a life. I worked a lot of hours to be able to afford college, but when I graduated, I would be able to get a good job, and I wouldn’t have a lot of student loan debt.

      The next night at work, I walked into the kitchen to find Bruce already rushing around. “Hey, Bruce, how’s it going?”

      “Busy, get your apron on, we’re slammed, kid,” he said over his shoulder while cooking burgers, fries, and who knew what else. I put my things away in the office and tied on my apron. The tables were a mess so I got busy cleaning up the front, stocking anything that needed it as I went. By the time I was done, there was a mountain of dishes, but tonight I didn’t mind it. I started to get a container to save some leftovers, and Bruce saw me.

      “Don’t bother, kid, we’ll make sure he has a warm meal. Save anything you want, but you can count on a warm meal from me every day.”

      “Thanks, Bruce, I can pitch in some money,” I offered again, not wanting him to feel like it was his responsibility.

      “We’re good, Tommy, and I brought some gloves too. They’re in the office.” After that we didn’t talk much as we both rushed around feeding the masses for the next few hours. When it finally slowed down, it was near closing time. I hurried to clean the kitchen so I could take him out some food. I felt so much urgency to take care of him, for reasons I couldn’t begin to understand.

      Bruce nodded toward the back door. “Go ahead, I know you want to go check on him.”

      I didn’t waste a moment more, just walked over to where Bruce had prepared the meal for that night, and once again fixed him a cup of hot chocolate, then grabbed a bottle of water as well. I walked out back, balancing it all on the tray, then realized I’d forgotten the gloves.

      I walked out to the dumpster and set the tray down on top of it. “Hey, I brought you something to eat. I’m going to set it right here. I forgot something, I’ll be right back.” I didn’t wait for him to respond, just walked back to the restaurant and grabbed the gloves Bruce had left in the office. He smiled when I shook them at him as I walked back out.

      I saw him as soon as I walked out the door, he had the blanket draped around him and covering his head. He stood by the dumpster but hadn’t touched the food yet. “Hey, you don’t have to wait. Go ahead.” He looked a little unsure but reached for the container and opened it. Inside was fried chicken, mashed potatoes and gravy, a roll, and a container of coleslaw. Tonight’s special.

      “This is too much, I can’t take this,” he said, once again his voice so soft, I focused on the sound to not miss a word.

      “Bruce made it for you. He said every night you get a hot meal. I’d take him up on it if I were you. He likes feeding people.” I chuckled, but he still stared at me.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “I told you, I want to help.”

      “That doesn’t explain why you’d keep doing this every night. I have nothing to give you, it’s not fair.” His tucked his chin to his chest, still not touching the food.

      “Please eat, I know you’re hungry.” He continued to give me that hard stare he likely used out of habit, or mistrust, I wasn’t sure. Finally he reached for a piece of chicken and took a bite. Once he started eating, he seemed unable to stop. I felt uncomfortable standing there watching him eat, but I also took some pride in knowing I was helping him in a small way.

      “What’s your name?” I asked him. He froze for a moment before he set the chicken down.

      “Why do you ask?”

      “Just curious. I told you my name, it’s just what people do.” He appeared deep in thought for a moment before he looked up and met my eyes.

      “I’m Zane,” he said simply before continuing to eat again.

      “Nice to meet you, Zane.” I held out my hand; he looked at it and wiped his hand on his pants leg before tentatively reaching out and shaking it. “Oh, I almost forgot, I have something else for you.” I pulled the heavy gloves out of my pocket and handed them to him. “This should help keep you warmer, the weather’s supposed to change.”

      “Wow, thanks, the blanket has helped so much. And the socks, I forgot how much I missed new socks. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your help.”

      “I’m glad it helped. Well, I should get going home. Enjoy your dinner,” I said as I turned to leave.

      “Tommy, thanks. I really do appreciate all your help.” I nodded and walked back to the kitchen to make sure everything was done. My heart was full in ways I couldn’t describe and wanted to experience more. Now, what would be next on the list?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Coat

        

      

    

    
      Today was Saturday, and I thanked all the gods there were that I could sleep in. It was an unusually cold morning and the warmth of my bed made it hard for me to leave. When I heard the sound of rain outside it almost lulled me back to sleep, but then I thought of Zane hiding behind that damn dumpster and trying to stay dry. His blanket would be soaked by now, and unless he had a coat stashed somewhere back there, the flannel shirt he wore wouldn’t keep him dry or warm.

      I bolted out of bed and was showered and walking out the door in record time. I’d remembered to grab a couple of knitted hats and had them tucked in the pocket of my coat. A coat, I needed to buy a coat. But I didn’t get paid until next week, so it needed to be a cheap but good coat. Might as well see what Goodwill had to offer. I drove in the direction of the nearest one and was surprised how busy the parking lot was. After finally finding an open space, I ran inside.

      The rain was really coming down now. I remembered Bruce saying a storm was coming in, but I didn’t realize it would be this bad. Not only was it raining really hard, but it was cold. The kind of cold that settled in you and was hard to shake. Something more was coming, and hopefully Zane would find some shelter that would keep him both warm and dry.

      I walked around the store for a minute before an older woman asked if I needed some help. “Yes, I need to get a waterproof coat that’s warm.”

      “Right this way, we have a big variety this time of year. Everyone has donated their old ones so they can get new ones,” she explained as she walked briskly to a crowded area of the store. The weather must have made a lot of people realize a new coat was a good idea. “Here you go, is there anything in particular you’re looking for?” she asked, pushing her glasses back up her nose.

      “I’m trying to help out a guy that’s homeless. He’s living outside, so he needs something that’ll keep him dry and warm.”

      “Let’s see what we can find. Do you know what size he is?”

      “He’s about my height, only thinner.”

      “Well, why don’t we look at a large? Better too big than too small.” I nodded, and we both pushed through all the coats on the rack. I found one that was waterproof but didn’t look very warm. I was looking it over when the woman who was helping me passed me one that looked perfect. “That one’s a good name. It’s for skiing so it should be plenty warm, and it’s waterproof.”

      “This is perfect.” It was black, had a lined hood, and lots of pockets. I looked at the price and was amazed at how affordable it was. “Thanks again,” I said as I turned to go pay.

      “You said this was for a person who’s homeless?” she asked, stopping me.

      “Yeah, I just want to make sure he’s warm.”

      “That’s very nice of you, if only more people cared as much as you do. Come on, I’ll give you my discount. It’ll help a little.”

      “I don’t mind paying, it’s a lot cheaper than it would have been if I’d gone somewhere else.”

      “I know you don’t, and that’s why I’m offering.” She took the coat from me and led me to the counter where she rang me up and included her discount. “Every bit helps, and I know that person will appreciate you caring.”

      My cheeks heated at the praise, but I nodded before taking the bag from her and leaving. I sat in my car and listened to the rain fall down. It was raining even harder now. I considered for a second letting Zane stay at my place, but I didn’t know him, and I doubted he’d want to do that. He only took the food and other things because he was desperate. It was obvious he’d been doing it rough for a while. Maybe he’d reached his breaking point when I’d approached him because I didn’t think he’d ask for help unless it was absolutely necessary.

      I started my car and headed over to work. I’d stop by and give Zane the hats and coat, and on the way there I’d think of something else to make the winter not so miserable for him. In this weather, I wasn’t sure what that would be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Soup and Sandwiches

        

      

    

    
      By the time I made it to the restaurant, it was raining so hard it looked dark out, even though it was early afternoon. I parked in the back like always and gathered the coat and hats. I ran over to the dumpster just as a heavy shower hit. Thunder cracked, startling me and making me duck.

      “Tommy? What are you doing out there in this weather? Get in here before you end up sick,” Bruce yelled from the open back door. He held a garbage bag in his hand, and stood aside as I rushed in. “You know you’re not due in until later?” he said and threw a towel at me.

      “Yeah, I was worried about Zane, I brought him a coat and a couple of knitted hats. Have you seen him today?”

      “Zane? Is that his name?” Bruce asked.

      “Yeah, that’s about all I know, though. He didn’t have a coat, only a flannel shirt, and there’s no way a blanket would keep him dry,” I said as I rubbed a towel over my face and head, wiping as much of the water off me as I could. “Have you seen him out there?”

      “Not today, but he makes himself pretty scarce. He really only comes out for you.”

      “I’m going to go check, he has to be soaked.” I put my hood up this time and made for the door. It was still pouring, and the sound on the dumpster lid was deafening. “Zane? Hey, are you out here?” At first, I thought he’d gone. I was relieved, thinking he’d found someplace dry, but then there was movement. He moved a piece of plastic he was trying to balance over himself, but he was soaked, the water running in dirty streaks down his cheeks, and his long hair was plastered to his face. “Come on, you’re going with me.” I didn’t think about it, just reached for him. He must have been at a point of desperation he hadn’t reached before because he followed.

      The blanket was still clutched around him and covered his head, but he was soaked. The gloves and socks were doing nothing against the rain. I led him to my car and helped him get in. “Is there anything you need to get before we leave?” I knew he didn’t have much, and I didn’t want him to worry about it while he was gone. He didn’t answer, just shook his head. He sat in the car seat, and curled up on himself when I slammed the door and ran around to the other side.

      I opened the door and slid in, we were both soaked, but he shivered so hard I could hear his clothes vibrating against the seat as I started the motor. I turned the heater on, and since I’d just arrived, it was still warm. He cupped his hands over the vents, but it did nothing to stop his shaking. “Where are you taking me?” he asked through gritted teeth.

      “Home, you’re coming home with me.” He looked at me long and hard before he nodded and sat back in the seat. “You need to get out of those wet clothes. I’ll take you back to the restaurant later if you want, but it’s supposed to rain all weekend, so you might consider staying somewhere inside. Do you have someplace you can go?”

      “No, I don’t have anyplace, but I’ll be fine. If I can use your dryer it would really help.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll figure it out,” I said, not sure what I was promising, but knowing there was no way in hell I was leaving him out in the rain with no shelter and soaking wet.

      He didn’t say another word as we drove the short distance to my place, and he never stopped shivering. I pulled the car into my parking space and sat there for a second.

      “It’s okay if you don’t trust me to let me in your house, I understand.” His voice so soft I strained to hear it above the sound of the raindrops pelting the roof of my car.

      “I don’t know you at all, but I don’t get the feeling you’d be a danger to me, but just know, I want to help you, but if you try to fuck me over, I won’t let that happen. I’ve worked too hard to get what I have.”

      He turned then and met my eyes. His were blue. “I understand, I won’t do anything to make you not trust me.”

      I stepped out of the car then and ran for my front door. When I was under the overhang, I turned to find Zane right behind me; he gave me a slight smile before ducking his head.

      “Come on, let’s get you warmed up.” I opened the door, and we both walked in. He didn’t move from the doorway, though, and gave me a look that said he didn’t know what to do next. I stood frozen staring at him, not really believing he was there. Then I snapped into motion and rushed down the hall to grab some towels for us. I tossed one at him, and we both dried off the worst of the drips. “The bathroom’s through that door, go ahead and shower, I’ll throw your clothes and blanket in the washer while you’re in there. They’ll be clean and dry in no time.” I expected an argument, but none came.

      He nodded and moved to the door before he turned and met my eyes. “Thank you again, Tommy.”

      As he walked into the bathroom, I realized he didn’t have any other clothes with him. I rushed to my room and gathered up some sweatpants and a shirt for him to wear. I walked back to the bathroom and knocked. “Here’s a change of clothes, I’ll just set them inside the door.” He didn’t answer, but the water was running so I took a chance and cracked the door open enough to slide the clothes in and set them on the floor.

      I walked back to my room and picked some dry clothes out for myself. After changing, I sat on my bed, head in my hands. I hoped this wasn’t a mistake, but there was no way I could leave him there soaking wet with no way to dry off or get shelter from the storm.

      The water shut off, and I rushed out to the kitchen, needing some distance, and also wanting to offer him something warm to eat. I rummaged through the cupboards and found a can of tomato soup, and after checking I had cheese, I decided on grilled cheese sandwiches and tomato soup. I was just opening the can when Zane walked out of the bathroom.

      I looked up at him, and he looked so different, I had to stop myself from staring. His hair was brown, but not as dark as it appeared when it was dirty, and the ends were bleached. It looked like it had been cut short months ago and had grown out naturally taking this shape. He looked at me with deep blue eyes that seemed to carry the weight of the world and stood out more from his heavy brows and thick dark lashes. He had slight stubble the same color as his hair, which I had mistakenly thought was dirt. It gave him an edgy look that many tried to create, but few accomplished. For him it was effortless.

      It was with great effort I pulled my eyes away and poured the soup into a saucepan. “Feel better?” I asked, trying not to look his way.

      “Much, thanks. I haven’t been that cold in a while. I guess I was hoping the rain was still a ways away.”

      “The fog has to be brutal too, it was pretty thick out last night,” I said as I buttered the bread and put slices of cheese on it in a frying pan.

      “It was cold. Then the rain started, and I didn’t know what to do. I put a trash bag over me, but it didn’t help much. The blanket you gave me was soaked through in one of the downpours.” I realized then he was holding his wet clothes.

      “Sorry, let me take those. Is there a shelter you could go to? I mean, even if you just go during bad weather.” I asked as I put his clothes in the washer and started the cycle.

      “I’ve tried a few, but it’s not really my thing. Everyone is sort of grouped up, and they don’t want to include more people they don’t know.”

      “I didn’t know that, I thought everyone was welcome at them.”

      “The organizers are open to most anyone staying. But the homeless have their own rules, and they’re like anyone else, they don’t trust strangers.”

      I wasn’t sure if he was talking about what I’d said earlier, but I felt the need to explain. “Sorry about earlier, I don’t have much, and I don’t want to lose what I have. I don’t have anyone to help me either, so I try to be really careful about who I let into my life.”

      “You don’t have to explain.” He stood there watching me, looking uncomfortable, and maybe a little lost.

      “How about if you watch the soup and I’ll cook the sandwiches?” His eyes lit up at that; he liked helping. Without more prompting, he was at my side at the stove and stirring away, looking relieved to have a task to keep him busy.

      “Are you all alone here?” he asked. Such a simple question, but it ripped open the hole that had taken months to fill.

      I cleared my throat before answering. “Yeah, I lived here with my mom, but she’s gone now.” He looked at the side of my head for a second before he went back to stirring the soup. I hoped he didn’t ask for more detail, but deep inside I knew he would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Haircut

        

      

    

    
      We sat at my small table and ate the soup and sandwiches. I expected it to be uncomfortable, but it wasn’t at all. Zane was friendly, but not overbearing. I was so curious about how he’d ended up homeless, but when he was ready, he’d tell me. Or if he didn’t, that was okay too. I understood. I had no desire to tell him about my mom, and he seemed to sense it and stayed away from that subject.

      “I got you a coat that should make it a little more comfortable for you, it’s waterproof and warm. And I dug out a couple of knitted hats too.”

      He looked up at me then, spoon held mid-bite. “Thank you, I can really use them.”

      “Once I saw how wet you were, all I could think about was getting you dry.” I felt my cheeks heat at my words, but it was the truth.

      “Hey, could I ask you a favor?” he said without meeting my eyes.

      “Sure, what is it?”

      “Any chance you could cut my hair? I noticed the clippers in the bathroom. I hope that doesn’t seem too weird. But I can’t keep my hair clean, and if it’s shorter, at least it won’t look quite so scary.”

      “I can do that, I’ve been cutting my own for years now. Anything to save a few bucks.”

      He nodded and went back to eating. “People are scared of me when they see me under all this hair. I don’t like that.” He didn’t seem to expect a response, so I gave none.

      When I was finished, I took my dishes to the sink. He was beside me in an instant. “Let me clean these, it’s the least I can do.”

      “Sure, I do so many dishes at the restaurant, I’ll take any opportunity to let someone else do them.” I smiled at him before I checked my phone. Noticing a text from Bruce, I opened it.

      Hey kid, I know you took the dumpster guy home, is everything okay?

      I looked over at Zane, elbow deep in soap suds, and smiled. Everything’s fine, we just finished eating and I’m going to clipper his hair.

      Tommy? What are you doing?

      I’m just helping.

      There was a pause for a few seconds, then: If you’re sure you’re okay?

      Zane looked over to see what I was doing and glanced at my phone before turning back to the sink. I’m fine, he’s a good guy.

      Are you still coming in later?

      Of course, I’ll be there in a few hours.

      I was about to set my phone down when it signaled another message coming through. Does he have anyplace he can go to get out of the weather?

      I remembered our earlier conversation and typed, I don’t think so, he said he’ll be fine.

      All right, well, see you soon.

      I set the phone back on the table and stood to get the clippers. “Is everything okay?” Zane asked.

      “Yep, my boss was just making sure I was coming in later.” Zane’s face fell, had he hoped to stay here tonight? I hadn’t thought much more than getting him dry and fed. I looked out the window and noticed it was still pouring, even with a coat he’d be soaked again eventually.

      I got the clippers from the bathroom plugged in, and after moving a chair away from the table I grabbed a towel to keep the hair off him. “Come here, let’s get this done.” I smiled, and he suddenly seemed shy as he sat in the chair and I draped the towel around his shoulders.

      “Cut it short, I don’t want to worry about it for a while.” I did as he said and shaved it down close to his head.

      “Won’t you miss all this hair? Your head will be colder now,” I pointed out.

      “No, not at all, and I have a couple of hats now, thanks to you.” When I was done tidying up the few stray hairs I’d missed, he walked into the bathroom. I followed and found him staring into the mirror.

      “Is it too short?”

      “No, it’s perfect, I just don’t recognize myself anymore.” Somehow those words were some of the saddest I’d heard, and I’d heard a lot of sad words in my life.

      “What do you think of sitting in my car while I’m at work? That way you’re not out in the weather for a while.” I wasn’t sure why I offered, but the look of relief on his face let me know I’d done the right thing.

      “If you don’t mind, I’d appreciate that. Thanks, Tommy.” I nodded before putting the clippers away and checking on his clothes. What was I doing?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Dry Clothes

        

      

    

    
      After Zane was dressed in his now dry clothes, we ran to the car, and I handed him the coat I’d bought him earlier. He smiled and ducked his head while he wriggled into it. “This is great, thanks so much. I don’t know how I’ll ever repay you.”

      “Don’t worry about it, I told you, I just want to help.” As I was pulling out of the parking lot, I felt his eyes on me, but I didn’t try to figure out what that meant. “You’re sure you’ll be okay in the car while I’m at work?”

      “Tommy, I’d been sitting in water all morning before you got there, I’ll stretch out in the back seat and sleep. It’ll be nice to have something soft to sleep on.” He smiled then, and it tore at me knowing how rough his life was. “I appreciate you letting me get warmed up.”

      “Anytime, I don’t mind at all. I’ll bring you out something to eat later on. Bruce has made it his mission to make sure you have a hot meal every night.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      “His partner was homeless for a while, and Bruce has a heart of gold. He knew you were back there before I did, but he didn’t want to scare you off. He’d feed you every meal if you’d let him.”

      “You guys have really helped me, I’m not so good at this living on the street thing.”

      “I’m not sure I would be any better. I thought for a while that’s where I’d end up, but I’ve worked, sometimes two jobs, to make sure it didn’t. I graduate this year, so I should be able to get a better job.”

      “I never thought I’d end up like this, but things happen sometimes that you have no control over, and sometimes there’s not a way to fix it, no matter how hard you try.”

      I pulled behind the restaurant and once again glanced at Zane. He looked so different without his long hair and not covered in dirt and grime. “Maybe there’s programs that can help you get into some housing. Winter’s just starting, and it seems like it’s gonna be a wet one. Imagine if it snowed here.”

      “Good thing it doesn’t, I have no clue what I’d do then. The rain’s bad enough.”

      “Yeah, it is. I gotta get in there before Bruce comes out looking for me. Get some sleep and I’ll bring you something to eat in a little while.” I stood outside, and I was about to close the door when he got my attention.

      “Tommy, can you thank Bruce? Tell him I’m sorry I haven’t really said anything yet. I was afraid he’d want me to move on, and I feel safe there. No one can sneak up on me.” He turned and looked out the window, and I closed the door. He needed new shoes and more clothes. I got the feeling what he had with him was all he owned. He was so guarded, I couldn’t imagine him leaving anything behind. Maybe tomorrow he’d be willing to go back to Goodwill and see if we could find him some shoes, or even some winter boots that would keep his feet dry. It couldn’t be good to constantly be wet, and if the forecast was right, we would have plenty of rain this year.

      It was still raining steady, and when I opened the back door, Bruce looked up from the grill with a smile. “Look what the rain brought in, did you drive a boat in?”

      “Ha-ha, very funny, it’s pretty brutal out there for sure.”

      He walked toward me as he wiped his hands on his apron. “Did you get that kid cleaned up?”

      “Yeah, I took him home and let him shower while I washed his clothes. He only has what’s on his back. He hasn’t told me why that is, but he’s having a tough time of it. He was soaking wet and shaking so hard from the cold when he got in my car.”

      “I’m glad you were able to get him to go with you. Any idea where he’s from?”

      “No, he just said he wasn’t very good at living on the street.”

      “I’m not sure anyone is, it’s a hard way to make it.”

      “Yeah. I’m gonna get to work. He’s sleeping in my car. I couldn’t make him go back to the dumpster. He doesn’t even have boots, and his shoes are about worn out.” Bruce looked at me for a second longer before walking back to the grill. “Oh, and he said to be sure and tell you thank you for the meals.”

      “You’re a good one, Tommy, now get on those dishes.” I looked at the sink and groaned. I was pretty sure I wouldn’t miss doing dishes after I got a better job.

      It was a busy night, but I was caught up and refilling condiments when Bruce called me over. “Hey, kid, take this to Zane.” I didn’t question it, just took the bag of food, and after putting on my coat, I made a run for my car. I jumped into the driver’s seat and turned around when Zane didn’t say anything. He was sound asleep, one arm tucked under his hat covered head, his new coat draped over him. He was on the tall side, so his legs were folded up, but at least he was inside and not sitting in the rain. I grabbed a pen out of my center console and wrote a note on the bag before setting it back there for him. He could sleep now and eat later. At least for the moment he was safe and dry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Someone Who Cares

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t want to think about why I cared so much about Zane. There was something so tragic about him, as though he’d lost everything and had no hope left of ever getting it back. I guess he had lost everything. His shoes looked like he was about to walk out of them, and he needed more clothes so he could change into something dry when he got wet. These thoughts ran through my mind for the rest of my shift. Bruce must have known something was up; he kept glancing at me with a worried look on his face, and I could tell he was just waiting for us both to have a break to talk to me.

      Finally, about an hour before quitting time, we both slowed down enough that he approached me at the sink. Wiping his hands on his apron, he wore a warm smile as he spoke. “How’s it going, kid? You look like you’ve got a lot on your mind tonight.”

      “Yeah, I do. He’s got nothing, Bruce. What you’ve seen him in is all he has. How does that happen?”

      He squeezed my shoulder before he answered. “You never know what circumstance someone is dealing with. Believe me, I learned this from my John. Before we met, he had a run of bad luck. Lost his job and then his house. He tried to live in his car, but after a while he couldn’t afford that either. The stories he’s told me . . . it’s not easy living on the street. Especially if you don’t have anyone you can call, nowhere to go for help . . . you end up just existing. Most people don’t even pay attention to the homeless, unless it’s to complain about them. Imagine being that person, imagine trying to pull yourself up and not being able to.”

      I could only stare at him; I’d never heard him tell so much about John’s life before they were together. And they seemed like they’d always been together.

      “How long have you two been together?” I asked, not able to hold back.

      “It’ll be seven years next month,” he said with a warm smile.

      “You two are great together, I can tell he makes you really happy.”

      “We are, and he does. I knew him for years, but we were always just friends. Then one night I got a call that changed everything. The rest, as they say, is history.”

      “I’d love if I could help Zane get back on his feet, he seems like a really nice guy, and I can’t see him living this way much longer. He seems so beaten down right now.”

      “Maybe it’s just the cold and wet. It’s got to be hard dealing with it when you’re living outside.”

      “I don’t think it’s just that. He’ll tell me if he wants me to know. I’ll just do what I can to help him and worry myself to death when he’s out there freezing.”

      “You can’t save the world, kid. I know you’d like to. I get it, believe me. It’s hard to see someone you care about suffer.”

      “It’s hard not to care, especially when it’s someone as good as I think Zane is. He deserves better than what he’s got.”

      A sad look passed over his face, and then it was gone. “You’re a good one, Tommy. I know I said that before, but I think you need to hear it. There aren’t many people who would have done anything to help Zane. If he decides this is the life he wants to live, that’s his choice, but he’ll always know there was someone out there that cared.”

      I nodded, unable to speak around the lump in my throat. Bruce went back to the grill to finish the last few orders, and I hurried to get caught up on the dishes. When I was finally done, I did a quick once-over to make sure I’d done everything.

      “Hey, Bruce?”

      “Get out of here, kid, have a good night,” he said with a wink. I slipped on my coat and jogged out to my car, the windows were steamed up from it being so cold and wet out. I tapped on the window with my knuckle so I didn’t startle Zane when I opened the door, and he shuffled around in the back seat before he sat up.

      “Hey, sorry, I didn’t think I’d sleep the whole time you were working.” He stretched and rubbed the heel of his hand over his eyes.

      “You must have been more tired than you thought you were. Did you eat?”

      “No, not yet.” He picked up the bag and took out the box of food. “A roast beef sandwich?”

      “I wasn’t sure what Bruce fixed, is that okay?”

      “Are you kidding? Everything you’ve fed me has been amazing.” He smiled then, a real smile. I forgot for a second that he was homeless and lived behind a dumpster and had nothing, and for just a second I saw him as someone I really could care about. More than just trying to keep him fed and help him get decent clothes that would keep him warm. I saw him as just Zane, a cute guy with a great smile who liked roast beef sandwiches and needed a new pair of shoes. For a moment I saw my future intertwined with his, and then I promised myself I’d see what I could do to help him get his life back, and I added that to my list.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          A Couch to Sleep On

        

      

    

    
      “I can finish this outside, thanks for letting me sleep in here,” Zane said and rushed to gather his coat and the bag of food.

      “Zane, stay where you’re at. I can’t let you go back out in this rain, it hasn’t let up a bit since we got here. Get in the front and buckle up, you’re gonna sleep on my couch.”

      “No, I can’t do that.”

      “I didn’t ask you if you wanted to, now come on. The weather is really bad, and you’re not equipped to be out in it, let alone sleep in it.” His head dropped forward and he looked so defeated, I started to take back my offer, but then he stepped out of the back door and slid into the passenger seat.

      “Tommy, I’ve been living on the street for a while. I know you want to help, but really, I’ll be fine.”

      I turned in my seat to face him. He looked so worried, I wasn’t sure if it was out of fear or shame, but I realized I needed to assure him I really meant what I’d said. “I know, and I’m sorry no one has helped you before. I don’t know your story, and it doesn’t matter. All that matters to me right now is knowing you’re not sitting in the rain all night behind a dumpster with no shelter and soaking wet. I can’t drive off and do nothing, I’d never forgive myself.”

      His eyes locked with mine, and he seemed to search for answers I probably didn’t have, but finally he nodded and snapped on his seat belt. Without another word, I started my car and drove to my apartment.

      “I’ll get you some blankets, and pillows, you can sleep out here,” I said as I headed to my bedroom. When I walked back out, he was still standing in the doorway. “Zane? Everything okay?” He remained quiet and didn’t move. “You’re doing the best you can under the circumstances, I don’t expect more than that.” He still wouldn’t meet my eyes, so I walked up to him and grabbed the side of his hand and tugged him over to the couch. “Lie down and sleep some more. You’ll feel better in the morning. Oh, and eat your sandwich. Bruce would kill me if I didn’t give you a chance to do that.” He finally met my eyes with a watery smile, and with a small nod, he sat on the couch and opened the bag with his dinner in it. I walked into the kitchen and rummaged around for a snack and grabbed each of us a bottle of water, and without another word he opened the box that held his sandwich. “Want to heat that up?” I asked, and he smiled.

      “That would be great, you have no idea how much I appreciate hot food now.” He brought his sandwich into the kitchen, and I put it on a plate and stuck it in the microwave. The smell of roast beef had me wishing I’d brought one home for myself. He must have noticed because when I took it out, he cut his sandwich in half and pushed it toward me.

      “I can’t take this,” I said and tried to push it back at him.

      “Yes, you can, I’ve been eating alone for months, and I really enjoyed eating with you earlier. I know you’re probably tired after working, but would you mind if we ate together before we go to bed?”

      “Sure, let me see what else I have to add to it.” I took out some chips, and we sat down to another meal together. I never thought when I woke up my day would end this way. But I liked it. A thought niggled at the back of my mind, this might not be safe, but a different part of me told me I was safe with Zane, he wouldn’t do anything to hurt me. I hoped I was right about him.

      We finished eating, and he helped me clean up the kitchen before he started getting ready to go to bed. He sat there for a moment, once again looking lost. I was about to go into the bathroom when I thought of something. “Did you need a toothbrush? I have an extra one.”

      “I can’t take anything else from you. You’ve done so much already.”

      “Dude, my dentist gives me one every time I go in. Here.” I tossed it to him, and he caught it as he was rising off the couch.

      “If you’re sure?”

      “I’m sure. Go for it.” I finished brushing my teeth and told him goodnight before walking back to my bedroom. Once again, I couldn’t sleep, thoughts of what else Zane needed running through my mind. His shirts and jeans were as worn as his shoes. I thought about offering to buy him some jeans when I took him to Goodwill to buy shoes. I didn’t see him going along with that idea, but I’d try. It made me feel a little better, hoping that with a few more items, he could at least have a change of clothes. Maybe he’d need something to carry his things in? Something to think about, and with that I drifted off to sleep, hoping somehow Zane’s life would get easier for him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Lost in the Rain

        

      

    

    
      I finally fell asleep just before the sun started to rise. It was a cold night so I snuggled into my blankets and fell asleep to dreams of short brown hair, beautiful blue eyes, and a smile I couldn’t seem to get enough of. Something told me to wake up, but I rolled to my side, curled my legs up, and drifted back to sleep. The click of my front door woke me. I sat up in bed and listened to make sure I’d heard what I thought I had. But there was nothing but silence.

      I crawled out of bed, already knowing what I’d find when I walked into my living room. The blankets were folded neatly, and on top, the pillows rested where Zane had left them. I dragged my hand down my face and tried to get a grip on the urge I had to run for the door and see if he was still in sight. I reminded myself he wasn’t my responsibility and he was an adult. Capable of making his own choices and taking care of himself. None of that made me feel better, but it did stop me from running after him. I went to the bathroom, and after finishing my morning routine, I made myself a cup of coffee and settled onto the couch for a morning of homework. I had a few tough classes and needed to focus on them in order to graduate on time.

      That kept me busy for a couple of hours. It was a struggle to concentrate at first, but once I focused, I was completely engrossed with my assignment in statistics. I welcomed the reprieve of worrying about Zane. It wasn’t his fault, he never complained about his situation at all, and if I never mentioned that I was worried about him, he’d never have brought it up. But I couldn’t help caring about him, and the more time I spent with him, the more curious I was about what had put him in his current situation.

      My phone sounded with a text, and I read it then shot off a quick reply. The restaurant was slammed, and Bruce had asked if I could help out for a few hours. I usually had today off, but I could always use the extra money, and Bruce knew it. I gulped down the last of my coffee and changed into my work clothes. As I stepped out of my apartment, I stood there for a second and looked around, still hoping to get a glimpse of Zane. But he was nowhere to be seen.

      The Sunday crowd was a lot more casual and friendly than the rowdy nighttime crowd, so even though the afternoon was busy, it wasn’t stressful. And it was good to have something to keep my mind busy. I clocked in and immediately got to work; Bruce was working at the grill as usual, and keeping a sharp eye on everything he was cooking. I stayed as busy as I could and forced myself not to ask about Zane.

      “Hey, kid, have you seen that guy?” Bruce called from across the kitchen.

      “I saw him yesterday, but not since then.”

      “I didn’t see him out there earlier when I threw out a bag of trash. Guess I’m so used to him being around, I thought it was odd he wasn’t there.” He didn’t look up as he continued cooking. I couldn’t look away. I thought for sure he’d be here. I hadn’t even stopped to look when I got here because he was always here. Bruce turned to glance at me and did a double take. “What’s wrong?” he said and rushed over to me, still carrying his spatula.

      “I’m not sure.” I cleared my throat, not sure what Bruce would think of what I said next. “He stayed at my place last night.”

      “Tommy, what are you thinking? You don’t know that guy. I know you want to help, but—”

      “I know! I know, okay? I couldn’t just make him go sleep out in the rain all night. It was pouring when I left work, and he’d been sleeping in my car while I was here. I just didn’t have it in me to kick him back out. He slept on the couch, but he was gone when I woke up this morning. I just figured he came back here.”

      Bruce stared at me until I finished, and his hand flew to the back of his neck. “Kid, you can’t just take a stranger home with you, no matter how much you want to help.”

      “I know, I just couldn’t do it.”

      He squeezed my shoulder before he spoke again. “I get it, kid, more than you know. Just please . . . be careful.”

      “I will, I promise.” We were both quiet and busy for the rest of my shift, and when I finally was done, I slipped out the back door and into the rain. I jogged over to the dumpster, but I knew before I squeezed behind it, Zane wasn’t there. I also knew I wouldn’t go home until I drove around for a while and looked for him. The sound of a car door slamming brought me back to attention. I was so deep in thought walking back to my car I was on autopilot. I needed to find him, and I’d need to pay attention to do it.

      The rain beat down as it had the past few days, and it was going to be even colder than the day before. I drove slowly, hoping to get a glimpse of the coat I’d given him just yesterday. There were very few people out; it was nearly dark, and the glare off the falling rain and the wet windshield didn’t make it easy for me to see anything, but I still drove around. After about an hour I was ready to give up when I saw him stumbling down the sidewalk in the black coat. The hood was pulled up, and he didn’t seem to be able to walk a straight line. I pulled into a parking space and rushed out in the rain to him.

      “Zane, what are you doing out in the—” Someone I didn’t know looked up at me through a haze of alcohol or drugs, I wasn’t sure which. Maybe even both. It wasn’t him.

      “I done nothing wrong, now get away,” he yelled and took a haphazard swipe at me. I backed away and ran to my car, jammed it into gear, and drove away. My legs shook so bad I needed to pull over for a second to calm down. As soon as I could I drove right to my apartment. I sat in the parking lot and listened to the rain.

      “Where the hell are you, Zane?” I said to myself, knowing I might never know.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Pictures

        

      

    

    
      It had been a week since I’d seen Zane, and the weather had gotten even worse.

      “Hey, kid, what’s going on?” Bruce asked.

      “Not much, just thinking.”

      “He’ll be fine, you helped him, that’s more than a lot of people would have done. You treated him like he was a person, and worried about him. I know he appreciated it.”

      I took in Bruce’s words and let them wrap around me. I needed to know I’d helped Zane, and I hoped someday I’d know if he was okay.

      “This weather is crazy, isn’t it?” I said, changing the subject and hoping he didn’t change it back. He gave me a sad smile and thankfully went along with talking about the weather.

      “Yeah, kid, it is, I heard it might snow.”

      “Here? Can that even happen?” I asked. In the time I’d lived here I’d never seen it even close to snowing. Sure it rained, hailed, and had lots of fog—but never snow.

      “It’s happened before. Not for a lot of years, but it used to happen at least once a year or so.”

      “You’re kidding me, I can’t believe that could actually happen.”

      “Well, I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.” Bruce smiled. “Maybe we’ll have a white Thanksgiving.”

      I shook my head at him. “You almost had me there for a minute, I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “We’ll see, I guess.” We both got back to work after the talk of snow, and I tried hard not to think about what that would mean for Zane, or other people who were living on the streets. I wished I’d had a chance to get to know him better and figure out what happened to him, but now there was very little chance of that happening.

      We finished for the evening, and I waved to Bruce before walking out the kitchen door to the alley. I looked over at the dumpster, and released a sigh. Never would have believed a dumpster would be a source of so much grief for me. But it was, it represented where Zane had tried to survive without any help from anyone. And it was the place that would always remind me of him.

      I walked over to it and slipped behind it the way I’d seen him do. There was a black garbage bag tucked under the bottom of the dumpster. I pulled it out and found the socks I’d given him, along with a ziplock bag with a few pictures in it. I gathered it all up and carried it to my car. I wasn’t sure Zane would be back for it, and I didn’t want anyone else to take it, or have it ruined in the rain. If I saw him again, I’d give it all back to him.

      The rain pelted my car as the wipers fought to keep up with the heavy downpour. I couldn’t stop myself from looking at anyone who happened to be out walking around, hoping to see him. When I turned down my street, I craned my neck to look at any of the spots I had seen homeless people sleep during the day. No one was out, the weather was just too awful.

      I rushed to my apartment and set down the bag of Zane’s things. I didn’t want to snoop, but I was curious about the pictures I’d found; maybe they’d give me a clue about how he’d lived before. I sat on the couch and opened the bag, the extra socks I’d bought him were there. I noticed a blanket tucked into the couch cushion and pulled, it was the one I’d given him. It was a little dirty, but not bad. I tugged it out and decided to wash it. Pulling it to my face, I took a sniff and instantly smelled the scent that was unique to Zane. Picturing his face, I buried my nose in it and took a deep breath. Then I realized how it must look and shoved the blanket to the side of me. Taking out the bag of photos next, I looked at them through the clear plastic before I opened it, it felt so invasive, but my curiosity got the best of me.

      A younger version of Zane stood next to a woman with blonde hair and a tall, thin man who was obviously an older version of Zane. This had to be his family. I flipped through more photos and saw a picture of the man playing basketball with Zane, and another with the woman baking cookies while Zane looked on. A picture of Zane by a new car giving a thumbs-up, and so many more. I reached up to wipe my face and discovered a tear sliding down my cheek. He has a family. But where are they? Why wouldn’t they try to help get him off the street?

      I felt even worse after looking through the pictures one more time. This was obviously something that meant a lot to Zane, what if he came back and it was gone? Suddenly I worried I’d done something wrong. I’d only wanted to make sure nothing happened to his things, I didn’t want him to think I’d taken them. I was about ready to drive everything back to the restaurant when I got a text from Bruce: Just wanted to let you know, I didn’t see Zane show up before I left. I’ll let you know if he shows up tomorrow.

      I should have felt some relief he wouldn’t be needing his blanket and not have it, but all I felt was more worry. Thanks, Bruce, I hope he shows up eventually, I texted back before I turned off my phone and went to bed. I’d had enough for one day, maybe now I’d actually get some sleep. As I lay there thinking about all the things that could happen to Zane, I knew worry would rule and sleep wouldn’t come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Cold Days and Colder Nights

        

      

    

    
      I finally fell asleep a little while before my alarm went off. Today was a school day, something I was glad for. At least I’d be distracted enough not to worry all day. Hopefully.

      I showered and was out the door on my way in no time at all. As soon as I stepped outside, the cold hit me square in the face. “Damn, Bruce might be right, maybe it can snow,” I mumbled to myself as I zipped up my coat higher and shoved my hands in my pockets.

      “Hey, Tommy, what’s going on?” Rick, a friend from school asked.

      “Not much, just trying to stay warm.”

      “What is up with this? I moved out here to get out of the cold, looks like it followed me,” he said with a smile.

      “You can take it back anytime, I’m not built for this weather.”

      He bumped shoulders with me as we walked together to our next class. “Nah, I’ll take the hot summers anytime over this.” I laughed at that before I thought of Zane out there with shoes that were full of holes and jeans that weren’t much better. “Hey, what’s going on?” Rick asked.

      “Nothing, just a lot on my mind. Come on, let’s get to class.” Once I opened my mind to thoughts of Zane, that’s all there was. I tried to concentrate on my accounting class, but where normally I didn’t mind it, today I couldn’t keep my attention on the numbers and accounts. Time seemed to drag all day, and when I finally finished my last class and made my way to my car, I had to hold myself back from running to it. I slid into my seat and took a deep breath before starting the car and driving toward work.

      The rain still fell in heavy sheets as the streets overflowed with water that splashed in big waves as cars raced through it. I couldn’t help looking around as I drove, hoping to see Zane somewhere, but there weren’t many people out in the rain. When I pulled up to work, I sat in my car for a moment. The sound of the rain pelting the roof sounded so hypnotic I could have fallen asleep if I sat here much longer. I scrubbed a hand down my face and pulled the hood of my coat up before I made a run for the door.

      “Well look what the wind blew in,” Bruce joked.

      “More like I floated in on my boat, it’s really coming down this time.”

      “I saw the river is getting near flood stage, they’ll start closing the parkway where it’s in the lower areas. Hopefully the folks that have been camping down there get out before the water gets too high.”

      “People camp there this time of year?”

      “Some of the homeless live there year-round. People leave them alone, and it’s a pretty rural feeling, but close to town too. They had to rescue a few people last year who got caught when the rain was heavy and the river level went up fast enough to cut them off. Took a rescue boat to bring them across the river from the island that was all that was left of their camp.”

      “That would be terrifying, I hope they’re all safe this year. I drove over by the river earlier and it’s really high.”

      “A day or two more of this heavy rain and it’ll flood down there for sure,” Bruce said matter-of-factly, not realizing my mind was whirling, trying to figure out a way to find Zane and know he was someplace safe. But I’d been looking for a week and hadn’t seen anything of him. I thought by now he’d be looking for the things he’d left behind, but he hadn’t. Then a thought hit me that chilled me to the bone—what if he couldn’t? What if he’d already been washed away by the river? I swallowed the bile that threatened to rise in the back of my throat. I couldn’t finish that thought or give it any power over me. I’d look again on my way home, and hopefully I’d find him. I had a feeling, if I didn’t find him soon, I’d never know what happened to him.

      “Tommy, you can take off early if you want to, it’s pretty slow tonight.”

      “Thanks, Bruce, I have some homework to work on when I get home.” I finished the rest of the dishes and wiped everything down before I clocked out and left. I drove slowly and looked as much as I could with it being dark and pouring rain. I thought of the man I’d mistaken for Zane a while back. What if that was the coat I’d given him? If he was out here with nothing to protect him from the rain, how long could he last?

      When I walked into my apartment, I slumped on the couch and swore to myself I’d try harder. I couldn’t just forget about him; I’d keep looking, and hopefully I’d find out one way or another what had happened to him.

      I looked at my phone and the list of items I’d started to help him. None of that mattered right now, all that mattered was that he was safe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Leaky Roof

        

      

    

    
      I turned on the television, hoping it would distract me from all the troubling thoughts about Zane. The news was on, and every report was about how bad the weather was, and how we hadn’t seen the worst of it yet. I looked out the window and watched as the rain poured down in the parking lot and ran off in rivulets to the street.

      The rain didn’t let up, remained hard and steady for hours, and I couldn’t stop watching the weather reports. They were predicting it would rain even harder, and then the temperature was going to drop, and snow was a big possibility. It was looking like the worst situation possible was about to happen. A wet storm from over the Pacific was going to collide with a cold front from Alaska, and we were right in the path of it all. I fell asleep on the couch with the news still on. I couldn’t stop watching it, wanting to know every detail and hoping something happened and it changed.
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      “Morning, Tommy,” Bruce said as I answered my phone.

      “Hey, Bruce, what’s going on?”

      “We got a little problem at the restaurant. I went in this morning to meet a delivery and we have a leak in the kitchen. It won’t affect the dining room, but it’s made a huge mess of things. I’m going to close for today and see how it’s looking later to decide what we’ll do about the dinner crowd.”

      “Do you need help? I can skip school this morning?”

      “No, kid, you go do your thing, I’ll call later and let you know what’s going on.”

      I hung up and dragged myself to the bathroom—might as well get ready for school. I made a quick cup of coffee to take with me, and once again ran out into the downpour. The rain was falling so heavy, the streets were starting to look like streams. The gutters and drains were all full, and the leaves that had fallen were starting to cause them to overflow. I turned up the heat and wiped at my windshield, hoping it would give me a little clearer vision, but even with my lights on, it wasn’t easy.

      I drove to school at a crawl even though traffic was light. Most people seemed to have heeded the warnings on the news and stayed home. The wind whipped the trees around, and branches and leaves littered the streets. I was glad I didn’t have to drive far, but I would have been glad to stay home today too. As I pulled into the school parking lot, I knew something was up. Where normally I would have to search out a space, today there were plenty. I parked and pulled up the school’s website on my phone. Due to the weather, today’s classes will be cancelled. Please check back tomorrow morning for an update.

      “Well, shit, I could have stayed in bed after all,” I said to myself before I started my car and drove back toward home. “Dial Bruce.” I waited as I listened to the sound of my phone connecting the call.

      “What’s going on, Tommy?” Bruce sounded a little overwhelmed and in a rush.

      “School’s cancelled, I was wondering if you needed any help?”

      “Get over here, we’re underwater in the kitchen, and if we don’t get a roofer out here to put a tarp over the leak, then we’re fucked.”

      “I’ll be right there, maybe we can figure something out.”

      “Thanks, Tommy, see you soon.” I was pulling into the back of the place a few minutes later. Water was definitely becoming an issue as the heavy rain overpowered the gutter system. I drove at a crawl as I navigated the alley that was now barely recognizable under the steady flow of water. I parked close to the back door and pulled my hood up to make a run for it.

      “Little wet out there?” Bruce asked.

      “Just a little,” I said and looked around the kitchen. There were empty trash cans placed around the area, catching the torrent of water dripping from the ceiling. “Hey, John.”

      “Tommy, what are you doing here? Don’t you have school?” John was Bruce’s partner. I’d met him in passing but hadn’t talked to him much.

      “Not today, I was one of the only ones who showed up. The weather is really making a mess of things.”

      “Thank your lucky stars you’ve got a dry place to go to in it. It’s not fun trying to live outside in this,” John said as he glanced out at the rain that hadn’t let up at all.

      “I have a friend who’s out there, I’ve been worried sick.”

      “You mean the guy behind the dumpster? Bruce told me you were looking out for him. That’s really nice of you, I can tell you from experience he appreciates it more than he’d ever say.”

      “I got him a coat, but I was hoping to get him some shoes. The ones he has are about ready to fall apart, but then he disappeared.”

      John stepped closer to me and clapped me on the shoulder. “Some people have a hard time taking any help. They might not want to owe anyone, or they might just be embarrassed. But don’t ever stop trying, we all need help now and then.” Bruce gave John a sad smile, and I knew there was more to this than him just being a nice guy, but I also got the feeling it wasn’t something he liked talking about.

      “Tell me what to do, I’m going crazy just standing around.” Bruce handed me a mop, and I got busy, glad to have something to keep my mind off Zane.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Tarps and Towels

        

      

    

    
      We finished cleaning up the mess inside, but water was still raining down inside the kitchen. “When are the roofers supposed to be here?” I asked, not for the first time.

      “They were due over an hour ago, but with this weather, I’m sure they’re really busy,” Bruce said.

      “Should we see if we can go up there ourselves and put a tarp on it? At least it’ll stop the water dripping inside,” I said, not sure it was actually a good idea or not.

      “What do you think, John? Should we try it ourselves?” Bruce said and stepped closer to John.

      “Yeah, why not. We’ve got tarps in the storage room, and the roof has an access panel so we don’t have to try to climb a ladder in this weather. As long as you two don’t mind getting wet, I think we should go for it.”

      “I’ll get the tarps,” I offered and hurried back to the storage room. I looked around for a second and finally spotted them on top of a shelf above the other dry supplies. There were three, and I stretched up and grabbed them all.

      “Hey, I got th—” I walked out to Bruce and John embracing each other and looking so intimate, I felt I was interrupting.

      Bruce saw me and smiled. “Hey, kid, did you have any trouble finding them?”

      I ducked my head, not wanting to invade their private moment. “Nope, they were right there.”

      “Come on, then, let’s get it over with,” John said as he pulled on his raincoat. We stepped over to the hatch, and Bruce pulled down the ladder that led to the roof.

      “You ready for this?” Bruce asked as he climbed a few rungs.

      “Not even, let’s get it over with,” John said, making us laugh.

      Bruce opened the roof hatch and scrambled up on top as rain dripped in through the opening. He reached down, I handed him the tarps, and he disappeared up on the roof. I climbed up through the hatch, with John close behind me.

      “It was leaking in this area,” Bruce pointed out. There was a lot of standing water on the flat roof, but nothing obvious to see where exactly the leak was.

      “Let’s just cover as much as we can and hope it at least slows it down,” John said and took one of the tarps. He spread it out, letting the wind catch it and open it fully. Bruce and I both spread it out on the roof and stood on it to hold it down while John grabbed some of the boards that were stacked off to one side. “These should hold it down, at least for a little while. Hopefully the roofer gets here soon, and the weather doesn’t get any worse.”

      “Looks like we’re in for a long night,” Bruce said to him.

      “Yeah, we should hang out until we know it’s not going to get any worse,” John agreed.

      We all situated the boards so the tarp was secure, then got busy on the next one. After fighting the wind and rain for what seemed like forever, we finally had all three tarps secured, and headed back down into the restaurant. All of us were soaked to the bone; our coats hadn’t helped much against the driving wind and rain.

      “I’ll get us some towels,” Bruce said as he rushed to the storage room.

      “Tommy, can I ask you something?” John asked as we both stood there dripping all over the floor.

      “Sure, what’s up, John?”

      “What do you know about the dumpster guy?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, not wanting to give away anything, but realizing I knew so little it didn’t matter. So I told him everything, and he listened with a knowing look in his eye that told me he understood way better than I probably did. “I looked back there, I wanted to make sure he hadn’t left anything that maybe mattered to him.”

      “Did you find anything?” he asked, his brows arched in concern.

      “I did. There was a plastic bag with some pictures in it. I didn’t want to look too close and make him think I was invading his privacy if it was his.”

      “What’s his name?” John asked.

      I had to swallow hard before I could answer. “Zane, his name is Zane.”

      “Has he told you anything about why he’s on the street?”

      “No, nothing. He has nothing, just the clothes on his back. His shoes are ready to fall off his feet. I bought him some socks, a coat at Goodwill, gave him a couple of knitted hats, and I was going to get him some new shoes, but then he disappeared. I let him stay at my place, and when I woke up, he was gone.” I knew I was spewing information he hadn’t asked me for, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. When I finished, I was breathing hard and more emotional than I should have been over a guy I didn’t know at all.

      “Come here, Tommy,” John said and pulled me into a hug. “You’ve done more than most would have. I know you’re worried about him, but he may not want you to find him.”

      I pulled back and wiped my hand down my face. “I don’t know what it is, I can’t stop worrying about him. I saw a homeless guy with a coat that looked like the one I’d given Zane, I rushed up to him thinking I’d found him, but it wasn’t him.”

      “I don’t know if Bruce said anything to you, but I was homeless myself for a time. I had some bad luck and ended up living rough for a while.”

      “Bruce mentioned that. I’m so sorry, it can’t have been easy.”

      “No, it wasn’t. But not everything about it was bad. I met some really great people, and a few times I got to see things work out for someone who didn’t deserve to be living out there. It’s not an easy life.”

      “I have no clue where to even look for him. I keep worrying I’ll never see him again.”

      “I don’t know how to help you there, if he doesn’t want you to find him, you won’t. But don’t give up hope. Sometimes that’s all we have left.”

      “Thanks, John, I’ll keep looking. Maybe I’ll have some luck after the rain lets up.”

      “Supposed to snow in a couple of days,” Bruce called as he walked over with the towels.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’m hoping they’re wrong about that,” John said to him, while I worried about a guy I barely knew trying to survive the elements with no coat and worn-out shoes.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          An Invitation

        

      

    

    
      Now that the leak was stopped, we were able to clean up the kitchen. I mopped, while Bruce and John wiped down all the surfaces and washed any bowls or dishes that needed it. We worked in silence for a while, all of us concentrating on the task at hand, and in my case, hoping the tarps held and it didn’t leak anymore.

      “What are your plans for Thanksgiving, Tommy?” John asked.

      “Same as always, I’ll probably sleep in, then get busy on any assignments I haven’t finished. Maybe watch a little television,” I said, not looking up. When I did, both of them had stopped cleaning and were staring at me. “What?”

      “You’re coming over to our place, we have a big thing every year,” Bruce said with a decisive nod of his head.

      “Nah, I’m good, it’s just another day for me.”

      “That’s bullshit, you’re going to our house and joining the rest of the strays we’ve collected,” Bruce snapped back at me. John stepped closer to him and rested his hand on his back. Bruce calmed a little at the touch. “Sorry, kid, I just can’t stand the idea of anyone being alone on a holiday. John and I host every year, and every year we have a different crowd, but we don’t ever turn anyone away. Everyone is family, and everyone is welcome.”

      “Do you need some help? I’m pretty handy in the kitchen,” I offered with a smile I couldn’t seem to hold back.

      “We can always use some help, kid.” He smiled and slapped me on the back before squeezing my shoulder. “You’re always welcome, you understand? No one should be alone during the holidays. And if you find Zane, you invite him too.”

      “Thanks, Bruce, I will.” Even if I thought there was no way I’d ever see him again. He’d obviously moved on. It had been over a week, close to two, and I hadn’t seen anything of him. “Is there anything else I can help with?”

      “No, kid, go home, we’ll open tomorrow. Hopefully the roofing company gets here before the tarp gives up. But so far, I don’t see any leaks, so we’re good to go.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you tomorrow for the dinner crowd, Bruce.” I slipped my coat back on before walking out the back door. It was still raining, and since the sun had gone down, it was getting even colder out. I ran for my car and stopped short when I was in front of the dumpster. I stepped a little closer to be sure Zane still wasn’t there, but there was no sign of him, so I walked the rest of the way to my car, letting the rain soak me.

      I drove around for a while after I left the bar and grill; the streets were quiet and dark. Rain pelted my windshield and made it hard for me to see much. A few people were on the sidewalk, but it seemed the homeless had found somewhere to stay out of the cold and wet. I hoped, once again, that Zane was safe and warm. That he’d found refuge somewhere from the rain and was getting some warm food to eat. I still didn’t know what had happened to him, but no way had he deserved to be struggling out there all alone.

      When I finally walked through my door, I was exhausted, the manual labor and emotions of the day weighing heavy on me, so I went straight to bed. I snuggled under the blankets and tried to ignore how cold the sheets felt. My mind would not slow down, thoughts of Zane flashing behind my eyes. I’d only spoken to him a few times, why would he have made such an impression on me that I couldn’t forget about him now? I reached across the bed and opened the drawer to my side table and took out the bag that held the pictures I’d found behind the dumpster. I had looked at them several times, and every time I did, I had one thought—why would he leave them?

      I slid them out of the bag and looked at them all. The pictures of Zane haunted me, he looked so happy, carefree, and healthy. Why would he be out there all alone if he had a family that, from the pictures, seemed to love him. Everything I learned about him left me with more questions. More questions that only he could answer.

      Sleep finally claimed me as the sun was rising, one more sleepless night to add to many. I stayed in my apartment for most of the day, since school was out for Thanksgiving. I couldn’t seem to relax, though, or keep my mind off Zane. I cleaned, did my laundry, put together a simple soup recipe in the Crock-Pot, and made a list of groceries and other things I’d need when I went shopping next. When I was done, I sat on the couch and tried to watch a movie, but it didn’t hold my attention. When I couldn’t take it anymore, I gave up and drove to work. If Bruce didn’t need me, I’d sit in the back room and work on an assignment. Anything had to be better than sitting here alone thinking about Zane.

      “Hey, kid,” Bruce called out as I walked through the door. “Still raining?” He laughed.

      “Yep, still raining. Thought I’d come in early and see if you needed some help.”

      “We can always use help, you know that. Get busy on those dishes, we’re way behind from the lunch crowd.” I breathed a sigh of relief and tied on an apron, more than ready to start my shift early. And since it was busy, there was plenty to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Snow and Yams

        

      

    

    
      “Tommy, do not be late, we’re counting on you,” Bruce said, his voice serious.

      “I won’t, and I’ll bring the yams with me. Geesh, it’s not like I’m bringing the turkey.”

      “The yams are just as important, I’m trusting you to make sure they arrive on time, and intact.” It was Wednesday night, and just like every year, we were packed. It was old-school night, and every person who was in town visiting had gone out tonight for dinner and a drink.

      “Don’t worry, I have everything I need. I’ll cook it in the morning and bring it to your house while it’s nice and hot.”

      “Don’t forget the marshmallows.”

      “Dude, you have a serious issue with yams, has anyone ever told you that?”

      “Nope, never.”

      “I’m thinking that’s not true at all. Guess I’ll be having a little chat with John tomorrow. He can fill me in.”

      Bruce laughed at that. Everyone was in a great mood, the holiday atmosphere was contagious, and with the great crowds and everyone tipping so well, none of us complained that we were slammed. After the last group left, Bruce raced after them and locked the door.

      “Okay, everyone, great job, now let’s get this place cleaned up so we can go home and start our own holiday celebration.” It didn’t take us long. Everyone was so amped up and ready to leave, we were all motivated to make a fast and efficient end of the day. “That’s it, we’re good to go,” Bruce finally called out.

      “See you tomorrow,” I said as I walked out.

      “Don’t forget the yams,” Bruce called, and I smiled all the way to my car despite the rain and cold. I was happy, and when I went to bed that night, I fell right to sleep.
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      I was just taking the yams out of the oven when my phone rang. “Hey, Bruce, I’ll be on my way in just a few minutes.”

      “Okay, kid, I just wanted to make sure everything was okay.”

      “Yes, I have the yams, see you in a few.”

      “Be careful driving over here, have you looked outside yet?”

      “No, I was busy making your yams and getting ready to go.”

      “You might want to take a look.” I held the phone to my ear as I walked over to the window and pulled open the blinds. I couldn’t stop the shocked breath that escaped me.

      “Snow?” I shouted.

      “Well, it was on the forecast, about time they were right about it. Now get your ass over here but drive slow and careful. You’ve driven in snow before, right?”

      “Yeah.” I cleared my throat. “Yes, I’ll take it slow, don’t worry, your yams will make it.”

      “See you in a few.”

      “Bye, Bruce.” I opened the door and stepped out into what had become a winter wonderland while I slept. It wasn’t much snow, but enough to coat everything and make the world look new and beautiful. I shivered, and realized I’d walked out without a coat on, so I stepped back into my apartment to gather together everything I was taking with me.

      By the time I had it all packed and ready to go, there were a few inches of snow on the ground. I hopped through the deep parts and made it to my car with everything intact. I started the engine and turned the defroster on, hoping it would help to clear the snow and ice that had built up on the windshield. After twenty minutes it was clear I’d need to scrape it off. My defroster just wasn’t up for the challenge. I dug in my pocket for a rewards card from one of the grocery stores and proceeded to scrape enough off so I could see.

      It was coming down pretty steady, which really was shocking since Sacramento never got snow. Not in the years since I’d been here anyway. Finally, after a few more minutes, I could see enough to attempt the drive to Bruce’s. I was never happier he lived so close. I crawled along and was thankful the roads were pretty deserted. Seemed I was one of the few crazy enough to be out here driving in this mess. I turned onto Bruce’s street, and the back end of my car threatened to slide out. I corrected, put one hand on the yams, and slowed down even more. I parked in front of his house and breathed a sigh of relief before I opened the car door to walk to the house.

      There were a lot of cars parked here already, taking up every space in the driveway, and a few right out front. I’d been lucky to find the one I did. I started to knock when the door flew open.

      “The yams okay?” Bruce asked, voice frantic.

      “Yes, and I’m fine too, slid around one corner, but no problem.”

      “I’ll take those for you,” he said and disappeared into the house.

      “Tommy, come on in,” John called from the kitchen. I stepped in and shut the door. The house was packed; there were a lot of familiar faces, and a lot of new ones too. “Let me introduce you to everyone.” He proceeded to lead me around and introduce me to more people than I would ever remember, before he went back to the kitchen. I walked around the room and talked to a few people I recognized from the restaurant. There was a girl with blonde hair and blue eyes sitting there talking to an older guy. I stood and watched her for a moment, not sure why I was drawn to her, but I stepped closer, and eventually she made eye contact with me.

      “Hi, I’m Chloe, how do you know John and Bruce?”

      “I’m Tommy, I work for Bruce.”

      “Oh yes, he’s mentioned you before.”

      “Did you work at the bar and grill before?” I asked, making small talk.

      “No, John helped my brother out of a tough situation. He didn’t want any credit for it, but I tracked him down anyway. I wanted him to know how much I appreciated it. Took me a little while, but eventually I found him.” She stood, and I noticed her round stomach. She patted it and smiled.

      “Congratulations,” I said and motioned at her stomach.

      “Oh thank you, it’s my brother’s. Well, not my brother’s, my brother-in-law’s.” My eyes went wide with shock. “No, sorry, that’s not—”

      “What she’s trying to say is that she’s having a baby for her brother and his husband. She’s their surrogate,” John explained as he leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Chloe here is one of those good people who wants to help everyone. She’s helped me and many others.”

      “Oh stop. I owed you for helping Caden, but even if you hadn’t, I have a feeling we would have ended up meeting eventually. How much longer until we eat anyway? I’ve got to stop by their house later for Thanksgiving number two.”

      “Not much longer. Hey, did Tommy tell you about the guy he’s been helping?”

      “No, what guy?” she asked, her attention once again on me.

      “His name is Zane, he’d been staying behind the restaurant, but he’s been gone for almost two weeks now.”

      “Is he homeless?” she asked, her face painted with concern.

      “Yeah, I wish I knew where he was, I’ve been really worried about him. He doesn’t have a lot. He’s got to be freezing in this weather.”

      She squeezed my arm. “It’s almost time to eat, but don’t worry, give me a description of him and I’ll put some feelers out at the local shelters and see if I can find out anything about him.”

      “I don’t know much, but I’d appreciate anything you can find out. I just want to know he’s okay.”

      “Try not to worry, and I’ll let you know what I find. Now, if I don’t eat soon, I’ll probably pass out from lack of food.”

      “Come and get it everyone,” Bruce yelled, and Chloe clapped, and I followed her into the kitchen, more excited than I had been before our conversation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Thanksgiving

        

      

    

    
      The next few hours were filled with laughter and food—lots of food. I found out that Chloe worked at an organization that helped some of the local homeless shelters. She’d been doing this since she was a teenager and planned to do as much as she could until everyone had a warm place to sleep and plenty of food. She was probably the nicest person I’d ever met.

      “I meant what I said earlier, Tommy, give me your number and I’ll see what I can find out about Zane. If he’s out there, someone will have seen him.”

      “She means it, she found me,” John added between bites of pie.

      “You did not make it easy either,” Chloe said as she ate her second piece of chocolate cake. “I won’t lose you again, though.” He smiled at her with a look that said how thankful he was to her.

      “If you hadn’t found him, we’d never have met again,” Bruce said. “Funny, it’s a bit like in that movie, It’s a Wonderful Life, how everyone’s lives are connected and one little change can affect everyone.”

      Chloe leaned in closer to John and put her head on his shoulder. “You’re right, it is. If my parents hadn’t been the assholes they are, and kicked my brother out for being gay, I would have never met any of you. I’m not saying I’m happy they did that, because it was horrible, but I’m so glad to have met you all.” She looked around the room at all the people gathered.

      “You’ve helped everyone here, haven’t you?” I asked, full of awe for this young woman who seemed to have an abundance of caring.

      “No, not everyone, but some have helped me. In more ways than they know.” She smiled at Bruce and scooted to the edge of the couch to stand. “I need to text Rio, he’s picking me up. There was no way they’d let me drive in the snow. Even if I didn’t have their little bundle of joy.” She stood, and a few people rushed around to help her, me included. As we were standing there, John stepped closer to me.

      “Can I talk to you for a minute?” he asked.

      “Of course, what’s going on?”

      “I just wanted you to know, I’ll help you find Zane if you want. I know what it’s like to be on the street and not want anyone to find you. If you want to take a drive around the area, I’ll go along and offer any help I can.”

      “I’d appreciate that. I’ve been driving around, but I really have no clue where to look for him, and the snow is making me worry even more. He’s not dressed for this weather at all. Even the coat I got him wouldn’t be enough.” While John listened, his eyes reflected his sadness and his worry.

      “We’ll find him. Let me talk to Bruce, and we can go drive around. You’re right, no one needs to be out there on a night like tonight. It’s supposed to get a lot colder than it is now. He’ll need to get inside, it’s not safe.”

      “Hey, sorry to interrupt, my ride’s out front. I’m going to take off, but it was great meeting you, Tommy. Give me your number and I’ll send you a text so we’re connected. I’ll let you know if I find out anything. And hopefully he finds a warm place to hunker down until the weather gets better,” Chloe said as she pulled on her coat. I gave her my number, and she tapped out a quick text.

      “Got it, I’ll let you know if I have any luck,” I said. She made a quick pass around the room and hugged everyone before I heard a horn blow out front.

      “That’s me, thanks again, everyone, I had a great time. Now onto part two of this day.” Everyone waved goodbye as John helped her out to the car. While he was gone, Bruce walked over to me.

      “Kid, when everyone leaves, John and I will drive around and look with you. Maybe if we take separate cars, we’ll have more luck. We can cover more ground.”

      “That sounds good, John offered earlier too.”

      “The fact that you care really means a lot. We’ll help you, no problem. Hopefully we find him before the weather gets any worse.”

      “Thanks, Bruce.” I wandered back to the couch and sat there trying to focus on conversations I couldn’t keep up with. My mind went to places I didn’t want it to, where we found Zane, but he wasn’t okay. I couldn’t let that happen, not without a fight. After one of the best Thanksgiving’s I’d ever had, I was ready to leave, and get busy looking for Zane.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Warmth

        

      

    

    
      The snow was coming down heavy now. What had been a few inches on the ground was now close to six inches. I drove as slow as I could, but it was coming down so hard, and my windows were steamed up from the cold, making it impossible to see anything.

      “Tommy, this weather is getting really bad. I think we need to go home, or one of us will end up in an accident,” Bruce said through my car’s speaker. We were both driving around, hoping to find Zane, but there was no way we’d find him in this.

      “I think he’s right, Tommy, we can look again first thing in the morning,” John said.

      “Yeah, I think you guys are right, I can’t see anything. I’m close to my house so I’ll go ahead and drive home. Thanks, you guys, for helping.”

      “Sorry we didn’t find him, but we’ll look tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, John, you guys be careful driving in this,” I said before we said our goodbyes and hung up. The weather was horrible. Even if Zane had the proper clothing it would still be a rough night to sleep out. I was distracted as I pulled into my usual space and didn’t notice the shape just outside my door until I was close enough to realize what that shape was.

      “Zane?” I asked as I rushed over to him. He was slumped on the ground with the snow already covering him. I brushed it off his face and shook him, hoping he’d answer and not be dead. His skin was like ice and he was soaking wet; his eyes were shut and his lips blue.

      “Zane.” I tried again, but still he didn’t respond. I rushed into my apartment and grabbed some towels and ran back out to him. He hadn’t moved at all from where he was. I dried him off as much as I could with him on the ground, and then realized I needed to get him into my place. I tried again to wake him up, but he still hadn’t moved or even tried to open his eyes. I put my arms under his back and his legs and easily lifted him into my arms.

      I carried him into the living room and set him as gently as I could onto the couch. I was shaking so badly I had a hard time getting my hands to work. I panicked for a moment and didn’t know what to do. He was cold, really cold, and wet. I rushed to my bedroom and grabbed my comforter off my bed before I ran back. I had to get him out of those wet clothes, or I’d never warm him up.

      He had the same plaid shirt on he’d had the last time I’d seen him. It felt like months had passed, not just a couple of weeks. I unbuttoned it and slipped his arms out of the sleeves. Dirt caked his skin, and his clothes were in even worse shape. I pulled him up off the couch and slipped his T-shirt over his head. When I set him back on the couch, I couldn’t stop the shocked gasp that escaped me. He was riddled with bruises. Some were still healing, but some looked new. I rushed into the bathroom and wet a washcloth with warm water and hurried back to start wiping him down, trying my hardest not to hurt him.

      I went back and rinsed the washcloth several times, and finally his chest and arms were clean. I wiped at his face and he groaned. I pulled back, waiting to see if he’d wake up. But he didn’t. He didn’t make any other sounds, so I kept wiping him off. He was a handsome guy, I thought absently, his nose perfectly straight, and I knew those eyes were bright with excitement and intelligence. I toweled off his hair, and on the back of his head I felt something that stopped me. I turned his head to the side to get a better look. When I moved his hair, I found a huge bump and a serious gash. I wiped at it and fresh blood started to flow. I pressed one of the towels against it and eased his head back down on the couch.

      I knew I needed to take his pants off too—they were soaked, and snow was still frozen to them—but I didn’t want him to think I was taking advantage of him in any way. I couldn’t leave him in them, though, I knew he needed to get out of his wet, cold clothes if he had any hope of warming up. So I slipped his shoes off and discovered he had no socks. His toes were blue, and I tried to remember what I knew about frostbite, which wasn’t much. I did know I needed to warm him up, so I unbuttoned his pants and slid them down. I tried to ignore the bruises on his legs, and the wounds on his knees and shins. He was so thin, so much thinner than I had realized before. Or maybe he’d lost weight since I’d seen him.

      I wrapped him up in my comforter to carry him into the bedroom, and tried not to worry about how light he felt. I set him on one side of the bed and pulled the blankets back on the other, then picked him up again before placing him back on the bed. I covered him up and went to my closet to get the sleeping bag I had there. I spread it out over the top of him and hoped it was enough. I changed into some dry sweatpants and a T-shirt and checked his head again. It was still bleeding, so I got another towel and put it under his head, then slid into bed next to him and didn’t think twice about wrapping him into my arms. He still hadn’t moved, and I worried he was hurt even worse than he looked.

      Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore and climbed out of the bed. I tucked the sleeping bag and blankets around him and left him there while I made a phone call.

      “Chloe? I’m sorry to call so late. I think I need some help.”

      “Tommy? What is it? Did you fine Zane?”

      “No, he found me. I was out earlier with John and Bruce looking for him, but we couldn’t see with the snow coming down so heavy. We decided to look again in the morning, but when I got home, he was outside my door.”

      “Is he okay?” she asked, voice full of concern.

      “I’m not sure, he’s been unconscious since I found him. He was soaking wet and covered in snow. His feet were blue, he has bruises all over him, and his head has a big bump with a gash on it. He’s still bleeding. I’m not sure what to do,” I said, just as the power went out. “Chloe? Can you hear me?”

      “Yes, I’m here, what’s wrong?”

      “The storm must have knocked out the power.”

      “Okay, you won’t be able to do much in the dark, keep him warm, that’s what’s most important right now. When he comes to, he’s going to be in pain, especially if he’s gotten frostbite on his feet or toes. Are you able to take care of him?”

      “I’ll do whatever he needs,” I said, and my voice quivered.

      “You’re doing great, Tommy, don’t worry until you know more. Concentrate on keeping him warm. If he wakes up, give him some fluids. He’ll need to eat something warm too, but don’t worry about that until you have to.”

      “Okay, thanks, I’m going to go back and check on him.”

      “Call me if anything changes, if you need help, I’m here.”

      I said goodbye and rushed back into the bedroom. He was shivering now, great quaking spasms that shook the whole bed. I hurried to his side and smoothed the hair that had grown since I’d seen him back from his face; his teeth were clenched from the shivers that racked his body. I tucked the blanket around him even tighter and moved around the bed so I could snuggle up close to him.

      “Zane, if you can hear me, it’s me, Tommy. I’m just trying to keep you warm. The power went out and I’m worried it’s going to get colder. I’ll do everything I can to keep you warm and safe,” I whispered into his back. He needed a shower, he was still so dirty, and I worried about the gash on his head getting infected, but I couldn’t focus on that now. Right now I needed to make sure he made it through the night and woke up. If he didn’t, I’d be taking him to the hospital at first light.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          A Warm Bath

        

      

    

    
      I slept fitfully, on and off all night. Afraid if I slept too soundly, I wouldn’t hear if Zane woke up and needed help. He hadn’t moved at all, still sleeping on his side, and his breathing seemed a little raspier to me. I hoped I was imagining it.

      I reached out and rubbed his back, hoping it gave him a little comfort. What little hair he had was greasy and caked with blood from the gash on the back of his head. It had stopped bleeding, but we’d need to clean it up later. I was glad he’d let me cut his hair a few weeks ago, if it had been as long as it was then, I probably wouldn’t have noticed it was bleeding. I had tried to get a better look earlier, but I was more focused on getting him dry and warm.

      I stayed there next to him, using his heat as much as he used mine. It was cold in the apartment without the heat on, and I was thankful I had that sleeping bag to keep us warm. Zane never made a sound, he didn’t seem to be conscious of anything around him, and as the night wore on, his temperature went up. His shivering woke me, it was different than it had been before. He was soaking wet and his breathing was definitely worse.

      “Zane?” I tried to wake him, but again got no response. “Zane? Come on, man, you need to wake up. It’s me, Tommy, and you’re scaring the hell out of me.” I shook him as much as I felt comfortable with, but he still didn’t respond. I slipped out of bed and the cold hit me immediately. I took a sweatshirt out of my drawer and pulled it on, hoping it warmed me up a little before I reached for my phone. I tapped out a message and hoped it would get a quick reply, and before I set it back down, my phone rang.

      “Tommy, what’s going on?” Bruce said, his voice muffled from sleep.

      “I’m sorry to call so late, I found Zane outside my door when I got home. He was soaking wet and cold.”

      “Why didn’t you call? Is he okay?”

      “I’m sorry, I was so freaked out that he was here, and he wasn’t conscious. I called Chloe, I knew she worked with the homeless, and I thought maybe she’d know what to do.”

      “Is he hurt?” Bruce asked, and I heard the rustling of blankets as John spoke softly in the background.

      “He looks like he’s had some trouble, he has bruises all over his chest and back, same with his legs. He has a big bump and gash on the back of his head. I’m not sure if he fell down or if he got hit. He still hasn’t woken, and he hasn’t made a sound.”

      “What did Chloe say to do?”

      “Keep an eye on him, keep him warm, and feed him when he wakes up. My power’s out so it’s freezing in here. I put every blanket and a sleeping bag on the bed, so we’re warm if we stay under the covers. But my place is an icebox. I’m worried that he hasn’t woken up at all. He hasn’t made any noise either. He was soaking wet when I found him. The snow was building up on him, so I have no clue how long he was there.” I knew I was rambling, but I couldn’t seem to stop.

      “Do you need John and I to come over? It sounds like you might need some help.”

      “I think we’re okay as long as we stay warm, but I’m concerned that he sounds congested, and he seems to be having a tough time breathing.” I was trying not to panic, but I felt like I was in over my head. I thought of a long list of things that could be wrong with Zane—concussion, bruised ribs, or pneumonia were just a few.

      “Can you get him in the bathtub? It might help with the congestion and if he has a fever.”

      “I’m pretty sure he does. I woke up to him shivering under the pile of blankets I piled on him.”

      “I’m concerned this might be more than you can deal with, are you sure you don’t need help?”

      “Let me get him in the tub and see how he feels. I’ll call you back and let you know.”

      I heard Bruce sigh, and then he said, “Be careful, and call as soon as you can.”

      I hung up as I was walking back into the room. It was still dark out, the sun not yet up. As I sat on the bed, Zane turned his head and looked at me.

      “Zane? Are you okay?” He didn’t answer at first, just continued to stare at me. I leaned closer and put my hand to his forehead. His eyes drifted closed for a moment, then opened as I pulled my hand away. “You have a fever. Do you think you could handle taking a bath?” He nodded. I was so relieved he’d finally reacted, I had to tamp down the overload of emotions I felt.

      He tried to sit but seemed too weak.  “Do you need some help?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he croaked out before clearing his throat. I moved closer to his side and slipped my arm around his back. He leaned forward and put his hands on his knees.

      “Come on, you’ll feel better after.” I felt him nod and heard his wince when I helped him stand. We were going to talk, but right now I hoped that a bath performed some kind of small miracle and healed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Not Alone

        

      

    

    
      I wrapped the blanket around Zane as he shuffled to the bathroom in the dark. It was obvious he was in a lot of pain, and when he’d made it as far as the door, he coughed so hard I worried he wouldn’t be able to catch his breath. “Are you okay? That cough sounds really bad.” He clutched his stomach with his arm, and tried to stifle the remains of the cough. His face was red from the exertion, and when he finally took a breath, his lungs sounded even raspier.

      “I’m . . . I’m okay,” he breathed out.

      “Why don’t you sit on the toilet while I get the water ready?” I didn’t wait for him to answer, just flipped the lid down and sat him there. He pulled the blanket closer around him as I stumbled around and finally found some candles to light up the place. “I’m amazed I had these,” I said and gestured to the candles. He was being so quiet it made me feel the need to fill the silence with words as the water filled the tub.

      “I tried to come back,” he said, so quiet I didn’t think he’d said anything at first.

      “I kept looking for you, I was so worried with the weather getting bad. I knew you needed new shoes and pants, but I didn’t have time to get them for you.”

      “I didn’t expect you to do any of that. You need to take care of yourself too,” he said.

      “I wanted to help. I guess I wish someone would have helped me in the past.” He coughed again, and it seemed every new round of coughs came sooner and lasted longer. I turned up the hot water, thinking the steam would do him some good. It was so cold in the apartment, and that couldn’t be helping him. I closed the bathroom door to keep the steam and the heat in, anything to warm him up.

      “What happened?” he asked. I was so focused on the water, I was startled by his voice. I turned the water off and spun to face him.

      “My mom died, she’s all I ever really had. I guess I got used to looking out for her, so I couldn’t help looking out for you too.”

      “Thank you, I appreciate it more than I can say.”

      “Come on, get in the tub. I’ll wait outside, let me know if you need any help.” He started to stand and stumbled. “Hey, careful there, I think I’ll be staying close for a while.” I stepped in close to his side to steady him and felt him shaking. “Are you cold?”

      “I’m okay,” he said and shuffled toward the tub. The blanket slipped from his shoulders and he stood there in just his underwear. Even in the candlelight I could see the bruises and abrasions that covered his body, and the thought of what had happened to him made me grimace. My attention snapped back to him as he tugged off his underwear, and tried to step into the tub.

      “Here,” I said and held my hand out to steady him. I tried not to look at him, but he was so thin, and had so many injuries. It took hardly any effort to ease him into the tub, and he groaned as he sat in the hot water.

      “I’ll leave you to relax.”

      “No. Stay with me. I—I don’t want to be alone anymore.” I could only nod and take a seat on the floor next to him. He picked up the bottle of body wash and squeezed some on a washcloth. “What’s your name?”

      “I told you, it’s Tommy.”

      “Your last name.” He looked at me then, and my heart did some weird flutter thing before he looked away.

      I cleared my throat before I answered. “Tommy Carter, I’m twenty-three years old, and I’m in my last year of college. I’ll graduate with a degree in economics. How about you?”

      He didn’t move at first. His knees were pulled up to his chest, and he hugged them to him, the washcloth forgotten. “I’m Zane Martin,” he said, and his throat bobbed as he swallowed. “I’m twenty-five years old, and I graduated last year with a degree in kinesiology.” A tear made its way down his cheek, and I pretended not to see it. I absently picked up the cup by the sink and scooped it in the tub, poured it over his hair, and his head slumped forward.

      “What’s kinesiology, Zane Martin?” I said as I picked up the shampoo and squirted some in my hand. “I’m going to be careful of the bump on your head, it was bleeding when I found you out front.” He reached his hand up to the back of his head and winced when he felt it. “Watch it, I’ll be careful. You want to tell me what happened since I saw you last?”

      “I didn’t want you to feel like you had to take care of me. I know you work hard, and you’re just getting started. You bought me a coat, and socks, and brought me a blanket, hats, and gloves. That was so nice of you.” I lathered his hair and avoided the back where he was injured, I didn’t want to make it worse than it already was.

      “I bought you a coat at Goodwill and socks at Walmart. And if I didn’t want to help you, I wouldn’t have,” I said, probably more defensive than I meant to be. “I just wanted to help you.”

      “I know, but I can’t pay you back. And that bothered me. If I had a job it wouldn’t be a problem. But how can I get a job in my field when I don’t have a permanent address, or a way to stay clean?”

      “We’ll figure it out, okay? Let’s get you cleaned up and some food in you.” He nodded and didn’t speak again. After he did a quick wash, he let me help him out of the tub, then I grabbed him a towel. He shivered from the cold, and I tried to dry him off as fast as I could without hurting him. His coughs were definitely getting worse, and he was close to wheezing when he drew a breath. I checked his feet, and they were pinked-up now and not the blue they had been earlier. I hoped he’d be okay, and I tried not to think about him going back out in the cold.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Food and a Friend

        

      

    

    
      I guided him back to sit on the toilet and wrapped another towel around him before I rushed to my bedroom to find some clean clothes for him to change into. I waited outside the bathroom while he dressed, and when he was done, I helped him into my bedroom. The sweatpants and T-shirt hung on him, but at least they were warm and dry. He stood there for a moment, looking unsure of what to do next. I took out some socks, and without thinking, slipped them on his feet as soon as he sat on the bed.

      “Go ahead and get back in bed, I’ll make us some breakfast. I have a gas stove so I can still cook, but we’re going to get really cold if the power doesn’t come on soon and it keeps snowing.” Without a word he lay back down and covered up until just the top of his head was visible. I squeezed his foot as I left the room.

      As soon as I walked into the kitchen, I turned the oven on, hoping it would take some of the chill off the apartment. The sun was just rising, so I walked over and looked out the window. The sight that met me took my breath away. Snow. More snow than I’d ever imagined I’d ever see in Sacramento. All of the cars in the parking lot were covered with what looked like close to a foot. But that couldn’t be right; it never snowed so much here. I turned around, and Zane was behind me. He had a blanket wrapped around him and stood there like he expected to be in trouble.

      “Look how much snow fell,” I said and motioned for him to look out the window. He coughed in answer and quickly covered his mouth with his hand.

      “Sorry,” he said before stepping closer to the window. His face softened in wonder at the sight of all the white stuff, and I stared at his profile while he enjoyed it. Even though his face was drawn, his features were still beautiful. And I couldn’t make myself turn away. He slowly turned his head to look right at me, and for a moment, neither of us moved. For some reason I didn’t want to admit, it wasn’t uncomfortable, or weird. It felt right. As though some lost puzzle piece was finally found and slotted into place.

      His cheeks warmed and he blushed slightly before looking down at the floor. I stepped closer and cupped his cheek. “Are you feeling okay?” I asked, not forgetting for a moment how bad he’d looked when I’d found him.

      “I feel fine, thank you.” He covered my hand with his, and a contented sigh escaped him before the silence was ripped apart by his cough.

      “I think your cough might be getting worse. Go and sit down, let me know if you start to feel any sicker, and I’ll make us some breakfast. When was the last time you ate?” I tried to sound casual about it, but I knew he saw right through me.

      “It’s been a while.”

      “A while? Sounds like it’s time I feed you, then.” I got busy cracking eggs and chopping up ham and some peppers for a big batch of scrambled eggs. I set slices of bread on a cookie sheet and put cheese on it before putting it in the oven. I wished I had a stovetop coffeepot so I could make us some coffee, then remembered I had cocoa, so I warmed some milk in a pan. I plated it all and turned around to find Zane walking into the kitchen. “Whoa, where do you think you’re going? Go, sit and relax, I got this.”

      “I wanted to help with the silverware,” he said. I opened the drawer and handed him what we’d need, and he shuffled back to the table. As I set the plates down, he walked back to the kitchen and got our drinks.

      “Thanks so much, this looks great,” he said before he’d even taken a seat.

      “Sit down and eat, and you don’t have to keep thanking me. I’m really relieved you’re okay.” After that neither of us spoke, too hungry and both too busy eating to talk.

      “I didn’t know where to go when I left here,” Zane said. I set my fork down and focused solely on him and his words. “I was walking down the street away from here, and some old guy jumped me and took my coat. The coat you gave me. I wasn’t sure what to do then, it was raining . . . it rained for so many days. I tried to find someplace I could get out of the wet and cold, but everywhere I tried people were already there. And they made no secret of letting me know I wasn’t welcome. I tried to go to a shelter, but they were full. And I don’t like to take a place that a kid could use. So I just kept walking. I only had one pair of socks on me, I left the other ones behind the restaurant, so once my feet were wet and cold, I couldn’t walk far. One night I tried to sleep under the big heater vents by the Capitol building, but security made me move along.”

      Zane coughed so hard he seemed to struggle to take a breath, but he waved me away when I slid my chair back to stand. When he finally settled, he took a sip of water before continuing. “No one who could help, did help. I wasn’t sure who to turn to anyway. I’ve never asked for money, so I didn’t. I found food where I could and ate it, but once it was raining, everything was soaked. I finally found a place I thought was safe, it was behind a building and looked like a basement entrance. It had just enough of an overhang to stop the rain from hitting me. I laid out the one hat I still had and my gloves to dry. I fell asleep for a while and woke up to a bunch of guys beating the shit out of me. I’m not sure why, it’s not like I had anything they could take. When they realized that, they shoved me against the wall and took off. I hit my head against the building and passed out.

      “When I woke up, I was soaking wet and hurt so bad I didn’t think I could stand another night alone.” He reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “I’m not asking you for anything, but would you just be my friend? I really need a friend right now, Tommy.”

      I stood from the table and pulled him into my arms as he cried quiet tears. His sobs racked his body, and I could hear the congestion and wheezing in his lungs as he tried to drag in deep breaths. “Zane, I’m so sorry. I’ll do whatever you need, you don’t have to be alone anymore. I’ve got you now.” I rubbed his back and hoped I was showing him some comfort. Because one thing I knew for sure was how it felt to be all alone in the world, and no way in hell was I letting him feel that way for a minute longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Leftovers

        

      

    

    
      After we cleaned up from breakfast we moved to the couch. I pulled a blanket over us both, and handed Zane the bag of photos. “Is that your family? Do you want to call them?” He shook his head and still continued to stare at the pictures. I wasn’t sure what to do, so I just waited while he continued to look at each picture with great care.

      “I can’t call them,” he whispered. I was afraid to ask, the level of hurt he was feeling was written all over his face, and I had to force myself not to rub my knuckles over my heart to ease some of my own pain at the sight.

      “Do you know where they are?” I spoke nearly as quiet as he did; the sense of dread was heavy in the air around us as I waited for his answer. A million thoughts went through my mind. Had he run away? Did they desert him? Or had they died? I was afraid of his answer because I knew it would hurt him to say it, but I needed to know what caused him so much pain and grief.

      “I don’t know, but I’m pretty sure they’re dead.”

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand.”

      “I came here for an interview for an internship I needed to do before I could get a job in my field. I was staying here for a few days, just to check it out, make sure this was where I wanted to end up.”

      “Where are you from?”

      “I graduated from Chico State, my family lived in Paradise,” he blurted out, pushing the words out as fast as he could. “I haven’t heard from them since the fire.”

      No. His words echoed in my head until I wanted to scream from the hurt and pain I knew he’d been dealing with all alone. “Did you try to call them?” I wasn’t sure what to say, there didn’t seem to be a way to fix this.

      “I tried for a while, but after I lost my car, I didn’t have a way to keep my phone charged, and one day it stopped working. I think the service was cut off. No way would my parents have done that.”

      “Do you want to use my phone to call? See if they answer?” I offered, taking out my phone and handing it to him. He stared at it for a moment before quickly dialing a number. I heard the phone ring twice before a message came on saying the number was disconnected. His head slumped forward and he set the phone on the table. “Have you tried to find them? The whole town was evacuated, some people never went back. Maybe they lost their phones and you just need to find them?”

      “I didn’t have any way to get there. Everything I had was in my car, when it got towed, I didn’t have the money to get it out, and they wouldn’t let me take anything from it. My clothes, my laptop, everything I owned was in it.”

      “That’s why you don’t have any clothes besides the one you’ve been wearing.”

      “I only had what I had on me when they towed it.”

      I set my hand on his once again, I couldn’t control the need to comfort him. To let him know he wasn’t alone anymore. “I met someone who might be able to help. Do you mind if I call her and see what she can do?”

      “I don’t mind. I’ve been so lost and scared. I wasn’t sure who to trust, and after a few months, I just wanted to be left alone.”

      “The fire was last year, have you been homeless that long?”

      “I’m not sure, I haven’t always been able to keep track of what day it is. It’s amazing how much you miss when you’re pretty much cut off from everything.”

      “Why didn’t you go to a library and use their computers? Maybe try to email your parents?”

      “My parents live off the grid, they moved to Paradise to be away from too much technology. They made their place as self-reliant as they could make it. Neither of them had a computer or an email address. They paid all their bills by mailing a check.”

      “So, no computers, no internet.”

      “Nope, seemed cool when I was younger and didn’t need to be so connected. But once I was in college it was tough. I spent a lot of time at the library then,” he breathed out on a laugh. “Ironic that the computers I was so dependent on in college didn’t help me at all once I was out.”

      “What are their names?” I asked.

      “Jude and Glenna Martin,” he said while still staring at the pictures.

      “You look just like your dad,” I mentioned, making him smile.

      “That’s what everyone in town used to say.” His eyes filled with tears again. “I need to know what happened to them, could you really help me?”

      “I will, and if I can’t help, I’ll find someone else who can. So many people were displaced, some of them are still homeless. But we’ll work together and see what we can find out.”

      “I’d like that, if you don’t mind and you have time, I’d really appreciate your help.”

      I slowly reached out and cupped his cheek. He leaned into my touch, and his eyes fluttered closed. “I’ll do whatever I can,” I whispered, and knew somewhere in the madness of trying to help Zane, my heart had gotten involved.

      I cleared my throat and looked away for a moment, checking the time on the microwave when my stomach rumbled. It was getting close to lunchtime already, the morning all but gone. “Let’s get something to eat. Bruce and John sent me home with a bunch of Thanksgiving leftovers. How does that sound?”

      “So good I could kiss you right now,” he blurted out, and then blushed.

      “Big fan of the leftovers, huh?” I asked, trying to ease some of the tension.

      “Big fan of any food these days. Have you seen that Christmas movie about the little kid that wants a BB gun for his present, and the dad is crazy for turkey? That was my dad, he was all about the turkey and leftovers.” He looked sad, but he smiled at the memory.

      “Yes, I watch it every year since it’s on a bazillion times. I’ll make us some sandwiches for now, everything from Thanksgiving all smashed in one sandwich, and then we can get creative later on.”

      “That sounds so good, even the smashed part.” He laughed at his own joke and pulled the blanket a little tighter to his chest.

      I got busy making our snack, and I was never as thankful for leftovers before. I stacked turkey, dressing, and cranberry sauce on bread, added some mayo, and smashed it all together. I set our plates down on the table, and Zane met my eyes, and for a moment his eyes held a brightness I hadn’t seen in them before and that I hoped would never fade. The hope I now saw in him burned bright, and I’d do whatever I could to make sure he didn’t regret telling me his story.

      We ate in silence, enjoying the food, and neither of us feeling the need to speak to fill the quiet this time. I tried not to focus on the cold, but his cough reminded me he still wasn’t well. After we finished, I took our plates to the sink. When I turned back to Zane, he was nodding off while sitting at the table.

      “Come on, let me help you back to bed where it’s warm.” He didn’t answer, just let me lead him to my room. When he was all tucked in and sleeping, I sat next to him, my back against the wall, but when my mind wouldn’t slow down, I climbed back out of bed. I had to help him, and I’d start right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Help Wanted

        

      

    

    
      I closed the door to my room as I walked into the living room while tapping on my phone.

      Chloe, this is Tommy, I’m sorry to bother you, but I’d like to help Zane find his parents, and I thought maybe you could tell me where to begin. Thanks.

      I pressed Send and had a reply almost immediately. I was hoping you’d get back to me. I’m so glad to hear from you again. How’s he doing? Does he need anything? I’ll be at the shelter downtown later today, if you want to come by, I can see what I can do to help him, and you.

      He might need to see a doctor, he said he’d been beaten, and he sounds like he has a bad cold. And there’s something else. His parents lived in Paradise, he’s not sure if they survived the fire, or where they are. I want to see what I can find out for him.

      Within a minute I got a message back from Chloe, and it filled me with a sense of real hope. I have a few contacts who were there helping after it happened, and I know they’re still working with some people. I’ll get in touch with them and see if I can find out anything.

      I gave her the information I had, their names, and where they lived. I also told her Zane’s full name so she could check missing person’s reports.

      The day wore on, but it was still not bright outside. I peeked through the blinds to see a winter wonderland in my parking lot. And it wasn’t done yet, the snow was still falling. I watched it for a moment, mesmerized by the floating flakes blending seamlessly into the already fallen snow. There were no cars on the road or driving around near the building so the snow on the ground was untouched and perfect. Funny how the blanket of snow made everything look so flawless and wiped clean. A new beginning.

      A deep cough pulled me out of my thoughts, and I walked back to the bedroom to check on Zane and tell him about Chloe’s offer. He was curled on his side, and even though it had only been a short time since I’d seen him, he was now soaked in sweat. His hair stuck to his head and his skin that had appeared so pale now looked pink. I felt his forehead, and he shivered at the contact. He felt warm, too warm.

      “Zane, wake up,” I said and shook his arm. He didn’t react, but his shaking seemed to increase. I shook him again a little harder, and his jaw clenched as his teeth chattered. “Zane?” He cracked his eyes open and pulled the blanket up closer to his chin.

      “So cold, Tommy, I’m so cold,” he stuttered out. I tucked the blankets around him and moved everything from my side to his, so he was buried under a mountain of blankets.

      “You have a fever, let me get you some ibuprofen and see if that helps.” He nodded but didn’t open his eyes, his breathing sounding more labored now, and thick with congestion. I went to the kitchen and filled a travel cup with cold water and hurried to the bathroom to get some ibuprofen. Then I remembered something my mom used to do when I was little, and after digging through the drawer in the bathroom, I found what I needed. I pulled a pair of socks out of a drawer in my dresser when I walked by and sat next to Zane again.

      “I’m going to help you sit so you can take some ibuprofen.” He didn’t answer so I scooped up his neck and put the straw to his lips. Once he took a drink, he gulped more down. I pulled the cup back and offered him the pills. He swallowed them down and took another big drink. “When I was little and had a cough, my mom would always put Vicks on my feet and then put socks on me. I thought it was so weird, but it really does help with a cough, and it seems to help you sleep. Would you mind if I try it? I won’t do it if you don’t want me to, but I think it might help your cough.”

      Once again, he didn’t answer, just nodded. I took that as a sign and uncovered one foot at a time to slather with Vicks before sliding the sock back on. When I was done, I rubbed his back. I wasn’t sure what I was doing, but I hoped he knew I cared, and I’d take care of him if I could.

      My phone signaled a message, so I walked out of the room, leaving him to sleep.

      Hey kid, I just wanted to remind you of your shift tonight. I know you’ve had a lot going on.

      Work, I couldn’t believe it. I’d completely forgotten. Once I knew Zane was hurt, he was all I’d thought of. I’m glad you msg’d, I totally forgot . . .

      I called him then and told him everything I now knew, that Zane was sick and had been beaten. I also told him what had happened to his parents, and how he’d become homeless. He was silent for so long I thought he’d hung up.

      “Bruce? Are you there?”

      “I’m here, kid, I’m just shocked. I had no idea. If you hadn’t helped him . . .”

      “Bruce, you didn’t know. None of us did. Now we can change that, we can help him.”

      He cleared his throat before he spoke. “You’re a rare one, Tommy, not many would have cared enough to find out what his story was. I’m proud of you for taking the initiative and helping him. How’s he doing?”

      “I’m not sure he has any serious injuries, but he’s sick, really sick. He has a fever, and his cough seems to keep getting worse. Chloe said to take him to the downtown shelter if he needs help.”

      “I think it’s a good idea to get him checked out. He could have a broken rib, or maybe he needs stitches for the gash on his head?”

      “I was thinking the same thing, he has so many bruises. And he’s so thin, he hasn’t been eating regularly for a while.” I didn’t even bother to disguise the worry in my voice.

      “Do you need help getting him there? The snow’s not letting up, and it’ll be pretty dicey driving.”

      “Would you mind? I’m not sure my car can handle it, and I don’t want to end up sliding off the road into another car or something else.”

      “Sure, kid, John and I’ll be there in about an hour. Does that work for you?”

      “Yeah, that’s great. I just gave him some ibuprofen, so I’m hoping that helps.”

      “Will do, and Tommy? Don’t worry about work. I know you need the money, but let’s wait and see what we find out about Zane. I don’t think you’d be all that helpful if you knew he was sick and alone.”

      “You’re probably right,” I mumbled. “I’m going to go check on him. Let me know when you get here, and I’ll get him down to your car.”

      We said our goodbyes, and I took up my place next to Zane. He was still warm, but maybe not quite so much. I didn’t have a thermometer, so I just had to guess—and hope—and wait impatiently for Bruce and John to get here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Shelter

        

      

    

    
      What normally would have taken fifteen minutes, ended up taking over an hour. When Bruce messaged he was here, I hurried to help Zane get ready to go out into the storm. I didn’t bother with his clothes, just left him in the sweatpants and shirt he’d put on after his bath. He sat on the edge of the bed looking lost and weak while I dug around in my closet. I found a pair of boots I rarely wore and slipped them on his feet.

      “Tommy, you don’t have to do this, I’m sure I’ll be fine,” he croaked out before dissolving into another coughing fit.

      “I know, but I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t. Bruce is going to drive us, he’s out front. I wasn’t sure my car could handle the snow, and I didn’t want to find out the hard way it couldn’t. You ready? I don’t think we should keep them waiting any longer.” I shoved a wool hat on his head and pulled my coat on.

      He stood and wobbled, so I rushed to his side and took his arm. He immediately leaned into me and rested his head on my shoulder. I pulled the blanket tighter around his shoulders. “Are you sure this is enough?” I asked as I tugged it tighter still.

      “It’s fine, I’ve had much less. This is plenty.” We shuffled to the door, and as soon as I opened it the cold hit us like a slap to the face. It was so cold it made me shiver instantly. Zane ducked his head and curled in on himself as much as he could.

      “Come on, they’re right there, let’s get this over with,” I said, partly to myself as we hurried through the snow toward Bruce’s SUV. I helped Zane in before sliding into the back seat after him, instantly thankful the heater was on.

      Bruce and John both turned around to look at us. “I’m Bruce, we haven’t met, but I know who you are. This is my husband, John,” he said as he motioned to John.

      Zane looked at each of them before he held his hand out. “Nice to meet you, sorry I didn’t introduce myself before.”

      “It’s not a problem, I’ve been there,” John said as he shook Zane’s hand. “Come on, let’s get you over to Chloe. If anyone can help, it’s her.”

      Zane settled back into the seat, and without thinking I put my arm around him and pulled him close. I was way beyond caring what anyone thought. There was something in me that wouldn’t let him go until I knew he was safe and healthy. I wasn’t sure I was capable of letting him spend another night on the street, and if I had my way, he wouldn’t.

      “Chloe said she might be able to help with finding Zane’s parents,” I said and squeezed his shoulder.

      “If she said she can help, she means it,” John said with a smile. “I did one small thing for her brother and she never forgot it, and never stopped looking for me until she found me. She’s very determined.”

      Bruce pulled away from the parking lot and we slowly made our way to the shelter. Again I marveled at how different everything looked; there were very few people out, and even less cars on the streets. All of us were quiet on the drive, everyone looking out the windows at the snow. As we crawled along, so many thoughts rushed through my mind. But mostly it was worry about Zane: Where would he go? How would he live? Would he end up homeless again? Would he find his parents? What if they didn’t survive the fire? I prayed for the first time ever for Zane, for whoever was in charge to take care of him, and not let him have to struggle for one more minute, and then I squeezed him tighter to me. Because if this was the last time we were going to be together, I wanted to be as near to him as I could.

      Bruce pulled into a parking space close to the entrance of the shelter. We all got out of the car, and I kept Zane close to me. He had to be cold, no matter what he said. I was freezing and relieved we only had to walk a short distance to the entrance. The sidewalks were still heavy with snow, and I was glad I’d insisted on Zane wearing my boots because his feet would be soaked by now.

      We walked in, and John immediately headed over to one of the desks and said hello to the man seated there. They seemed like old friends, and it made me relax a little knowing there were people here John knew.

      Then Chloe walked over to us from a door just down the hall. “Hi, everyone, are you enjoying the snow?” she asked, just as friendly as she had been on Thanksgiving.

      “Made for an interesting drive,” Bruce said. “It’s beautiful, though, and very unusual. We’re going to go check out the restaurant after we leave here. I’m hoping we don’t find a busted pipe or a leaking roof again.”

      “Well, good luck, I hope you don’t find those things either,” she said with a warm laugh. Then her attention was on Zane. “Hi, I’m Chloe, you must be Zane?” She held out her hand.

      “Yeah, nice to meet you, Chloe,” Zane said and shook her hand.

      “Nice to meet you too. I hear you’re not feeling so well.” As soon as the words left her mouth, he was hit with a deep, hacking cough, and it took a moment for him to recover enough to answer.

      “I’ve had a tough few days.”

      “I’m really sorry to hear that, but I can help. Come this way and we’ll get you checked out. We have a little clinic in the back. Nothing fancy, but they’ll know if you need to go to a hospital or if you’re okay to go back home with Tommy.”

      “Tommy doesn’t have to take me in, I feel like I owe him so much already—”

      “He’s coming home with me, I don’t want you to worry about that. I’ve got the room, and you’re no trouble at all.” He didn’t answer at first and seemed to think it over, then he nodded his head.

      Chloe smiled. “Okay, now we’ve got that worked out, let’s get you checked out.” She led him back to another door, and Bruce and I sat to wait. John was still visiting his friend, so we each picked up one of the old magazines and thumbed through it.

      “He’ll be okay, kid.”

      “I hope so, he’s really sick. I know he’s trying to suck it up so he doesn’t show it here, but he could barely stand on his own at my place.”

      “Chloe will make sure he’s taken care of,” John said as he walked over and joined us. As soon as he sat down, Chloe came walking back.

      “I just wanted to let you know, they’re going to do an X-ray of his chest, just to make sure he doesn’t have pneumonia or any broken ribs. He really was beaten pretty badly. The bump on his head looks worse than it is. He didn’t need stitches, but you did the right thing cleaning it and putting pressure on it. I’ll let you know as soon as we find out anything.”

      “Chloe, did he mention his parents?” I asked.

      “Not yet, I was going to wait until he was done with the doc to talk to him about that. I’ve been in contact with a few people, and they think they can help. Did he say why he never heard from them after the fire?”

      “He said they’re off the grid, so no email address. He had their cell phone numbers, but his phone stopped working after a while and he couldn’t call them. I think he tried a lot at first, and when he lost his car and his phone stopped working, he didn’t know what to do.”

      “Sounds like you’re right. Don’t worry, we’ll do whatever we can to help him.” She patted my knee and walked back to where Zane was.

      “At least they have power here, I hope it’s back on at home soon,” I said. “I should have brought my phone charger, it’s getting low.”

      “If you need it later, go to the restaurant, we’ll still be there, I’m sure.”

      “Are you going to be open today?”

      “No, we decided on the way to your house to close until the snow is cleared. I doubt it would be busy, and I don’t want anyone getting hurt trying to get to work.”

      Chloe came back just then and asked me to follow her back to her office. I stepped inside, and Zane was there. He looked tired, but not as miserable as he had earlier.

      “Zane has given me permission to speak in front of you. His chest is clear, he’s fine. But he does have bronchitis, and we’ll give him some antibiotics for that. He needs to be in a warm, dry place.”

      “I already said he’s staying with me.” I reached over and took his hand, wanting him to know I was sincere. He glanced at me before a small smiled appeared and he looked down.

      “Now that we have that settled. I looked into the names of your parents, Zane, and I have some good news for you,” Chloe said, her smile bright and giving me hope for Zane.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          An Angel, a Phone Call, and a Kiss

        

      

    

    
      “The reason you couldn’t find your parents is that they’ve been moving around to different temporary housing, waiting for an opportunity to find a permanent residence.”

      Zane’s head snapped up, and holding my hand was all that seemed to keep him in his seat. “They’re alive? They’re okay?”

      “They are, and they’ve been looking for you. They didn’t know if you had come back and been caught in the fire, or if you were stuck in Sacramento with no way to get back to them. They’ve been looking for you, Zane, they never gave up.”

      He broke down then, quiet sobs that told of deep hurt, before he turned in his seat and was in my arms. I held him tight and whispered reassurances in his ear, while Chloe watched with a look of wonder on her face.

      “Can I call them?” he asked and wiped at his eyes.

      “Of course you can, hold on, let me get their number for you.” She picked up a file and flipped through it before writing a phone number on a piece of paper and handing it to Zane.

      “Use my phone, it’s getting low, but it’s okay. Use it.” I handed it to him and stood. “I’ll wait outside so you can talk.”

      He reached for my hand and pulled me down again. “Stay, please?”

      I nodded, and Chloe stood and left the room as Zane dialed the number she’d given him with shaking hands. “Mom? It’s me, Zane.” His voice quivered with emotion, and I heard excited chatter through the phone. Then he smiled, the happiest I’d seen him look since I’d met him. I might as well have taken my heart out and handed it to him. I had no hope of controlling my feelings for him, and I was okay with that. I hoped he was too, because not having him around would hurt, more than not knowing where he was, and not being able to find him.

      He absently reached for my hand, and after threading our fingers together, he squeezed. I sat quietly while he explained how when he couldn’t contact them, he’d lost all hope, and then lost his car and everything he owned. He explained he’d been homeless the past year and living on the street. He tried to reassure his mom he was fine, but it didn’t seem like she believed him. She knew him too well.

      “Dad? I’m so fucking glad to talk to you. I never thought it would ever happen, I thought you were lost in the fire. I thought—” He was interrupted by a voice on the phone, the excitement and happiness so clear to me even though I couldn’t hear the exact words. Zane turned, and his eyes met mine. The connection I felt was so deep and so intense, like nothing I’d ever experienced. His eyes never left mine while he continued to reconnect with the family he believed he’d lost.

      “I don’t have a phone number, I’m using a friend’s phone,” he explained, before he turned to me and asked, “Do you mind if I give them this number?”

      I had to clear my throat to answer. “Not at all, go ahead.”

      He gave them the information, and talked a few more minutes, promising to meet with them soon. He hung up and immediately leaned into my side. With his head on my shoulder, he whispered in my ear, “Thank you, without you, none of this would have happened.” My eyes closed and I let his warmth wash over me, reveling in the feelings he made me feel.

      “Can we go home now?” he asked, bringing me out of my thoughts.

      “Yeah, whatever you want.” We stood to leave the room just as Chloe was walking back in.

      “How’d it go?” she asked, her eyes bright but guarded.

      Zane stepped forward and held his hand out to her. “They’re okay, all this time I’ve thought I had no one. Thank you so much for helping me.”

      She moved his hand aside and pulled him in for a quick hug. “I’m so happy to hear that. If only every story I hear had a happy ending. Is there anything else I can do for you? I noticed you don’t have a coat, if you want to take a look, we have donated coats and other items you can choose from. Just ask next door, they’ll set you up.”

      “I will, I could use a coat.” He looked over at me and smiled, and I couldn’t hold back how happy I was now I knew he’d be okay and he wasn’t alone. I slipped my arm around him and squeezed him tight to me as he pulled his blanket tighter around his shoulders.

      “Come on, we need to tell John and Bruce what’s going on before they spontaneously combust,” I said and took his hand again. We said our goodbyes to Chloe with a promise to keep her updated.

      “Be sure to tell me how it goes when you meet with them, and remember, I’m here for you. Also, I want you to get back here immediately if you don’t feel better after a few days. Oh, that reminds me, Doc has some antibiotics for you to take, let me go grab those before you take off.” She rushed off before either of us could answer. Being pregnant didn’t seem to slow her down at all. We walked out to where Bruce and John now sat looking impatient.

      “Well, did you find out what’s wrong?” Bruce asked as he stood.

      “Bronchitis, he’ll need to take antibiotics, but then he’ll be fine.”

      “What about your parents, was Chloe able to help?” John asked, stepping closer to Bruce and hooking his pinkie.

      “She found them,” Zane said, his voice low and smile happy as hell.

      “That’s great, kid,” Bruce yelled and pulled him into a hug.

      “Bruce, let him alone,” John said, and as soon as Zane was free from Bruce, he was in John’s arms. “I’m so happy for you. Chloe really is an angel.”

      “You guys aren’t far behind her, all of you have helped me so much. How will I pay you back?” Zane said over John’s shoulder.

      John finally released him, and he moved close to me again.

      “Here’s your meds,” Chloe called as she walked toward us carrying a small bag.

      “Thanks again, Chloe, you’re the best,” I said as she rushed off to help someone else.

      “Ready to get out of here?” Bruce asked.

      “Yep, but first we need to go next door,” Zane said with that same happy smile.

      John and Bruce waited in the car while we rushed next door and picked out a coat and gloves for Zane. We were almost out the door when we noticed they had jeans and shoes too. The guy who was helping us noticed us looking, he grabbed another bag and insisted Zane pick out a couple of pairs of jeans and some shoes. When we finally walked out, he wore his new coat and gloves, and I helped him carry the rest. He was still sick, as his cough reminded me, but he looked like the weight of the world had been lifted from his shoulders. Maybe now he could start living again, and if I was lucky enough, I’d be there with him.

      “Look at you,” John commented as we slid into the back seat.

      “Chloe hooked him up, now I won’t have to worry about him freezing anymore,” I said as I reached for his gloved hand.

      “You guys still want to go by the restaurant, or should we drop you off first?” Bruce asked while driving away from the shelter.

      “Might as well go, since the power’s out anyway. Maybe it’ll be on by the time we get back,” I said and looked at Zane, who nodded his approval. We drove just as slowly to the restaurant as we had to the shelter; the snow was still falling, but not as heavy as it was earlier. The streets were becoming busier, with kids playing in snow in the park we drove by. This looked so foreign in Sacramento, a place that rarely got a few flakes, let alone a few inches. Zane squeezed my hand as he looked out the window on his side of the car. This had turned into a great day.

      Bruce parked behind the restaurant, and we all walked in after him. “Looks like the tarp held so far,” he said.

      “That’s a relief, I was afraid we’d walk into not only a flood, but a frozen flood from the snow and ice,” John said and walked around the rest of the restaurant making sure everything was indeed safe and dry.

      I turned to Zane to find him already looking at me. I wished I knew what the look on his face meant. He smiled before reaching for the back of my head and kissing me. Slow and soft, and more perfect than any kiss I’d experienced. He started to pull back, and at first, I was too stunned to react, but then I wrapped my arms around his waist and kissed him back. “Oh, I don’t want to get you sick,” Zane said, and tried to pull away.

      “Totally worth it,” I said, before pulling him close again.

      Neither of us stopped until we needed to take a breath, and as we rested our foreheads together, we both laughed.

      “Hey, guys, everything looks great, you about ready to—Oh, sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt,” Bruce said and turned around to walk back out of the kitchen.

      “Bruce, it’s fine. You about ready to go?” I asked, not even trying to hide the smile on my face. John walked out and looked at us all before shaking his head with a smile and walking out the door.

      “Come on, Bruce, time to go,” he called.

      Bruce spun around and walked out in front of us and waited by the door to lock up.
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      We walked into my apartment to find the power back on. I wasted no time in turning up the heat and trying to drive out the cold that filled the space. I took the bag of clothes and put it in my room. Zane looked tired, and I realized our trip had taken a lot out of him.

      “Go relax, and you need to take your meds,” I said and went to get a glass of water for him.

      “You’re probably right.” He took his coat off and sat on the couch. “Chloe really is the best. I can’t believe she found my parents so fast. If we’d never met, I would have never found them.”

      I handed him the water and one of the pills. “You don’t know that, maybe you would have met her anyway.”

      “I’m pretty sure you were put in my path for a reason. You saved me, Tommy. So many people never even saw me, even though I was right in front of them. But you saw me.”

      I sat next to him and pulled him close. “There’s no way I could have missed you,” I breathed out before once more pressing my lips to his. “I think I’ve looked for you my whole life.”

      We stayed there the rest of the day, keeping each other warm, sharing kisses, and watching old movies. It was without a doubt the best day ever, and I couldn’t wait for more and more with Zane, the guy that didn’t live behind the dumpster anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Two Years Later

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Family

      

      

      “Are you almost ready, babe?” I called out to Zane, who was still in the bedroom changing his shirt for the third time.

      “Almost, I just want everything to be perfect.”

      I walked up behind him as he looked in the mirror and wrapped my arms around him. “It will be, don’t worry,” I said as I kissed him behind his ear, making him smile. I appreciated every smile he gave me. It had been two years since Zane had ended up at my door, cold and sick and needing help. So much had changed since then.

      “My parents said they’ll meet us at Caden and Rio’s. I’m so excited for them to meet everyone. Especially Chloe. I can’t believe they haven’t met her yet.”

      “Well, having a baby will do that. She didn’t expect to be on bed rest the last few months of her pregnancy, so it slowed her down a little bit. Only a little bit. If she could have run the clinic from her bed, she would have.” He turned in my arms and kissed me, and no matter how many times he did it, it was never enough.

      “I’ve heard little Jesse is quite a handful,” Zane said with a laugh.

      “He’s living up to the terrible two’s in a big way. Even the dog knows to stay out of tail-pulling range, and that dog is crazy,” I said as I remembered the first time we’d met Chloe’s brother and his husband. Their dog’s name was Chaos, and he really did live up to it. As soon as we’d stepped into their home, he’d bounded up to us. I’d reached down to pet him, and he’d lurched at the same time, somehow sticking his tongue in my mouth. My lip curled at the memory.

      “Chaos is better-behaved now. Well, a little better,” Zane said and kissed the corner of my mouth.

      “Three’s a charm, one more kiss and we won’t be leaving here anytime soon,” I warned as he leaned in again and brushed his tongue against my lips.

      “Three is never enough, maybe we can call everyone and reschedule?” he offered, but I knew how important this was to him. He’d finally finished his internship and was starting a job at a sports rehab clinic after the first of the year. I was so damn proud of him I could nearly burst, and I wanted everyone he loved to share the good news with us.

      “When we get home, we can do whatever you want, even if you want to stay in bed and have food delivered all weekend. I’m so glad we both have the week off before you start your new job, and did I tell you how proud I am?”

      He ducked his head and smiled. “Only about a million times, and I’ve loved you more for it every single time. Come on, or we’ll be late.” We put on our coats and walked out to the car hand in hand.

      “Think it’ll snow this year?” he asked as we drove along.

      “You never know, if it happened once, it can happen again,” I said.

      “It was a miracle, a once-in-a-lifetime occurrence. Something that was meant to bring us together so you could save me.”

      “You didn’t need saving, you just needed a hand up. You would have done it yourself if you hadn’t gotten sick.” We’d had this conversation many times since that night. Him always giving me all the credit, and me wanting him to know he was stronger than anyone I’d ever known.

      We continued to talk until we drove up to the small house off Watt where Chloe’s brother and his family lived. It was covered in Christmas lights, and a large tree was visible through the window. I turned off the car and we sat there for a moment, just enjoying the silence and the closeness that always seemed to hum between us, along with the heat and desire that seemed to grow stronger every time we were together. His eyes met mine, and the desire in them was obvious. I leaned across the center console and was just about to kiss him again when a knock on the window startled us both.

      “Hey, what are you two doing out here? Get in the house,” Chloe chided with a laugh.

      “Oh my god, she almost gave me a heart attack. Pretty sure that took five years off my life,” I said and clutched my chest.

      He slumped forward and laughed before getting out of the car and giving Chloe a hug. “Come on, let’s go be social so I can take you home and have my way with you,” he whispered in my ear as he held the door for me. I kissed him on the cheek and slipped my arm into his.

      “You two are adorable, you remind me so much of Caden and Rio, hearts in your eyes and all that,” Chloe said before taking my other arm.

      We all laughed and walked up to the door together. Zane raised his hand to knock, and the door flew open, startling us all.

      “Chloe!” Her brother picked her up and swung her around before kissing her on the cheek. “I’m so glad you’re all finally here, come in. Zane, your parents are here, Eron is giving them the tour—and talking their ear off at the same time. He’s very interested in the way your parents are building their new house with renewable materials and all the solar and, well, everything about it. He’s become quite the environmentalist,” Caden said.

      “Baby, get over here,” Rio said as soon as we walked into the kitchen. “I wasn’t sure which appetizers you wanted to put out, so I thought I’d be safe and wait until you came back. And look who you found outside. Hey, guys.” He shook both our hands, and when he stood in front of Chloe, he pulled her into a big hug before kissing her cheek. “There’s my favorite sister-in-law.”

      She giggled, and after hugging him, gave him a playful shove. “I’m your only sister-in-law, but I’m glad I’m your favorite.”

      “Jesse’s in the other room with Lisa and everyone else,” Rio said with a wink. We’d been here a few times now, and it never got old. The sense of family and love was so strong in this house, it was hard to miss, and harder to leave.

      “Hey, kid, you made it,” Bruce said as he and John walked in from the back patio. It was covered and sealed, so during the winter months it was an extra room. A space heater made it comfortable, and the clear walls gave it the feeling of still being outside.

      “Sorry, I told Zane we needed to hurry, but he kept trying on different shirts. You know how he is,” I teased, and pulled him closer to me. Zane still lived a very minimal life. He didn’t buy what he didn’t need, and he never wasted anything. They both knew he didn’t have a lot of clothes to choose from, and it was by his choice, not by his circumstance. John laughed at that and patted him on the back.

      We walked out on the covered patio, and there were Zane’s parents, in a conversation with a very animated Eron.

      “I want to know how you’re going to start your hydroponic gardens, it’s fascinating to me,” Eron said, his curiosity part of his natural charm.

      “Well, first—sorry, Eron, I need to say hello to my son.” Jude, Zane’s dad, walked up to us and hugged us both at the same time before kissing us both on the cheek. It was the same every time we saw him. “How’re my boys doing? You two staying warm out there? It’s a cold night.”

      “I’ve seen colder,” Zane said, meaning it as a joke, but his dad couldn’t hide the shadow that crossed his expression for a moment. Zane noticed and put his hand to his dad’s cheek and forced him to look at him before he smiled. “It’s a cold night, Dad, but we’re staying warm.” Jude patted his hand, and like his son, bowed his head for a second.

      “Tommy, if your boyfriend is going to ignore his mama, get over here and give me a hug,” Glenna, Zane’s mom, joked. Where his dad was the emotional one, his mom was the funny one who held their family together with humor and lots of love.

      “Yes, ma’am!” I said with a salute and walked over to hug her tight. “How are you, Glenna?”

      “I’m perfect, Tommy, I’m just perfect.” Just as she finished the words, there was a crash in the kitchen, and a brown Labrador retriever came running out to the enclosed patio, followed close behind by Adana, Rio’s younger sister.

      “Chaos, come here, boy. I know you didn’t mean to, but you’ve got to calm down and act like a big boy at some point,” she said.

      Rio had told us how he’d bought the dog for Caden for Christmas one year, and he’d chosen to be Adana’s dog whether she liked it or not. Behind Adana followed a little boy; his dark hair and bright blue eyes stood out and made him so beautiful, he was hard to look away from. He looked around the room until he saw Chaos, then he screamed, the most high-pitched, horrible scream in all the history of screams. Everyone covered their ears, and Chaos ran into the other room, followed close behind by Jesse, Rio and Caden’s son. As soon as he crossed the threshold, he was scooped up by Caden, who held tight while he struggled to be let down.

      “Down, Daddy, down,” he demanded, the way only a two-year-old could.

      “Not now, buddy, it’s almost time to eat, how does that sound?”

      “Eat, Daddy,” he said, still wriggling to get down.

      Rio walked up next to them and put his arms around them both. “What’s all this fuss I hear out here? How’re my boys?” The look on Caden’s face was exactly as Chloe had described it: hearts in his eyes. And when I looked at Rio, I saw the same look reflected in his. “Love you, guys,” he said, and kissed Caden before blowing a raspberry on Jesse’s cheek, causing him to laugh so hard, everyone else in the room joined in.

      “Okay, everyone ready to eat? Let’s get this party started,” Rio said and kissed Caden once more before walking back into the kitchen.

      This was our life, and now this was my family. We’d both been alone, or thought we were, but we weren’t—we just hadn’t met our family yet.

      

      The End
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      The Valley Ghosts Series

      Ghost Hunted

      Jason Thomas had always been obsessed with the ghost stories he'd watched on television from the time he was a kid. He'd always dreamed of visiting those haunted places, and playing amateur ghost hunters with his best friend Wade.  As they grew older, Jason's fascination with ghosts grew as well, and he'd drag Wade along to different haunted houses or hotels, always hoping to see an actual ghost.

      Wade Rivers loved spending time with Jason, even if it meant he'd have to endure another creepy, supposedly haunted location. Friends since they were kids, and always inseparable, Wade's feelings for Jason deepened from friendship into something more. Unfortunately, so did his fear of the places Jason wanted to explore.

      The chance to spend a weekend alone in a famous haunted house was too much for Jason to resist, and almost too much for Wade to endure. He knew going to the deserted house was everything Jason had ever dreamed of, so Wade tried to put his fears aside. But when paranormal things start to happen, admitting to Jason how he feels suddenly isn't the scariest thing Wade will encounter.

      Ghost Haunted (Valley Ghosts 1.5)

      Wade Rivers finally has what he’s always wanted, his best friend Jason Thomas as his boyfriend. Their first date, hopefully the first of many, starts out with a simple dinner, but Wade has a surprise in store for Jason. They end up at a haunted house exhibit for Halloween.

      Wade finds out that Jason loves investigating the paranormal, but he’s not as enthused about the other attractions. When they meet up with a fellow paranormal researcher, Jimbo, their fun night gets more frightening with each room in the haunted house.

      From the beginning to the end, they’ll visit every nightmare imaginable, and they’ll all find out some truths about each other they never thought would come to light.

      Ghost Trapped (Valley Ghosts 2)

      Wade and Jason are back. They’re settling into their new relationship, from friends to lovers, and trying to navigate the paranormal business they now find themselves in. And Jimbo has joined the team too.

      It seems Sacramento has a wealth of restless spirits needing a nudge to move on their way. Taking a job in Old Sacramento, they soon realize there’s a more than average haunting at The Hitching Post restaurant. Built over the old tunnels and hidden under many of the businesses, they find a world of spirits that have been forgotten. Until now.

      Jason is excited to take on one of their first big jobs as an official paranormal research group. Running Scared Paranormal is open for business, but this case is different than anything they’ve encountered before. He reaches out for help from someone connected to the spirit realm who has first-hand knowledge on what it’ll take to ensure their safety and complete the job, but will it be enough?

      Wade is thrust into a world he’s tried to stay on the edges of. He’s been to haunted houses with Jason in the past, but he doesn’t consider himself an expert. His newfound abilities will be tested in ways he never imagined, and only he knows how much he can handle, both physically and mentally. After being injured, he once again faces the fact that the spirits he’s always feared have the ability to hurt them. In this situation, the person who can help the most, may not be a person at all.

      Ghost Hexed (Valley Ghosts 2.5)

      Jimbo and Dean found their way back each other after many years apart, and they’re both excited to finally start a new relationship without the fear of the spirit world invading their lives. Jimbo, or James, as Dean calls him, decides it’s time for them to have a real date, and takes Dean to a local fall event. The beautiful weather, colorful leaves, and crisp air all add to the perfect day full of new experiences and time alone.

      As night falls and it’s time to leave, things change. The local spirits reveal themselves, and Jimbo and Dean end up on an adventure neither is prepared for, unsure how to handle the unbelievable events that happen over the course of the evening. What was supposed to be a romantic day, soon turns out to be a life-threatening experience they’re ill-equipped to handle. They’ll need help from the team to solve this mystery and put the spirits to rest once and for all.
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      OTHER TITLES

      Stone Under Skin

      Ankit has lived many lifetimes. Once, long ago, he was made of stone, and marked with symbols and sigils meant to safeguard him and allow him to protect and serve others. He’s a living gargoyle now, cursed to live as a human; always watching, at all times aware, and constantly searching for his fated one.

      While walking home from his job as a librarian, Ethan Lewis is beaten and robbed. Ankit stumbles upon him, and instantly recognizes him as the man he’s fated to. He helps him back to his apartment, and after tending his injuries, watches over him.

      Fate has woven their lives together for centuries, but in every lifetime, they could never live freely, or love each other as Ankit has often dreamed of. To change their destiny, they’ll fight together with other gargoyles, and a young watcher, who is unaware of the tremendous power she possesses. This will be the last battle against their creator, and they’ll either die fighting for their freedom, or survive to live the life they’ve always yearned for.

      Better Together

      Since being thrown out of his home by his parents, Caden has been struggling to survive on the streets.

      He lives in constant fear, stresses over his next meal, and dreads trying to find a safe place to sleep at night. He eventually finds an unlocked car and settles in to sleep, but is soon interrupted when someone steals the car. With little choice but to ride along, Caden soon learns that first impressions aren’t always correct.

      Seventeen-year-old Damario has been raising his little brother and sister by himself since his parents were deported. He never knew how hard it was going to be paying the bills and making sure there was always food on the table. Or how hard it would be to hold his family together when they all depended on him to do it. He finds himself stealing cars to make ends meet, but he never expected to find someone sleeping in the back of one of them. And he really didn’t expect this stowaway to change his life.

      When Damario brings Caden home, it was supposed to be just for a shower and a hot meal, but he can hardly kick him out onto the streets again. There is no way he could have seen that by saving Caden that night, he was also saving himself. When Damario’s world starts to fall apart, they both realize that the answer to all of their problems is helping each other, and although the world tries to drive them apart, they really are better together.
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      Ride

      Kace Hallard leaves Sacramento, bound for the Sturgis Motorcycle Rally, something he and his father had always planned to do together. When his father realizes he won’t be able to make the trip, he makes Kace promise to go on his own.

      He takes off, not sure he’s up to the challenge. When he has mechanical trouble a few hours away from home, he questions his choice even more.

      Striker Johnson is just out buying lunch for the guys at the shop when he notices the handsome stranger in the parking lot checking over his Harley and looking confused. He approaches him and offers his help.

      The next few hours fly by, and Kace asks Striker to join him.

      It’s the trip of a lifetime for them both, one man looking to ease his grief, the other riding toward emotions he has no hope of controlling. One way or another they’ll have to decide if they ride together or separately, when life throws them one more curve.
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      Salt and Lime

      Sal Hutton books a trip to Cancún on a whim. Needing some time off from work, he sees an opportunity to go and takes it—alone. After a red-eye flight and full of excitement for what he might experience over the next week, he strikes up a conversation with the handsome taxi driver who gives him a ride to his hotel, and hopes their paths cross again.

      Derrik Green came to Cancún for a vacation, and two years later is still here, after falling in love with the city and its people. He’s working as a taxi driver and is happier than ever. After dropping off the man named Sal, he can’t stop thinking about him, and hopes that eventually he’ll call, even if it’s just to hire him for a ride or private tour. 

      Soon their wish comes true and they’re spending time together, enjoying all the sights and adventures Cancun has to offer.

      Sal and Derrik weren’t looking for love, but maybe they were meant to meet here, half a world away from their regular lives, and right in the middle of a tropical paradise. With so many people behind them, they might just get their happily ever after under starry nights and surrounded by the beautiful blue Caribbean.
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      Cake Clash

      Finn Leighton loves owning his bakery and tries not to dwell on the boyfriend that was the love of his life in culinary school. When his co-worker sends in an application for him to compete on the reality baking show, Cake Clash, he’s nervous but also excited for the opportunity. Even if he secretly wishes he was competing alongside Josiah.

      Chef Jos, one of the youngest, renowned celebrity chefs, and a notorious recluse, is surprised when he’s asked to be a judge on the reality television baking show, but takes the opportunity as a fresh start. He’s blown away when he recognizes Finn as one of the contestants.

      The years separated from Finn have transformed him from Josiah Stevens to Chef Jos, and seem to disappear in the presence of his first love. Can they make up for lost time, and reconnect for love on the rollercoaster ride that is Cake Clash?
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      Check Yes or No

      Sam and Reese exchanged valentines when they were children, neither realizing how much those simple cards would impact their lives. When fate brings both together again as adults, what started as a friendship grows into more. They celebrate every year on the day that brought them together, Valentine’s Day by reading from their first Valentine’s and looking back on all the events that have shaped their lives as a couple. Valentine’s Day brings them more love and happiness than they could ever have imagined all those years ago
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