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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      PAUL

      Shit, I’m exhausted. The sun is dipping behind the trees now but it’s been hot and humid all day. My yellow long-sleeved T-shirt clings to me, and I take my hard hat off, wiping at my brow as I let out a breath. My muscles ache and the arthritis in my knee is acting up again. God, when did I get so old? I’m not ancient, but some days I feel like it with all the new ailments my body has inflicted upon me, and the work I do doesn’t help.

      Honestly, I love working with my hands, and I love being outside regardless of the weather. I couldn’t stand being at a desk all day or dealing with customers. I love machinery, I love seeing a project come together, and I have amazing coworkers.

      Sometimes I think I’m getting too old for this, though. My lower back aches, my neck is sore and my hands are cramped. I’ll definitely be icing my knee when I get home, and then probably taking a nice warm bath. God, that sounds wonderful. I sigh just thinking about it.

      “Hey,” one of my coworkers, Carlos, says as he slaps me on the shoulder. He’s several inches shorter than me with short black hair and dark eyes. I’d guess he’s in his early forties. His Spanish accent is there when he speaks but it’s mild since he’s lived here in Georgia most of his life. “You ready to get out of here? Some of us are meeting up for burgers and drinks in a bit if you want to join.” We met a little over four years ago when I moved across town to start over and we started working together, and he’s always been friendly, tried to make me feel like a part of the team.

      My stomach growls at the mere mention of food, and honestly a drink sounds amazing, so I nod. I’m filthy, however, and I’m under no illusions about how I smell, so I’ll be heading home first to bathe and change before I join the rest of my coworkers.

      Carlos smiles and waves as I pull away from the site where we’re working on a new fire station. My drive home is short, thankfully, and I make it in only ten minutes because we worked past rush hour. It was a solid ten hour day. My feet ache and I can’t wait to get out of my grungy work boots.

      Arriving home, I step out of my truck, wincing at the pain in my knee as I make my way up the front steps to my ranch-style home. It’s older but in great shape. Small, with only two bedrooms and a single living area and bathroom, but it works for me. It’s in a more rural area, tucked back off the road, surrounded by trees, no neighbors close by, which I prefer. I like my privacy. I’m not big on people, and ever since my divorce I haven’t needed much space. Not to mention, the bigger the house, the bigger the emptiness.

      My heart feels heavy with the reminder of how much laughter and merriment used to fill my home when my wife and son were around. The family meals, the game nights, watching movies together; dinner parties with friends, holiday gatherings, and sleep overs, delicious food, music playing constantly, and the sound of our son’s laughter echoing off the walls as he chatted and played games with his friends, or sat in front of the television. The smiles of my wife and son were the best part of my day when I walked through the door. Now silence greets me. Some days I don’t mind it, yet other days it's the loudest thing of all.

      I turn the music on on my iPhone to distract myself and keep from wallowing in self-pity. After all, it’s no one’s fault but my own that I’m alone.

      Once in the bathroom, I undress and toss my dirty clothes in the hamper. I relieve myself, then wash my hands and examine my reflection in the mirror as the bath water runs. I’ve had people tell me I need to get out and start dating again. That I’m plenty young and handsome enough. I’m in decent shape despite not being to the gym as often as I should be. My job helps with that.

      It’s been five years since my divorce and losing my son, but I’m not sure I’m ready for a relationship. That would mean opening myself up to someone, airing all my dirty laundry, and I don’t think I can do that, trust someone with my mistakes and failures. Not when they still keep me up at night.

      I run my hand through my gray hair. It’s got splashes of white mixed in as well. And although I’m not crazy about the color at my age, at least my hair is thick and full. My fingers brush over my thick stubble. I’ve never had trouble growing a beard, though I do think it’s time for a shave. Rachel used to love it when I shaved. She liked my beard too, but she said the softness of my cheeks after shaving was a huge turn on for her. It was an almost sure-fire way to get her into bed.

      My cock perks up at the thought of sex, and I glance down at it, nestled in a thatch of equally gray pubes. I’m not huge, but I’m decent-sized. Six inches maybe? I don’t know, I've never measured. Not that it matters when I have no one around to appreciate it. Though I honestly never liked how much of a guy's confidence in his sexual ability was attributed to the size of his dick, or why society has to make men feel inferior for being smaller. It’s not like it’s a choice. It is what it is. And as far as I’m concerned it’s not the size that matters, it’s what you do with it. Ironic, considering I haven’t done anything with mine in a long ass time.

      My phone vibrates on the counter and I peer down as the screen lights up. It’s a text from Rachel.

      Rachel: lunch tomorrow?

      Me: Yeah, where?

      Rachel: same place as always, noon

      Me: sounds good see you then

      I sigh and shut the water off before sliding into the oversized garden bathtub. Even though it’s a single bathroom, it’s a good-sized one. It’s got a shower large enough for two and a tub big enough for my six-foot-two-inch frame.

      I moan as the heat seeps into my muscles, surrounding me as I sink lower, until I’m fully seated. If I had time for a longer bath I’d use bubbles, and candles. God, I love the smell of a good candle, the crackling sound as the flame licks the wick. The woodsy scents are my favorite. They remind me of being a kid and playing in the forest in my backyard, running through the creeks, building that treehouse with my dad when I was twelve, and making applesauce and apple pies with my mom. Sitting in the same treehouse and playing truth or dare with my best friends and sleeping under the stars. Then having a son of my own and building similar memories with him. A firepit in the backyard, roasting hotdogs and marshmallows, telling ghost stories to him and his friends as they ate Rachel’s rice krispy treats. I see his smile in my mind and a tear slides down my cheek.

      God, I miss him. I wonder if the pain of his loss will ever go away. The ache, the longing, the guilt. Somehow I don’t think it will, and I’m not even sure it should. I’m not sure I want it to.

      I feel another tear sliding down my cheek and wipe it away, feeling like a weight is sitting on my chest. I will myself to relax as I rest my head against the bathtub pillow I bought myself a couple of months ago, taking deep breaths in and out like my therapist taught me to. It’s been five years but there are days the grief is still so acute it feels like I’m losing him all over again. I wonder if it would be any easier to deal with if I didn’t feel responsible.

      After fifteen minutes I decide it’s time to get ready to meet my coworkers, so I unplug the drain and climb out. My mind is driving me crazy anyway, and I need a distraction.

      I dry myself off and hang up the towel before walking naked through the hall towards my bedroom. My knee is still bothering me but the heat from the bath helped some. I’ll take some painkillers and ice it later tonight.

      I dress in jeans and a simple gray T-shirt and slide on my socks and oxfords. Then I proceed to do something with my hair which mainly consists of running some styling gel through it, blow drying it and calling it a day.  I grab my keys and wallet and head out to my truck.

      It takes less than ten minutes for me to reach our usual hang out. I park and head inside. Carlos and a few other coworkers are gathered around the bar. I join them and order a beer.

      I’m not super close with my coworkers, but we get along well enough and I enjoy spending time with them outside of work. They’re decent people, some married, some not, but all loyal and trustworthy. Of all my coworkers, Carlos is definitely the one I’m the closest to, though I still don’t know if I’d consider him a friend. Not sure I really have any of those.

      There’s a football game playing on the tv above the bar and between that and the music playing, it’s raucous and rowdy as all get out in here. But what can I expect on a Friday night?

      Being an introvert, I’m not big on crowds. They exhaust me and I get overwhelmed easily, even more so since I’ve been a bachelor, but I’ll stay for an hour or so, hang out, talk, and then head home.

      I’m getting better at socializing. Up until a year ago I was pretty much a hermit. But it wasn’t healthy and I knew I was depressed. I had to make some changes and start living my life again as best I could. Easier said than done, but, baby steps.

      “Hey, ten o’clock,” one of my other coworkers, Aaron, says, gesturing with a nod across the bar.

      I turn my head to find an incredibly attractive woman eyeing me. She has long brown hair that falls in waves over her shoulders and a fair complexion. She’s wearing a form-fitting green dress that stops a few inches above her knees and is showing off her cleavage. Her friends sit with her and cast glances at my friends and me before turning back to her and whispering.

      “She’s been staring at you since you walked in,” Carlos says, and nudges me.

      I just take a sip of my beer and turn back to the game. I honestly don’t know shit about football, nor do I care to learn, but it seems far more interesting to me than trying to make small talk, or even worse, flirt.

      “Are you serious?” Aaron gapes at me. “You’re not gonna go over there?”

      I shrug. “Not tonight.”

      “Dude, she’s fucking you with her eyes.” Carlos laughs a little. “You have to go say hi at least.”

      I shake my head. “I’m good, guys.”

      “Damn, what a waste.”  Aaron bites his lip and glances over at the woman. “Fuck it.” He takes a long swig of his drink and then sets it on the bar before striding over to the woman and her friends.

      Carlos and I watch, smiling and shaking our heads.

      “He’s got balls, I’ll give him that,” Carlos says, then turns back to me.

      “Hey, you okay?” he asks.

      “Sure,” I reply with another shrug.

      “Well, you know you can talk to me, if you want to. I’m not trying to push you into anything, I promise. I just want you to be happy.”

      I nod, but I think I gave up on happiness a long time ago.
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        * * *

      

      A little over an hour later I say goodnight to my coworkers and head for the door. I stuck to soda after my initial beer so I wouldn’t have to worry about driving home.

      The warm air hits me as I step outside. It’s September in Georgia which means it’s humid and muggy. I reach for my keys in my pants pocket, but get distracted by what sounds like a scuffle from around the corner in the alleyway. I make my way over and am horrified to see three men in their mid to late twenties messing with a slightly younger looking man. They have him pressed up against the wall and one punches the younger man in the stomach while the other two hold him.

      “Hey!” I growl. “What the hell is going on here?”

      The three men pause and the one who just landed the punch backs away, but the other two don’t let go of the younger one. As I step closer, I see that there’s blood dripping from his nose and his face is bruised, the beginnings of a black eye forming already. He’s filthy from head to toe, in a hoodie and jeans that are clearly three sizes too big for him, but despite the fact that he’s obviously in pain, there’s mischief in his eyes.

      “I’m fine, grandpa,” he wheezes.

      “Hear that?” one of the other guys says. “He’s fine.”

      “Get the fuck out of here before I call the cops,” I say.

      “We’re not going anywhere until we get our money back,” the same guy as before replies with a snarl.

      I sigh and turn to the boy pressed up against the wall, his thick red hair falling across his forehead. He smirks and shrugs. He’s so much smaller than these guys I can’t believe he managed to withstand anything they doled out.

      “You stole from them?”

      “Genius deduction, old man.”

      Okay, smart aleck. “Wanna give them their money back?” I use my Dad voice, making sure he knows it’s not a question.

      “Can’t. Already spent it.”

      “So, you see, this is payback,” the guy who was punching him says. He’s sporting a backwards baseball cap and has tanned skin and a thick gold chain around his neck. He’s about to lay into the redhead again when I step forward and grab his arm.

      “Stop,” I say. “Look, whatever he stole I’ll repay you.”

      All four of the guys’ eyes widen, but especially the redhead’s.

      “You got two hundred dollars on you, old man?” Backwards Cap says.

      I sigh. Barely. I pull out my wallet and thumb through it, grabbing a handful of twenties and a one hundred dollar bill.

      “Let him go first,” I say, and they exchange glances before pulling Redhead away from the wall and shoving him forward so that he practically falls into my arms. He rights himself immediately and scowls at me before he hurries off. I rub my hand across my forehead and hand the money over. “Nice doing business with you, gramps.” Backwards Cap salutes me before he and his buddies wander off.

      I step around the corner and start to make my way to my car when I hear, “I had it under control, you know?” I turn and see Redhead leaning against the front of the bar I just stepped out of.  Now that he’s in better lighting and I’m a little closer I realize just how young he is. He can’t be a day over nineteen. Blood has dripped onto his hoodie, his red hair is caked in dirt and grime, his hands are filthy, and the blood on his face is starting to dry. It’s obviously been a while since he showered or washed his clothes.

      “You’re welcome,” I say, and he snorts.

      “Never asked for your help.”

      “Well, I’m nice like that.” I look him over once again and then ask, “Where are your parents? You live nearby? You in school somewhere?”

      He shakes his head but doesn’t say anything.

      “You got somewhere to sleep?”

      His eyebrows furrow. “What is this?” he spits, “twenty questions?”

      I ignore him. “Someone I can call? Anything? You shouldn’t be out here on your own.”

      “Yeah, thanks,” he retorts. “I’ll get on that.”

      I sigh. “Come on.” I gesture with my head for him to follow me. He just stares at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “Yeah, no thanks, gramps. I’m good. Got everything under control, like I said.”

      “I’d hate to see what out of control looks like then.” He glares at me.

      “Fuck off.”

      I sigh. “Look, I’ve got a guest room in my house that no one's using, so you might as well come with me. You can shower, get some food, and I’ll get you some pain killers and some ice.” I’m making it sound like it’s only a one time thing I’m offering him, but I’m hoping if I can convince him to come with me, I can also convince him to stay. I hate the idea of him being out here alone and vulnerable. And I hate to think about what he’s probably had to subject himself to to survive out here. It makes me sick.

      “I don’t take handouts,” he replies, and I’m beginning to think the scowl on his face is permanent.

      “Fine. If you don’t want to come home with me, at least let me get you some stuff from the drug store.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “Why?”

      “Because you're hurt and I don’t like the idea of you being in pain. Especially if you are sleeping god knows where. Those wounds could get infected if you aren’t careful and we both know you don’t have money for a doctor.”

      He eyes me, the expression on his face softening for a brief second before it hardens again, the furrow in his eyebrows returning. “I just met you. Why the fuck do you give a crap about me?”

      I don’t tell him the truth, the real reason why I’m doing this, why I feel so compelled to help him, because if I did there is no way he’d come with me.

      “I just do,” I say. “Take it or leave it.”

      To my relief he nods, but then he’s pointing a finger at me. “Touch me and I will jump out of the car while it’s still moving.”

      I hold up my hands, indicating that I will not be laying a hand on him, and I hate that that’s something I have to assure him of, that it’s something he feels compelled to warn me about.

      I lead him to my truck and open the passenger side door for him. He glances at me and climbs in. I go around to the driver’s side and get in.

      “Seatbelt,” I say. He rolls his eyes at me, but buckles in anyway. He’s silent as he stares out of the window on the short drive to the nearby Walgreens.

      When we get there, I park and turn off the car, then turn to him. He’s a little pale, and I really wish he would come home with me and let me take care of him, but I can’t say I blame him. He seems to have plenty of reasons for not trusting people. “I’ll um, I’ll be right back. Probably best if you wait here.”  I don’t think there’s much chance of him running off when he’s already come this far, and I don't want him walking through the store in his current condition.

      He just nods and stares out the window some more. I head into the store and grab a first aid kit, some snacks, Gatorade, and a clean T-shirt and hoodie that are closer to his size than the one he’s wearing. I also grab some socks, hand sanitizer, wipes, water, and a small package of washcloths. Then I search for a toothbrush, toothpaste and some deodorant before getting a backpack for him to put everything in. He might have one stashed somewhere but I don’t want to take the chance that he’ll have to leave any of these things behind because he doesn’t have a way to carry them.

      I check out and head back to the truck. When I hand him the bag and the backpack his eyes widen.

      “What the fuck, grandpa, I didn’t ask for all this.”

      “Maybe not but you need it.” He glares at me again. Then he’s peering into the bag and I see his face go even more pale. “Why the hell are there condoms in here?”

      “Just in case. I know people in your situation get desperate sometimes and I don’t like the idea of you not having protection.”

      He’s staring at me now and I hold my hand out. “First aid kit,” I say. Without hesitation, he reaches into the bag and pulls it out. I take it and open it. Then I pull out a water bottle, and holding the door open, I soak the washcloth and then squeeze it out. I turn back to him and use it to wipe the blood and dirt from his face as gently as I can. Then I get a clean washcloth and do the same thing, this time applying it to the cut on his lower lip. He doesn’t wince or squirm once.

      I finish with some Neosporin and a bandage over the cut on his forehead. It’s only after all the blood and dirt are gone that I realize how striking he is. His hair is still dirty and he doesn’t smell the greatest, but his eyes are the greenest I’ve ever seen and his skin is incredibly fair. With all the dirt gone you can see the freckles sparsely scattered across his nose and cheeks. His red hair is shorter on the sides and longer on top and his bottom lip is quite a bit fuller than his top. It suits him.

      “You should probably change shirts,” I say. He does without hesitation and my chest constricts when I see not only the bruises on his abdomen, but how incredibly thin he is. God, you can practically see his ribs.

      He slides on the T-shirt and hoodie I got him and then his eyes meet mine.

      “I’ll just take these home and get rid of them, if that’s okay,” I say, grabbing the discarded bloody shirts.

      He nods and then wraps his arms around himself. It’s killing me to leave him out here when I have everything he needs at home, but I can’t make him come with me, no matter how much I want to.

      “You sure you don’t want to take me up on that offer of a warm bed?” I ask. He seems to be considering it for a moment but then shakes his head.

      “I’m good.” It’s barely a whisper. He takes the backpack and the plastic bag in hand. I reach over and shove the first aid kit and washcloths back in and he chuckles a little. “Thanks, gramps.” He turns and reaches for the door handle, but I speak before he can leave.

      “You have a phone?” He nods and I’m surprised when he unlocks it and hands it to me. I type in my number and address and hand it back to him. “Just in case,” I say. “My offer is always open.”

      To my surprise he actually takes it and types something, a name no doubt, probably something like ‘old man’, then shoves it in his pants pocket. “There’s some instant cold packs in the first aid kit, you should probably use them on your ribs.” He nods and steps out of the truck. “Take care of yourself,” I add. He shuts the door and walks away, and I drive away with a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      It’s only when I arrive back home and step inside, greeted by the silence once again, that I realize I never got his name.
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      PAUL

      When I arrive at the small Cuban cafe the next afternoon, my ex-wife greets me with a kiss on the cheek. We stand in line to order, then take our numbers as we make our way to our usual booth near one of the windows.

      “You look nice,” she says. I’m wearing jeans and a long-sleeved gray Henley since it’s a little colder out today than normal. My chest tightens as I think of the boy from last night and how he must have been freezing sleeping outside. I really hope he found somewhere to sleep that wasn’t an alleyway or a sidewalk. I haven’t been able to get him out of my head all day, and I didn’t sleep very well last night either, because I was worried about him. Part of me, a really freaking big part of me wants to track him down and make sure he’s okay, but I have no way of knowing where he is. I just hope he can stay out of too much trouble.

      “Thank you,” I say. “So do you.” She’s got her dark hair in a ponytail and is wearing skinny jeans and a black sweater that I don’t think I’ve seen on her before. Her boots are black as well and she’s got large silver hoop earrings in her ears.

      “Thank you.” She gives me a warm smile.

      “How are you?” We both ask at the same time and then laugh. It does me good to hear her laugh. It’s not measured or forced, but genuine and carefree, and it warms my insides. Even though our marriage didn’t work out, she’s still my best friend, and seeing her happy gives me joy.

      “How’s the wedding planning coming?” I ask as our food is delivered, and we both dive in.

      “Good,” she says, her smile brightening. “Colin is ready for it to be over with, I think.” She chuckles at the mention of her fiancé. I’ve met him a few times and he’s a good guy. Very patient, somewhat stern, but kind, and I know he loves Rachel. He’s been married once before too, but his wife passed away early on and they never had kids. Rachel and he met about a year and half ago and got engaged six months ago. The wedding is in two months, and since her father and mother passed away a while back, she’s having me walk her down the aisle. It’s a bit untraditional, having your ex-husband give you away to your future husband, we know, but it works for us.

      “So what’s new with you?” she asks. “You been getting out at all?”

      “Yeah, actually,” I tell her. “Just went out last night with some friends from work.” She beams. “I uh, I had kind of an interesting experience, too.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      I nod. “I ran into a homeless kid, and, well, I helped him out a little.”

      Her other eyebrow shoots up. “Oh. That was nice of you.”

      I shrug. “I wanted to do more. He wouldn’t let me.”

      Her gaze softens. “Paul, I’m all for you helping people in need, but are you sure you aren’t doing it because of Trey? Trying to make up for what happened?”

      “No, of course not. But it doesn’t matter, does it? The boy needed help regardless. And I already know that nothing I do will make up for what happened to Trey.”

      She nods, her eyes filling with tears, and I reach over to take her hand and give it a squeeze. She wipes her eyes with her other hand and sniffles. “I’m sorry.”

      I shake my head. “Don’t be sorry.” She takes a deep breath and gives me a small smile.

      We continue to eat and she updates me on life as a real estate agent. I tell her how the fire station is coming along, and then she hits me with, “So, are you seeing anyone?”

      I groan. “No.”

      She sighs. “Paul, I hate that you are alone. Have you tried? You’re a great guy, there’s no reason for you to be without someone.”

      “There’s every reason,” I tell her. “I don’t want to be with someone.”

      She eyes me. “Look, I get that it's hard. Trust me. I didn't think anyone could love me enough to see past my mistakes either. But then I met Colin. He showed me that I was worthy of a second chance. And so are you.”

      I shake my head and bite my lip. She squeezes my hand. “Well, when you change your mind, there’s some nice single women I know from work that I can introduce you to.”

      I sigh and change the subject.

      We talk a little bit more about the wedding and I leave thirty minutes later, saying goodbye with a kiss to her cheek this time. “Say hi to Colin for me,” I tell her.

      “I will,” she says, and we part ways.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a week later and I’m sitting on my sofa drinking my tea and reading, when I hear a knock on my door. It’s after ten pm and I have no idea who would be knocking at this hour, or honestly, who would be knocking, period. I’m not exactly popular.

      Standing, I make my way to the door and peek through the peephole. My breath leaves me when I see the red-haired boy from the other day on my front porch. Did he walk the whole way here? Fuck.

      I unlock the door and fling it open. He blinks at me as he sways slightly, his hand on the door jamb. Is he drunk? Or high? Or both? Shit.

      “Evening, gramps,” he slurs. His pupils are dilated and his eyes bloodshot. His forehead is sweat-slicked and his face flushed. Fuck, what the hell is he on?

      “Get in here,” I say, and grab his arm, yanking him inside before closing the door behind him.

      The minute he steps inside, he vomits on the floor and then blinks at it like he isn’t sure how it got there. I grab his arm and drag him over to the kitchen where I push him down on a chair before reaching under the kitchen sink and sliding on rubber gloves, then grabbing the paper towels and some of my disinfectant spray before moving to clean up the mess. At least it landed on the tiled entryway and not on my carpet. As it is I have to hold back my gag reflex as I work.

      “Nice place, pops,” he says, gazing around, his eyes lidded. His hiccups loudly and then belches.

      I toss the soiled paper towels in the trash and immediately take it out to the garage. When I return he’s still at the table, his hand in front of his face, staring at it like an infant discovering their fingers for the first time. Fuck, he is plastered.

      I grab another paper towel and get it damp, then make my way over to him and reach for his face to wipe off the vomit. He jerks back as soon as my hand moves in his direction.

      “Hey, easy,” I say. “I just want to clean you off.” To my relief, he sits still and lets me clean his face, his green eyes locked on me. I toss that paper towel in the trash and then grab a glass and fill it with water and bring it to him.

      He blinks at it for a while before his gaze meets mine. “You are awfully nice for an old guy,” he slurs. He takes the water and downs it, placing the glass back on the table. “That was refreshing. Is there more?”

      “Yes, I haven’t run out of water yet.” I get him another glass and hand it to him.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask.”And what the hell are you on?”

      He waves his hand at me, making a “Pfft,” sound. “It doesn’t matter.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a wad of cash and slaps it on the table. My eyes widen.

      “What the hell is that?” A sick feeling builds in my stomach.

      “Your money,” he replies.

      “What?” The sick feeling in my stomach only builds and my temples heat. “What did you do to get this?” I take his chin in my hand and force him to look at me. He blinks again.

      “I didn’t steal it,” he says, and pulls out of my grip. “I earned it fair and square.”

      I clench my teeth. That’s exactly what I’m afraid of. “What did you do?”

      “It’s not so much what, as who,” he says, and then giggles and burps again.

      “Fuck,” I snarl at him. “You idiot, that money was a gift. You didn’t have to…” I run my hands through my hair. “I didn’t want you to pay me back. Especially not like that.”

      He frowns. “I don’t like owing anyone, and like I said, I don’t take handouts.”

      “So you fucking sold yourself to get me my money? You really think that’s what I’d want?”

      He stands, and sways again. “It’s all there, minus the money I had to use to pay for an Uber. I’ll let myself out.” He moves unsteadily towards the door but I grab his arm. He jerks away from me so fast he stumbles and lands on his ass.

      “Asshole,” he snarls.

      “Shit, I didn’t mean to hurt you,” I say. I reach for him again out of instinct, but he holds his hands up and backs away.

      “Look, I’m not trying to scare you or hurt you,” I tell him. “I just wanted to help you up. You seem a little unsteady.”

      “I’m fine,” he says, and pushes himself to his feet, tottering.

      “Stay,” I blurt out before he can take a step.

      “What?”

      “I don’t want you to go back out there. You're drunk and obviously on something, and you need rest and for someone to watch over you. Please stay.”

      “I don’t do⁠—”

      “Handouts,” I interrupt. “I know. Tell you what, if you are feeling well enough in the morning, I’ll let you cook breakfast. How’s that?”

      He blinks again and then nods and I feel the knots in my stomach loosen a little. I’m still mortified that he slept with a total stranger to pay me back, though. What the hell was he thinking? My blood boils at the thought of someone taking advantage of him, him feeling like he doesn’t have a choice, like he has to resort to prostitution because he’s so convinced he can’t let anyone do something nice for him.

      “Down the hall,” I say, gesturing. “This way.” He walks in front of me and it’s only then that I realize something is missing.

      “Where’s the stuff I got you?”

      “Outside,” he mumbles.

      “Bedroom is on the right,” I say. “Second door. First door is the bathroom.”

      He stops just outside the second door and I go in front of him, turning the light on. It’s not much but it’s got a queen-sized bed, a nightstand, a dresser, and a chair in the corner, plus a closet.

      “It’s all yours,” I say, and gesture with my hand for him to go inside. He just stands there for a long moment, taking the room in, and then glances at me before stepping over the threshold and making his way over to the bed. He sits on it like it’s made of porcelain or something, and runs his hand over the comforter. I swear I hear his breath hitch, but when his eyes meet mine again his face is stoic.

      “You should sleep,” I say. “I’ll bring you some pajamas.” He doesn’t say anything, so I go down the hall to my bedroom and grab a sleep shirt of mine for him to wear. It’s going to be huge on him. I’m guessing he’s around five-foot-five, and all of one hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet. Oh well. At least the shirt is comfortable and clean.

      I make my way back across the hall and hand him the shirt. He takes it from where he’s still seated on the edge of the bed. It’s almost as if he’s afraid to move or touch anything.

      “I’ll leave you to change,” I say, and disappear again.

      Fifteen minutes later, after I’ve grabbed the backpack from the front porch and finished loading the dishwasher, I still haven’t heard a peep from him, so I stop by the door and listen for a moment, then say, “Hello, is everything okay in there? Do you need anything?” There’s no response, so I open the door slowly and peek inside. A small smile crosses my face when I see him tucked under the blue comforter, fast asleep, his mouth parted slightly and his hands situated under the thick pillow. God, he must be exhausted. I step inside and grab his dirty clothes to wash them, then turn off the light and shut the door behind me.

      As I change into my own pajamas and climb into bed, I have one thought on my mind. I hope I can get him to stay longer than one night, because the idea of him being out there again, knowing what could and probably will happen to him, is enough to gut me. I couldn’t save my son. I’m hoping I can save him.
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      CHARLIE

      I wake to the sun shining in my face and I’m incredibly confused when I realize I’ve slept through the night. No noise, no shivering, no rock hard ground underneath me, no being afraid. Not even one of my usual nightmares. Instead I’m laying in the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in, surrounded by thick plush blankets and a soft pillow. The room smells fresh, unlike me. I fucking reek. How long has it been since I showered? I don’t think I want to answer that.

      I groan as my head throbs painfully, and when I blink open my eyes, I notice some pain relievers and a glass of water on the nightstand. He must have put them there either last night after I passed out or early this morning.

      I still can’t believe I let myself sleep over at a complete stranger’s house. But after the night I’d had, it sounded pretty great. One night is fine. I just won’t make a habit of it. I’ll be on my way after breakfast and a shower.

      I down the pills and the glass of water before pulling the comforter back. I blink down at myself when I realize what I’m wearing. My head is fuzzy with memories from the previous night, but I do recall the other man lending me his T-shirt. It’s practically a dress on me. Well, a very short dress that barely covers my bum. It’s insanely comfortable though, and it has his scent. A mix of pine and citrus.

      I stand and run my fingers through my hair. Glancing across the room, I see my backpack resting on the chair near the closet. I can’t for the life of me figure this guy out. Why on earth he helped me at all, why he’s letting me stay here and not expecting anything in return.

      Except for breakfast. Shoot, I was supposed to make breakfast.

      I tear out of the room and down the hall to the open kitchen and living room area and skid to a stop, standing there in my oversized shirt and socks.

      “Good morning,” he says with a slight chuckle when he glances over at me. “Did you sleep well?” And all I can think is, damn, Grandpa is fine. He’s wearing tight jeans that accentuate his amazing ass and a snug-fitting T-shirt that shows off his biceps and toned upper body. Fuck, who knew an old guy could be this hot? Gotta be something wrong with him, though, right? If he’s single? Maybe he’s a total dick. But he hasn’t been anything but kind to me so far.

      “I, uh, yeah,” I stammer, and I notice his gaze lingering on my bare legs for a split second before he glances away, his cheeks flushed. I bite my lip. Was he just checking me out? I’ve got some kind of mixed feelings
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