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        This book is dedicated to those who have been made to feel like less than, marginalized, or rejected because of who they love. Know that your love is valid, your identity is worthy,  and your presence makes the world a better place.

        May this book serve as a reminder that you are not alone and that your story matters.
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      “I’m a hot mess. A loser with nowhere to go and no one who gives a shit if I live or die,” I say through the tears that are pouring down my face.

      Tony opens his arms, and I collapse into them. Shamelessly, I bury my head against his chest as he closes me in the safety of his embrace.

      “I’d care,” he says softly.

      Snowflakes float through the air while I fall apart in Tony’s arms. He holds me against him, rocking me gently, providing me a safe place to cry until numbness finally washes over me, and I lift my head.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, wiping my face with the back of my hand. “You caught me at a bad time. I’ll be okay.” I look around for my box cutter. When Tony leaves, I intend to finish what I started.

      My vision’s blurry from all the crying I’ve done, and I don’t spot it fast enough. Tony bends over, reaching for the metal glinting from the streetlamp’s light.

      “Are you looking for this?” He holds the blade up.

      “Can I have it back?” I reach out for it, but Tony pulls his hand back. “That’s mine for work.”

      “Didn’t you just tell me you no longer have a job?” he asks, grabbing my wrist. Blood trickles down my arm, staining the pure white snow a crimson hue.

      “Yeah,” I say and attempt to pull my arm back.

      Tony tightens his grip while he examines my arm. “It doesn’t look too deep, but you’ll need a bandage.”

      Pulling the elastic of my coat sleeve over my wrist, I say, “It’ll be fine.”

      “You’re right. That wound will heal.” He slides my box cutter into his pocket. “I’m more concerned about the wounds on the inside.” I turn my head, ashamed to look at him. “Leopold,” Tony says my name softly. “Please look at me.” When I don’t respond, he takes his finger and gently turns my face toward him. “Come home with me⁠—”

      “No way.” I hold my hands up, cutting him off, and take a step back. “The last guy who said that to me… Let’s just say I almost paid with my life. I’m not about to make that mistake twice.”

      “There’s no way I’m leaving you out here,” Tony says. “Do you have anywhere else to go?”

      “No,” he whispers. “I’ll take my chances on the street.”

      “I can’t leave you out here. Do you have anyone you can call? You can let them know where you’re going,” I propose. “I’ll give them all my contact info. That way, someone you trust knows where you are.”

      “I don’t have any way to call them.” Tony reaches into his pocket, pulls out his phone, and hands it to me. “What do I say?”

      “Whatever you’re comfortable with. I’ll give you some privacy.” Tony motions off to the side. “When you’re ready for me, let me know.”

      “Wait,” I call, stopping him. “Why are you doing this?”

      Tony studies me thoughtfully before answering, “The first day you walked into my restaurant, I was drawn to you. I looked forward to seeing you and was sad when you left.” His tone sounds sincere, but clearly, I’m a poor judge of character. “Kameron and I used to walk this path all the time. I’ve avoided coming here since he died, but I couldn’t tonight. Something in here.” He places his hand over his heart. “Told me I had to come here.” Tony points to the phone. “Call whoever you want,” he says and steps away.

      I type in Ramiro’s phone number and wait while it rings. Part of me hopes he doesn’t answer because I don’t know what to tell him. How do I say I screwed up again? Do I tell him I tried to end my life?

      “Hello?”

      “Ramiro? It’s me, Leo.”

      “I didn’t recognize the number and almost didn’t pick up,” he says, chuckling. “Did you finally get a cell phone?”

      “I’m borrowing one from a friend.” A fresh wave of tears begins to fall.

      “Is everything okay?” he asks, but I don’t answer. “Leo, what’s wrong?”

      “I don’t even know where to start.” I hiccup. “I’m such a screw-up.”

      “What happened?” Ramiro asks calmly.

      “I’ve been trying so hard, but I lost everything.” I turn away from the phone as my body tries to expel the contents of my empty stomach. Between my sobs and dry heaving, I can’t take a deep breath and fall to my knees.

      “Leopold,” Tony calls as he rushes to my side. “It’s okay. I’ve got you.” He helps me to my feet and walks me to a nearby bench, lowering me to sit. Then, he puts the phone on speaker. “Hello?”

      “Who are you?” Ramiro asks defensively.

      “Tony. I’m a friend of Leo’s.”

      When I got the job promotion, I told Ramiro all about him. So, thankfully, he’s familiar with Tony’s name. Although it doesn’t seem to help right now. “What’s going on? Is Leo okay?”

      Tony looks at me, and I nod, giving my unspoken permission for him to tell Ramiro what happened.

      “Leopold’s received a lot of bad news,” Tony explains. “His boss passed away, causing him to lose his job.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Ramiro says.

      “It gets worse,” I say quietly. “I don’t have a place to live anymore.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I couldn’t make rent, and I got evicted.” A tear slides down my face and plops onto the screen of Tony’s phone.

      “Why didn’t you call me?”

      “Everything happened all at once. They locked me out, so I⁠—”

      “What do you mean they locked you out? They didn’t give you any notice?” Ramiro asks, raising his voice. “This is my fault. I haven’t been there for you like I should. Let me get you a hotel room for the next few nights until we figure something else out.”

      “I’ve invited Leo to stay with me,” Tony interjects. “I understand he’s had some bad experiences, so if he agrees, I’ll give you all my contact information so you know where he is. You can check on him whenever you’d like.”

      “A bad experience is an understatement,” Ramiro says. “I’d feel more comfortable if he was in a hotel.”

      “I’d rather he not be alone,” Tony insists, and I’m sure this is where he’ll tell Ramiro what I did. Instead, he says, “Christmas is tomorrow. Leo shouldn’t be alone in a sterile hotel room for the holiday.” Tony takes my hand in his and gives it a reassuring squeeze.

      “What are your thoughts, Leo?”

      I chew on my lower lip as I struggle with indecision. My thoughts are so jumbled right now I can’t decipher one from the next. I’m cold and exhausted. Resigned to whatever happens, I mumble, “I’ll go with him.” My eyelids droop closed.

      “You have my number on your caller ID,” Tony says.

      “Yes. Give me a second to get a pen so I can write down your address.” There’s a quiet pause before Ramiro comes back. “I’m ready.” Tony gives him the address as well as the number of the front desk. “Keep your phone on you all at times,” Ramiro instructs. “I expect you to call me when you get to his house so I know you got there safely.”

      “I don’t have a phone,” I interrupt.

      “Shit. I forgot.”

      “He can use mine,” Tony offers.

      “I don’t like that Leo’s dependent on you for his ability to make a phone call. No offense,” Ramiro adds.

      “There’s a twenty-four-hour mart a few blocks from my house. We’ll stop, and I’ll buy him a pre-paid phone.”

      “No,” I say quickly. “I have no way to pay you back.” My body shivers, and my teeth chatter.

      “I’ll send him the money,” Ramiro offers.

      “We can figure that out later,” Tony says. “It’s snowing, and Leo’s freezing. I want to get him home before he gets hypothermic.”

      “Are you sure about this, Leo?”

      “Yeah. I’m sure.”

      Reluctantly, Ramiro hangs up, and I pass the phone back to Tony.

      “No,” he says. “I told your friend you’d keep my phone until you have one of your own.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” I try again to give it back.

      “I gave both of you my word, and I intend to keep it,” Tony says. “Let’s get moving before you freeze out here.”

      After we emerge from the subway, we stop at a small, well-lit bodega where Tony purchases me a pre-paid iPhone. With the bag in hand, we walk the last few blocks to Tony’s Park Place building in silence.

      When the doorman sees us coming, he pulls the glass door open. “Happy Christmas Eve, Anthony.”

      “Same to you, Wendell.” He motions to me. “This is my friend, Leo. He’ll be staying with me for a while.”

      “Pleasure to meet you, Leo,” Wendell says, offering me a friendly smile.

      “You too,” I respond, being sure to keep my hands inside my pockets so he doesn’t see the blood.

      After we pass through the door, Tony leads me to the front desk, where he introduces me to Joe. He takes my personal information and Ramiro’s for my emergency contact.

      “Would you like a keycard, sir?” Joe asks.

      “No th⁠—”

      “Yes, he would,” Anthony interrupts.

      A few minutes later, Joe holds out a black and silver card. I hesitate to accept it until he says, “This is for you.”

      I look to Tony, who nods. Pulling my hand from my pocket, I tentatively reach for the card. When Joe sees my bloody hand, he gasps. “Do you need medical attention?”

      “This? Um…”

      “He had a small accident at work.” Tony glances at me, and I smile at him with a small but appreciative smile. “Nothing serious.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.”

      I take the offered card and slip my hand back into my pocket, hoping not to draw any more attention to myself.

      “Thanks, Joe,” Anthony says. “Merry Christmas.”

      The elevator dings, signaling its arrival, and we step inside. As soon as the doors close, I turn to face him. “You didn’t have to give me a key to your apartment.”

      “I didn’t have to, but I wanted to.” After a quick ride up, the doors open. “There’s only two apartments on this floor,” Tony says as I follow him down the ornate hallway. He swipes his card and the door lock clicks.

      Tony’s apartment has a minimalist, modern design. Pocket doors that are currently open connect the spacious living room to a modest-sized kitchen with a wall of floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking lower Manhattan.

      “It’s late, but I’m starving. Would you like something to eat?” he asks.

      “I don’t want to be a bother.”

      “You could never be a bother,” Tony says. “You can get cleaned up while I cook if you want.”

      Shivers travel down my spine as memories of Krew saying eerily similar words push to the surface. “I’m okay. There’s no need to go through any trouble,” I mumble.

      Tony changes the subject. “Come on, I’ll show you to your room.”

      The walls of the guest room are creamy white, and the curtains are light grey. The room isn’t overly big, but the high ceilings and the corner windows give it an airy feel. The furniture is minimal, a king-sized bed with a crisp white bedspread and a chest of drawers.

      “I’m sorry it’s a bit bare,” Tony says. “It was recently renovated, but I haven’t gotten to decorate it yet.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I reply.

      Tony smiles. “You can help me pick out the décor and bedding you’d like after the holiday.”

      “That’s not necessary. I’m not staying⁠—”

      Tony holds his hand up, stopping me. “Let’s not put a timeframe on it tonight, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “We do need to talk about what happened.” I look down. “Do you want to do that now or after you get cleaned up?”

      “Can I shower first?” I ask, hoping to buy myself some time.

      “Of course. Wait here. I’ll get you something to change into.” Tony leaves for a minute. When he returns, he has a pair of sweatpants and one of his T-shirts. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything,” he says, then leaves me to shower.

      I sit on the edge of the king-size bed and bring his clothes to my face. They smell of lavender, lemon, and a woodsy cedar—of Tony.

      The room has two doors. One is closed, and the other is cracked open, so I go there first, finding an attached bathroom that rivals the size of the bedroom. The walls and floor are adorned in luxurious grey and white marble, making the room feel elegant. Fluffy light grey towels hang meticulously from a wall-mounted bar. Stripping off my damp, dirty clothes, I carefully adjust the water before stepping beneath the soothing cascade.

      A stream of red flows down the drain, a stark reminder of my suicide attempt. Holding up my arm, I look at the cut. It’s deep, but hopefully not enough to warrant stitches. I’m pretty sure it’s going to leave a scar.

      Tony already reminded me that we’re going to have a conversation about what happened. He’s going to want answers about why I was trying to end my life. Up until now, I’ve been able to dodge most of his questions about my past, but I’m afraid that time is up.

      Not wanting to use too much water, I shower quickly and pull on Tony’s clothes. Despite their loose fit, wearing his things brings a rush of desire, igniting an unmistakable attraction to him. Before I go back out to the kitchen, I set my new phone up and call Ramiro.

      “Hello?” he answers on the first ring.

      “It’s me.”

      “I was beginning to get worried.”

      “I took a shower and got into some dry clothes,” I murmur.

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you.” Regret laces his voice. “I should’ve been more present⁠—”

      “You’re not responsible for the messes I make. I’m an adult. What happened is all on me.”

      Once a loser, always a loser. You’ll never be good enough.

      “Do you feel safe with Tony? At least until after the holiday.”

      “Yeah, I do.” I relay the building information to him and explain he can also contact them to check on me.

      “I’ve already called Phil and left a voicemail. There’re a few things I want to say to him,” Ramiro says, an angry tone in his voice.

      “You don’t need to do that.”

      “I very much do,” Ramiro responds. “Evicting someone in their program without trying to help. Hell, without warning is wrong.”

      There’s a knock on my door.

      “Come in,” I call.

      Tony opens the door but makes no move to enter. “The food’s ready whenever you are.”

      “Ramiro, I have to go. Tell Jacinta and the girls Merry Christmas.”

      “Hang in there, Leo. We’ll get you back on your feet.”

      He might get you on your feet, but you’ll screw up again. You always do.
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      On the counter is a charcuterie board, laid out with cheeses, meats, and a variety of other goodies that I threw together quickly. “Wow,” Leo says quietly. “You didn’t have to do all this.”

      I glance up and catch sight of Leopold wearing my clothes. His blond hair is damp and tousled.  Attraction, mixed with a profound desire to care for him, completely floods my senses. The urge to envelop him in my arms and provide for him in every way consumes me entirely.

      “It’s the Italian in me. I can’t cook just a little bit,” I chuckle, trying to lighten the mood. “Before we eat, let me take care of your wrist.”

      I lead him to the table where the open First Aid kit waits. Leo sits on the upholstered dining chair.

      “May I see your arm?” He tentatively extends it. Blood slowly seeps from the slice on his wrist. “This is going to sting,” I say a second before I wipe it with an alcohol prep pad. Leo hisses and bounces his leg. “I’m sorry.” I blow on it like my mom did for me when I was a child. “The boxcutter was pretty rusty. Is your tetanus shot up to date?”

      “It is. Before I left California, Ramiro made sure I was able to see a doctor,” he explains.

      “We need to talk about this.”

      “I know,” he says without looking up.

      Working in the culinary field, I have plenty of first-aid experience. I put two butterfly strips on the wound to keep it closed and then cover it with gauze. “Let’s make our plates,” I suggest, closing the plastic case and sliding it back into the cupboard. “Would you like a drink?”

      “No,” Leo says too quickly.

      I pull two cold plastic bottles out of the fridge. “It’s only water.”

      “I’m sorry.” He wrings his fingers.

      “You don’t need to apologize.” We make our plates and sit across from one another at the table.

      We begin eating in an awkward silence. I’m unsure what questions to ask and don’t want to pressure him, but we do need to have an honest conversation.

      “I guess you want to know why I did this?” Leo asks.

      “I’d like to understand,” I say softly, my gaze steady as I lock eyes with him, silently urging him to open up.

      “My life has been one fuck up after another,” Leo says and forces a laugh tinged with heaviness. “Do you want the long version or the cliff notes?”

      “Whatever you’re willing to tell me,” I answer, trying to convey patience.

      Leo's voice falters as he describes the day his parents caught him with another boy, the anguish of that experience palpable in his words. The next day, they packed him up and sent him off to conversion therapy. My jaw clenches as he recounts the abuse he suffered at the hands of his therapist—not that the piece of shit deserves that title.

      “When the police told me they couldn’t prosecute, I couldn’t handle it and took off. That’s when I met Krew,” he explains.

      As Leo bares his soul, I realize his story is far more devastating than I ever imagined. Tears spill from his eyes as he reveals the torment inflicted upon him by the man he thought he loved. Suddenly, his apprehension about coming home with me becomes painfully clear.

      “New York was supposed to be my fresh start.  I tried so hard to make things work, and I did everything right,” he sobs. “And then, in a matter of a few hours, it was all gone. I had nothing. I was alone.” Leo presses the heels of his hands under his eyes, trying to stop the tears.

      “The voices in my head. Everything everyone’s ever said about me. It got so loud, you know? When I reached into my pocket and felt the boxcutter, it was like a promise of the pain finally ending. I just cut.” He looks up at me, his blue eyes shimmering with tears. “And then you showed up.”

      It takes me a few seconds to get my thoughts and emotions under control. Part of me wants to gather up everyone who ever hurt him and do worse to them. The more rational part of me realizes it wouldn’t change anything. The only thing that matters now is ensuring Leopold’s okay from today on. “And how do you feel now?”

      “Numb.” He shrugs. “Part of me wishes you didn’t stop me. That I’m better off dead.”

      My heart sinks. “I know what it’s like to feel hopeless. After Kam died, my world was black. We were on the phone when the tower collapsed on him. Just like that, he was gone. I didn’t see a reason to keep living for a long time,” I explain. “If it wasn’t for my friends and their tough love, I don’t know if I’d be here today. They helped me realize my life wasn’t over. I had a purpose to be alive even if I couldn’t see it at the time.”

      “There’s one of the many differences between you and me,” Leo says. “You had people around you who cared. I have no one.”

      “You have me.” Leo’s beautiful blue eyes meet mine. “I’m not a therapist. I don’t know all the right things to say or do, but I’m going to ask you to do something for me. Will you hear me out?”

      “Okay,” he says hesitantly.

      “I want you to give me thirty days.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I need your word that you won’t do anything to harm yourself for the next thirty days. I'll find you a therapist, someone trustworthy,” I add. “Who can guide you through this darkness. We’ll get you a job, and I’ll introduce you to all my friends.” I reach out and touch his hand, feeling that undeniable spark of attraction, the same magnetic pull I felt the first time we met. "Let me be the one to show you that your story isn't over. That there’s so much love waiting for you on the other side of this pain.”

      Leo bites his bottom lip as he considers what I’ve proposed. “I don’t want to bring all my shit to your doorstep. You don’t deserve to have to deal with it.”

      “You didn’t bring anything. I asked you to be here.” I give his hand a gentle squeeze. “Please, Leo. I know thirty days seems like a long time right now. We’ll take it one day at a time. I promise you won’t be alone.”

      He closes his eyes for a brief minute and sighs. “Okay. I promise.”

      “Thank you.” I release the breath I was holding. “First things first. Do you know the number for your landlords?”

      “I do.” Leo relays it to me.

      “What they did is illegal. Star, one of the owners of Fire and Ice, is also an attorney. I’ll text her. We’ll get your things back and the money they took.”

      “You don’t⁠—”

      “I know,” I interrupt. “I don’t have to. Anything I do is because I want to.”

      “Thank you,” Leo says quietly.

      I’m in so far over my head right now, but there’s no way I can walk away from Leopold. I’ll fight with everything in me to make sure he comes out of this. He has to. I refuse to accept anything less.
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      When I finally get Leopold settled in his room, it’s after four am. It takes all my willpower not to stay and watch over him while he sleeps. Instead, I settle for leaving my door open in case he needs me. Although I’m mentally exhausted, my body is wired. My eyes refuse to close. Instead of fighting an unwilling body, I put my time to good use.

      First, I text Star.

      Me: I’m sure you’re still sleeping. When you get up, please text me.

      Several minutes later my phone vibrates with an incoming call.

      “Hello?”

      “Is everything alright?” Star asks.

      “No.” With the knowledge that she’s one of two people I know I can confide in, I tell her what’s happened with Leopold over the past twenty-four hours. Starting with the theft of cash from his room and the death of his boss. “The landlords took the last of his money and locked him out of the apartment without warning. He only had the clothes on his back.”

      “What’s their number? I don’t care that it’s Christmas Eve. Come morning, they’ll be getting a call from his attorney.”

      “Thank you,” I say, grateful to have such good friends.

      “At the risk of overstepping,” Star adds. “Leo’s going to need a therapist. You know that, right?”

      Star’s co-owned Fire and Ice for close to twenty years. During that time, she’s encountered all kinds of situations. Over the years, she’s compiled a list with numerous resources.

      “Can you point me in the right direction?”

      “I’ll text you a few names.”

      After we hang up, I text Owen.

      Me: Dinner is at six tomorrow.

      Owen: You’re up early.

      Me: I haven’t gone to sleep.

      Owen: What’s wrong?

      Me: After I left the party, I ran into Leo.

      Owen: Oh? That sounds exciting.

      Once I realized Leopold was doing the food deliveries for Fire and Ice, I made it a point to be there every week. The three of us would sit down and have lunch together. I was desperate to spend whatever time I could with him. At first, I played it off as a coincidence, but Owen quickly saw through my story. I haven’t said anything, but I’m sure he knows I’m interested in Leopold.

      Me: It’s not like that. I found him at the park—cutting his wrist.

      Owen: What the fuck? How bad is it?

      Me: A few minutes later and he wouldn’t be here. Thankfully, it isn’t too deep. I was able to take care of it. He’s here with me.

      Owen: What do you need? What can I do?

      Me: Help me give him a reason to live.

      Owen: I’ll do everything I can. Leo has all of us by his side now.

      Me: Thank you.

      For the next few hours, I scour the internet for every resource I can find on helping someone suffering from depression or who’s suicidal. Most of what I read suggests he should be inpatient, where professionals can counsel him and administer medication, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to trust a stranger to care for him. Leopold’s scared and vulnerable. He needs to be with someone who cares about him.

      While I’m engrossed in reading, a text from Star arrives, containing a list of therapists for Leo. Before sharing the names with him, I take a moment to check each one's reviews. I'm oblivious to the time passing until sunlight streams into my room, breaking my concentration.

      It's only when I reluctantly tear myself away from my reading that I notice the time glaring back at me – 8 am. I've completely lost track of the hours. I take a quick shower and pull the blankets up on my bed. On my way to the kitchen, I pause outside Leo’s room. He appears serene and at peace, curled on his side, his hands cradling his cheek as he sleeps. With a soft smile, I leave him to rest while I go to the kitchen and start cooking.

      The last two pieces of French Toast sizzle on the griddle as footsteps approach from behind. Glancing over my shoulder, I find Leopold rubbing his eyes. His blond hair tousled from sleep.

      I feel an overwhelming urge to close the gap between us and press a soft kiss on his lips. Suppressing the impulse, I opt for a friendly greeting. “Good morning. How did you sleep?”

      “Better than I have in a long time,” he says with a yawn.

      I flip the toast before it burns. “I’m glad to hear that.”

      “That smells delicious,” he says as he steps closer. “Can I help with anything?”

      “Would you mind getting plates and silverware?”

      “Sure thing,” he replies, and I guide him to the appropriate cupboards and drawers. Leo takes charge of setting the table while I pull the bacon out of the oven.

      “Star called Phil and Maureen bright and early this morning.”

      “She did?” he asks, his forehead wrinkled in worry.

      "After she identified herself as your attorney, they informed her about the mistaken lockout," I remark with a roll of my eyes. "They provided her with a code so you can access the apartment to gather your belongings," I explain as I place the food in the center of the table and take a seat.

      “You’re kidding?”

      “We can go over after breakfast if you want.”

      “It’s Christmas Eve.” Leo pushes his food around on his plate. “I’m sure you have better things to do.”

      “I wouldn’t be anywhere else but by your side,” I assert warmly. “They’ll be returning your two-hundred and fifty dollars as well,” I add. “You can pick it up after the holiday.”

      “She didn’t have to do this. I don’t deserve any of it,” Leo says, his eyes filling with tears.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. You deserve this and so much more,” I say tenderly. “You’re not alone anymore.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      Tears spill over his lower lids, and I ache to wipe them away.

      “You don’t need to say anything.”
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      The expressions of disbelief etched on Leo's ex-roommates’ faces as he and I entered the room are unforgettable. I'm grateful Leo remained unaware of the whispered snide comments they made while he retrieved his personal belongings.

      While I wait, I make a pre-planned phone call to Star.

      “It’s me.”

      “You got into the apartment without issue?” she asks.

      “We did.” It’s showtime. “Have the authorities been contacted?”

      “They most certainly have,” she says. “I spoke to someone I know in the department.”

      “Yes, I understand.”

      “There’s not much they can do, but he’s going to send someone out to question the roommates.”

      “The NYPD will be coming to the apartment to look for evidence of a robbery?” I repeat what she told me.

      “If we get lucky, they’ll just confess, and Leo will get his money back. At the very least, he’ll put the fear of God into them for the next person,” she chuckles.

      “Yes, ma’am.” I glance at the three young men. Their previous chatter is now silent. All attention is on me. “I have faith that they'll uncover evidence of whoever stole Leopold's money."

      “You two good there?” she asks.

      “Thank you for representing Leopold on such short notice, Ms. Winslow.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      The room has gone deadly silent. When Leo reenters, he casts a quizzical glance between the guys and me. Hurrying over, I take one of the bags from him. “Your attorney called while you were in there.”

      “She did?”

      “A report has been filed,” I say, turning my attention to the stunned boys. “An officer will be stopping by to question you about who may have had access to the apartment,” I continue firmly. “I trust you’ll fully cooperate with the NYPD’s investigation.”

      “Investigation into what?” the dark-haired one asks.

      “The stolen money from Leopold’s room.”

      “What would we know about it?” he asks with a cocky attitude.

      “That’s for the NYPD to figure out.” I turn my attention back to Leopold. “Are you ready to go?” He nods. I open the door, allowing Leo to exit first. “Merry Christmas, gentlemen.”
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      It’s mid-afternoon when we arrive back to my apartment. While Leopold finishes putting the few items of clothing he owns into the dresser, I sit on the edge of his bed. “I know you lost your job.” He stops and eyes me warily. “Don’t feel obligated to say yes if you don’t want to work in a restaurant, but I’d like to offer you employment as a busser.”

      He returns to folding a pair of pants before he replies nervously, “I didn’t graduate high school.”

      How did he slip through so many cracks? My heart aches for this man. “Do you have a GED?”

      “No.”

      “Do you want to get your GED?”

      “Yes,” he says without hesitation. “I started studying for it when I was at Safe Haven. When I moved here, I wanted to but didn’t know where to start.” He turns to face me. “Phil and Maureen weren’t anything like Ramiro, and without a computer or cellphone, I was at a bit of a disadvantage.”

      “The community center where I take art classes offers GED prep courses on weeknights. We can get you signed up after the new year if you’d like,” I offer.

      “I’d like that very much.”

      “If you’re interested, you can start work this week. If not, we’ll find a job you’d prefer.”

      “I don’t know much about working in a restaurant, but I’d like to give it a try,” he says, the corner of his mouth turning up with a small smile.

      “It can get pretty fast-paced on a busy night, but overall, it’s not a difficult job. I’m sure you’ll do just fine.”

      “I don’t know why you’re taking a chance on me,” Leo says, his blue eyes that hold so much innocence for someone who’s lived through hell lock on mine.

      Every fiber of my being yearns to hold him tightly and confess that my heart was his from the moment he stepped over the threshold at Italiano Desiderio. I want to tell him that he’s mine now, and I’ll never allow anyone to hurt him again. Just as I’m on the brink of confessing feelings I have no right to have, my cell rings, sparing us both from a conversation Leopold may not be ready for.

      “Hello?”

      “Where’s Leo?” Ramiro asks, his tone almost frantic.

      “He’s right here. Why?”

      “I’ve been trying to call him for the past two hours. When he didn’t pick up.” He pauses. “Let me talk to him?”

      I hold the phone out. “It’s Ramiro.”

      Leo brings it to his ear. “Hello?”

      “You had me worried sick.” Ramiro’s voice rises, anxiety evident in his tone. “Where have you been?”

      “We went to my old apartment to get my things,” Leo explains.

      Standing up, I make my way to the window, offering them a semblance of privacy.

      “I’m not used to having one. I didn’t even think about bringing it.” Leo goes quiet. “Why are you on the phone with me when your wife is in labor?” He pauses again. “Please don’t worry about me. I’m in a safe place.” Leo stops again. “I’ll keep my phone on me, I promise. Let me know when the baby’s here.”
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      With everything that’s gone on today, I almost forgot it was Christmas Eve. Tony lets me know he’s hosting his annual Christmas dinner party tomorrow.

      “I don’t know much about cooking,” I admit.

      “I’ll teach you everything you need to know,” he says, and my stomach gets butterflies.

      We spend the rest of the afternoon and evening baking cookies and prepping all kinds of fancy foods for tomorrow’s dinner. Being beside Tony in his kitchen feels natural. Somehow, we don’t get in each other’s way. Instead, our movements are in sync as if we’ve done this every day for years.

      Several times, his arm brushes against mine. The contact sends electricity coursing through my body. It’s exciting and alarming. This man stumbled upon me last night while I was trying to take my own life. He not only saved me but opened his home to me. I don’t know what my future, let alone tomorrow, holds. I’m safe with Tony, but I can’t be stupid and screw this up.

      “Have you heard anything from Ramiro?” Tony asks as he loads the last of the dishes into the dishwasher.

      “Nothing yet.” I pick up my iPhone triple checking that my ringer is turned up. I don’t want to miss any texts or calls. “Is it normal for it to take this long?”

      “Kam’s sister was in labor for three days before Calliope was born,” he says.

      “My mother’s labors were fast. A few hours at most.” I feel a pang of loss thinking about my family, especially today.

      “How many siblings do you have?” Tony asks as he wipes his hands on a dish towel.

      “I have two younger sisters. Arianna’s twenty and London will be turning eighteen on New Year’s Day.”

      “Do you keep in touch with them?”

      “Arianna and I never got along,” I explain. “London and I were always close. She gave me her cell phone number and a gift card to help me get out of Walking in the Light, but I haven’t ever reached out to her.”

      “Why not?” he asks with genuine curiosity.

      “My father. I don’t trust him. I didn’t want to risk him turning on London.”

      “Despite everything you’ve been through, you’re always thinking about others,” Tony says. “You’re a good man, Leopold.”

      I shrug. “I don’t think so.”

      “Look at me,” he says with a quiet authority, and I lift my eyes to meet his. “Negativity is often louder than positivity. I understand that. But don’t you go believing any of that. You, Leopold,” Tony says, taking a step closer to me. “Are a good man.”

      For the briefest of moments, we stand close, our gazes locked with each other. I almost think he’s going to lean in and kiss me, but then he takes a step back, and I realize what a ridiculous thought that is.

      Why would a man like him be interested in a loser like you? He’s just pitying you.

      I force a yawn. “I’m pretty tired. Do you mind if I turn in?”

      “You don’t have to ask.”

      “I didn’t want to ditch you if you still needed me.”

      “You were a huge help today,” Tony says with a smile.

      “I had a good time. Thank you for being so patient with me,” I say quietly. “Goodnight, Tony.” I turn and start walking out of the kitchen.

      “Leopold.” I stop and turn around. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas,” I smile.

      I reach into my wallet and pull out the piece of paper with my sister’s phone number on it. I haven’t allowed myself to think about London in a long time. Even though five years separated us, she and I were always close. She could always brighten any day. I swore I’d never reach out to her, but my resolve wavers. I pull out my phone and start typing in her number until I come to my senses.

      “Don’t be selfish, Leo,” I say aloud. “You can’t risk London getting hurt because you’re feeling sorry for yourself.”

      I tear up the paper and flush it down the toilet, ensuring I won’t do anything stupid in the midst of another weak moment.

      Last night, Tony left my bedroom door open. I was grateful for that. It made me feel less trapped and alone. Tonight, I do the same thing. Then, I crawl beneath the covers and fall into a dream-filled sleep of a man with soft brown eyes that hold a quiet strength.
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      The sounds of Christmas music playing in the other room wake me. I stretch my arms above my head before sitting up. Swinging my legs over the side of the bed, I stand and pull up the blankets.

      When I get out to the living room, I find a Christmas tree with twinkling lights and wrapped gifts under it. Tony’s in the kitchen, standing over a large pot on the stove. I watch him move around the kitchen with practiced ease, enjoying the way his muscles flex as he reaches into his upper cabinets.

      “Good morning,” I say when he turns around and sees me watching him.

      “Merry Christmas.” He smiles brightly.

      “You should’ve woke me up so I could’ve been out here helping you.” I make a note to set an alarm to ensure I don’t oversleep every day.

      “I don’t mind,” he says. “Have a seat. We’ll eat and then open gifts.”

      I freeze. “I didn’t get you anything.”

      “It’s nothing big,” he says as he sets several plates in the center of the table. “The espresso will be ready in a minute.”

      “Did you stay up all night decorating?” I ask, motioning to the tree that wasn’t there yesterday.

      “I haven’t put up a tree in a few years.” He sets a small cup of coffee in front of me and another by his plate. “I decided it was time to take it out.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      “Help yourself.”

      “It looks so pretty. I hate to mess it up.”

      “Don’t be silly,” Tony says, sliding the plate with the halved pears over to me. “Food is made to be enjoyed.”

      I’ve gone hungry more often than not over the past two years. Once I started deliveries, Tony always had something ready for me to eat at his restaurant and at Fire and Ice. I began to look forward to those days partially for the food but more so because I got to spend time with Tony.

      “You’re going to spoil me,” I say, only half-joking.

      “I fully intend on doing just that.”
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      Leopold’s always genuinely happy with any food I make him. It’s the kind of joy that only someone who’s been deprived of food, something I consider a human right, can exhibit.

      “How do I eat this?”

      “May I?” Leo nods and passes me his plate. He watches as I make a bed of ricotta and lay two pieces of the poached pears on top. “I didn’t know if you were allergic to nuts, so I kept them separate.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Good. The candied walnuts are my favorite part,” I sprinkle some over the pears and top it with a drizzle of honey. “I hope you like it,” I say as I set his plate in front of him.

      Watching Leo carefully load his fork with a bit of everything, I can't help but be captivated by the fluid motion of his lips as he savors the flavors. His tongue darts out to capture a stray drop of honey from his lip. For a fleeting moment, my thoughts veer into more sensual territory, imagining his lips wrapped around my cock. Thankfully, the table obstructs the view, and Leo doesn’t notice. I avert my eyes, forcing myself to focus on my own plate.

      “This is incredible, Tony,” he gushes. “I’ve never tasted anything like it.”

      “It’s not very hard to make. I can teach you if you’d like.”

      “I’d like that very much.” Leo’s smile lights up his face.

      While we enjoy a leisurely meal, Leo begins to inquire about this evening’s party. Apprehension is palpable in his tone. I offer reassurance, promising to stay by his side throughout the evening and suggesting we can slip away to take a break if it gets too much.

      After we finish eating, Leo insists on loading the dishwasher. That frees me up to get started on the tomato sauce for tonight’s meal.

      With the sauce simmering lightly, I ask, “Are you ready for your present?”

      “I wish you didn’t get me anything. I have nothing to give you.”

      “I didn’t do it to make you feel bad or because I expect something in return,” I explain. “It’s something small that I thought about yesterday.”

      “You didn’t leave the house, though.”

      “I asked Owen to grab it for me,” I say as I walk into the living room. Leo sits on the sofa with his legs pulled up under him while I get his gift from under the tree. I pass him the package wrapped in shiny silver paper and topped with a red bow, and then I sit beside him.

      Leo bites his lower lip as he carefully unwraps the gift. He folds the paper and sets it on the sofa beside him with meticulous care. With a sense of awe, he lifts the lid of the white box, revealing the soft brown leather journal resting inside.

      “Embrace the storm, for within its fury lies the promise

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/anthony-and-leopold-scene-break.jpg






OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Also by Tara Conrad
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Leopold
      


      		
        Anthony
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Also by Tara Conrad
      


      		
        About Tara
      


      		
        Resources
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Also by Tara Conrad


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About Tara


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image1.jpg







OEBPS/images/tony--leo-chapter-image.jpg






OEBPS/images/image-10---love-heals.jpg
FIRESEIEEEBOOK TEN

BEESSHIRSSESIERITT NG A U'T H O R

TARA
CONRAD







