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Dedication




Thank you to all the people who helped me along the way. You all helped me more than I could ever say. 

My friend Nic who said, “Just write it.”

Tami, Susie, Beth, and Cyndi, who read Better Together before it was complete and encouraged me to continue.

My betas and proofreaders: Melissa, Crystal, Nic, Janie, Tina, Sam, Vivian, Jackie, Tay, Zoe, Beth, and Franca.

And to my editor Sam Jones, who made everything I wrote so much better.








  
  
Translations






Hablas español?: Do you speak Spanish?

Cómo te va: How are you doing?

Estᾴ bien, el negocio es BuenoIt’s: fine, business is good.

Amigo: Friend

Comprendes: Do you understand?

Hermano Brother Hermanito: Baby brother or little brother

Buenas noches, te amo: Good night, I love you

Guapo: Handsome

Mí amuleto de la suerte: My lucky charm

Eres tan flaco: You’re so skinny

Cariño: Sweetheart

Mi héroe: My hero

¿cómo estás?: How are you?

Vámonos: Let’s go

No comprendo: I don’t understand

Estoy bien: I am well

Hasta pronto mí amor: See you soon my love

Dios mío: My God!

Hola: Hello 

Mijo{ Son

Tres Leches:  Three milks (A traditional Mexican cake)

Tienes mí corazón: You have my heart

Buenas noches caballeros: Good evening gentlemen

pico de gallo: Fresh salsa










  
  

Prologue


Caden





“Pack some jeans, a few shirts, and some socks. That’s it, that’s all I owe you.” My dad threw my backpack at me and stormed out of my room. 

I stood there in shock for a few seconds before springing into action. Rushing to my closet, I packed what he told me to take, afraid of what would happen if I tried to take more. I couldn’t predict what was going to happen to me tonight, and I wasn’t sure I’d get a chance to come back to this house anytime soon. Opening the little wooden box hidden in the top of my closet, I took the small wad of cash that was in it, hoping it was enough. I quickly stuffed it in my backpack but thought better of it and stashed it in my sock. 

Stepping out into the hall and closing the door to my bedroom, I turned and noticed my sister peeking at me through the crack of her door. “It’s okay, Chloe, don’t worry,” I tried to reassure her. She nodded at me as her eyes filled with tears and her lip trembled.

Turning away, I walked down the hall to where my dad was waiting at the front door. I didn’t see my mom at all, and I still didn’t want to believe what was happening.

“Come on,” was all my dad said as he went through the front door out to his truck.

“Where are we going?” I asked him while climbing into the passenger seat and buckling my seat belt.

But he didn’t answer, just backed out of the driveway and started driving. We stayed on Interstate 80 headed for Sacramento. As we exited at Watt Avenue, I realized I had no idea where we were. I’d never been to this area before, but I’d heard other kids at school talk about it like it was a rough part of town.

“Where are you taking me, Dad?” I tried again with a quiver in my voice that betrayed my fear, but again, he didn’t answer me.

He drove through a few traffic lights before pulling into a parking lot. There was a Dollar Tree, a bank, and what looked like it used to be a K-mart that was no longer in business. He drove around to the back of one of the buildings and stopped the truck.

“This is where you get out.” He didn’t look at me, just sat there looking straight ahead through the windshield.

“What do you mean?” Panic gripped me—he couldn’t really mean that.

“I mean, get out.” He glared over at me, and the look of disgust on his face made everything clear, I was now on my own . . . on the street.

Opening the door, I stepped out, and as soon as both my feet hit the pavement, he gunned the engine and drove off, the door slamming shut from the force of it. He never once gave me a second glance.








  
  

One


Caden





Living on the streets and trying to survive day-to-day, possibly even hour-to-hour, I quickly realized wasn’t going to be easy. There was so much to worry about every second of the day. Where did I sleep? Where did I go during the day while everyone else went to work or school? Could I make money? How did I stay safe, avoid being assaulted, avoid drugs and the people who used them? All the constant worry was exhausting. After only these few months, I wondered if I’d ever be able to start to crawl out of this situation and make a new life for myself. 

If only things hadn’t changed. If only I’d realized sooner that in my home being related was no guarantee you wouldn’t be thrown away to fend for yourself. If only I would have realized my own parents would care more about me being gay than they did about throwing me out on the street. If only.

Those thoughts were still on a constant loop on my mind, even though it had been three months since my dad abandoned me in that parking lot. I wondered if they missed me, if they regretted throwing me out to the cruel world they in no way had prepared me for, or if they were just glad they didn’t have to actually see me with another guy. Every time I thought of Chloe, how scared and sad she’d seemed when she was peeking at me through that crack in the door, it brought a lump to my throat that threatened to choke me with regrets.

God, I loved and missed my sister. We looked so similar, we were often mistaken for twins rather than siblings. We both had blonde hair, blue eyes, and were tall and thin. Chloe could keep up with me on the sarcasm, but she was also one of the kindest people I had ever met. And not just because she was my sister. She truly cared about everyone. At fifteen, she was already volunteering at an animal shelter and helping to feed the homeless by going to restaurants and grocery stores and encouraging them to donate their unused food to help people rather than have it go to waste. She was very persuasive when she wanted to be and had really helped the community a great deal for someone still so young.

Mom and Dad were always a little distant, but we all got along. They didn’t rule our house with an iron fist, but they were strict and demanded respect. They made sure we didn’t slack at school—well, they tried—and hoped to get us involved in sports. Neither of us was very athletic, so that only lasted as long as one season of soccer for me when I was five. My sister loved volleyball, but she played it because she enjoyed the sport, not the competition. We both really enjoyed just hanging out and having a somewhat quiet lifestyle. I loved my sister, and I trusted her. She was the only one in my family that knew the real me, the parts of me I kept hidden from my parents. The part of me that knew deep down it was not girls that turned my head, and that the only way I could have any romantic relationship would be to move away. The part of me that knew I was gay.

I knew my parents would never understand. They were very vocal about their feelings on homosexuality, and they didn’t try to hide their hate and disgust about what they considered a bad choice. I could never understand how they could live in Rocklin, so close to Sacramento, and still be so backward in their views. After all, same-sex marriage was legal in California and had been for a few years. They even knew a few gay people at work. They were nice about it when they had to be, but behind closed doors was another story.

I was careful. I tried not to give them any reason to question my sexuality. But maybe I wanted them to finally see the real me, or maybe I hoped they’d still love me and not do anything crazy when they found out. Either way, when they did, they made it very clear I was no longer welcome to live with them. It didn’t matter that I was only seventeen or that I had no money of my own. It didn’t matter that I had no clue how to live on my own. When my mom found the gay romance novels in my room, I suddenly wasn’t their son. That was all it took for my life to change: two paperback books a friend at school had loaned me.

Bret had no idea the shit-storm they would cause. He’d always been a good friend, and we had always shared books back and forth. And since he’d recently begun to question his own sexuality, he didn’t think twice about recommending them to me to read. They were so innocent, more like the Harlequin Romance of gay romance stories. No sex, just very sweet, romantic stories. None of that mattered. All my parents saw were the two men on the covers who shared a loving embrace.

Before I knew it, I was walking down Watt Avenue with only my backpack. Previously, it had contained my schoolbooks and supplies, now it carried everything I had to my name. The single pair of jeans, three shirts, and two pairs of socks my parents “allowed” me to leave with.

That first night, I ended up somewhere around the mall, but I wasn’t sure exactly where. We lived in a totally different area and rarely went to the neighborhood where my dad dropped me off. I could clearly see the back of his head through the window as he drove away; his blond hair, so much like mine and Chloe’s, only darker now. The realization that he actually left me there had stunned me into action, since this was now my reality.

My limited social life had left me with some money I’d stashed from my allowance and doing odd jobs for neighbors, from pet sitting to mowing lawns. I’d managed to save around $170, but I knew that wouldn’t last long. The first thing I did was look for a place to get some food. They’d thrown me out before dinner, and being seventeen, I could eat half my weight in food daily. Realizing that was not going to be the norm anymore, I went to a McDonald’s, since I knew the golden arches was cheap and would fill me up for a while. As I sat in a molded plastic booth, I tried to savor my food and decide where I’d sleep for the night. It was already near dark, and I had no clue where to go or what to do. Even though it was spring, it was still chilly at night, thanks to the Delta breeze, and I had no sleeping bag or blankets. We had barely camped, so I truly had no idea about trying to live outside, on my own.

I ended up wandering behind the mall. I passed a few other homeless people on the way, most of them pushing a shopping cart or carrying a heavy backpack full of everything they owned. When I was behind the mall, I realized there really weren’t any places I could hunker down and not be seen or that would provide me with any shelter or warmth. I opened up a dumpster, and finding it mostly contained cardboard, I climbed inside. Though it wasn’t nearly as comfortable as a bed, I figured I could’ve been doing a whole lot worse. So I prepared for my first night on my own, pulling on another shirt along with my hoodie I’d made sure I had on when I left so they couldn’t take it from me.

To say I slept well would be an overstatement. It had smelled funky in the dumpster, and there were lots of strange noises coming from outside I’d had no desire to check out. Even with my extra shirt, I was still cold. When I woke up thirsty, I realized I would need to make sure I carried water; no more going to the bathroom sink for a quick drink in the middle of the night. But I also decided that very long first night that I would survive. And I would do all I could to stay in contact with Chloe, because I’d always love her, and I wanted her to understand that no matter what I would never forget her.








  
  

Two


Damario





Three months. My parents had been gone for three months today, and I was exhausted. After getting Eron and Adana ready for school and walking them there, I felt like I’d already finished a full day’s work. Unfortunately, my day was just beginning. I had to get ready for school myself. Maybe after graduation my life would slow down a little bit, and I could support my brother and sister like I wanted to. Like my parents wanted to, before they were deported for not reporting a simple change of address. 

I couldn’t blame them. They had both grown up poor in a small village near Veracruz, Mexico. There were a few jobs available there, but they both wanted more. So Valentino and Leticia Flores had applied for work visas years ago to work in the fields of the agriculturally-rich Sacramento Valley. Once they were there, they didn’t want to return to the small village that offered them no way to raise a child or to someday make a home for themselves. They soon were working and starting to save some money, enough that they decided they wanted to start a family here where they could have a chance at their dreams. Eighteen years later they still felt the same. They loved the US, the people, the many chances for a better life, and they wanted their children to get to experience all these good things too.

When they’d gone to report for their yearly check-in with immigration in March, they were told that due to changing immigration rules and practices, they were to be immediately deported. It turned out that when my little brother, Eron, was born they had finally been able to buy their own house. So, with a new baby, two older kids, and a new house, some things had fallen through the cracks. One of those things was failing to advise immigration about their new address. That small mistake gave them grounds to deport my parents with no recourse.

“But we have three children,” they’d argued. “Who will take care of them? We have no one here who is family, and our oldest son is not eighteen. You cannot expect him to raise his brother and sister on his own.” This did nothing to change the immigration agent’s mind. They were to be deported effective immediately.

When I’d received the phone call from my father, I couldn’t believe it was true. “Dad, please tell me this is all a joke.”

I was still in school. How was I supposed to be responsible for Eron and Adana too?

“I’m so sorry, mijo, but there is nothing that can be done. Your mama and I will be in Veracruz by the end of the week. They say that we have to go immediately.”

“Did you tell them about us?” I demanded. Though when my voice broke, I knew my dad would not mistake my fear for disrespect.

“Of course we did. Your mother and I both pleaded with them, but they will not listen to us. They care only that we must leave the US now.”

“Dad, what are we gonna do? I have no clue how to take care of the two of them. I can barely take care of myself with Mom’s help. How will I pay the bills? I have no idea what bills we even have. What about food for us?”

“Mijo . . . son . . . it’s going to be okay. We have some money stashed at the house, and a little more in the bank. We added you to our account years ago, just in case. You’ve always been such a bright, responsible boy. I have faith that you can do this. We’ll work on finding a way back to you all. And this time there will be nothing that will tear us apart again. Your mother and I will make sure of that. We will all be together again. We just need you to hold our family together until then. Can you do that?”

“Mom . . .” The word barely made it past my lips before the tears started to flow. I loved my dad, but my mom was always it for me. She always made me feel special and loved, just like she did for Eron and Adana. When I first realized I was gay, she was the one that came to me and told me that no matter who I loved I would always be her son. She told me not to worry because she would always love me. And if anyone had a problem with that she would kick their ass. I believed her, she was fierce.

“I understand, Rio, but everything will be okay. I promise. We will find a way back to you,” he tried to reassure me.

They were back in Veracruz by the end of the week.

We’d spoken a few times by phone, but it wasn’t easy. They had very little money and were having a hard time finding work there. My dad had owned his own landscaping business in Sacramento, and since he was such a good, dependable worker, he’d had a big clientele and more work than he could handle. My mom had worked for a janitorial service, cleaning offices after hours. Which worked out great with having three kids in school. She could work the evening shift and be home to help us get ready for school, and she was always there when we got home after school. Now it was all up to me.

I’d been working part-time at a local deli since I was old enough to work, but now it didn’t seem enough to support the three of us. I applied at a few businesses that were close to our house, but instead of the tech job I dreamed of, I was offered more hours at the deli. At least it was something. The pay wasn’t great, but they were flexible with my hours, so I could still finish school and help my brother and sister to do the same.

After three months, the money Mom and Dad had left started to dwindle. I soon realized I would need to find another job, or a better job. Since I was still only seventeen, and not yet a graduate, I was very limited in what type of job I could get.

One day, out of the blue, a friend of Dad’s stopped by the house. At first he said he was looking for him. Alejandro was not one of my dad’s favorite people. He was always right on the edge of getting caught for something or had some new scheme to get rich quick. This visit was no different, except my dad wasn’t there to turn him down. He said he had heard I was struggling with money after my parents were deported and he wanted to help. He knew someone that chopped cars. They bought stolen cars, chopped them up, and sold them for parts. If I would bring them a car a week, I could make about five hundred dollars for about an hour’s worth of work.

Even though I knew it was risky—and illegal—I couldn’t turn it down. Enough time had passed that I knew it would be a while before my parents were able to return, if at all. The time had come for me to really step up and start earning.

That was three weeks ago, three weeks and three cars. Tonight would be one more, a Toyota Camry that was parked on the far edge of the parking lot at the strip mall along Watt Avenue. I had my lockout tool and hoped this car would be as easy as the last. Alejandro had warned me the newer cars were not as easy to break into, which meant breaking a window to get in. That made me even more paranoid someone would hear the breaking glass or the alarm and call the cops. Not like they cared. With the amount of cars stolen here every day there was very little the cops could do to stop it. I was thankful there was enough light from the parking lot that I didn’t need to use a flashlight or try to feel around blindly in the dark.

I slid the tool into the space by the window and down into the interior of the door. I tried to visualize the little lever I needed to hook in order to pop the door lock. With a small tug and a quiet click, I was in.

“Hey! What are you doing?”

In the backseat and covered with various pieces of clothing was the most beautiful boy I had ever laid eyes on. His light-blond hair and deep-blue eyes drew me in, and for half a second, I forgot I was the one in charge here. After all, I was the one in the middle of stealing this very car.

Wait, is he the owner? My eyes darted around the car trying to make some sense of why he would be sleeping in the backseat. Then I noticed how grimy his skin was and how thin he seemed. He couldn’t have been much older than me, but he wore those few years like a lead blanket. The look in his eyes said it all: fear, defeat, and sadness.

“I thought this was my car,” I lied.

He stared back at me like a deer in headlights. “Do you always break into your own car?”

Neither of us said anything as we sized each other up. I kept my keyless entry tools handy just in case he decided to try something. He didn’t. Instead, he slumped back into the seat and continued to stare at me.

“What do you want?” he finally asked.

I could see he was bracing himself for my answer. I paused to think about it for a second before answering him. “Nothing. Nothing at all.” He continued to stare at me, seeming to wait for what would happen next. Maybe the truth was the best choice in this situation, or at least a version of it. “Look, is this your car or not?”

His eyes held so much lost hope that it hurt my chest. “No, it’s not mine.” He ducked his head and continued, not looking at me, “I found it unlocked, and I was hoping I could get a little sleep before moving on.”

There was something that screamed at me to help him, some need I couldn’t deny. “What’s your name?”

“Who’s asking?” he snipped back at me, and oh, I liked him already.

“The name’s Rio, and yours?”

“Rio? Like river in Spanish?” He met my eyes, and once again, even in the dim light, I noticed how beautiful his deep-blue eyes were.

“Hablas español? Do you speak Spanish?”

“Not really. I was taking it in high school, but it wasn’t my best subject. I’m Caden.” After a bit of a struggle with his extra clothes, he offered his hand for me to shake.

“Okay, ‘I’m Caden,’ I need to deliver this car to a friend of mine. How do you feel about going for a little ride with me? Nothing weird, just a ride. I’ll even pop for some groceries for you. You look like you could use a meal or three. So what do you say?”

“Why?” he asked with a puzzled look on his face.

“Why not? Where do you live?”

He turned his face away and again refused to look at me. I could feel the shame rolling off him. All I wanted to do was help him in some way; he obviously needed someone to care.

“Look, I just want to help. No catches, no tricks. Okay?”

Caden was wary. It was obvious he could use some help, but for reasons I didn’t fully understand yet, he didn’t want to trust me. Finally, he must have seen something in me that told him he could trust me, or maybe he was just so tired of trying to survive on the street that he didn’t care anymore.








  
  

Three


Caden





“So what’s your story?” I asked Rio. “You just helping out a friend who left his car here, or is there more to it?” 

“How about if you tell me your story, and I’ll tell you mine?” he offered as I gathered up my things and carefully tucked them back into my backpack. It was a little worse for wear since I’d been living out of it for a few months now. I had so little, just a few pieces of clothing and nothing more, so it only took me a minute to pack it all away. Once it was all packed, I squeezed between the seats into the passenger seat.

“So, where are we headed?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

“Not so fast. I want to hear your story. What are you doing spending the night in the back of a random car?”

“You don’t want to hear my story, it doesn’t have a happy ending. Well really, it has no ending yet. I’m still working on that part.”

He popped the ignition and worked on getting the car started. He didn’t seem like someone who would be out stealing cars; he seemed like any other high school student. He was clean cut, wearing clean clothes, and he smelled like he’d showered recently. So once again I wondered why he was doing this. In the middle of working on the ignition, he stopped, a look of regret on his face mixed with what I thought was a little shame.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing, nothing at all. Ready to go?”

I nodded.

“So, are you gonna tell me your story or what?” he asked.

“I grew up in Rocklin, so I’m not really familiar with this area. Are we headed to I-80?”

“Yes,” he answered, “I have to deliver this car to my buddy.”

Once again, I tried to figure out exactly what that meant.

When we came up to a red light at El Camino Boulevard, he turned to look at me. “Look, I really just want to help, no strings attached, okay?”

I considered his offer and decided I might as well trust him. At this point I had nothing to lose.

“I’m sorry if it seems like I’m not grateful, I am. It’s just . . . I’ve been living on the streets for a few months now and everyone I’ve met has wanted something from me. The few times I’ve managed to find a place where I was safe there was always someone who showed up to prove to me I wasn’t. I tried sleeping in the park at first. During the day it was okay, mostly kids and parents with homeless people sleeping on the edges of the park, but at night it was really weird. People were either having sex, wanting sex or drugs, or selling sex or drugs. I stayed away from it all, which wasn’t easy.”

“Sounds like you’ve had a tough time. How old are you? I’m seventeen, almost eighteen, and you look pretty close to my age.” He glanced over at me with an expression I hardly recognized anymore—compassion.

“I’m seventeen too. I would have graduated this month, but there was no way I could stay in school while living on the streets. I wouldn’t have any idea which school to go to, and the one I was going to is too far away. Even if I walked, I’m not sure how to even get there.”

“So how did you end up on the streets, if you don’t mind me asking? You said it’s only been a few months. Did something happen to your family?”

“You could say that. My parents didn’t like it too much when they figured out I was gay.” I paused, trying to gauge his reaction. “Is that a problem for you? Because, from now on, I’ll never worry about what anyone thinks ever again.”

I waited for him to answer. If he had a problem with me being gay, I could get out at the next light. Not like it made a difference to me anymore where he dropped me off. I had everything I owned with me; I could start all over once again.

When we stopped at the next light, I grasped the door handle ready to open it and jump out, but when I glanced over at him, he didn’t appear mad or disgusted, he only seemed sad.

“I don’t have a problem with that. Not at all.”

The light changed, and I eased my grip on the handle and continued my story.

“They expected me to respect them, but they had no problem just throwing me out. My dad drove me here and dropped me off. I guess they knew it was far enough that it would be too hard for me to walk back home. Plus, like I said, I’m not familiar with the area. There was so much I didn’t know, so much I still have no clue about.”

He nodded in acknowledgement, but didn’t interrupt me, so I continued.

“I had a little money when I was first out here, but it went so fast. I went to a local shelter and got a meal or two there.” I swallowed down the emotions I’d kept buried the past few months. “I’m sorry if I’m rambling, it’s been a long time since I’ve actually talked to anyone.”

“You say your dad dropped you off here? What about your mom?”

“My mom didn’t say or do anything when he was telling me to pack up and get ready to leave. She didn’t try to stop him.” Just thinking about her inaction hurt all over again.

“I’m having a hard time comprehending that a parent could do that to their own kid. I’m so sorry they treated you like that.”

His voice was so full of conviction. I swallowed around the lump in my throat. This guy, a total stranger, seemed to have more compassion for me than my own parents had shown.

“And I want to be clear that I really don’t have a problem with you being gay. I’m in no position to judge you.”

He tried to hide the look on his face, but I saw it. He truly seemed concerned that my parents would treat me like that. Maybe he was lucky enough to have parents that loved him with no strings attached.

“My sister tried to stop them, but both my mom and dad agreed I was leaving their house immediately. She’s the only one that matters to me now. I don’t care if I see either of them again.”

“What’s your sister’s name?”

“Chloe. She’s fifteen. It’s her job to drive me crazy, and she was very good at her job.” I almost laughed thinking about how much she drove me crazy.

“Have you talked to her since that night?”

“Only a couple of times. It seemed to really upset her, and there’s nothing I can do to change it right now, so I don’t see the point.”

“If you want to call her, you can use my phone.”

I waited, expecting him to hand me a cell phone.

“Sorry, I don’t have a cell phone, but you can use my house phone if you want.”

I studied his profile while he drove. I still couldn’t figure out why he was being so nice to me. Now he was offering to take me to his house to use his phone? None of it made any sense. After spending time on the street, I knew there were not many nice people out there who didn’t expect something in return.

“Maybe another time, but thanks.”

We were farther down Watt now, almost to I-80. We passed a sign that read Rio Linda. I was able to relax a little more. I was always wound so tight, and it felt good to have some time off the street. I didn’t want to get into my whole sob story with Rio, but I was sure he could tell it had been a rough few months. I caught him looking at me when he thought I wasn’t looking.

I was thinner than I’d been a month ago. I was naturally lean, but now I was downright skinny. Pulling down the visor, I barely recognized myself. My hair that was usually buzzed on the sides was almost chin length and straggly, and if I’d been older and able to grow any real facial hair, I’d have a beard. As it was, I was scruffy and unkempt. The dark circles under my eyes stood out against my abnormally pale skin. By summertime, I’d be sunburned, or starved . . . or worse.

I flipped the visor back up and sat back. Might as well enjoy the ride, wherever it was this guy, Rio, was taking me. What if he was some teenage serial killer? I glanced over at him and saw his brow furrowed in concentration. A few months on the street had taught me one thing; who to trust and who to get the hell away from. I had a good feeling about Rio. I hoped I wasn’t wrong.








  
  

Four


Damario





As soon as we drove up to the corrugated metal shop, the door slid to the side to let us pass. Francisco stood there holding it open. I didn’t miss the questioning look he gave me. I knew I shouldn’t have brought Caden here, but there was no way I was dropping him off and letting him figure out where he was sleeping tonight. It was already getting late, and who knew what could happen to him. I didn’t want him to have to deal with it for one more night. 

I was shocked to find I actually cared where he’d be in a month or so and what shape he’d be in. I had my own family to worry about, but I couldn’t just let him suffer alone anymore. I needed to stop; right now I had bigger things to worry about than how to help the vulnerable looking boy sitting in the passenger seat. I’d talk to him after this was done, and maybe there was something I could do to help him beyond just buying him a meal. But, for now, I needed to focus. We both got out of the car, and I walked over to Francisco.

“Hey, Francisco, cómo te va? This is my friend Caden.”

“Estᾴ bien, el negocio es bueno.” He sized-up Caden but must not have seen him as much of a threat because he moved on without comment.

“I bet business is good. Your place is packed.”

Looking around, I realized just how obvious it was that this was not a legit business. There were a variety of cars packed into the shop, all in various stages of being dismantled. Parts hung on nearly all the wall space and were crammed onto every shelf of the units that had been placed in any open space.

“Here you go, amigo,” Francisco said to me. “You’ve been doing a good job. Your father would be proud of you.”

I doubted that, but when Francisco slapped five, one-hundred dollar bills into the palm of my hand, I smiled. He clasped his other hand on top of mine to seal the deal.

“You tell me when you have another, comprendes?”

“Yeah, bro, thanks again.”

Francisco wasn’t a bad guy. Sure he made money illegally, but his heart was in the right place. He really believed he was just helping me. And, right now, I appreciated that.

“Okay, we’re out of here. See you next week.”

I opened the sliding door and waited until Caden stepped outside, and I slid it shut again. It was pretty rural in this part of Rio Linda, so there weren’t many houses close to the shop. Once we made it to my dad’s truck, which was parked on the side of the road, we hopped in and buckled up. I made a U-turn and started back the way we had come.

“So how does Mexican food sound, Caden?”

“Anything sounds good to me. But you really don’t need to feed me. You can just drop me off near where you picked me up.”

We stopped at a red light. I chanced another long look at him, wondering how much longer he could last out there. His skin was grimy from sleeping on the ground, his clothes were dirty and threadbare from being worn so much. I imagined everything he owned was in his backpack, he really didn’t seem to have much.

I turned to the left off Watt and into the parking lot of a Jimboy’s Tacos. We both got out and walked side by side up to the restaurant. As soon as we walked inside, I could see the uncertainty on Caden’s face.

“Order what you want, Caden.” I jerked my chin toward the menu.

His eyes were a lot shinier than they had been a minute before. He tried clearing his throat, but he still didn’t seem to be able to speak for himself. I stepped up to the counter and ordered for us both.

A dozen beef tacos, two nachos, four bean burritos, and two large sodas. Hopefully it was enough. We sat in the truck to eat, and it took us no time at all to devour everything. I didn’t bring up how emotional he’d been in the restaurant. I just wanted him to eat. I made sure Caden got more tacos than I did, even though he tried to split them evenly. Who knew when he’d last eaten? If some fast food had that kind of effect on him, it must have been a while.

We were ready to get back onto Watt when he turned to me and asked me to just drop him off close to where we’d started. I didn’t say anything, just nodded and kept driving. When we passed the strip mall, Caden whipped back to watch it go by.

“What are you doing?”

“You’re coming home with me tonight.” I tried to sound as adult and strong as I could. His jaw clenched tight and his eyes darted around. Did he suspect I’d take him somewhere and harm him? He fidgeted around in the seat and kept the strap of his backpack clamped in his fist. He stared out the window as he was answering and seemed to be leaning into it waiting for his chance to jump out.

“No, it’s okay. I’ll be fine. If you want me to pay you for the food, I can bring you money when I make some. I don’t want to owe anybody anything. I’ve made it this long on my own. I can do it again. I don’t understand why you’d want to help me. I want you to let me out.”

I could feel the anxiety and fear rolling off him. I was shocked that he would consider I could hurt him; it showed me a glimpse of what his life had been these past months. I turned down the side street that led to our house and hoped he didn’t try to jump out before we got there. I wasn’t sure what I’d do if that happened. I couldn’t force him to go with me or force him to let me help him.

We lived on a quiet little street. Our house was small, but my parents were so proud when they were finally able to buy a house instead of renting. I’d been trying to keep up on mowing the yard and taking care of anything that needed repairs. But it was hard for me to do it all, and it showed.

I turned to face him and noticed he now had his backpack clenched to his chest. That he hadn’t bolted as soon as the truck stopped was a testament to his bravery. I wanted to earn his trust, show him he hadn’t made a mistake going with me tonight.

“Sorry, it’s nothing special, but it’s ours.”

“It looks like heaven to me,” he said so low that I didn’t believe he meant for me to hear him.

I tried to take in our house through his eyes: same old stucco finish, same old white trim. The same as most of the houses on the street.

“You’re safe here, Caden. I won’t hurt you and neither will anyone else in that house. I only want to give you a chance to clean up and maybe get a good night’s sleep. Nothing else. You don’t owe me anything. I’m doing it because I want to help you.”

“But why? Why do you care what happens to me? You don’t even know me. Everything I’ve told you could be a lie. I could be a druggie, a prostitute, or even a thief.”

I listened with patience I didn’t really feel. I opened the door and stepped out of the truck and waited at the front for Caden.

“Look, I’m not going to force you to go in. If you want to you’re welcome, no strings attached. But it’s up to you. If you want me to drop you off where I picked you up, I can do that too. I just need to check on my brother and sister.”

He kept his eyes on me the whole time, if he was looking for some betrayal of his trust. I hoped he wouldn’t find it from me. He finally got out of the truck and stood next to me at the bottom of the steps, still clutching his backpack.

“Don’t worry, you’re safe here. My neighbor should be here. She helps me by watching my brother and sister when I work. But she has a family too, so she doesn’t have much free time to help out. Her kids are young and her husband works a lot. Her name is Lisa. You’ll like her.”

We walked up to the house, and he trailed a little behind me. When I opened the door, Lisa rushed past me.

“Hey, Rio, sorry, but I need to get home.” She noticed Caden and immediately came to a halt. “Hello, I’m Lisa, and you are . . .?”

“Lisa, this is Caden.” I took a step toward him, but he stepped away, keeping distance between us. She still didn’t take her eyes off him. I could practically see the questions crossing her mind. His clothes made him appear homeless, they were threadbare and dirty. He smelled like someone who hadn’t showered in a while.

“Rio, can I talk to you for a minute?” She used her mom voice on me, which she rarely did. Only when I was doing something stupid or that could possibly be dangerous. I nodded to her and started to walk down the steps.

“Rio, it’s okay, I can go,” Caden offered.

“Just give me a minute. Lisa, come here and tell me what you need to say.” If that pissed her off, she didn’t act like it. She just followed me to the back of the truck, keeping her back to Caden so she gave nothing we were discussing away.

“Are you sure about this, Rio? Is he someone from school?”

“I just met him tonight.”

Her eyes widened in shock. “Are you kidding me right now? What were you thinking bringing a stranger home?”

“Lisa, calm down. He’s harmless. He just needs a little help.”

“How can you possibly know this? What if he hurts you in the middle of the night? What about Adana and Eron? What if he robs you and pawns everything for drugs?”

“I’m pretty sure he doesn’t do drugs. His parents kicked him out. He’s been trying to live on the streets, but he’s struggling to survive. I want to help him.”

She gave me a serious look, both eyebrows pressed together in concentration. And probably a little anger and disappointment.

“I swear, Rio, this better not happen again. I’m going to trust your judgement on this one, he does look pretty harmless, but from now on will you please talk to me before you make decisions that could affect your whole family? Look, I’m not your mother, but I care about all of you kids, and I don’t want anything bad to happen to any of you. You’re my family too.” Her voice wobbled a little and her eyes glistened in the streetlights. I pulled her into a hug.

“Thank you, Lisa. I’m sorry. I should have asked you first. I just didn’t want him to have to spend another night on the street. He needs our help.”

I held her at arm’s length, and she slowly smiled up at me. Then she swatted at me playfully. “I’ve got to go. Be careful and come and get me if you need anything. They’re fed and in bed. I’m pretty sure Adana is still awake. Good night, Rio.” She waved back to me and glanced over at Caden just as she was turning to head to her house next door.

“Bye, Lisa. Thanks again,” I called out to her.

She really had no idea how much her help meant to me. I’d worry nonstop if I didn’t have her close enough to help if anything crazy came up.

I walked back up the steps where Caden stood and brushed past him. I stepped inside and held the door open for him. He stood there still clutching his backpack to his chest, seeming too afraid to set it down but not sure exactly what to do with it.

“How about a shower?” I asked him.

He gaped at me with wide, innocent eyes. “Are you sure that’s okay? I don’t want to make trouble for anyone.”

“I’m sure. Doesn’t a shower sound good?”

He chewed his lip and seemed to be weighing his options. But a hot shower must have been hard to pass up. “I’d really appreciate a shower, Rio. I won’t be long.”

“You can take as long as you want. You’re welcome to use the washer too. It’s in the garage.”

“Are you sure it’s okay for me to be here? Your neighbor didn’t seem so sure.”

“She’s very protective of us, but to answer your question, I’m sure. I wouldn’t have brought you here if I had any doubt I could trust you. Just don’t prove me wrong and we’ll get along just fine. Come on, let me show you where everything is.”

He followed me, not saying anything at first. Then I felt a tap on my arm, and I turned to look directly at him.

“You can trust me, Rio. I realize you’re taking a chance on me and I won’t blow it. All I’ve really been hoping for was a chance. I appreciate it and I won’t take advantage. I’ll be out of your way as soon as I can.” 

“Shower first, and then we’ll talk more.”

I led him to the hall bathroom, showed him where the towels were and told him to help himself to a disposable razor too. I told him to hand me his clothes when he was undressed and I’d throw them in the washer. He took the clothes out of his backpack and made a little pile of them in the hall. I heard the water turn on and saw his arm reach out through the barely open door and drop what he had on onto the pile. Gathering up the pile, I carried it out into the garage and threw his clothes into the washer for him. When I was finished, I went to check on Eron and Adana.

Eron was already asleep. It was after ten, so I wasn’t surprised. He always was asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow. I went down the hall to check on Adana, and saw she was still awake and reading. My little sister loved to read, but if I left her to it she’d be up half the night and not want to get up in the morning to go to school.

“Hey, baby sister, how was school?”

“It was okay. I can’t wait until it’s over. I’m ready for summer vacation.”

I laughed. She loved school, even though she tried like crazy to hide it. “You only have another week then the livin’ is easy for a couple of months.”

She stared at me like I’d lost my mind.

“Okay, so maybe not easy.”

That made her laugh. She knew how hard I was working to keep us together. But it didn’t make her not miss our parents.

“When will they come home, hermano? I miss Mom and Dad so much.”

“I miss them too. Hopefully it’s not too much longer. Maybe we can talk to them on the phone this weekend. Okay?”

“Okay, Rio,” she said as she drew me in for a hug.

“Don’t stay up too late, okay?”

She grinned at me then went back to her reading.

When I walked back down the hall, I noticed the shower was off. Caden hadn’t stayed in long, probably worried about taking advantage and using too much water. When I was in front of the bathroom door, he opened it. Standing there in just a towel, it was so much more obvious how thin he was. Not to mention the multiple bruises that were probably from sleeping anywhere but in a bed. I shook my head to get myself to move.

“Hang on, I’ll get you something to wear.”

“Oh, okay. Thanks.”

He stood there folding and unfolding his arms, looking more uncomfortable than he had all night.

I hurried to my room and grabbed him some basketball shorts, boxers, and a T-shirt. They would probably hang on him, but at least they were clean. I handed them to him and went to the kitchen to see if there was anything else I could possibly feed the guy. Luckily, Lisa had left some cookies. God bless that woman. She did all those little things a mom did without being asked. I doubted I could ever tell her how much we all appreciated it. I gathered up a few cookies and two glasses of milk and went back out to the living room to wait for Caden.

When he finally stepped out, his skin was flushed pink from the shower and the grime from sleeping on the ground was gone. He’d shaved and washed his hair, and even though his hair was still wet it was even lighter than it had been when I’d first seen him. His eyes, so warm and blue, were still guarded.

“Thanks again for the shower. You have no idea how good that felt.” He seemed embarrassed when he realized what he’d admitted.

“Here, man. Lisa left some cookies, and I thought you might like a little snack.” I handed him the glass of milk and offered him the plate of cookies.

He wore a barely concealed smirk as he snagged a cookie. “We just ate a dozen tacos less than an hour ago. Are you trying to fatten me up?”

“Ha. It would take more than a few cookies for that; you’re skinny man. I’m gonna make it my job to make sure you get some weight back on your bones.” Again, he gave me such a hard look, as if he were trying to solve a puzzle and if he stared at it long enough the answers would just appear to him.

“Thanks again, Rio, and I really don’t expect you to feel responsible for me. I’m a big boy; I can take care of myself. I’ve been doing it for months.”

I stopped myself from saying something negative or telling him he needed to do a better job of getting more food. No matter how hard he tried to make things better for himself, it had to have been difficult while living on the streets. He hadn’t mentioned a job, and not being able to clean up whenever he needed to or having anyone else to help him out when he needed it, had to have made it really hard to get a job or keep it. Instead, I just nodded and offered him more cookies. He hesitated for a second then attacked them like it hadn’t just been an hour since he’d eaten.

Just sitting on the couch watching TV with him was comfortable; neither of us the need to fill every moment with useless conversation. It was nice to have someone my own age for company, and Caden was hot. Even when he was at his worst, he still had a fragile beauty, but cleaned up, he was just about as perfect as I’d ever seen. I kept sneaking looks at him between bites of cookie, something he didn’t seem to notice. I couldn’t get over the difference in his appearance just from a shower and a meal.

“You’re staying here tonight.” I emphasized with a shake of my cookie in his direction. I didn’t really give him a choice; I just threw it out there. I knew, if I let him choose, he’d say he wanted to go back out there, and I couldn’t let that happen.

“What about your family? Won’t they care?”

“It’s only my brother and sister, remember? And no, they won’t care. My sister might give you some attitude, but that’s just her. She’s twelve, so she’s ruled by her hormones at the moment. Hopefully, she gets over that soon,” I mumbled, more to myself than him.

He gaped at me and immediately busted up laughing.

“Good luck with that. My sister’s fifteen, and oh boy, the snark is strong in that one.”

That comment took me totally by surprise and made me laugh too. It was the first time he’d talked about his family without me asking about them. It was very obvious by the smile on his face he had good memories with his sister and missed her. Maybe there was something I could do to help him get in touch with her, even if he turned down my offer earlier. I knew he said it was too far for him to walk, but I could give him a ride there, or maybe even . . .

“Hey, do you want to use my phone? You could call your sister, tell her you’re okay. You said you hadn’t talked to her in a while. What do you say?”

He only hesitated for a second, and then he was holding his hand out for my phone. I passed it right over to him and watched as he dialed her number.

“Hello? Chloe? Yes, it’s me.” His face immediately broke into the biggest smile I’d seen from him yet. It made him so incredibly happy just to be able to have a phone conversation with her.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m okay. No, I’m trying to get as much to eat as I can. No, I don’t want you to give me any money, and you don’t have any way to get it to me if I did.”

I could only hear his side of the conversation, but I was relieved to hear that it sounded like his sister had the same concerns I did. I knew she was only fifteen, so I wasn’t sure what she could really do to help him.

“I met someone who helped me out tonight, fed me, let me get cleaned up. No, he doesn’t seem to want anything. I guess there are still some nice people out there. I’ve had my doubts lately.”

He turned his head slightly and peeked at me from the corner of his eye. I tried to act like I was busy eating the rest of my cookies and drinking my milk. I grabbed the remote like I was interested in what was on television. Not that I could even tell you what it was. My focus was totally on Caden and his conversation with his sister. I had to consciously stop myself from trying to listen to him talk; I just could not shut off the concern I had for him. And, I had to admit it was nice hearing him talk about me to his sister.

“No, I’m not sure I can see you anytime soon. It’s just too hard for me to get over to that area. It seems so close by car, but it’s pretty far on foot, and I’m really not sure I even know the way to get there.”

“I can take you if you want.” I couldn’t stop myself from saying it. He turned around to look at me straight on, likely trying to figure out why I still wanted to help him. “It’s too far for you to walk, but I have the time tomorrow after school if you want a ride.”

“Are you sure?” he mouthed to me.

“Yes.” I nodded.

“Hey, Chloe, I can meet up with you tomorrow if you have time. Yeah, sometime after school, so maybe, like, four?”

He covered the receiver with his hand. “Is that okay, Rio?”

“Yes, it’s fine.”

I uncovered the receiver. “Okay, great. I can’t wait to see you. How about if we meet up at the Starbucks by our house? Okay, yeah that sounds perfect. See you tomorrow. I love you.”

His face crumbled for a second, and I wondered if she’d said the same words to him. It was easy for me to see how much she meant to him and how much it hurt him to not be able to see her face to face.

He pressed end and handed the phone back to me.

“Are you sure you don’t mind taking me?” He sounded so unsure, so afraid to admit how badly he wanted to go, and afraid I’d say no.

“Of course I’m sure. I need to walk the kids to school in the morning then drive myself. But I’ll be home around two-thirty, so we’ll have plenty of time. I’ll check with Lisa and see if she minds keeping an eye on them for a couple of hours, but I’m sure she won’t.”

“Thanks,” he choked out, and he jumped up off the couch and hugged me. To say I was shocked would be an understatement; he had been so timid all night. I gave him a quick squeeze then told him I’d get some bedding for him to sleep on the couch.

“No, it’s okay. I don’t need anything.”

“Bullshit. I’m not taking no for an answer. Come on, you can help.” He followed me down the hall to the linen closet, and I grabbed some sheets and blankets. Then I took the extra pillow off my bed. In no time at all, we had his makeshift bed set up. I told him I needed to get to bed, so I could get up early to get my brother and sister fed and ready for school. He was ready to drop from exhaustion, so he didn’t protest at all. Once he was lying there ready to fall asleep, I turned off the light.

“Goodnight, Caden.”

“Goodnight, Rio. I’m really glad you picked my car tonight.”

His words were groggy and his eyes seemed to get heavier and heavier with each blink as I watched him fall asleep before me.

I’m glad too. I’m really, really glad.

When I stepped into the living room the next morning, it was to find Eron poised to poke at Caden with his skeleton hand on a stick. For some reason he was obsessed with it lately and used it to poke at all of us regularly. He thought it was hilarious, Adana and I not so much.

“Hey,” I whisper-yelled. “Stop that right now.”

He froze mid-poke. “Who is this, Rio?”

“He’s a friend, hermanito. Don’t poke him with that.”

“I’m not a baby, Rio,” he shot back at me. He’d always be my baby brother no matter how much he protested me calling him that.

“Okay, fine, but no poking.” That sounded way worse than I mean it to. I could see Caden trying to hide a smile. Apparently we had the same weird sense of humor.

“Good morning, hermanito, my name is Caden. It’s nice to meet you and your poking finger.” We both busted up laughing. Yep, same sense of humor.

Eron seemed appalled with us both.

“I’m not your baby brother, I’m his,” he said while pointing his skeleton finger in my direction. Which only made us laugh harder. “And I’m not a baby!”

I could practically feel his foot stomp when he said it. Who needed coffee when you could wake up to this? After introducing him to both Eron and Adana, I started making them some frozen waffles and getting their lunches together. Adana didn’t say much to Caden, just stared at him like she was trying to figure out exactly why he was here.

“Caden is going to be staying here for a few days, so you two be nice. He’s a good friend.”

“If he’s a good friend, how come we haven’t seen him before?” Adana asked. She was always so curious, and right now, a little too smart for her own good.

“He’s a new friend,” I explained and gave her an imploring look to please understand.

She glanced between the two of us and nodded, then nibbled on her waffle. Eron was already finished with his and taking his plate to the sink. When the toaster popped up with two more, I offered them to Caden. He accepted one and set the other on my plate. Reality hit me, just yesterday this guy was living on the street and pretty much starving, and yet he was willing to share the food I offered him. What was with this guy? He was probably one of the most decent people I’d met in a long time. Which made it even harder for me to wrap my mind around his parents just dumping him.

When I finished, I made Adana and Eron their lunches: PB and J for Eron, and a turkey sandwich for Adana. I made an extra sandwich of each for Caden to eat later. I also made myself one of each to take with me. Then we were ready to walk to their school. It was close, only about three blocks away, so it didn’t take us long. Caden went with us, still dressed in the clothes I’d given him to sleep in. He was quiet on the walk there, as well as when I told Eron and Adana to have a good day and that I’d see them later. On the walk back to the house, Caden tried to tell me he could go wait somewhere else while I was in school, but I trusted him. He hadn’t seemed to be interested in anything other than a good night’s sleep last night. Plus, I knew where to find him if he did try to take advantage. He had no idea where he was and wouldn’t get far on foot.

When we got back to the house, I gathered up my books and shoved them into my backpack.

“Are you sure you trust me here alone in your house? I’m not sure I’d do the same with you.”

“Are you planning to hurt us or rob us?”

“No! God, no. I just don’t understand why you’d trust me when you just met me.”

I approached him and laid my hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay. I’ll be home at around two forty-five, then we can go see your sister. Why don’t you just hang out, watch some television, and get some more rest. I left you a couple of sandwiches in the fridge, but help yourself to anything else you want to eat or drink. It really is okay. I trust you, Caden.”

He nodded, once again seeming at a loss for words. I turned around and headed out the door.

“See ya later.” I waved to him, and he slowly waved back.

I worried the whole time I was in school. I had language arts first, then social studies before lunch break. I sat and ate my sandwiches by myself and imagined what Caden was probably doing. I kept imagining that he would be gone by the time I got home. I hoped I was wrong, but even though I told him it wasn’t a problem for him to hang out at the house while we were gone, I could see it in his eyes he wasn’t completely comfortable with the idea.

After lunch, I had science, PE, and Spanish. My parents were fluent, and I could get by, but it was actually a challenging class since the teacher insisted we speak only Spanish while in her class. The afternoon flew by, and then I was driving to Eron and Adana’s school to wait in the pick-up line to take them home. We made it to the house at about two-thirty, just like usual. When we opened the door, it was like a tornado had blown into the house. Eron was always so hyper after school, running inside and throwing his backpack by the door then running to the kitchen to find a snack. Adana wasn’t quite so loud, but she made a run for the kitchen too. They both had a snack and seemed so focused on food they forgot about Caden. I didn’t see him in the kitchen or the living room. I started to get a little panicky when I heard the patio door slide open.

“Hey, everyone. How was school?” Caden asked while stepping into the kitchen.

He seemed so happy to see us. He was relaxed, and I noticed he was wearing some of his own clothes that were now clean. He noticed me looking and tugged the hem of his shirt.

“Oh, I hope you don’t mind. I finished doing my laundry. I washed the clothes you loaned me with the other stuff you had in your hamper. Just trying to help out.” He shrugged his shoulders.

I could have hugged him. He really had no idea how much that meant to me. After three months of being the main one who did the household chores, I appreciated every bit of help I could get.

“You have no idea how much I don’t mind, like not at all. If I never have to do another load of laundry, I would be the happiest guy you’ve ever seen.”

“You have no idea how nice it is to have clean clothes. I’d forgotten how nice it could be actually. I will gladly do laundry anytime you need it done.”

“Deal! Although, I’m the one that’s getting the better deal here—you haven’t done Eron’s laundry. I have no idea how that boy can get so dirty and smelly every single day.”

“‘Snakes and snails and puppy dog tails’ must not be a good scent combination,” he said through stifled laughter.

“Ha ha, yuck it up. You’ll find out soon enough.” I could not believe the difference a day could make. He seemed so vibrant and happy. I knew part of that was him looking forward to seeing his sister, but I hoped he was happy to be hanging out with the three of us too.

I hurried and microwaved a frozen lasagna so the kids could eat dinner while we were gone if they wanted to. I asked Caden if he wanted to eat before we left, but he declined. I could tell he was nervous, probably worried his sister wouldn’t show up, or worse, that she would tell him she didn’t want to see him again. I hoped with all my heart neither of those things happened. I hadn’t known Caden long at all, less than a day, but I was pretty sure his heart could not take one more loss.

Caden checked his backpack. He didn’t have many belongings, but I could tell he was someone who took care of his things. Someday, I hoped he’d be able to have more than a backpack with clothes in it; he deserved way more than that.

“You ready to go? We said we’d be there at four, so we should get going so we’re not late. It’ll take a little longer to get to Rocklin this time of day.”

I knew he was nervous, but I wondered how much faith he had in his sister to meet up with him and not let him down. Hopefully, what faith he had would make a difference.

“I’m ready.”

We loaded up in the truck and made our way down Watt and onto I-80 toward Reno. We got into some traffic around the split; it was right in the middle of rush hour, so it took a little longer than it should have. I exited at Rocklin Road, and following Caden’s directions, I turned to the left toward downtown Rocklin. We ended up at a Starbucks that was right off of Rocklin Road with about ten minutes to spare. I pulled into a space where we could clearly see the front of the store. There were a few tables outside that were mostly empty.

“Do you see her?” I asked him.

“No, not yet.”

I hoped like hell she showed up, because if I was this nervous, I couldn’t even imagine how Caden felt. Suddenly, he jumped forward in the seat and stared out the window. He shook his head slightly like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Then he was grabbing at the door handle, trying to get it open and not having much luck with it. When he finally got it open, he popped out of the open door and started running across the road to the store. I slowly opened my door to follow him, still not sure if that’s what he wanted or if he wanted to do this alone. He stopped at the door and frantically waved me over. I trotted over to him smiling at his excitement.

“Is she here? I didn’t see anyone go in.”

“She’s inside, I saw her through the window. Come on.” He stopped short of opening the door. “I hope this isn’t a mistake,” he all but whispered.

I rested my hand at the base of his back, just to lend him a little support. I was there for him. He bowed his head, and with a determined set to his shoulders, he opened the door.

I could tell she was his sister before he even pointed her out. She had the same blonde hair, the same blue eyes, and their matching features were closer to twins than siblings. As soon as she saw Caden, she ran to him and threw her arms around him.

“Oh, Caden, I missed you so much,” she said into his chest while they held each other close.

He squeezed her tight and told her he’d missed her just as much. Holding her at arm’s length, he looked her up and down. Then he released her, and she stepped back away from him. She sat down at one of the small coffeehouse tables and motioned for us to join her.

“You’re okay? Like really okay?” he questioned.

She nodded with a sad look on her face.

“Hey, what’s wrong?”

“I’m okay, but you’re not, you look so different than the last time I saw you. Are you okay?”

The concern and hurt in her voice was hard to miss. He paused for a second more before he answered.

“Yeah, I’m okay, still trying to figure things out.”

She nodded, but I wondered if she really understood. At least she was trying.

“How much longer are you going to stay away from home? I’m sure if we ask Mom and Dad, they’ll let you come home now.”

“I’m not going home again. They made it perfectly clear that if I’m gay, I’m not welcome there. And that’s not something that will ever change, so I won’t be going home. Sorry, Chloe. I miss you like crazy.”

She was trying to understand what he’d just said, but it was obvious she just couldn’t comprehend why their parents would treat her brother like this for something he couldn’t change. I would never understand it myself.

“Oh, I’m sorry. This is Rio. He’s a friend. He was nice enough to give me a ride here; otherwise, I wouldn’t have been able to see you.”

When Caden introduced me, it gave me a warm feeling in my heart to hear him call me a friend and talk about me helping him today. For some reason, just hearing him say that made me want to help him even more. Even after such a short time, I felt responsible for him.

“Hi, Rio, thanks so much for giving Caden a ride. I can’t even tell you how much it means to me to get to see my brother,” she said to me then moved around the table and gave me a hug. Such a simple gesture, but I could feel how much it meant to her that I had helped Caden.

“You’re welcome, it was no problem. I don’t mind helping Caden at all—he’s worth it.”

“So have you been friends for long? I’m pretty sure I would remember your name,” she asked, her eyes bright and full of curiosity.

Caden waited for me to answer, probably trying to guess what I’d say.

“No, we met just recently. He’s a good guy, and I wanted to help him out if I could.”

“Rio is already one of the best friends I’ve ever had.”

I could not stop the smile that spread across my lips. “Aw, you’re too sweet,” I teased and mussed his hair up with my fingers. He ducked away from my hand and laughed.

“This is what I love about this guy, always keeps me smiling,” he said with a laugh in his voice.

Chloe regarded us with a curious look. Then she smiled at both of us.

“Any friend of Caden’s is a friend of mine. Thanks again for being there for my brother.”

If she only knew how we’d met, she might not think so highly of me, but for now she didn’t need that information. I hoped Caden agreed and didn’t plan on telling her everything that had happened the past two days.
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