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      Please note: Raiden’s description and perception of himself are not the author’s own creation. Rai’s character was modeled after some very real people with very real perceptions and life experiences. Rai looks at himself and feels the way he does based on the input from real people who saw themselves and felt the same way. Rai’s experiences with his family and life in general are based on real people’s similar experiences with their family and life experiences.
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      “Your boy’s here, Rai,” Chad hollered into the crowded kitchen at Remington’s Hometown Diner where I worked as many hours as humanly possible. I was desperately trying to scrape up a down payment for a place of my own. Hell, I didn’t even care if it was all mine, I just needed to stop sleeping on friends’ couches.

      I gave my standard grin hoping to keep any attention off me. Chad wasn’t a bad guy, but he was one of those who toed the line right between Oh, come on, I’m just having a little fun and I’m actually a bully, but I’m so popular and charismatic that no one will ever call me on it.

      “He’s not my boy,” I muttered as I unloaded some dishes onto the shelf. I knew exactly who Chad was talking about. Spencer Nelson. Tough guy, perma-scowl, made my heart go all fluttery when I got him to smile or laugh. Definitely not a boy. I swallowed thickly as I thought of Spencer’s dark hair and eyes, scruffy face, skin that would have likely been pale if not for all of the outside work, and thin-but-strong build.

      The first time I’d seen him, I’d been scared to death to wait on him. But I’d quickly learned he only looked fierce. In reality, Spencer was soft-spoken, had a great sense of humor, and was pretty easy to talk to once you got to know him.

      “Well, whatever you want to call him, he’s here.” Chad threw an arm around my neck. “He sits in your section—on purpose—every time he comes in. Whether he’s ordering a full meal or just coffee, he makes sure to sit at your tables. Even heard him ask for a specific spot one time—in your section.” Chad had never given me shit about being gay, but I also couldn’t tell if he was super comfortable with it or not. “I don’t know what kind of spell you’ve got him under, but the man is all kinds of transfixed. Don’t keep him waiting.” Chad slapped me on the back. He was built like a damn refrigerator and didn’t seem to notice—or care—he was a thousand times stronger than me.

      I winced and wiped down the counter. “I’m going. Just needed to do my part here.” Taking advantage of the metal side of one of the ovens, I quickly checked my appearance.

      My tawny, smooth skin was only slightly flushed from the breakfast rush. I’d long ago gotten over being bored with my plain brown eyes, and there was only so much I could do with my stick-straight inky-black hair.

      No way any guy as hot as Spencer would give me a second glance, even if he was gay or bi or pan or whatever. If he was attracted to males, that was only half the battle. Thinking he could be attracted to me was laughable.

      I was scrawny—okay, maybe not scrawny, but I definitely wasn’t built or defined the way Spencer was. You could totally tell he got a lot of physical exercise. Me? I guess I could thank my Japanese heritage for a thin, lithe build. My parents had always been embarrassed by the fact that I was taller than everyone in our family, but I wasn’t tall by American standards.

      I remembered not knowing how to feel about my height. At home, I was an embarrassment because I was 5’9”, which towered over every single family member. At school, I was shorter than almost every single guy in my class.

      But feeling torn between school and home was something I’d lived with my entire life. My parents were the first generation of our family to come to America. When they were settled, they brought my grandparents. Over the years, more family members moved from Japan to America. They worked very hard to keep our Japanese roots and traditions alive. And, while I was born in America, I could appreciate being part of two cultures. I loved my heritage.

      But I’d also grown up in America and learned a culture that was very different from what my parents and grandparents knew or understood. My family often wasn’t okay with my clothes, my choice of friends, my hobbies, the food I ate, or what I chose to study.

      At school, I’d kept to a very small group of friends who I had video games and academics in common with. But I was always too Japanese for most people at school.

      At home, I worked to blend my cultures into something unique that worked for me, but my family didn’t like that. I wasn’t Japanese enough for my family.

      I solved at least part of that difficult equation when I came out to them right after graduation. I was soon to turn eighteen, I’d graduated with the highest of honors, and I was heading into the medical field.

      Sure, my family was disappointed because I’d chosen nursing instead of becoming a doctor, but I figured they’d eventually get over it. I’d done nothing in school without the hope of pleasing my parents and being good enough for them. Looking back on the decision to come out, I should have known anything less than perfect in their eyes would have never been enough.

      A gay son who wanted to be a nurse was more than they could handle.

      I’d grown up never wanting for anything and thinking I was loved even if some of the things I did disappointed my family.

      With two little words on the night of my high school graduation, I’d found myself homeless, disowned, and poor.

      That had happened seven years ago and it still brought me down, but I snapped from the memory as I headed toward Spencer’s spot at the breakfast counter. I needed to focus on work and school. Work so I could stay in school and hopefully get a place to stay—I was sooo tired of couch surfing over the past seven years. Sure, I’d found a few more permanent spots from time-to-time, but things would fall through, I’d be short on rent, the owners would move, the list went on and on.

      I hadn’t been in Remington very long, but I really liked the town. I’d researched carefully to make sure the classes I’d painstakingly taken would transfer to the nearby college before picking Remington as a spot to live. The friend I’d originally moved here to live with had since moved on, but I was determined to make it work. I didn’t want to have to pack up and leave another town.

      I’d eventually get through nursing school—it was taking a lot longer because I’d had to take extra time to complete my prerequisite courses—and then I could have a nice, permanent, safe place. And Remington was the type of place where I knew I could have that.

      But until then, I’d wait on Spencer and count my day as a good one if I got to share a laugh and enjoy his smile. “Hey there, you eating or just coffee?” I asked Spencer.

      “Eating. Had a super early job this morning. Gonna eat and nap before heading to another site.” Spencer gave me what I was beginning to consider his trademark soft, crooked grin. “Give me the Lumberjack. Scrambled eggs with cheese, bacon and ham, hash browns, waffles, and a big orange juice, please.” He flipped up the coffee mug in front of him. “And coffee.”

      “I don’t know how you eat all that and look as good as you do,” I said as I scribbled his order. Realizing what I said, I looked at him with wide eyes. “I mean, you look like you’re in good shape, not eating a greasy Lumberjack breakfast two or three times a week.” I begged my cheeks to stop burning as I reached behind me for the coffee pot.

      “Well, I stay busy. Physical labor is my friend so I can eat like this,” Spencer said with a wink as he doctored his coffee with cream and sugar.

      I gave a little smile and rushed to the kitchen to put in Spencer’s order while I died a thousand small deaths. I was smart, like super smart if I was being honest. Why did I always have to sound like such an idiot when I talked to Spencer.

      It wasn’t like I turned into an idiot around any hot guy.

      Nope.

      Just Spencer.

      Okay, that wasn’t to say that I was super suave around other hot guys.

      I didn’t exactly have a lot of hot guys in my life.

      I used to hang out with gamer friends and study group friends. But ever since getting kicked out of my home, I pretty much only had the time and energy for work, school, and being friendly enough with classmates and co-workers to bum a couch or floor for as long as they’d have me.

      So, I wasn’t sure if I’d turn into a bumbling idiot around any hot guy or if it was just Spencer. But since I had no one else to test the theory with, I had to assume a lot of my awkwardness had to do with Spencer being Spencer.

      I was super busy with a second rush of breakfast customers—which was great for my tips, but meant I didn’t get to chat with Spencer much. I was clearly a glutton for punishment because, even though I always made a fool of myself around him, I loved the chance to talk to him.

      We exchanged a few pleasantries as I cleared away his meal and gave him his ticket—one day, I hoped to be able to buy a hot guy a meal as a treat. I wasn’t there yet, so I just gave a little wave and retreated to the kitchen so I could watch Spencer walk to the counter and pay his bill. He always left a really nice tip—I wasn’t dumb enough to think it was just for me, he was probably just a good tipper—and I liked to pretend he liked me for more than just my good customer service.

      As was my usual habit, I waited until Spencer headed out the door. Then I made some lame excuse for needing to go to the front and stood for as long as I could next to the door so I could watch him walk to his truck and drive off.

      I didn’t get to see Spencer every day. And I wasn’t desperate enough to only have good days when he came in. But days I got to see him were always a lot more smiley and floaty. Kinda made it a little easier to forget I was weeks from getting the boot when my current couch situation was no longer viable. Spencer helped me forget that money was always tight, classes didn’t pay for themselves, and I was basically alone.

      I smiled and bit my lip as I headed to take another order. I knew I didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell with a guy like Spencer, but sometimes a little fantasy did the heart a world of good.
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      As tired as I was after a long, exhausting day at a work site, I couldn’t help the draw toward the diner. I knew Rai worked mornings and evenings and did classes during the day, so I was very likely to see him if I stopped in—which was something that had quickly become a habit I wasn’t even sure I wanted to break. Annnnd, I maybe knew the beat-up little green clunker he drove; if it wasn’t there, I’d drive on by.

      Bev King, my landlord—kinda more like house mother—and the person I credited for saving me from what could have been a very ugly future, would have dinner ready. I could have easily gone home, taken a shower, and eaten with my found family at Remington Place where I rented a room along with my two best friends and a couple other people.

      But just knowing I could spend a little time chatting with Rai before calling an end to my evening was enough to have me mustering a smile and turning my truck into the very sparsely populated parking lot of Remington Hometown Diner.

      I didn’t fool myself into thinking the bright smile that filled Rai’s face when I walked in was for me—at least not only for me—but damn, seeing him definitely put a boost in my exhausted steps.

      Rai led me to a corner booth way at the back. “We’re dead tonight, so I’m covering most of the tables,” he explained.

      I winced. “Damn, that’s a lot.”

      He waved away my concern. “Nah, we’re not at all busy, plus it just means more tips for me.”

      With a nod, I pushed my luck since he wasn’t swamped. “Nursing school, right? Probably pretty expensive.”

      Rai’s melodic laugh had me feeling all floaty. “Definitely. Between trying to pay for my nursing degree one class at a time and trying to save up for an apartment, I need all the tips I can get.” His face went white. “Shoot, I didn’t mean that to sound like I was begging for a tip.” He plastered his hand over his face. “I’m so sorry, that sounded horrible.”

      I laughed—something I didn’t do a lot and I had no clue why I did so much with Rai—and shook my head. “No worries, I didn’t take it that way.” I glanced at the menu and put in my order in hopes of maybe distracting Rai from his one-sided awkwardness. “I’ll have the roast, potatoes, carrots, rolls, and an unsweet tea, please.”

      Rai flashed me a grateful smile. “Sure thing. I’ll get your drink right out.”

      I scrolled through my phone for a moment, texted Bev to let her know I’d take dinner leftovers for lunch tomorrow, and begged her to leave me some extra dessert if there was any left.

      When she replied It’s a good thing I’m not the jealous type or I’d wonder just who has you distracted from our family meals, I could only crack a wry smile and wonder something very similar. I had no clue why I was so drawn to Rai—and it was definitely Rai, not the diner—but I wasn’t in the mood to analyze it. I liked talking to him. That was enough for me.

      “Here you go,” Rai said as he brought me a glass of tea. “Food should be up shortly. You lucked out, fresh rolls on their way.”

      “Nice,” I said after taking a sip of tea. I glanced around and saw no one else seated at the tables. “Wow, really is dead, huh?”

      Rai laughed. “Yeah. It’s past the normal dinner time, but not late enough for the next round to come in.”

      “Sit with me,” I said and had to fight not to slap my hand over my mouth. When in the hell had I ever been the type to invite someone to sit with me?

      Rai’s cheeks pinked adorably and he slipped into the booth across from me. “For just a minute,” he said as he bit his lip.

      For just a split second, I wondered what it would be like to take Rai on a date. If I wasn’t the lowly construction worker with a fucked-up past and he wasn’t my pretty-much-a-complete-stranger-waitperson, we could eat, drink, laugh, and talk. Maybe hit a movie after. Go wander around the mall, play some games at the arcade.

      I inwardly rolled my eyes at the thought.

      Yeah, right.

      Never going to happen.

      I’d spent most of my childhood and teen years just trying to survive and my ability to have a relationship or even get involved in just sex had been damaged.

      I knew I liked guys—which had been hammered home after one very awkward encounter with an older woman during high school—but all of my effort had been so focused on just making it through one day at a time, I didn’t have the luxury of dating or having a crush or flirting or falling in love.

      Which was why the unexplainable pull toward Rai was confusing the hell out of me.

      He wasn’t the type of guy who usually even caught my eye. Too soft, too fragile, too smart that was for damn sure. But I found myself thinking about him constantly, wondering how his day was going, hoping he was safe and comfortable.

      I wasn’t delusional enough to think that Rai would go for me.

      And if by some miracle he did, I knew better than to think a guy like Raiden Ono deserved to be strapped with my baggage.

      But none of that stopped me from just wanting to be near him, as if just being in his presence could make me better, bring me happiness, wash away the bad shit of the past.

      I was lucky I had Bev as a mother figure. When my own mom had finally wasted away thanks to alcohol and drugs—I’d been on my own for some time by that point—I’d been torn between relief and realizing with a pang that I was truly and really all alone in the world.

      Finding Bev and Remington Place, having a safe room to rent, becoming friends with Cooper and Dalton—the Scott brothers—and their partners, Jesse Thompson who owned the place next door and Gabby Harris who worked with Dalton doing some sort of officey shit, was the best thing that had ever happened to me and I was truly grateful.

      Being safe, having friends, landing a good job—even if it was as blue collar as construction—put me in a much better place than I’d been most of my life. But even at twenty-eight years old, I knew my past would haunt me forever.

      “So, you’re looking for a place to live?” I asked without thinking through the question the way I should have. I knew there was room at Remington Place. The issue was that the extra spot was in my room. I had one of the larger rooms and there was a second bed just waiting for an occupant.

      Dre, Bev’s nephew, had just moved in to one of the other rooms and he had space too, but since he moved in last he was supposed to be the last to get a roommate.

      Cooper was pretty much living full-time next door with Jesse, but he was hesitant to give up his room—almost as if he worried it would jinx whatever he and Jesse had going. Which, by the way, was so sickeningly cute and lovey-dovey I almost puked every time I was around them. But I loved my best friend so I forced myself to be happy for him.

      Rai’s eyes went wide and he wrinkled his nose. “Yeah, I’m that guy you see in fictional film portrayals—comes out to his super conservative, traditional family, gets kicked out, and spends seven years barely scraping by, begging for couches or floors to sleep on, and pleading with the universe to cut him some slack.” When he stopped talking, his eyes somehow got even wider and he slapped a hand over his mouth. “Shoot, I’m sorry. That wasn’t supposed to all come out. I’m twenty-five and you’d think I’ve never had opportunities for small-talk.”

      A bell rang and someone hollered, “Order up.”

      Rai rushed away to get the food.

      When he returned, he hovered for a moment.

      “If you’re busy, it’s cool. If not, sit while I eat.” I gestured back to the booth with my fork.

      Pressing his lips into a thin line as if trying to decide what he should do versus what he wanted to do, Rai gave a nervous little laugh and slipped back into the pleather booth.

      “You looking for a place in Remington?” I asked as I buttered a roll. I offered the second roll to him, but he blushed and shook his head. I got the distinct feeling that he would have gladly accepted the food if not on the clock.

      He nodded. “Yeah, keeps me close to work. The college is close and some of my classes and practicums actually take place at Remington Hospital and Medical Center.” He shrugged. “I know it’s not a huge place, but once I get my degree I can worry about where the best place to work would be. The program I’m in has a really good success rate of graduation and employment.”

      I took a bite of roast and smirked. “And you’re ambitious, I can tell. No way you’re not going to be successful.”

      Rai’s cheeks pinked. “You’re pretty successful too, I think. Construction, right? What do you build?”

      Scoffing, I took a sip of tea before swallowing the bite. “Nothing glamorous. I build and repair houses. Sometimes my crew works on business projects, but usually residential.”

      “We’d be screwed if no one knew how to build houses,” Rai quipped with a tiny shoulder shrug. “You’re good at it, I can tell.” He cocked his head to the side. “You don’t think it’s a worthy profession, but you’re good at it and you like what you do.”

      I shrugged, uncomfortable with his level of perception, and shoveled potatoes and carrots into my mouth.

      “How did you get into construction?” Rai asked as I chewed.

      There was no reason to answer him. I needed to stop coming into the damn diner, needed to stop talking to Rai, needed to wipe him from my mind.

      But like the traitor it was, my mouth opened. “I grew up in really unsafe housing. My mom fell through the stairs when I was little. Lost a leg, became an addict, pretty much forgot she had a kid, and I spent the rest of my childhood and teen years dealing with her drunk, high ass, fighting off her abusive boyfriends, and trying to get myself through school.”

      Rai’s hand reached over and squeezed mine.

      For a brief moment, the entire world stopped with that one touch.

      But he smartened up, yanked his hand away, and mumbled, “I’m so sorry.” Whether he was sorry about my mom, my childhood, or holding my hand, I had no idea.

      I grunted. “So, I got this crazy idea that if we’d lived in a better house, something built stronger and safer, repaired correctly, things would have been a lot different. That’s why construction.” I took a long drink. “I can’t fix my own shitty past, but I can make sure others have safe housing.”

      “So, you work only in low-income areas?” Rai leaned in, resting his elbows on the table.

      I wiped my mouth and put the napkin back on my lap. “I always take those jobs first, but the crew needs more hours than that so we end up working a variety of jobs.”

      Rai smiled as if he’d just won a prize. “You’re like in charge of the crew or something, right?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, no big deal. Someone had to do it.”

      He shook his head. “No, you were chosen for that position because you’re good at it and you have drive and talent. I can tell.” He glanced around the diner as if checking to be sure he could stay with me. “What were you like in high school? I’m betting we wouldn’t have been in the same groups.”

      I laughed. “I was a loner. Always. But I played soccer, tennis, and ran track in hopes of getting some scholarships.” The ever-present disappointment of not being good enough washed over me. “Not good enough in sports, not good enough in school, and I couldn’t take on loans. I was offered a few need-based scholarships, but by that time, my mom’s addiction was bad and she started stealing from me. I moved out and never looked back. I had to survive, so that meant getting a job. I lucked out to find a construction company hiring and I worked my way through apprenticeship to where I am now.”

      Rai cocked his head and studied me. “It sounds as if you feel you let people down by not going to college. But you like your job and you’re good at it, why would you feel embarrassed by it?”

      I swallowed thickly. “Just seems like it’s one more thing where I’ll never be enough. I grew up embarrassed of our home, ashamed of my addict mother, knowing I wasn’t good enough. I learned quickly that food and shelter were up to me, I couldn’t count on my mom, couldn’t count on anyone.” I stared at my nearly-cleared plate and pursed my lips. “I guess I just feel like I’ve always been a letdown, not worthy, this guy who could have been so much more. But instead, I just build houses.”

      Rai shook his head. “I don’t see it that way at all. I see someone who was dealt a crap hand who turned around and made the most of what he had. I see a man who pulled himself from a broken, painful past and made something of himself. You have a steady, well-paying job, right?”

      I gave a little nod.

      “You’re good at it. People have strong, safe homes because of you. And whether you want to admit it or not, you enjoy the work. I think you love to work with your hands, love the exhausted feeling after a long, productive day of work.” The bell over the door rang to indicate a customer and Rai stood up. “Thanks for letting me chat. You need to cut yourself some slack. If you’re happy, that’s all that matters.”

      Rai went to greet the new arrivals. He hadn’t said anything that Bev, Cooper, and Dalton hadn’t been telling me for over three years, but hearing it from him struck a different chord.

      I needed to pay my bill and get out of there before I started wishing for things I couldn’t have. Sure, I could make more of an effort in the dating department. I knew Cooper would hook me up if I told him I wanted to get out there—although, I wasn’t fully sure that Cooper knew I was gay. But the buzz in my head and thumping in my chest were enough to let me know it wasn’t just dating I wanted.

      It was Rai.

      And that couldn’t happen.

      Ever.

      Rai deserved someone whole, someone who could give him everything I couldn’t.

      Even as I paid my bill and gave a little wave to Rai, I couldn’t help but think that, even if I couldn’t get romantically involved with him, there was nothing that said I couldn’t just be a supportive friend, right?

      Was I stupid to think that having Rai in my life as just a friend would ease that ache I had in my chest whenever I thought about him?

      Well, whether it would or not, there was no other option.

      It was friendship or nothing.

      There was no in-between.
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      I rode the high of eating dinner with Spencer for a whole two weeks before everything came crashing down. Yeah, yeah, I knew I didn’t actually eat dinner with him, but he invited me to sit with him so I was counting it as a win.

      I’d known the couch I was bumming was going to disappear soon. Suze, a classmate, had been living with her grandmother and offered me the little loveseat in her bedroom—which worked nicely because Suze was hardly ever home so I got her room almost all to myself. But, her grandmother had been slowly worsening in health so she was going to an assisted living home. Suze was moving in with her boyfriend and the house was on the market.

      I’d squeaked out a couple extra weeks by offering to keep the place clean for showings and whatnot, but it all went to shit when the house sold—damn housing market, just had to be efficient, huh? Suze had called to tell me last night that I needed to clear out.

      Today.

      Fudge.

      I’d loaded everything I owned—which was pathetically little—into a couple boxes and shoved them in my trunk before heading to work.

      To make matters worse, my damn piece-of-shit car decided to crap out on me as I left the diner to head to class after a fairly crappy morning shift. I could hoof it, no worries—thank God class was in Remington for the time being. But, without a place to stay, my car was going to have to double as my bedroom for a while and I couldn’t very well sleep in the parking lot of the diner without raising a whole lotta questions. I had no money to get it towed and even less than no money to get it repaired.

      Fudge.

      I’d been grateful to slide into my classes for the day and gladly took the reprieve they offered. I was homeless, my car was dead, I needed about five-hundred more to cover my next school payment, and I was starving. Which my stomach chose to remind me of during anatomy and physiology. Normally, I kept snacks in my car for when I didn’t get a chance to eat properly—or, like now, when I just didn’t have the money for food.

      But my car was at the diner. Dead as a door knob.

      Fudge.

      I took a quick break from class to go drink about a gallon from the water fountain in hopes of filling my stomach. I’d have to hope an order got returned that evening and I could sneak some food from the plate. Or maybe Deena, the owner’s wife, would toss me the stale crackers when she stocked fresh ones. I’d convinced her I thought they were the best ones. In reality, I just used them to keep myself barely fed.

      Thank God for classes.

      Academics had always come easy to me and for that I was extremely grateful. There was no way in hell I could have kept up with my degree if the topics were a struggle for me. I was barely scraping by in life the way it was, I couldn’t have dealt with classes being stressful on top of everything else.

      By the time I left class for the day and rushed back across town in hopes of not being late for my shift, I recognized the beginnings of a breakdown peeking through.

      When I first came out and lost my family and home, I’d have breakdowns almost daily. It was massively overwhelming to go from being safe, stable, and pseudo-loved to disowned, homeless, and completely on my own. I’d been scared and hopeless.

      As time had gone by and I got jobs, started saving some money, and making a plan, I began to see a light at the end of the tunnel—a damned long tunnel, but there was an eventual end—and the breakdowns dwindled to almost nothing. Okay, maybe not nothing but very much fewer and farther between.

      Over the past seven years, multiple jobs, crazy hours, couch surfing, scrimping and saving every single penny to slowly but surely make something of myself and see my dreams come true had given me a strength and determination I had never known I had. I’d learned how to take things one day at a time while keeping the big prize in mind. I’d learned how to sacrifice. I’d learned how to prioritize.

      But days like this, when no matter how hard I worked to hold it together and everything seemed determined to fall apart, there was only so much I could do to fend off a breakdown.

      I unlocked my car and scrounged for my box of protein bars.

      Empty.

      Fudge.

      I tossed my backpack on the floorboard and pocketed my keys. No reason to mess with the car right then, it would keep. I needed to get clocked in and hope for amazing tips since I now had to figure out how to get my car towed.

      And fixed.

      And not miss a payment for school.

      And figure out where I was going to live.

      At the back door to the diner, where a lot of the workers took their smoke breaks, I paused and took several deep, cleansing breaths.

      I have a job. I’m successful in school. Things will get better. Focus on the positives.

      I forced myself to smile until it almost felt real and then scurried into the diner in hopes of being so busy I barely had time to breathe, let alone think of all the shit going on in my life.

      A few hours later, just when I figured my day really was going to be pure crap because Spencer hadn’t come in, the bell over the door rang and a feeling of calm washed over me.

      Spencer.

      His presence didn’t fix any of my issues, but he brought a smile to my face and gave me a little break from the worry.

      I didn’t get to chat with him much since we luckily were very busy, but I tried to talk as much as possible as I brought him his burger and fries, extra ranch, and a Coke. I drew a smiley face on his bill before sliding it next to his plate. “See ya,” I said with a smile. I really didn’t have time for more than that, plus I didn’t want to seem creeperish if I hovered.

      I rushed off to gather my tips and clear tables for people waiting to be seated as Spencer stood to take his bill to the register. After toting the tub of dirty dishes to the back, I emptied the dishes quickly in hopes of getting back to the front to watch Spencer walk to his truck. It was a silly habit—one that probably just made me look desperate—but it was a routine and made me happy.

      Trying for nonchalance, which I was never sure I pulled off, I meandered toward the door and glanced out. Spencer’s truck wasn’t in its usual spot, but a quick scan showed me he was just a few spots down. But no Spencer.

      I frowned.

      “Looks like your boy hasn’t left yet,” Chad teased from beside me and I tried not to jump. “You’re so creepy the way you watch him walk to his truck every damn time he’s here.”

      “I don’t,” I started to protest, but there was no reason to argue, so I shrugged instead. “Where is he?” I muttered.

      “Who are we looking for?” a voice behind me asked softly.

      “Rai has the hots for this construction worker who comes in all the time,” Chad blabbed. “Thinks he’s sneaky when he comes up here to watch the guy walk to his truck, but we all know what he’s doing.”

      “Hots for a construction worker?” I heard a smile in the voice.

      My chest constricted as my brain registered the familiarity in those words.

      Fudge.

      My.

      Life.

      “Yeah, he drives that gray and blue truck. I suppose he’s attractive if you’re into that type of thing,” Chad continued.

      “Oh my God, Chad. Can you shut up?” I gritted out.

      Chad turned to look at me, confused. When my eyes bugged out of my head, he glanced toward the man behind us. “Oh, hey, it’s your boy.” Chad laughed. “Found him. Man, can you walk to your truck now so Rai can watch? Put him out of his misery.”

      The breakdown that had been looming all day crashed down on me and I gave a strangled yeeping noise as I pushed passed Chad and rushed out the back door.

      No amount of deep breathing was going to help me avoid the inevitable, but I wanted desperately to escape so I could cry alone. Damn my car for deciding to stop working. I made my way to the far side of the building and settled into a small corner. Tucking my knees up to my chest and praying no one would come looking for me, I buried my face in my knees and cried.

      Fudging twenty-five years old and I was crying because of a little stress.

      Damn it.

      The hot tears burned my cheeks as sobs wracked my body and I hated myself for losing control. But even as the tears fell and I cursed myself, the cathartic relief of a good cry began to seep through me. I despised crying. Despised breaking down—especially in front of others. But I knew it would end with me feeling refreshed, renewed, and ready to tackle my challenges.

      I shuddered.

      Just had to get all the tears out first. Then I could make a plan.

      “Hey, can I sit?” a voice asked and I groaned.

      Fudging Spencer.

      “I’m fine. You can go,” I mumbled.

      “I’d rather sit.”

      Without lifting my head, I gestured vaguely to the spot next to me.

      We sat in silence for a few moments. It wasn’t comfortable, but it also wasn’t as awkward as I would have expected.

      “Rough day?” Spencer asked as he bumped his shoulder against mine.

      I snorted into my knees. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “Wanna tell me about it? I had a guy staple gun his hand today. Can you beat that?”

      I lifted my head, sniffling as I wiped tears from my cheeks. “I’m back to being homeless—I knew it was coming, but I’d been hoping for a little more time. No big, right? I can sleep in my car.” I shook my head and ran my hand through my hair. “Except the piece-of-shit decided to crap out on me. Went out to start it before class and it’s dead. Can’t exactly sleep in my car in the diner parking lot without a lot of questions.” I pinched the bridge of my nose, trying without success to stave off a fresh round of tears. “I’m short on my next school payment which means I’ll probably have to dip into my down payment money which means I’m taking two steps back from being able to get a place to stay.”

      My stomach rumbled as it made its presence in the shitastic day known.

      “When did you last eat?” Spencer asked.

      I waved him off. “Least of my worries. I usually keep protein bars in my car, but the box is empty.”

      “Can you get a meal inside?” Spencer asked.

      “Yeah, but they don’t give a discount and it seems wasteful. Once I get paid, I can get a lot more food for ten dollars at the store than one ten-dollar meal.”

      Spencer shifted and reached into his pocket. “Here, do you have Venmo?”

      “I’m not taking your money. No way.” God, I was dying.

      “Just a loan. Pay me back when you can.” He shook his phone at me.

      “I get paid in a few days. I’ll pay you back. Swear.” I told him my Venmo and started planning what I could buy to get the most bang for my buck.

      “And I’ve got an idea if you’re down with it,” Spencer said warily, almost as if he didn’t want to tell me.

      I narrowed my eyes. “What kind of plan?”

      “Well, I don’t know exactly what your housing budget is, but I know for a fact that the place I’m staying is nice and it’s a lot cheaper than any other place in town.” Spencer turned toward me. “Come home with me. See the place. My best friend’s boyfriend is a mechanic. I’ll help you tow your car to him so he can take a look.”

      “I don’t have the money to pay for a repair right now,” I muttered.

      “At least let him tell you what’s wrong so you’ll know what you need to save for. I promise he’s good and he’s honest; best in town.” Spencer stood and reached his hand down to me. “Come on. Even if you don’t like the place and don’t want the room, you can at least get some food and a good night’s sleep. Things will look better in the morning.”

      I stared at his hand for so long I feared he’d shrug and walk away, taking his offer with him. “Why are you doing this?”

      Spencer shrugged. “We’re friends. I know what it’s like to be at the end of your rope. I understand being on your own and not knowing where to turn; not wanting to be forced into a position where you have to reach out and not being sure you can trust those you’re reaching out to.”

      His words hit hard, like a sucker punch and my heart leaped. Maybe, just maybe, Spencer got it. I reached for his hand and let him pull me to my feet. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      “Let’s leave the car for now. I’ll see if Jesse has room for it and then we can get it towed to his shop.” Spencer held my hand just long enough for me to notice he was still touching me, but he quickly dropped it and gestured toward the back lot where my car was sitting.

      “It’s not going anywhere,” I answered with a shrug. “Let me clock out and just grab a few things.” I was grateful I was close to the end of my shift and I had my section cleaned and ready for the next shift.

      Once I had my belongings and had clocked out, I followed Spencer to his truck. Seeing his blue and gray truck, a fresh wave of embarrassment washed over me. “I’m really sorry for earlier. Being a creeper, all that stuff Chad said, having a meltdown.” I curled against the passenger side door as the truck roared to life.

      “Don’t sweat it,” Spencer answered as if he had nerdy little waiters watch him walk to his truck every day. “So, you want to hear about my place?”

      “I doubt I can afford the down payment just yet. And I can’t do a high monthly payment,” I hedged. “But I’d like to hear about it all the same.”

      “Well, first bit of good news is there’s no down payment.” Spencer turned my way with a big grin that made his dark eyes sparkle.

      “What? Why? How?” I sputtered.

      “Well, Bev is the landlord, more like a house mother, and she doesn’t charge rent to make money. She owns the house and uses our monthly rent to help with her bill payments some, but mostly to help with upkeep.” Spencer turned onto a street named Pleasure Boulevard. A couple blocks down, he took a right onto Remington Way and parked in front of the most gorgeous old Victorian home I’d ever seen. “There she is. 69069 Remington Place at the corner of Pleasure Boulevard and Remington Way,” Spencer said with a little sigh.

      I gaped, shut my mouth enough to chuckle in disbelief, and then continued to gape. “Holy shit,” I whispered. “Not only is she breathtaking, she’s also got one of the best addresses I’ve ever heard of.”

      Spencer snorted. “Right?”

      I shot a look his way. “And you live here? I don’t mean to pry, but this place is amazing and huge and…amazing,” I sputtered. “How do you afford it?”

      He smiled softly. “Bev doesn’t charge even close to what she should. It’s not a money-making situation for her. She always wanted kids, couldn’t have any. When her husband died, she thought about making this place into a bed and breakfast type thing, but decided to take in boarders instead. She gets a house full of love and support—and people who adore her and her cooking—and her tenants get a safe, affordable, loving place to stay.”

      “Will she care that I’m gay?” I asked. Hell, I was pretty sure there was no way I could afford the rent, but I had to make sure I wasn’t going to be causing any upheaval.

      “Remington Place and Bev don’t discriminate. Dalton and his girlfriend live here. Cooper just fell in love with his dad’s very male best friend—who happens to be twice his age. Dre…well, I’m not one hundred percent sure on his sexuality, but I’m guessing since he came to live with his aunt after being told he wasn’t needed at his parents’ that he’s got something going on. He’ll tell us if and when he’s ready.” Spencer started to open the door. “Bev doesn’t care and no one else here will either.”

      “And you?” Please let him be gay. Please.

      But then I realized if he was gay, I’d have to deal with knowing he was so far out of my league I’d never have a chance.

      Okay, no, please let him be straight.
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