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To my parents who have never let me down, especially when I needed their support the most. I would particularly like to thank my mother for her hard work and dedication in helping this book become a reality. I would also like to take a moment to give a reminder to all. While this book is a work of fiction, for far too many kids it is too close to their reality.

​

Definition Of Waif

1a : a stray person or animal especially : a homeless child 

1b : something found without an owner and especially by chance 

2 : an extremely thin and usually young woman 

3a : a piece of property (such as property washed up by the sea) found but unclaimed 
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Chapter 1
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There is no denying the beauty of October. The deep blue skies and the rainbow colors upon the trees preparing for winter always make for breathtaking views. Yet Robert hated October and cursed its winds and the beginnings of cool weather. As picturesque as it was, October served as a warning to kids like him. Winter was approaching, and it was potentially deadly.

The morning started out comfortable with the sun warm on his back, as was typical for the month. By two, the wind began bringing thick clouds, turning everything a dull gray. Now those clouds were becoming heavier and darker telling Robert he didn’t have much time left. Despite the long day he’d had, and the heavy backpack he wore, he picked up his pace. In an attempt to outrun the rain he was nearly jogging by the time he turned a corner and heard the crashing of waves nearby. The sound meant his shelter was close at hand.

“Too slow,” Robert muttered.

The wind kicked up a notch, and the rain began. The tiny droplets came fast and furious as the skies opened up and the teenager slowed to a walk. There was no longer any reason to hurry, not when each raindrop hit so hard it slid through his thin hoodie and sliced into his skin like a javelin, soaking him to the bone. There was nothing to stop his getting drenched now so his main concern became the wind and waves on the lake. When the lake got rough his shelter sometimes became dangerous to get to and could end up completely inaccessible. If that was the case today his night would be long, uncomfortable, and possibly fatal. For a street kid like him fall’s beauty was a harsh reminder of how fragile life could be.

As his feet squished in his saturated boots Robert saw the trees beside the seldom-used road thin before vanishing altogether. He had to walk through the small clearing next and knew to choose his route carefully. He’d become cautious over the years because it meant survival. The last thing he wanted was to create a path someone could follow to the safest place to live he’d found in years. All the way to the safety barricade he watched for witnesses before hopping over and slipping through a line of scraggly trees and scrub. On the other side the reward came in the form of a spectacular view of Lake Michigan as seen from atop a short, steep cliff. A view that, thanks to the wind, rain, and waves, wasn’t accompanied by the usual rank odor of dead fish and seagulls. A true blessing as odors lingered in places like this where tons of rock, slabs of stone, and chunks of former roads were discarded. These had all been dumped off the cliffs decades ago to slow erosion. Now Robert used them as stairs down to his shelter. Today those rocks were not only wet they were slippery with mud making for a messy and dangerous descent. It was an unfortunate and necessary evil as the other two routes he could use held their own dangers. The least of which meant being cold and wet for a lot longer.

Unwilling to linger in the wind and rain to debate the alternatives Robert knelt in the mud, grabbed a handful of grass and roots and stretched a leg down. This was the worst part as the rock was four feet below him. The instant he dropped to the first slab of stone the wind shifted and gusted off the lake. With it came a deluge of fat raindrops and a massive dive in the temperature along with a surge in the waves below. The fierce wind blew back his hoodie and the rain soaked his long blond hair as he hurried down the stones. The entire way the teen alternated between praying his worn-out boots wouldn’t slip and cursing his too short legs. He’d made this trip daily for months now and more than once in inclement weather. The experience taught him what he could and couldn’t get away with on the descent. Still, each risky move that brought him closer to home came with a little thrill of fear and he enjoyed them all right to the last jump to his doorstep. When he made that drop now his boots thudded down before a trio of concrete slabs. These slabs formed a short not quite square door hidden by the bushes growing between the debris. The only reason he’d even found this place himself had been because he’d come to this out of the way stretch of beach for some spear fishing. Instead of making his way to the sand and the salmon that liked the shallows that time of year he tripped on a broken boot lace and fell right onto the bushes hiding the doorway.

Today he stepped through the bushes rather than falling on them and felt relieved to be out of the cold wind and rain.

‘Almost home,’ he thought as he struggled to get from a sodden pocket a miniature flashlight he’d stolen. When he got it out and flicked it on the bright blue beam revealed a long six-foot-wide concrete tube. Twenty yards in he came to an abrupt right turn, then a heavy steel door.

While everything else seemed ancient, the combination lock Robert added a while back shined bright and new. With fingers numb from the cold he opened the lock and quickly slipped through the door. Once on the other side he barred it with a board stolen from a construction site. The lock kept his stuff safe while he was out, the door bar kept Robert himself safe while he was inside. After four years on the streets he’d learned not to take chances and a wave of tension lifted from him at the relative safety of a locked concrete room. 

Once locked in he squished over to a flickering toggle switch in the corner and flipped it causing several strings of old Christmas lights to spring to life. These colorful lights showed his home of the past six months hadn’t been disturbed since he’d left that morning. What the twenty by twenty concrete room had originally been for Robert couldn’t be sure. Especially as it had not only a stone washbasin sink, it also had a functional toilet. All he could say for sure was it made a nice house for an eighteen-year-old street kid. After four years of exile to the streets for the unforgivable sin of kissing another boy, Robert was sure it was the best place he’d lived since he’d been tossed from his home. Whatever it had been before, this space was Robert’s home for now, just as countless other street kids like him were now his family. 

After dropping his backpack with a wet thunk, he checked the cheap watch he wore. 

‘Still fifteen minutes,’ he thought before stripping out of his sopping wet clothes. Cold and wet together made for a deadly combination so the whole sodden mess went into the sink to be taken care of later when the place got warmer. Something that wouldn’t happen for another fifteen minutes when the streetlights came on. Then the ancient sodium light above the sink would slowly come to life, along with power to the outlet he’d added next to it. Only then could he plug in his little space heater and warm the room. Otherwise, his only power came from a bank of old car batteries on an ancient pallet in the corner.

While he waited, the still damp teen padded barefoot over the icy floor to a trio of milk crates containing his only two towels and all the clothes he owned. After drying his short skinny body Robert wrapped himself in his most prized possession. Until he could use his heater, he’d have to rely on his trusty knit blanket to hold off the concrete chill. What little else he had was now either sopping wet or too dirty to wear.

Every time he used the blue and black afghan Robert tried to take a moment to remember its rightful owner. Though he hadn’t seen her in years now, the smell of peppermint and flowers surrounding her still stuck in his mind. The older woman used to sit on a library bench working away on her crocheting while her grandson looked at books. On that bitter December night Robert had only been on the streets a few months and sat watching the clock with more than a few others from the streets doing the same. Closing time wasn’t far off and they’d all have to shuffle back out into the cold to find a place to sleep.

He remembered it had been the sudden sound of a snip from her scissors which had caught his attention. When he’d looked over he found she was folding the just completed blanket. Once she finished she’d set it on the bench and walked into the stacks in search of her grandson. Such a blanket was something he desperately needed at the time. Having already become accomplished at necessary thievery the coveted item was swiftly secured. Not a soul saw him stuff it in his backpack and he was all set to escape to the frigid outdoors. Except something stopped him. It occurred to him that this was not an easily replaceable store-bought blanket. Loving hands had made it, likely as a gift for someone else. He’d still taken it lest he freeze to death in the night, but he believed the woman deserved to know what happened to all her hard work. Grabbing a nearby scrap of paper and a pencil, he jotted down a short version of his story. The note ended with “You saved my life tonight. Robert age fourteen.”

Of his few possessions, it was his most prized. This single item had saved his life more times than he could count. Of all the things he’d stolen over the years, it was also the only item he’d ever felt bad for taking. At least the first time he’d taken it. More than once he’d had to take it back from someone else in a situation much like his own after they’d stolen it from him.

Robert broke out of his reminiscing as the soft glow of the ancient sodium light sluggishly came to life. The gentle hum in the corner told him the old car batteries were recharging as well and this got Robert moving once again. With the power on he could now heat the room. The small electric hotplate he’d found at a rummage sale for practically nothing helped his little heater tonight. These little devices he and a few of the others found out could be lifesavers. More than once they’d used the electric coils of plates like these to warm hands and feet on the coldest of winter nights. Most of the kids he knew were especially good at finding outdoor outlets and they were usually in the most surprising places. The kids especially liked these coils as they were safer than a fire by far. Especially since fires of any kind drew the attention of police. Here though he really only used the old hotplate for cooking dinner. 

“Amazing how much it helps to have a safe place to stash things,” he thought while looking over his makeshift pantry by the sink. Here he’d stacked several milk crates of canned goods he’d been trying to stock for winter. From them he grabbed a small can of cheap ravioli, stripped off its label, opened it, and set it on the bare heater coil to warm it up. 

While his dinner heated and his home began to warm Robert moved his sopping wet boots in front of the heater to dry and emptied the sodden backpack. It had been an exceptional day of procurements and the teenager was proud of the pack’s contents. They were the fruits of a tough day’s work in survival on the streets. First out was a plastic grocery bag he’d pilfered from a woman’s cart while she’d wrestled a toddler into a car seat. He’d lifted it and kept walking, never even noticed by either. It wasn’t much, a box of rice, a bag of carrots, and a small bottle of vegetable oil. Still, it was free food and he needed the veggies. While he emptied the rest of the pack he munched on a carrot. 

A pair of laundry soap packets he’d found unattended at the laundromat was a blessing as he needed to wash his clothes tonight. If he hadn’t gotten them he’d have used his dwindling supply of bar soap. While it worked well enough, it took a lot of soap and he needed it to wash himself as well. 

He knew too many street people who let their hygiene needs go and he refused to be one of them. Over the years he’d stolen soap and washed in many odd locations to keep himself clean. Early on he’d learned it was far easier to survive on the streets if you didn’t look dirty and ragged. This was especially true for kids like him who survived by petty theft as he did these days. 

The next item out of the bag was a prime example. It was a paper lunch sack of bills and coins he’d swiped throughout the day. Most he’d found in the front consoles of unlocked parked cars and a few pockets. One or two dollars at a time added up. Even though he lived by theft, Robert had strict rules he followed no matter how desperate times got. One of the biggest was he’d never break into a car or house if it had been locked. He refused to cause damage like that. He also never dug for valuables. However, he thought if you didn’t care enough about your money to lock it up or even conceal it, you shouldn’t care if it vanished. 

Last out was his prize find for the day, a small yet heavy black box he’d found in a dumpster behind the factory. The moment he’d seen it Robert’s eyes lit with the possibilities. The box was an uninterruptible power supply for a computer. These had batteries inside so if the power went out the computers still ran. Right away he’d considered his little space heater and his lack of daytime power. Even if he couldn’t fix it, he knew it might still be useful. At worst he might rig something with its parts, or If not, he’d steal a functional one and hook it to his batteries. For now he set it aside and went to eat his dinner as it smelled like it was ready. 

As usual he ate direct from the can with a tarnished silver fork he’d swiped from a nice restaurant years ago. Times hadn’t been rough then, they’d been terrible. On one particular day Robert had watched an office building janitor toss a box of stale birthday cake into a dumpster. The instant the guy was out of sight he’d gone in after it. When a man in a nice suit caught him in the dumpster he’d insisted on buying Robert dinner somewhere nice. The fork had been swiped during this meal and somehow he’d kept it ever since. It was a clear memory because the man in the nice suit had been the first person who’d tried to help him. At least without wanting something in return. He’d learned later that such kind acts only seemed rare when you yourself never tried to help others. 

Before eating dinner, Robert prayed as he had done before every meal. 

“Lord, thank you for the blessing of this food which will sustain me for yet another day.”

He also included a prayer of thanks for the people who’d helped him beat the odds and stay alive for as long as he had. He finished with a heartfelt apology to God for all the sins he’d committed in his never-ending struggle to survive.

With his prayers complete, he ate his small supper, contemplated his power project, and thought about what tomorrow might bring. He’d learned long ago how planning and constant hard work were essential on the street. If you didn’t plan and work hard you wouldn’t last long out here. Robert had seen way too many kids who didn’t make it, and until he’d wised up, he had almost been one who hadn’t. He’d be long dead if not for such sage advice from his buddies. Especially Steve who had survived on the streets long before Robert had arrived, so he knew the score. 

Once Robert finished dinner, he filled a small camper’s cook pot to heat water for his laundry before turning his attention to the heavy little box. Using extreme caution he plugged it in and the expensive little device lit in the front. Unfortunately, the lights showed errors such as battery at zero percent and a few others whose icons he didn’t know for sure what they meant. Whatever they meant, they flashed red and flashing red lights always meant a problem. He pulled the plug and opened the case using an old pair of tweezers as a screwdriver. He found an issue at once. The 12-volt internal battery had white corrosion on it and was certainly bad and probably the reason someone tossed it. Fortunately, the corrosion didn’t appear to extend to the circuit board. Since he planned to use his own batteries instead of the tiny battery anyway he pulled it out, cut the corroded connectors off with a pair of nail clippers, and stripped the ends to bare wire. Next he attached those wires to the battery bank with the clamps from the battery charger. With a charged battery attached he figured the device should power on yet nothing happened. With a frown Robert searched for something like a blown fuse or damage to the circuit boards to no avail. The fuse was fine and if the boards had a problem he’d need a multi-meter to check them. Those weren’t easy to steal. A new UPS or maybe a power inverter you’d plug into the cigarette lighter of a car would be easier to take. He figured the best option now was to take it apart the rest of the way and look for any other damaged wires. As he was about to start he felt a tiny hole in the back. A closer look revealed unlabeled button. When he pressed it with the tip of his pen his face lit with a smile as the indicator lights glowed. The thing also let out an ear-splitting wail as an alarm blared, which silenced when he plugged the unit back in. He also heard the hum of his battery charger fall off some as the charging light on the UPS came on. The little bar of lights telling the charge level of the batteries now connected to the device floated around a minute before settling on seventy-five percent. 

Now the only question was whether his little heater would run from the batteries and if so, for how long. If it really worked he’d have a safer place to live during the harsh winter ahead. Eager to try it, he plugged the heater into the box and unplugged the UPS from the wall. Again an ear-splitting wail came from the device. He also heard the whir of his heater still running. While he’d have to disable the alarm, it worked, and he breathed a sigh of relief as he plugged the UPS back in to continue helping the batteries charge as well as to quiet the alarm. 

Later, as Robert scrubbed his clothes, he imagined feeling warm any time he wanted without going somewhere public. While hanging the clean clothes on his clothesline he wondered, as he often did, what people thought when they discovered things he’d taken over the years were missing. He was sure the average person didn’t consider a clothesline and clothespins to be valuable enough to steal. For a kid like him though, such odd things could be like gold.

By the time he finished the laundry his back was sore, his arms tired, and his hands wrinkled and cracking from the scrubbing and wringing. His time out here taught him what some things were like for people before modern appliances, and it wasn’t fun. Neither was his last task before he’d let himself sleep for the night. As always for a homeless kid, money was an important concern. Not that he considered himself homeless exactly. He had a very nice home, thank you very much; he just wasn’t welcome in it anymore. 

With everything else done he pulled a battered and stained notebook from a crate. This spiral-bound book contained three years of notes on his finances. As he skimmed the pages Robert stopped at one that always caught his eye. Whenever he saw it he grimaced in remembrance. This page showed more than finances. It also displayed droplets of dried blood and a big angry X across it all. There was also a large zero at the bottom surrounded by tear stains and a drop of blood next to it. The sight always brought back the memory of that warm summer day. As shown by the numbers on the page before he crossed them out, he’d had money aplenty. There had also been fairly safe shelter in an old factory he and a few others kept as a crash pad. Unfortunately, someone knew about both and that memory had not faded with time.

“Well, well, I’d wondered where Bruce’s pretty boy went when he wasn’t picking pockets.”

The voice made Robert freeze in his tracks and sent a chill down his spine. He recognized the voice and the man attached to it was dangerous. Two more sets of footfalls behind him verified that the insane man’s usual companions were with him.

“We know you do much more than just pick pockets.”

Robert turned, putting his back to the dead-end alley, the door he used to enter the abandoned factory too far away to use as an escape. They’d trapped him.

“Scram Squirrely, I got nothing for the likes of you.”

“We’ll see about that.”

Robert slammed the notebook shut, breathing hard for a moment. The memory was something he wished he could forget, yet also knew he needed to remember. He kept this page as a reminder of the dangers he’d ignored that day. He’d been careless and paid dearly for it. 

Taking a deep breath and bringing himself back to the present, he turned to pages toward the back of the book and his most recent balance sheet. Things weren’t looking good for winter this year. Despite his good day of scrounging in consoles and a few grabs of bills from guys jacket pockets, he only had one hundred-twenty dollars. During summer this much he could stretch for months if he had to. Winter was different. 

Besides theft being more difficult in winter, it also brought added expenses. For one, he needed a good warm coat and stealing one was not a practical option. They were difficult to get out of a store and high-dollar items meant police involvement if he got caught. Tomorrow he’d already planned to go through the second-hand shops racks and see what they had. Tonight he prayed he’d find something warm in his small size. Last time he’d needed a coat there was nothing used anywhere and he’d had to do unsavory things to get a new one. Things he’d rather not do again. He would though if he had to, because giving up was not an option for him. 

“One step at a time,” Robert reminded himself as he put the notebook and pen away. As he did, he noticed the bank logo on the pen telling him where it came from. The sight caused an odd thought to pop into his head. He wondered if normal people ever bought pens of their own or were all pens only stolen from various companies and passed around.
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Chapter 2
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Through the night the storm raged until it burned itself out just after dawn. Shortly after the rain stopped, the sun crept over the horizon. When it did the streetlights clicked off and so did Robert’s power. The foreign sound of a loud buzzer startled him awake, and he jumped to his feet. Although he’d tossed his blanket off in the night and his hair was mussed, Robert’s eyes were alert. They darted around the dark room, scanning for danger. Once awake, he realized he was safe. The noise was just the power loss alarm on the UPS he’d forgotten to unplug. He took a few deep breaths to calm himself and slow his pounding heart. 

With a groan, he gave a full body stretch and a mighty yawn before following the glow of his light switch to turn off the UPS.

“Gotta fix that,” he muttered to himself as he flipped on the lights. The ability to sleep in if he wanted was one of the great benefits of this place. No one would chase him off at an early hour if they found him curled up in a corner somewhere. No need to wait until the late hour when nobody was around to drop into an uneasy sleep. 

Since he was already awake, he got ready for the day. Robert had two main missions today and needed to dress appropriately for the greatest chance of success. Because he’d be hitting the second-hand store for a winter coat, he shaved his non-existent beard and carefully chose his clothes. One outfit in his meager collection made him appear even younger than he already did. Real use had worn and faded the clothes making them perfect for today. He’d heard from other street kids years ago that if you entered the store appearing young and poor, you’d get better deals. Robert found this to be true when he checked out at the register. Prices often dropped, and they never rang some items up at all. However, on the rare occasions he’d worn his good clothes—making him appear older and better-off—even with the same cashier as the day before, he’d always paid full ticket price on everything.

Before he left for the day, Robert cut the speaker wire for the UPS alarm, turned it back on and checked the battery level. It read ninety-eight percent charge. He set his heater to a comfortable temperature and left it on, praying he’d come home to a warm room and power to spare tonight. As he left, the hot humid air rushed out and the cold outside air poured in. When he heard the heater kick on again he closed the door and locked it. 

The morning was frigid and dead calm as he climbed the rocks up the cliff. For him, going up was faster and easier than coming down, and in no time he made it to the top. From there Robert headed toward the nearest bus stop almost an hour’s walk away. Then there was a forty-minute wait in the cold for the next bus to the bus transfer area at the town square. Downtown was busy this time of day as everyone without cars waited to catch the bus to work. Robert recognized a few as street people like himself, including one known to be completely unstable. That one he tried hard to avoid by going the other way around the old statue toward the depot’s strip-mall. Robert kept his hands out of the pockets of the people here, even if he was desperate. These folks were the kind most likely to help him if he only asked. These average hard-working people were the ones who always gave their help to those in need. They did it because they understood the problems of being on the streets, or knew they too could become homeless at any moment. 

An example of the help given was the free breakfast he got most mornings from Aiden at the depot mall’s McDonald’s. The two had met the previous February on a bitter cold night. Aiden worked a second job at the steam bathhouse and his boss had caught Robert trying to slip in. Instead of escorting the underage teen out the back, Aiden had brought him to one of the private steam rooms. Robert had promised to stay inside with the door latched until the place closed at 2 a. m. when Aiden would be the only one left in the building. Even though he and the other gay street boys had often wished to explore and take part in the more adult activities of the place, Robert stayed put. Aiden was risking his job letting him stay in the building as he still had three months until his eighteenth birthday. With nothing else to do, he sat and enjoyed the warmth. Once the place had closed and emptied, Aiden let him explore. He’d taken a much-needed shower, and the man even washed his clothes with the towels while Robert slept on the manager’s couch. The next morning he’d offered Robert a ride downtown and breakfast when he opened the McDonald’s he worked at as an assistant manager. The two had been friends ever since and met most mornings for breakfast. 

Today Robert walked into the fast-food restaurant and saw a smiling Aiden leaning against the counter drinking a cup of coffee and watching the register. His mop of dark brown hair was a little mussed as he’d already put in an eight-hour shift at the steam bathhouse. Despite this, he still held his usual smile in place which always got a little bigger when he saw Robert.

“Hey Aiden.”

“Hey yourself. Haven’t seen you in a few days. Everything okay?” Aiden asked, giving a mental sigh of relief. 

He always worried about the kid, even if he could take care of himself better than most adults. With his worn clothes, old backpack and a brooding expression on his face, he looked like any other teen from a not so well-off family stopping for a quick breakfast. However, when one looked at the boy’s eyes, the illusion shattered. The instant he walked into a room, they scanned for danger and opportunity alike. If you looked you’d see the truth of the boy’s life in those haunted eyes. The kid had seen and done too much for his young age and it showed if you cared enough to observe him.

“Yeah, just trying to get ready for winter. You know how it is. Doing better than last year,” Robert said with a grin. That smile completely transformed him and would melt even the hardest of hearts the same way it’d melted his last winter. Because of Robert, he saw how bad the street kids had it come winter. Now he knew how to look, and Aiden spotted them a lot this close to the bus depot. If he had his way, he’d take them all in himself, starting with the one in front of his counter. 

“Hey you seem to be doing better. You were still seriously pale the other day. How’s your mom?” Robert asked. Aiden moved his hand to rest on his still-healing surgical incision under his shirt. He’d recently given half his liver to his ailing mother.

“She’s doing good, bouncing back even faster than I am in fact.”

“Probably because she’s not trying to work herself to death.”

“Ugh, you sound like my wife. Besides, someone’s got to pay the bills. Especially now. We got happy, if unexpected news the other day,” Aiden said. He grabbed a few breakfast sandwiches and a cup of coffee for each of them and headed for a table where he could watch the front register. He had a good half hour before it got busy and needed the break.

“Dog having puppies?” Robert asked, trying to appear serious and failing.

“Har, Har. No, Lisa’s pregnant, which makes our old doctor an idiot or a liar.”

“I assumed you two wanted kids,” Robert said with concern. He didn’t expect such a distant tone from Aiden when announcing such news. 

“We do, and we never imagined it could happen, so I guess... I’m just not prepared for it,” Aiden said, taking a sip of coffee before correcting himself. “No, that’s not true. I guess I’m scared is all.”

“Of what?” Robert asked after finishing his breakfast sandwich.

“Scared I’ll be a crappy dad to the kid.”

“Aiden.”

“Yeah?”

“You’re an idiot,” Robert said, causing Aiden to laugh.

“First off, you work at a gay bathhouse, so you’re not likely to kick the kid out one day if he’s gay. You’ve already got my dad beat.”

“I’d like to beat him,” Aiden muttered.

“Forget him, we’re talking about you. You’ll be a great dad.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“You won’t beat the kid, right?”

“Course not, but—”

“You’re gonna pay attention to ‘em, feed ‘em, spend time with ‘em, and teach ’em what you know right?”

“Yeah, but—”

“You’re gonna say I love you and mean it, and let ‘em know you support ’em and will be there no matter what, right?”

“Well yeah, but—”

“But what?”

“But that’s the easy stuff.”

“No, it isn’t,” Robert said, shaking his head. “That’s the important stuff.”

“But what if something happens and I don’t know what to do? I may screw the kid up for life.”

“You think that little of your judgment? Because I don’t. Besides, it’s not like your wife won’t be there to help you. I heard enough about her the first day we met to tell she’s a smart lady. You listen to her if you can’t decide and you’ll figure it out together,” Robert said as he rose. It was hard for him to talk about family for long. “Thanks for breakfast buddy.”

“Stay out of trouble kid,” Aiden called out as Robert left. He prayed the boy stayed out of trouble and stayed safe. He also prayed the kid was right about him.

After his free meal, Robert knew he needed to get moving as he had a lot to get done today. His first stop would be the military surplus store. It was close by and the only place to get a new pair of boots in his size for a reasonable price. Like a decent coat, boots were risky things to steal, and he’d need something with far more tread on them for winter than those he had. 

As he walked away from the bus depot area, he sensed someone right behind him and the lightest of touches at his back pocket. 

“The wallet’s empty, Squirrel,” Robert said. He turned around to see an eight-year-old with a cheeky grin on his face and Robert’s wallet in his hand.

“I know Robbie. One day I’m gonna get yours without you noticing though. How do you do it?” the kid asked as he handed the wallet back.

“I lived with Squeaker for a while about three years ago. He’ll teach you too, eventually. How’s he doing? I heard about what happened the other day.”

“He got tore up pretty bad, Robbie. He let me help him back to the house and clean him up even. Not a spot on him that’s not black and blue or bloody,” the kid said with a slight tremble to his lower lip. 

That the twelve-year-old let little Squirrel help him at all told Robert how bad the beating had been. Squeaker had been on the streets since he was six, and Robert never once heard of the kid admitting he needed help. Especially not from a kid so much younger than him.

“He must trust you a lot, Squirrel. Anyone helping you take care of him?”

“Susie’s there now, but there isn’t room for her when I’m there at night. Besides, he wouldn’t let her stay, anyway.”

“Why not?”

The boy rolled his eyes. “Because he likes her.” 

“Ah, okay, I get it now.”

“I’m glad someone does. I wish I knew how to help him, Robbie. He’s hurt bad.”

“Well, for one, don’t let him leave that old warehouse or wherever you’re staying for a while. He needs to rest or it’ll take longer for him to heal.”

“You think I should bring someone like Sarge to come look at him?”

“Better not.”

“Yeah, Squeaker’ll just get mad and move and not take me with him. Me and Susie are the only ones who know where our place is right now.”

“Can’t hurt to talk to the old guy, though. Sarge can at least tell you stuff to do that’ll help. Come on, his place is close to where I’m going anyway.”
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