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1

Faith





The relentless ticking from the clock on Faith’s wall sent her nerves through the roof. Normally indifferent to its presence, tonight, the clock became an unwelcome reminder of the daunting task ahead. 

Faith had planned her escape for months. She was meticulous, acutely aware any lapse in detail could spell utter disaster. With each passing minute, her heart quickened its pace, mirroring the march of time itself. 

So far, everything was going to plan. That was the one good thing about her parents; they were painfully predictable. But that wasn’t the reason Faith craved freedom. No, her reason for all the plotting and lying was for her future life and the right to live it as she saw fit. 

If Alan and Maureen Parsons ever found out who Faith truly was while she lived under their roof, Faith would… Well, she dreaded to think what would happen. There was no point dwelling on the ‘what ifs’ now. Faith was thirty seconds away from irrevocably changing her life. 

Straining her ears, Faith listened for any sign her mother or father were awake. It would be the first time in history either parent stirred before 6 a.m. but Faith couldn’t take any chances. This was too important. The house remained silent, only the gentle creak of the wooden rafters pierced the stillness. 

Stepping lightly, Faith gathered her backpack. With gentle steps, she made her way over to her window. It had taken an hour to jimmy the lock open, earlier that evening, all while trying to stay as quiet as a mouse. If her dad heard anything out of the ordinary, he was guaranteed to burst through her door.

She gently lifted the window, thankful it didn’t snag or squeak. Taking one last look over her shoulder, Faith slipped her pack through the narrow opening before climbing out as quickly as possible. 

As much as she hated this house, she was grateful it was a single-story bungalow. Having to scale down a wall didn’t hold any appeal and there was no way she would have been able to do it without disturbing her parents.

As soon as her feet touched the ground, she eased the window closed and swiftly took off. Skirting the edges of the yard, Faith avoided the gravel. Now all she had to do was make it to the back of the garage. After a quick look behind her, Faith set off, praying the security light she’d relieved of its bulb had gone unnoticed by her father.

With no blazing light to illuminate her escape, Faith smiled. Luck was on her side tonight. Maybe it was divine intervention? 

A glance at her wristwatch reminded Faith she had to hurry if she was to succeed with the next part of her plan. 

At the back of the family garage sat Faith’s trusty bicycle. Her father had refused to let Faith get her driver’s license, insisting she only cycled. Faith knew the reason was to prevent her from leaving. Alan Parsons wasn’t a stupid man. 

Faith wondered how he would feel when he realized that by enforcing the ‘no driving’ rule, he’d given her the perfect way to escape. Bicycles were silent, unlike cars. 

Wheeling the bike to the road, Faith placed one foot on the pedal and used the other to push off. Summoning all the energy she could, Faith peddled. There was no time to admire the moonlit streets or the twinkle of the stars. Faith had to remain focused on her goal: getting to the bus station within the next five minutes.

With labored breaths and sweat on her brow, Faith made it with one minute to spare. Rushing over to the ticket desk, she gave her name and collected her pass. Leaving her pre-purchased ticket at the station had been the right choice. Faith never knew when her mother would overturn her room, looking for contraband. 

The bus rumbled to life just as she threw herself onboard. The driver drew up his eyebrows as she puffed and panted. Only when she waved the ticket in his face did he turn away. 

Inhaling deeply, Faith made her way to the middle of the bus, choosing a window seat. There wasn’t time for her to get comfy, though. Her ticket might have read “Destination: Dallas,” but that was not where Faith planned to leave the bus. 

When her parents found her missing from her room, they would come for her. Faith had no doubt in her mind. The first place they would look would be the bus station. Once they found out her ticket information—and they would—Alan and Maureen would be hot on her tail.

So, to keep them in the dark, Faith would change buses prior to Dallas. With all the bobbing and weaving she planned, it was going to take her days to reach Seattle; her final destination. The stops and changes were a must, though. 

Closing her eyes, Faith mentally ran through the rest of her plan. It wasn’t complicated but it would stop her parents from getting law enforcement involved. That was the reason she’d waited until she turned eighteen. God knows she’d wanted to escape for years, but without the law on her side, it would have been foolish and deadly to have left before her last birthday.

Now, though, she was a legal adult. She’d even managed to sneak her birth certificate out of her father’s office. With her documents safely stowed away in her backpack, Faith finally allowed herself a reprieve from the anxiety she’d suffered with for months.

Maybe a bit of sleep would help? No, don’t fall asleep. Stay vigilant.

The bus was nowhere near full as she cast her gaze over the other passengers. There were a handful of people, most of them snoring. She saw a girl who looked to be about her own age, sitting in the back of the coach, eyes closed, bopping her head and silently mouthing the words to her music. Faith saw the AirPods and naturally became curious. 

What is she listening to? Stop it, Faith. Stay focused. No distractions.

Admonishing herself for her wandering eye, Faith turned her head back to the window, and the possibilities that lay ahead.


      [image: image-placeholder]
The bus had barely stopped before Faith was up and out of her seat, heading for the door. Thankfully, the bus had made good time, leaving Faith with ample opportunity to buy her next ticket—with cash, of course.

The sleepy bus station only had one ticket operator, who clearly detested his job. Faith was a naturally shy person who avoided confrontations at all costs, so when she heard the ticket clerk arguing with a customer, she wanted to hide away. Raised voices were a trigger. In Faith’s experience, they were usually followed by a swift backhand.

When the irate customer finally purchased her ticket, Faith stepped up to the window. “One-way to St. Louis, please.”

The ticket agent sighed and bashed his keyboard dramatically. Faith wasn’t sure why he behaved that way, and frankly, she didn’t care. As long as he gave her the ticket, he could do as he pleased. 

Faith smiled sweetly as she waited. Finally, he shoved the printed paper through the little slot. Faith thanked him and left. With an hour to wait, Faith prepared the next stage of her plan.

Alan and Maureen would go straight to the Sheriff’s Office and tell them Faith was missing. To make sure that didn’t happen, Faith entrusted her best friend, Alice, to deliver a letter to the sheriff at first light. The letter stated Faith had left town of her own free will. Hopefully, that would be enough to stop law enforcement looking for her. It wouldn’t deter her parents.

Pulling out the burner phone she’d picked up in town yesterday, Faith sent a message letting Alice know she was okay and to make sure her letter got delivered. As soon as she got a reply, Faith turned off the phone and dumped it. 

Waiting was the hardest part. If she wasn’t moving in some way or other, Faith felt vulnerable. To stave off the inevitable anxiety that came with stillness, Faith paced the station. After a few restless minutes, a rumbling stomach gave her the perfect excuse to find somewhere to eat. A diner was a better option than driving herself insane, walking in circles.

The smell of coffee and grease slapped her across the face as soon as she opened the door. Normally, that smell would be nauseating, but Faith was too hungry to care. In fact, her mouth was salivating. Taking a seat at the counter, Faith scanned the board. 

“Hey, honey, what can I get you?” The woman behind the bar was short and stout. She had an infectious smile and her golden curls bounced as she moved. Faith didn’t know many people who could sport a genuine smile like that, first thing in the morning.

“Coffee and pancakes, please.”

“Coming right up.”

Faith let out a little giggle. This would be the first time she tried coffee. Caffeine probably wasn’t the best thing in her current state as she was already wired, but screw it. This is why she’d left; so she could make her own decisions and try new things. Her reasons for leaving ran a lot deeper than coffee, but it was still a valid example. 

Faith’s wristwatch beeped. She’d set it to go off at six. Like clockwork, Alan and Maureen would climb out of bed at 6 a.m. sharp. Her mother usually rapped on Faith’s door at two minutes past. 

Faith’s eyes were glued to the digital display. As the numbers changed to 6:02, Faith clenched her fists. They would now know.

“Here ya go, honey. Coffee and pancakes. There’s extra syrup just over there. Call if you need anything.”

Unfurling her hands, Faith placed them on the counter, closed her eyes, and counted to ten. She was okay. She was safe. For now, anyway. 

Not wanting her first experience of tasting coffee to be marred by all the things that could go wrong with the upcoming travels, Faith shook out her body and smiled. The coffee looked like mud, which Faith was sure meant it wouldn’t be great. Yup, the first swallow almost made her cough up a lung. 

“Eat your pancake. It will help,” a soft voice said from beside her. 

The unfamiliar voice poured from a familiar mouth—it was the girl with the AirPods from the back of the bus.

“Thanks, wow, yeah, that’s something,” Faith spluttered. The woman laughed, which made Faith smile.

“Do you mind if I sit here?”

“No, go ahead.” Faith shuffled in her seat. 

“I’m Nathalie,” the woman said, holding out her hand. Faith gripped it lightly and shook.

“Faith.”

“Are the pancakes any good?”

Faith cut a small bite and popped it in her mouth. Warm butter spread across her tongue, causing a delighted moan to leave her mouth. 

“So good,” Faith mumbled.

“Hey, can I have the same as her, please?” Nathalie asked the same smiling server.

“Sure thing, honey.”

“So, where are you off to?” Nathalie asked, turning her attention back to Faith. 

Faith’s defenses rose instantly. It was silly, because Faith knew there was no way Nathalie had any knowledge of her plans, or reasons for leaving Kentucky. That didn’t stop her body from visibly reacting. Nathalie must have seen Faith stiffen, because she quickly changed the subject. 

“Ugh, I hate traveling by bus. My back goes into spasm. I’m only nineteen. That shouldn’t happen, right?”

“Definitely not,” Faith laughed, thankful for Nathalie’s understanding.

Nathalie smiled as the server placed her food and coffee down. “Well, these pancakes should help.” 

The women fell silent as they ate. Faith wished she had better social skills. Maybe then she would know how to traverse these kinds of interactions. Unfortunately, socializing was not important, according to her father. As long as she could be polite when spoken to, that was all that mattered. If it weren’t for Alice, Faith would have been completely alone and friendless.

Faith didn’t even have the respite of school. Maureen Parsons had homeschooled her. Well, she’d taught her daughter the basics, never straying into anything remotely liberal. As long as Faith could read, do basic math, and recite the Bible by heart, that was a job well done in Maureen’s eyes.

“I…I saw you listening to music on the bus,” Faith stuttered. Was her face red?

“Oh yeah. God, I couldn’t do without music. What sort of stuff are you into? I love everything. Honestly, my playlist is a mixed bag.”

Great, another uncomfortable question. Faith didn’t know any music, unless it was for the church. Her parents didn’t even have a radio. 

“Oh, I like everything, too. I don’t really have a preference.”

“That’s cool. I like a woman who is open-minded.” 

Something stirred in Faith’s stomach: butterflies; the real reason she’d run from the only place she’d ever known: her attraction to women. And, boy, was she finding herself attracted to Nathalie. She was tall, fit, and had gorgeous blue eyes. Yep, very attracted.

Instead of replying, Faith smiled shyly and finished her food. As much as she’d like to pursue this flirtatious chat with a gorgeous woman, Faith had to keep on task. With her pancakes eaten and her coffee drunk, Faith stepped off her stool. 

“Um… it was nice to meet you Nathalie. Safe travels.”

“Wait. Before you rush off, let’s see if we can turn your cup of mud into something palatable.” Faith watched Nathalie signal to the server. “Hi. Can we have these coffees to go?”

“Sure thing.” 

Faith played awkwardly with the strap of her bag. There were literally no words in her head. Nathalie was so calm and collected…and hot. The woman behind the counter interrupted Faith’s internal meltdown, placing her to-go cup on the bar.

“Here,” Nathalie began, sliding over the cream and sugar. “Pour in a good glug of cream and add a couple of spoons of sugar. It makes all the difference.”

Faith watched Nathalie scoop in three large spoons of sugar and a dash of cream. Curious, Faith added both condiments, gave it a stir, and took a tentative sip. 

“Oh wow, that’s so much better!”

“Yup! I couldn’t let you go without knowing the joys of a good—okay—semi-decent, cup of coffee.” 

Popping the lid onto her cup, Faith cradled it to her body. “Um, thanks, Nathalie.” 

Would it be weird if she kept the empty container forever? Probably, but at least she’d have something that reminded her of this wonderful woman. 

“I really have to go.” And with that, she hurried out of the diner and towards the bus station.

Faith stood in line, waiting for the driver to allow the passengers to board. Once again, she wouldn’t complete the journey to her ticketed destination and would hop off before getting there. 

Choosing the back seat this time, Faith settled down. This leg of the journey would take longer than the first. Knowing she should catch up on some much-needed sleep, Faith set the alarm on her watch. 

Resting her head against the back of her seat, Faith allowed herself to indulge in the memory that was Nathalie’s lovely face. She wondered what Nathalie’s story was, where she’d come from, and where she was going. The comment about liking open-minded women played at the forefront of Faith’s mind. Did it mean Nathalie liked women? 

A smile trickled across her face as she pondered Nathalie. Could she dare to believe, that one day she could have a Nathalie of her own? A woman who was beautiful and interesting? 

The thoughts left her a little breathless. Thank God her parents couldn’t read her mind. 

Faith was twelve when she first realized boys held about as much appeal as contracting scabies. The girls, in their Sunday best, were the ones who stole her attention. Faith quickly learned her feelings were not to be divulged to anyone within the church community. It took one innocent question about girls liking girls, and Faith had found out how angry her father could get. Safe to say, Faith never brought up the subject again. 

Any fantasies she had of living her truth had been firmly put to one side until she was sure she could be safe—far away from her parents. The knowledge that Alan and Maureen would know she’d left, was niggling. Faith replayed her every move, making sure she’d covered her tracks well enough. 

Flashes of Nathalie smiling at her helped quell her fears. No matter what, Faith would be free. A sliver of regret settled in her stomach. If she’d just had the confidence, she could have asked Nathalie for her email or something. Would Nathalie have thought she was nuts?

Chuckling at her internal monologue, Faith calmed her mind. Falling into slumber, thinking of Nathalie, was a much better option than worrying about her parents.

Faith jolted awake as her watch beeped repeatedly. The dream she was ripped from was an unfamiliar experience; something that made her clench her thighs together. The dream had been so vivid, she wouldn’t have been surprised to learn she’d been writhing around on her seat.

“Wowzer,” she muttered to herself as she straightened her clothes. Clearing her throat, she took a long pull of the water she’d packed in her bag. Craning to see out the window, she noticed the bus was approaching the station where she planned to get off. 

Giving herself a little pep talk, Faith steeled herself for the next changeover. She had plenty more to come, and even though swapping buses was already tedious, she knew it had to be done. 

“Eyes on the prize” was her mantra. She could rest when she got to Seattle. In Seattle, she could be herself with the one person who knew what it was like to be gay and also a part of the Parsons family.

Faith just hoped she had the right address. She also hoped her Aunt Molly would welcome her. It had taken months of stealthy trips to the library to find out about her aunt. There was no trace of her existence in the family home. Faith’s parents had only ever uttered the woman’s name once. That one time caused so much anger, Faith feared her mother would be beaten within an inch of her life. 

Alan Parsons was not a man to cross. Obviously, Maureen had been ordered to never speak of Molly, Alan’s sister, ever. Faith wasn’t sure what caused her mother to disobey, but one thing was for sure: After the whooping Alan gave her, Maureen never spoke the name again.

Faith’s natural curiosity won out, and after a few weeks, she’d begun the search for her elusive aunt. The library—which she could only visit for half an hour, once a week—yielded a treasure trove of information. 

Molly Parsons was two years younger than Alan. She’d been a pillar of the community and the church until her seventeenth birthday. Then, Molly had simply disappeared. 

The mystery of Molly, plagued Faith. A gut feeling told her she needed to find out about her aunt. That gut feeling had led her to do some perilous things, such as rifling through her father’s office and closet. 

The danger was worth it, though, because Faith found what she was looking for. It was the moment, finding Molly Parsons became Faith’s number one priority. However, as she sat draining the last drops of Nathalie-inspired coffee, Faith’s head was far from focused on finding her aunt. Nathalie’s eyes swam in her mind. Gosh, she was simply lovely. 

Yes, she was definitely keeping the cup.








  
  

2

Carmen





Carmen stood by the kitchen counter, rubbing her eyes, and scratching her ass. God, she hated mornings, especially after a late night looking after Mateo. That man could party like he was still twenty-one. 

“Coffee, that’s all I fucking asked for. Coffee! Did I get coffee? Of course not,” she grumbled to herself. 

Why she’d believed Mateo last night, when he’d promised breakfast and coffee in bed, was anyone’s guess. That man was flakier than pastry. 

“You always fall for it, Carmen. Always. ‘Come on Carm, just stay out a little longer. I swear I’ll treat you like a queen in the morning, with coffee and breakfast.’ Yeah, right.”

“Chica, are you talking to yourself again? It’s not right, we need to get you a woman,” Mateo called from the living room.

Carmen ground her teeth. Not only did her best friend fail to deliver on his promises, he also woke up fresh as a daisy, unlike Carmen, who felt like death warmed over. The universe was a cruel mistress. Mateo had been the one to sink tequila shot after tequila shot. 

“He’s your best friend, you can’t kill him,” she continued to grumble.

“Oh shit, Carm, you look like trash.”

Carmen stopped scratching her ass and turned around. Mateo stood, in all his five-foot-nine glory, wearing a pink silk robe. His hair was still immaculate and set above the complexion of a fresh-faced youth. Right then, Carmen kind of hated him.

“Stop scowling at me. That’s why you’re getting lines. I’ll give you a facial later.”

“Oh, just like you were going to bring me coffee and breakfast this morning?”

“Is that why you’re being such a delight? Chica, I tried to wake you for breakfast earlier and you slapped me upside the head, mumbling something about pandas.”

Huh. Pandas? 

“Whatever,” she griped, sounding like a sullen teenager. Turning back to the coffee machine, Carmen poured herself an extra-large cup. Bringing the black gold close to her nose, she inhaled deeply. 

Oh yeah, that’s the stuff.

“Anyway, it’s not breakfast time anymore. Hell, it’s past lunch.”

Carmen peered up at the clock above the kitchen door. Well shit, Mateo was right. 

“Pizza?” she asked, still unable to get over Mateo’s breakfast betrayal.

“Sure, hermana, I’ll call it in. Maybe after you’ve inhaled that coffee, you can take a shower.” Mateo wrinkled his nose.

Carmen nodded and shuffled into the living room. She’d shower later. It’s not like she had to go anywhere. Plus, her boxer briefs and tank top were comfy. 

As the caffeine worked its magic, Carmen felt half human again. They had to stop partying so hard. Carmen was pretty sure her liver was ninety percent pickled by now. But when Mateo asked for something, Carmen knew she wouldn’t refuse. 

That man had been through enough shit to last a lifetime. He deserved to get whatever he wanted, and if that was for Carmen to bust a move—and a gut—dancing and drinking in some skanky-ass gay club, then that’s what would happen. She just wished he didn’t need that every Friday and Saturday night.

Mateo sashayed into the living room and gracefully lowered himself to the sofa. “I got you a veggie supreme with a side of mozzarella sticks.” 

“Gracias, hermano.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes. Carmen knew it couldn’t last; Mateo detested silence. Sure enough, he shattered the peace. 

“Chica, did you see that fine man get all up in my space last night?” Mateo was fanning his face with the pizza takeout menu. “Damn, I could have had some fun with him.”

“Why didn’t you? He was up for it.”

“Now, Carmen, you know that’s not my style. I like the chase, but I’m not a one-night kind of guy.”

“Did you get his number?”

“No. Luis pitched a fit about that drag queen ripping the tiara off his head. I had to deal with that. When I got back to the dance floor, Mr. Fine was dancing with someone else.”

“There’s always next time,” Carmen laughed. There was always a next time. 

A knock on the door interrupted the conversation. 

“I’ll get it,” Mateo sang. Carmen rolled her eyes. 

One hundred bucks, Daniel is the delivery guy. 

Daniel was Mateo’s not-so-secret crush. Whenever they ordered pizza, they went to Vinnie’s. Not only because it was the best pie in Seattle, but because Mateo enjoyed looking at Daniel.

“Hey, chica, there’s a white girl at the door for you.” 

Carmen scrunched her eyebrows. Who the hell had turned up? Becky, maybe? 

No, she’s out of town. 

Donna, possibly? They were the only white girls who would come knocking, but it was far too early in the day for either of them, regardless of whether they were actually in town. 

Hauling herself off the sofa, Carmen studied her attire. Rainbow boxer briefs and a scraggy tank top did not scream sexy. 

“Eh, it is what it is,” she mumbled. 

Mateo passed her in the hallway with a judgmental look on his face. “Damn, Carmen, she’s young, even for you!” 

What the hell did that mean? Carmen didn’t sleep with young women. Twenty-five was the lowest she’d ever go, and that was stretching it. Ten years her junior was the limit. 

Carmen arrived at the partially closed door. As soon as she opened it, she understood Mateo’s concern. The girl in front of her barely looked eighteen. She was gonna kick Mateo’s ass for thinking this girl was Carmen’s booty call.

“You’re not Molly,” the girl barked, her eyes wide, and face pale.

“And you’re not an extra-large veggie supreme with a side order of mozzarella sticks. Looks like we both lost out, huh?”

“Damn,” the girl growled. “Damn, damn, damn.” 

Carmen had no idea what was happening, but she knew she wanted to extricate herself from whatever it was. 

“Sorry for disappointing. Um…bye.”

“No wait, please,” the girl begged. “Do you know Molly Parsons? This was her last address.”

“Sorry, kid, no idea who that is.”

“How long have you lived here?” 

Carmen could see the desperation on the young girl’s face. “Six months. The property was already vacant by the time I moved in.”

The girl nodded, her eyes vacant. “Was there any mail or anything left behind? Anything with a forwarding address?”

“Nope, nothing. Sorry, look, I gotta go. Take care.” Carmen gave a weak smile as she shut the door. 

A weight sat in her stomach. A second knock made her jump. Daniel stood in the doorway, pizza box in hand. Over his shoulder, Carmen could see the young girl sitting slumped over on the sidewalk, her head in her hands. 

“Hey, Carmen, I got your delivery,” Daniel said, setting her food down on the hallway table. He’d delivered enough to their address, they were almost friends. Of course, at the sound of Daniel’s voice, Mateo appeared. 

“Hey, D,” Mateo cooed. 

Carmen rolled her eyes. Their flirtatious banter was nauseating. Carmen’s racing mind muted their conversation. Watching the girl on the street was tugging at her chest. There was something familiar about the situation; something desperate. 

Brushing past Daniel, Carmen approached the girl. “Hey.”

“Oh, sorry, I’ll move. I just needed a second,” the girl croaked. Carmen could see the tears streaking down her face.

“I was gonna ask if you wanted some pizza.” Carmen hooked her thumb over her shoulder and gave the kindest smile she could. Whatever was going on in this girl’s life, Carmen knew she needed help.

“Oh, no, you don’t have to do that, but thank you.”

“Come on. No offense, but you look like you could do with a good meal.” 

Carmen regarded the girl. She was a waif of a human: thin, almost gaunt, with pale skin. Her hair was long, almost down to her ass. Her clothes…well, they would look good on the set of Little House on the Prairie if she were being honest. This kid was not from around here, that was for sure. 

“I’m Carmen.” 

“Faith.”

“Okay, then. Let’s get some food.” Carmen held out her hand. She could see Faith weighing up her options. After all, Carmen was a stranger. 

A few moments passed before Faith grabbed Carmen’s hand and let herself be pulled to her feet. Turning on her heel, Carmen gestured for Faith to follow. Daniel and Mateo were still flirting, so she paid them no mind, though Mateo shot her a confused look when he saw Faith. 

“Just stick your backpack near the door,” Carmen said as she took the pizza box into the living room. “I hope you like veggies,” she added. Faith’s reaction was strange. The girl was looking at the takeout box as though she’d never seen one before.

“I love vegetables. I don’t know if I like them on pizza.”

“What’s your favorite topping?” Carmen was happy to make small talk. She could see Faith relaxing a bit.

“I don’t know. I’ve never had one before.” 

Is she being serious? 

The red tinge on the girl’s cheeks told Carmen that yes, in fact, she was telling the truth. That raised a bunch of questions, but Carmen knew better than to pepper the girl.

“That’s okay. We all have to start somewhere. And how good is it that your very first pizza is going to be from the world’s best pizza place?”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Faith replied, smiling. 

Mateo flounced in, looking from Faith to Carmen. “I didn’t know we were expecting a guest.” He smiled, offering his hand to Faith.

“Mateo, this is Faith.”

“A pleasure.”

“Did you finally ask Daniel on a date?” Carmen asked, hoping to take the focus away from the young woman who looked like a deer in headlights.

Mateo tutted, “Girl, I’m not gonna do that. We flirt; that’s it.”

“That’s stupid,” Carmen mumbled.

“You’re stupid,” Mateo shot back, causing Faith to giggle.

“Ignore him.” Carmen smirked. “He’s just moody because he’s bloated.”

Mateo gasped, bringing his hand to his chest. “How dare you!”

Carmen smiled when she saw Faith laugh. There was a time to find out what Faith’s deal was, but now wasn’t it. Carmen knew better than anyone that sometimes a person just needed company; someone to make them feel safe, without adding pressure.

“You know you bloat after a night out. Stop lying to yourself.”

“I might be bloated, but I’m still better looking than you.”

“In your dreams, hermano.”

“Are you brother and sister?” Faith asked, her voice quiet. 

“In every way but blood, honey. We took the same surname.” Mateo smiled. 

“That’s nice,” Faith replied.

“What about you? Any siblings?” Mateo was less patient than Carmen. He wanted the gossip.

“No, just me.” 

Carmen looked at Mateo when Faith dipped her head and took a small nibble of the pizza Carmen had put on a plate for her.

Carmen shook her head before Mateo could even open his mouth. Faith needed some time, and Carmen was happy to give that to her.

“How’s the pizza?” Carmen asked through a mouth full of mozzarella sticks.

“Wow, it’s awesome. I think I could eat this every day.”

“Amen, sister,” Mateo chimed.

“Do you…do you think there’s a way I can track down my aunt?” Faith was nibbling on her lip now, instead of the pizza. Carmen wanted to scoop the girl up and give her a big hug.

“I’m sure there are ways. Um…do you have more information?”

“Not much, just that she was supposed to be living here. Apparently, she moved to Seattle three years ago. I tried searching for her on the internet at the library. But there is nothing.”

“And you don’t have her phone number?” 

“Nope, just this address.” 

Carmen nodded and then looked at Mateo for support. What should she do? The girl clearly needed help. 

“Do you have anyone else in Seattle you could ask?” she inquired.

“Nope. I…I had to leave home, you see.” 

Carmen sat patiently, waiting for Faith to open up. Mateo, remarkably, did the same, even though he looked ten seconds away from firing a thousand questions Faith’s way.

“Um…my parents…they’re…well, they aren’t wonderful people.” 

Mateo moved to sit next to Faith, his hand rested gently on her forearm. “You can talk to us, sweetie. You’re safe.”

“My dad is an angry man. He has a certain way of thinking. He believes things that meant I couldn’t stay at home.”

“Did he hurt you?” Carmen asked.

“Nothing too bad. The thing is…well, I’m gay, and if he or my mom ever found out…it would be really bad.”

“So you ran away?” Mateo asked, his voice full of understanding.

“No, I left. I’m eighteen. I waited until I legally turned into an adult.” 

Carmen had to give Faith her due. The kid had thought it through. 

“I had a letter sent to the sheriff’s department letting them know I left of my own free will. My parents will come after me, and I didn’t want the police involved.”

Mateo smiled. “Smart.” 

“I left in the middle of the night.” Tears formed in Faith’s eyes. The stress of her journey must have been getting to her. “I found out about my aunt a few months ago. She left for the same reason I did. I thought, if I could just find her, I would be okay,” Faith sobbed.

Carmen scrubbed her face with her hands, regretting it immediately when she felt pizza sauce smear across her face.

“Let it all out,” Mateo cooed softly as he hugged Faith closely. 

“We’ll help you,” Carmen announced. She and Mateo knew exactly what it was like to be scared and vulnerable. They’d grown up in the system together. By the time they were fifteen, they’d run away and started a life of their own; away from foster parents who used them as their personal punching bags and servants. 

“What?” Faith spluttered.

“We’ll help you find your aunt. Right Mateo?”

“Damn right, honey. We got you.”

“You don’t even know me,” Faith replied, her eyes wide. “Why would you do that?”

“Because everyone needs a little help now and then. Plus, you’re family.” Carmen could see the confusion on Faith’s face. “I’m a lesbian and Mateo is gay. See? Family!”

Mateo chuckled when Faith gasped and smiled. “I’ve never met anyone else like me.”

“I’m sure you have; you just didn’t know it. We gotta get your gaydar working, chica,” Mateo clucked. 

“All in good time,” Carmen laughed. “First, let’s get you settled in. We have a third bedroom. It’s only small, though. You’re welcome to it.”

“I…I haven’t got any money,” Faith whispered. Carmen’s heart was breaking for this girl.

“Unnecessary. If you could help with a few chores, that will be enough.”

“Of course—you name it.”

“And,” Mateo added, “I get to play dress up!” 

Carmen huffed out a breath. She should have known Mateo would want to use Faith as a mannequin. Kudos to the man, he had impeccable taste, and Faith could definitely do with a change of wardrobe. But Carmen wasn’t sure Faith was ready for the full Mateo Ruiz experience yet.

“Dress up?”

“Honey, I’m gonna make your entrance onto the scene…”

“The scene?” Faith looked more confused than ever.

“Gay scene. A place of wonder,” Mateo said with as much dramatic flair as possible.

“Mateo, maybe we should get her settled in first, before…”

“Nonsense. We want Faith to look awesome when she meets her aunt again.” 

There was no point in arguing with him. In a flash, Mateo pulled Faith up and dragged her to his room. Carmen closed the pizza box and followed. Faith was already sitting on his bed, laughing, as Mateo held up different women’s garments to his torso, showcasing them with a twirl.

“What’s your style, Faith? Dresses? Pants? Shirts?” Mateo called from inside his closet.

Carmen sat next to Faith on the bed and gave her a smile. “He loves fashion. He especially loves a chance to dress someone. That being said, if this is too much, just say. He won’t be offended.”

“It’s…it’s a little overwhelming. I’ve worn the same style of dress since I was tiny. I was never allowed to pick clothes.”

“Has anything Mateo showed you looked appealing?”

“The jeans were nice. And the T-shirts. Although, I’m not sure I’d want them that sparkly all the time.”

Carmen chuckled. Mateo loved anything that sparkled. “He does have some that won’t blind you in the sunlight.”

“Who got blinded?” Mateo asked, exiting his closet with an armful of clothes. 

“I was just explaining that not all of your T-shirts are glittery.”

“Oh no, girl, I have every style you could think of.”

“Um…why do you have women’s clothes?” Faith asked.

“I own a women’s boutique.”

“Do you work there too, Carmen?”

“God no. I’m a graphic designer.”

Mateo snorted. “I’d go out of business if Carmen worked with me. She has no interest in fashion…as you can see.”

“These are my sleep clothes, you ass.”

“Uh-huh.” Mateo smirked.

“I like comfort, nothing wrong with that.”

“Comfort is fine. You living in sweatpants is not,” Mateo punctuated with a perfectly arched eyebrow. Carmen muttered under her breath. 

“You really don’t have to give me clothes, Mateo.” Faith said once she’d stopped giggling at Carmen and Mateo’s bickering.

“Let me, please. That dress,” he said, waving his hand at Faith, “is hurting my soul. You are a baby gay that needs some guidance. Let me be your fairy queer mother.”

“Por Dios,” Carmen laughed. 

“Okay.” Faith smiled. 

“Excellent. Now, I think we know what needs to happen immediately, right Carmen?” 

This is what Carmen had been afraid of. “I’ll get the disco ball,” she sighed.

“And the red carpet!” Mateo shouted at her retreating body. 

“Disco ball?” Faith parroted.

“Oh yes. It’s fashion show time,” Mateo squealed.

Outside Mateo’s room, Carmen rolled out the red carpet. She’d love to say that this wasn’t a frequent thing she did, but that would be a lie. Mateo loved himself a fashion show. 

Carmen shivered when she recalled the swimwear show Mateo and his friends put on last summer in their old house. No lesbian should ever be subjected to that many men in Speedos. 

Laughter filtered out into the hall. Carmen hoped they could help Faith find her aunt. Now they just had to figure out where the hell to begin their search. 
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Faith





Faith excused herself to the bathroom so she could get a little space. Today had not gone to plan.  

At all! 

Not only was her Aunt Molly still a mystery yet to be unraveled, but now Faith found herself in the company of two people she didn’t know, but had still taken her in and were offering to help her. For all her months of planning, Faith hadn’t accounted for any of this. 

It could be worse. The plan could have gone completely wrong. 

The sound of Mateo laughing pulled a smile from her lips. Sitting on the edge of the bath, Faith gripped her knees and let out a breath; the first full breath she’d exhaled since running from Kentucky.

The constant worry Faith had dealt with for the past few months was still there, but becoming a little easier to keep at bay. Now and then, a shiver of anxiety would ripple through her body when her mind turned to thoughts of her father discovering Faith had escaped his control. 

In a few days, she would think about contacting Alice again, just to check in. Faith was sure her parents would have gone straight to Alice, after the sheriff, of course. Hopefully, Alice and her parents hadn’t suffered at Faith’s expense.

Another laugh, this time from Carmen, roused Faith from her thoughts. Why were these people being so accommodating? Could she trust they had good intentions? 

Faith had no answers, but she had her gut feeling, which had always steered her right. Now, her gut was telling her she was safe. Even if her safety and accommodation were temporary, at least Faith had a little time to collect herself and figure out her next move. Finding her aunt seemed an impossible task. After all, the one lead Faith had was a dead end. 

“It will be okay,” she whispered under her breath. 

“Hey, are you okay in there?” Carmen’s soft voice asked, slightly muffled through the bathroom door.

“Yeah, I’ll just be a second.”

“Take your time. Mateo is entertaining himself now,” Carmen laughed, which made Faith chuckle.

It had been a couple of hours at most, since Faith met Carmen and Mateo, but without sounding like a cliché, it really felt like they’d known each other for a lot longer. Both Carmen and Mateo gave off older sibling vibes. And Faith could do with a bit of that in her life right now. 

Straightening her dress, Faith stepped out of the bathroom. Mateo was catwalking like a pro while Carmen stood at the end of the hall taking photos. 

“There you are, chica. Come on, it’s time to get this show on the road. I’ve laid out a couple of outfits for you to model.”

Faith’s face glowed with embarrassment. 

“Hey, you don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with,” Carmen reassured. It wasn’t that she was uncomfortable, as such. How could she explain how she was feeling? Maybe overwhelmed was a better word than uncomfortable. 

Mateo was so full of life and his enthusiasm was infectious, but how would he react when he learned Faith really had no experience with clothes or modeling? Even letting go and just having fun was a foreign concept. 

“No…I’m…I’m not uncomfortable,” Faith stuttered. 

Mateo walked over to the small music pod blasting out Madonna’s Vogue. After pressing pause, he tapped the couch, beckoning Faith to sit down.

“Sorry, honey, I tend to get carried away. Come on, let’s chat.”

Faith sat down, flattening out the skirt section of her dress. Carmen watched her and gave an understanding smile. Carmen knew Faith was nervous and probably struggling with all the feelings bubbling under the surface.

“I…” Faith began, “I…don’t know how to do all this.”

“What, chica?” Mateo asked. 

“I don’t know… This…” Faith pointed to the red carpet.

“Oh, Faith, no one does. Mateo is just crazy and thinks everyone knows how to strut down a cheap-ass carpet, pretending to be a model,” Carmen laughed.

Faith smiled. How did she explain the life she had led until now? 

“I told you my parents aren’t very nice people.” 

Carmen and Mateo nodded silently. 

“My dad is the kind of man who believes a woman’s place is to serve her husband. A daughter’s place is to remain silent and do as she’s told until married off.” 

Shuffling in her seat, Faith readied herself. “My father believes all women are sinners. He believes anyone different from him and his beliefs are sinners. Homosexuals, especially. So you can imagine what would happen if he found out about me.” 

Faith didn’t need Carmen or Mateo to answer. They knew exactly what she was inferring.

“From a young age, I learned not to cross him. The few times I did, I was struck, usually across the face. My mother suffered worse if she stepped out of line.”

A few deep breaths helped stave off the panic forming in Faith’s chest, as she remembered all the times she’d witnessed her father’s rage.

“I was homeschooled. My father didn’t want me socializing with other children, including the kids from our church. Except one, that is. Alice. She’s my best friend—probably my only friend. My father and her father grew up together, so he tolerated my friendship with Alice. She was the one who helped me escape.” 

That sliver of anxiety was making its presence known again. Screwing her eyes shut, Faith willed her body to calm down. 

“I could go to the library once a week for half an hour, unsupervised. That’s how I learned about things outside of my very limited world.”

Carmen’s hand on her shoulder grounded Faith, allowing her to continue. 

“My dad planned to marry me off to one of the pastor’s sons after I turned eighteen. I already knew I was different. Even from a young age, I had no interest in boys. Foolishly, I asked my dad about homosexuals once. Let’s just say the experience was harrowing. That’s when I knew I had to leave as soon as I was old enough.”

It had taken every ounce of Faith’s patience to stay put until she was a legal adult.

“Although I could learn some things at the library, it wasn’t much. I have no understanding of the world. Today was the first time I’d tried pizza, rode on a bus, and met two other people like me. I don’t know the clothes I might like or how social media works. I’m an eighteen-year-old with no life experience.”

“That’s alright, Faith. You’ll pick it up with time.” Carmen spoke so softly it made Faith’s chest tighten. “How did you learn about your aunt?”

“By accident. The first time was when I walked in on my parents arguing and my mother let the name slip. I’ve never seen my father get so mad. He nearly beat her to death. The second time was when Alice’s parents were whispering. They didn’t know I was listening. Obviously, Alice’s father knew Molly, having grown up with my dad.”

“Couldn’t you have asked him about her?”

“No. Alice’s parents were great to me. They’re the reason I could afford my bus tickets. Mr. Carter may have grown up with my dad, but he doesn’t share his beliefs. I wonder why my father is still friends with him. Normally, he shuns anyone with opposing views to his own.”

“Probably because they share a past,” Mateo remarked.

“Possibly. Anyway, Mr. and Mrs. Carter knew how my father treated me and mom, but they couldn’t really help. Not without us suffering more. They did, however, set money aside for me, like they did for Alice. On my sixteenth birthday, they tried to give it to me. I tried to refuse, but they insisted. Alice said she would keep the money in her room. There was no way I could take it home. Asking Mr. Carter about Molly would have put him in a terrible position. I couldn’t do that, not after everything they did for me.”

“They could’ve gotten you out of there,” Carmen shot. Faith could see anger simmering in her eyes.

“No, hermana, they couldn’t. You know situations like that are impossible,” Mateo chided softly. 

Carmen huffed, clearly not happy. Faith smiled at her. 

“Mateo’s right. There would have been hell to pay for them, and for us, if they’d tried to intervene. They gave me a way out in the end. For that I’m grateful.”

“I suppose,” Carmen mumbled.

“When I started to plan my escape, I thought about this Molly woman. Although I’d heard her name, I didn’t know who she was, or why my father hated her so much. On one of my library visits, I did some digging. I found out she was my dad’s sister. I say that in the past tense, because as far as my father is concerned, Molly Parsons is dead to him. There were a couple of local news articles about her, up until she was seventeen, and then it was like she vanished.”

“She ran away too?”

“No, my father cast her out. A local woman, Mrs. Baker, saw me researching Molly. Mrs. Baker has lived in Loretto all her life. I think she’s around eighty now. Anyway, she came into the library and saw me looking at the news clippings. She sat next to me. It was the first time I’d ever spoken to her. My father forbade me or my mother from talking to her. Now I know why. Mrs. Baker told me about Molly.”

Faith cast her mind back to the conversation with Mrs. Baker. She was so grateful the woman had shared Molly’s story with her.

“According to her, my father caught Molly with a girl from church. By that time, he was nineteen and Molly was seventeen. Both their parents, my grandparents, had passed away, leaving Dad to raise Molly.”

“So he caught her and threw her out?”

“Not right away. Mrs. Baker said he tried to get her to repent. If I know my father, he would have tried to beat the gay out of her.”

“Bastard,” Carmen hissed.

“When it became clear Molly wouldn’t do as my father wanted, he banished her. Told Molly to never return, otherwise there would be severe consequences.”

“Fuck, what century does he live in?” Carmen barked.

“Carmen,” Mateo warned.

“And that was the last anyone heard from her,” Faith concluded.

“We’ll find her, Faith, I swear it.”

“Carmen, you can’t promise her that. Molly could be anywhere,” Mateo scolded. 

Tensions were running high and Faith felt awful she’d created such a heated atmosphere. Carmen and Mateo didn’t need her baggage upsetting their lives. Faith was the one who decided to look for her long-lost aunt. 

“Thank you, both of you, for welcoming me into your home. I think it best I go, though. You guys don’t—”

“Faith, let us help.”

“But you’re getting upset with each other.” Faith looked between Mateo and Carmen, their bodies tense.

Carmen looked at Mateo and softened. “Hey, we’re not fighting.”

Mateo took Carmen’s hand and winked before turning his attention back to Faith. 

“No, chica, we’re not fighting; we’re just passionate. Carmen is right. We want to help find Molly.”

“Why?” Faith couldn’t understand why they wanted to get involved. This was more than two people wanting to do a good deed. 

“I was abandoned at a fire station as a baby,” Carmen began. Faith’s eyes widened with shock. “Mateo was left in a dumpster.”

“Oh my god,” Faith gasped.

“Yeah, not the greatest introduction to life,” Mateo chuckled.

“We ended up in foster care together. There were times we would get sent to different foster families, but we always ended up coming back together.” 

Carmen gripped Mateo’s hand. Faith could see the unshakable bond between them. Mateo’s comment about being brother and sister in every way but blood made sense now. 

“We didn’t go through what you did, Faith, but we understand some of the hardship. Neither of us would have survived without the other,” Carmen said, smiling at Mateo. 

“We want to help you because you need someone in your corner. We can be those people until you find your aunt. We learned quickly that family isn’t just the people you are born to. Family can be the people you choose to surround yourself with. Mateo is my brother. I chose him and he chose me. Now, I know we don’t know each other well yet, but we’re here, and we would like to be your chosen family, even if it’s temporary.”

Faith sat silently. Carmen and Mateo waited patiently for her to respond. The problem was, Faith was sure the moment she uttered any words, the floodgates would open. 

For so long, Faith had craved the support and love her parents should have given her. Now, in this unfamiliar house, with these two strangers, Faith finally experienced what it was like to be truly seen, supported, and, dare she say it, loved. 

As soon as Mateo squeezed her hand, Faith sobbed. 
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The sky had dulled considerably by the time Faith calmed down. Carmen and Mateo stayed by her side the entire time. Faith cried for her parents’ inability to love her. She cried tears of relief that finally, after so long hiding and being scared, she was finally free to be who she wanted to be. And last but not least, she cried for her Aunt Molly. Faith knew how fortunate she was to stumble across Carmen and Mateo. God knows if Molly ever found people like them to take her in when she found herself alone at seventeen.

Wiping her nose on one of the tissues Mateo had continually supplied, Faith sat up. “Sorry about that.” Her voice was hoarse after so much crying.

“You needed to let it out, honey,” Mateo replied.

“You’ve had a lot to carry around with you,” Carmen added.

“I didn’t mean to disrupt your lives so much,” Faith hiccupped.

“No disruption, chica. Anyway, it stopped me from having to watch Carmen eat Cheez Whiz out of a can and scratch her ass again, so really, you did me a favor.”

Faith burst out laughing when Mateo received a pillow to the face from Carmen.

“Asshole,” Carmen chuckled. “Hey, how about we get you settled into your room? You can grab a shower and we’ll order some food?”

“Oh, Mateo, you didn’t get to do your fashion show!”

“Relax, girl, there is plenty of time for that. Let’s chill tonight, yeah?”

Faith nodded. A hot shower and a chance to relax was just what she needed. 

Following Carmen to a door at the far end of the corridor, Faith surveyed her new room. It was twice the size of the one in her parents’ house. The walls were painted a burned orange. There were dozens of pictures hung on the walls. 

“Will this do?” Carmen asked.

“It’s…wow…I love it,” Faith breathed. The color was warm and inviting. The bed looked so soft; Faith couldn’t wait to dive under the covers.

“There’s a TV and radio/CD player. Feel free to watch and listen to whatever you like. Mateo sleeps like the dead, and I wear earplugs because he also sounds like a rhino when he gets his motor going.” Carmen grinned.

“Carmen, I…”

“It’s all good, kid. We want you to feel comfortable. If you need anything, just ask.”

“Maybe we could talk more tomorrow?” Faith yawned. The day had thoroughly caught up to her.

“Absolutely. Breakfast at eight, if you want fresh pancakes, otherwise it’s coffee and cereal,” Carmen said with a smile. Before leaving, Carmen turned back to Faith. “It gets better. I promise.”

“Thank you,” Faith replied in a whisper. She was far too close to sobbing again.

When the door closed, Faith fell face-first onto the bed. There were still lots of things to talk about and decide, but right now, Faith let herself bask in the warmth that spread throughout her body. She never made it to the shower.
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The sound of music and laughter jolted Faith from sleep. Looking around the room, it took her a moment to remember where she was. Her heart thudded in her chest. 

It’s okay, I’m safe. 

Mateo’s deep voice boomed through the house as he sang along to the music. Carmen begging Mateo to stop wailing, relieved Faith of the residual tension coursing through her veins. 

“I’m safe,” she said one last time to herself.

Faith stood in the doorway to the kitchen watching Mateo and Carmen kidding around. Mateo twirled Carmen and then dipped her. They laughed before turning back to the stove. 

“Morning,” Faith greeted the pair. 

Carmen turned around with a spatula in her hand. “Hey kiddo, how’d you sleep?”

“So good.” Faith smiled.

“Pancakes, chica, and lots of them. Sit down,” Mateo said, waving at the long breakfast bar that was already adorned with fruit and cereal.

“Coffee?” Carmen asked, pouring three big mugs. Faith hoped it would taste better than the sludge from the diner. 

Nathalie. 

The thought was in Faith’s mind before she could stop it; Nathalie’s pretty face smiling at her. 

“Hey, are you alright?” 

Faith jumped slightly. When did Carmen sit next to her? 

“What…yeah, sorry, sort of zoned out for a second.”

“Oh, no, chica, I’ve seen that look before.” Mateo grinned, his eyebrows wiggling. “That’s the look of love.”

“Faith, you’ve been holding out on us,” Carmen teased, knocking Faith’s shoulder. 

“No,” Faith shot, her face getting hotter.

“Uh-huh,” Mateo chuckled, shoving a pancake in his mouth. 

Faith nibbled on her bottom lip. She was so used to shutting anything down that might cause her trouble with her parents, the idea of sitting with people and talking about her crush was mind-boggling. 

“I…” Faith cleared her throat. “I met a girl in a diner when I was on my way here. Her name was Nathalie.”

“And was this Nathalie a cutie?” Carmen asked. 

Faith wiped her face with a napkin, even though she hadn’t eaten anything yet. Could she wipe away a blush? 

“Um…yeah, she was nice.”

“Did you get her number?” Mateo pushed.

“No, of course not, we just talked for like five minutes. She was just being nice. I don’t even know if she likes girls.”

Mateo and Carmen must have sensed her rising panic. 

“Alright, honey, settle down. Sorry for teasing.” 

Mateo didn’t look sorry; he still had a stupid grin on his face. Faith rolled her eyes and started on her pancakes. She desperately tried to hide her grin. 

Is this what having siblings is like? 
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Carmen





Carmen listened to Mateo regale Faith with one of his clients’ mishap stories. Faith was crying with laughter as Mateo performed his tale with dramatic flair. Smiling, Carmen polished off her pancakes and coffee.  

Sleep hadn’t come easily last night. As soon as Carmen was alone in her room, panic set in. Welcoming Faith into her home was the right thing to do, but something was telling Carmen their lives were about to get complicated. 

Never mind the fact that finding this Molly woman was going to be a massive undertaking and might not turn out the way Faith hoped. There was also Faith’s family to consider. 

Because of the way Faith described her father, Carmen knew they would have to deal with some kind of fallout. Yes, Faith was an adult, but Carmen had met men like him. He wouldn’t give up control that easily. 

If Faith’s parents showed up, Carmen had to take into consideration how that would affect Mateo. It had been a long time since either of them had dealt with people like that. They tended to stay far away from assholes nowadays. 

Carmen and Mateo’s childhoods had been tough. They’d both been through a lot, and they’d both tried their hardest to put those memories in the past, where they belonged. 

A shot of pain reminded Carmen not everyone in her and Mateo’s life had been bad. Camila Ruiz was the one, and only, person in their younger lives who’d given a damn. 

The older woman worked at the group home. It was Camila who taught Carmen and Mateo Spanish. When Camila passed away from a heart attack, it felt as real as losing their own mother. That’s why Carmen and Mateo adopted the surname Ruiz. It was the only time they’d felt seen, and in some way, loved…wanted. 

After Camila, the two Ruiz kids only knew pain and suffering, especially Mateo. The worry that a run-in with Faith’s father might trigger Mateo, played heavily on her conscience.

Carmen suffered busted lips and bruises at the hands of her so-called caregivers. Mateo had suffered so much more. How was Carmen supposed to keep him safe and help Faith, at the same time?

Those had been the thoughts rolling around Carmen’s head for most of the night. By the time the sun was peeking over the horizon, Carmen was almost bouncing off the walls. Music hadn’t helped. TV just irritated her more. So Carmen did the one thing she hated: exercise. 

Plugging in headphones and running at the ass crack of dawn was not her idea of a good time, but nothing else was working. Carmen didn’t want Mateo or Faith to see how unsettled she felt. 

A three-mile jog had done the trick. By the time she got home, the sun was up. Mateo and Faith were still in bed, which gave Carmen the chance to shower and put on a clean boxer brief and tank combo. Just because she’d showered didn’t mean she had to get dressed, right? 

Maybe Mateo was on to something? Maybe Carmen had become a little too comfortable working from home.

“Hey, Carm, how about a movie marathon today? We can introduce Faith to a few essential movies and TV series.”

“Is this the beginning of her lesducation?” Carmen chuckled. Mateo had a twinkle in his eye. That man was over the moon to be Faith’s guide into Queerdom.

“Absolutely. Plus, it’s Sunday. You know Sundays are sacred.”

“Oh, are you religious?” Faith asked. 

Carmen snorted. “If by religious you mean with face masks and manicures, then yes, Mateo is devout.”

“At least I’ll look good when I get to those pearly gates,” Mateo tutted.

“I’ve never had a manicure,” Faith remarked, studying her fingernails.

“Well, that’s about to change, chica. I’m going to Pretty Woman the shit out of you!” 

Carmen laughed again. Poor Faith. She had no idea what she was signing up for. At least Carmen wouldn’t have to suffer another Sunday of being attacked with wax strips and tweezers. 

“Don’t think you’re off the hook, hermana. Those eyebrows are close to becoming a single unit.”

Faith giggled behind her hand, and Carmen scowled at Mateo. “My eyebrows are fine.”

“No, honey, they are not. Plus, you need your undercut shaved.”

Carmen grazed her fingers along the back of her neck. Okay, she needed a little maintenance performed on her hair, but that didn’t mean she was going to let him go all Miss Congeniality on the rest of her body.

“Faith, why don’t you grab the robe on the back of your door while I get my kit. Meet us in the living room.” 

Faith nodded and scampered off; her mood was much lighter than the day before. Carmen sighed audibly. 

“Okay, what’s wrong?” Mateo asked.

“Nothing, I just didn’t sleep much.” 

“Give it up Carmen. What’s wrong?”

Carmen shot a look towards the door. The last thing she wanted was Faith to hear her worries. 

“I’m worried. I don’t know where to look for Faith’s aunt and—”

“You’re worried about dear old dad showing up,” Mateo finished, slipping onto the stool next to Carmen.

“Yeah,” Carmen sighed.

“Are you worried for Faith or for me?”

Carmen should have known Mateo would see straight through her. They shared a bond tighter than blood relations. Their survival as kids had depended on trusting each other. 

“Both?”

Mateo gave Carmen an understanding smile. “You know, I’m like six months older than you right? Yet here you are, acting all big-sisterly on me.” 

The tut he gave for effect helped break the tension. 

“Carm, I know this is going to be tough for us both. First, we’ve never had to look out for anyone but each other. I mean, what do kids eat these days? Is she potty trained? Gosh, so many things to think about.” 

Carmen knocked his shoulder playfully. 

“But at the end of the day, Faith is a young woman who needs our help. And I think we are uniquely qualified to offer her that. Yes, sure, if her parents show up, it could trigger me and possibly, you. Don’t forget, I’m not the only one that went through shit, but that’s why you forced us both into therapy. I can handle myself and I trust you to do the same.”

“Things have just been so good for us; I’m worried about breaking our luck.”

“Hermana, it’s not luck. We’ve worked hard to get where we are. Nothing will change that. Faith needs us to be the role models we so desperately needed growing up. She also needs adults who understand her and can help guide her through what I’m sure is a really exhausting time. Not only is she fresh out of the closet, but the way she was brought up means she has so many other things to learn and experience.”

“I hear you,” Carmen replied thoughtfully. 

Taking on Faith was a massive decision. Yesterday, Carmen’s heart had overruled her brain. In the cold light of day, though, was it the right decision to involve themselves in Faith’s business?

“No, you don’t. I can hear your cogs grinding from here. We’re not teenagers who need to keep the world at bay anymore, Carmen. That girl needs our help and I intend to give it, with or without you!” 

Carmen gritted her teeth as Mateo stormed out of the room. Damn it. She shouldn’t have opened her mouth. It was rare Mateo and Carmen disagreed, but when they did, Carmen usually found herself in the wrong. 

Out of the two of them, she was the one who struggled to let go of the past. Even at thirty-seven, Carmen let her past dictate her present and future. Most of the arguments between Carmen and Mateo were about her inability to let herself fully live. Mateo hated Carmen working from home because he thought it gave her an excuse to shut out the world. He wasn’t wrong.

“Fuck,” Carmen hissed. 

She could hear Mateo laughing with Faith in the living room. How Carmen wished she could be like him. It would be great to go through life not expecting the worst in people. Instead, Carmen was in a constant state of awareness and suspicion. 

“Carmen, get your ass in here. My tweezers are itching to pluck your unibrow.” 

Rubbing her face vigorously, Carmen prepared herself. Mateo would play nice in front of Faith, but the second they were alone, he would be pissed at her all over again.
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“I didn’t know my skin could feel so soft,” Faith whispered. 

Carmen, Faith, and Mateo, all sat in a row with their heads leaning back on the sofa. Mateo had given them each a facial.

“Honey, this is essential maintenance,” Mateo replied.

“I feel tingly,” Faith giggled.

“That’s because your face can breathe now that all the dead skin is gone.”

Carmen gagged. “Ew, gross, let’s not talk about dead skin, please.” 

“We wouldn’t have to if you exfoliated once in a while, Carm.”

“I exfoliate.”

“You two are hilarious,” Faith cackled.

Carmen smiled. It was nice to see Faith relaxing. It was also good for Carmen to have spent some time with her and Mateo. Just being around those two helped quell Carmen’s worries. 

Mateo was right. There was a reason Carmen felt the need to offer Faith their home. Stripping away all the uncertainty left Carmen clearheaded. Faith was a good kid from the little Carmen knew of her. Everyone deserved support, and that’s what Carmen would give. Now she just had to channel that thought to Mateo, so he didn’t rip her a new asshole as soon as Faith left the room.

“Right, now that we are silky smooth, I suppose I should tackle your hair, Carmen. No self-respecting lesbian is going to jump into bed with you looking like that.”

“Wow, you’re just full of compliments today, Mateo. So good for my self-esteem.”

“Just telling it like it is, hermana. Now into the bathroom you go.”

Carmen hauled herself up from the couch and trudged to the bathroom. Stripping off her tank top, Carmen surveyed herself in the mirror. Her undercut was overgrown. Her skin was also pale. 

“Jesus,” she mumbled as she prodded the skin on her face, “you’re getting old.”

“No, you’re just not getting enough sunlight,” Mateo stated. 

He directed Carmen to sit on the stool that was reserved for haircuts. Carmen had argued until she was blue in the face, when Mateo first told her he planned to set up a hair station in the shared bathroom. 

The idea of Mateo using their space to play hairdresser had irked Carmen, until she actually allowed Mateo to give her a full treatment. Now their bathroom resembled a salon and Carmen loved it. 

“Listen, before you jump all over me about earlier, I know I was wrong. I was just panicking a bit.”

“Alright,” Mateo replied, leaning Carmen’s head back against the sink to wash her hair.

“That’s it? Just, ‘alright’?”

“Yes, that’s it. I know you needed your freak out, but I also knew you would come to the right decision.”

“Are you…are you sure you will be okay if her dad turns up?”

“Yes, I’m sure. My time fearing asshole men is well and truly over. Faith needs us to be strong for her. She’s a good kid.”

“You get on well with her.”

“You will, too. Just let yourself, Carmen. For once, don’t overthink—just connect. I can’t be your only constant, chica. I will be, you know that, but I shouldn’t be the only one.”

“I don’t understand how you’re so chill about everything.”

“How else should I be? Yeah, we had a shitty start in life, but Carmen, look at us. We fought and worked, and we survived. Hell, we did more than that. I have a successful business I love, and you are stupid intelligent, with not one, but two, companies. There will be people who hurt us—that’s life—but none of them will break us.”

“I’m so proud of you, Mateo,” Carmen choked. It was unlike her to get sappy, but for whatever reason, Faith’s situation was bringing a lot of emotions to the surface.

“I’m proud of myself too,” he laughed. “I love you, Carmen. You are my person and I’m damn proud to call you Hermana. But please, stop letting old shit dictate your life. At some point I’m going to meet a hunky man, move out, and have a pack of kids. I want to know you are settled and happy, before that.”

“A pack of kids?” Carmen laughed. “God help us all if there’s a bunch of mini-Mateos running around the place.”

“Imagine how perfect their skin will be,” Mateo mused. Carmen chuckled. Mateo’s kids would have the most flawless skin in the United States.

The pair fell silent as Mateo washed and rinsed Carmen’s hair. Hauling her long locks into a messy bun on top of her head, Carmen rolled her neck, dispelling the tightness that always formed after bending over the sink.

“Do you want an inch trimmed off?” Mateo asked, flicking Carmen’s wet bun.

“Sure, why not.”

Silence fell again. Carmen wondered what Faith was doing. There was no sound coming from the living room. 

“Where’s Faith?”

“Relaxing on the sofa.”

“Didn’t she want the TV on or anything?”

“I don’t think it even occurred to her. I pointed out your books, just in case she got bored.”

Carmen whipped around to face Mateo, her eyes bugging. Carmen’s books were not exactly PG. 

“Mateo, she can’t read them.”

Mateo barked out a deep laugh. “Of course she can. It’s about time the girl—”

“No, Mateo. Jesus, she’ll have a heart attack.”

“Relax. She’ll put it down if it’s too much. Stop panicking.”

Carmen squirmed on the stool. Faith was a grown woman—sort of. Of course she could read whatever she wanted. That didn’t make Carmen feel any better; not when she felt it was her responsibility to help ease Faith into the sapphic world. 

Was it her responsibility? Did Faith even want her help? Maybe it was best to leave anything like that up to Faith’s aunt. But what if they couldn’t find Molly? 

“Will you stop moving?” Mateo snapped. 

“Wait one minute,” Carmen replied, grabbing a towel, then launching herself out the bathroom door. Nope, she couldn’t sit back. She needed to warn Faith. 

Rounding the corner to the living room, Carmen looked crazed, with her hair pulled up haphazardly and a towel wrapped precariously around her chest. 

Faith was just about to flip the page on one of Carmen’s sauciest books. 

“Wait!” Carmen practically screamed, causing Faith to launch the book halfway across the room.

“Oh my Lord, you scared the bejesus out of me,” Faith panted, clutching her chest.

“Sorry, I just…I just wanted to warn you?”

“Warn me?” Faith’s eyes went wide with fear. 

Oh, for God’s sake Carmen, don’t go blurting out something like that!

“No, no, don’t panic. You’re fine—we’re fine. Mateo told me you might read my books,” she said, quickly pointing to the novel on the floor.

“I’m sorry. Didn’t you want me to? I should have asked.”

“No, it’s not that. Um…the books are sapphic stories.”

“Okay.” 

“And…um…well, they’re a little spicy.”

“Spicy?” Faith furrowed her eyebrows.

Oh, Christ. 

“Yeah, the sex scenes in them are quite explicit.”

Faith’s face turned a deep shade of red, as did Carmen’s. 

“I just didn’t want you to feel uncomfortable.” She tacked on in a voice far less confident than it should be.

“She feels uncomfortable now, chica,” Mateo hollered from the bathroom.

“Shit, sorry—”

“No, it’s okay. Thank you for warning me…um…but I’d still like to read one, if that’s alright?”

“Yeah, sure, go for it.” Carmen gave an awkward thumbs up. Hating herself a little, she turned on her heel and headed back to the bathroom.

“Well, that was entertaining,” Mateo chuckled.

“Shut up.”

“Now that you’ve successfully embarrassed yourself, and Faith, can I continue with your hair?” 
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“Wow, I love your hair,” Faith gasped when Carmen stepped into the kitchen. 

“Thanks, me too.” Carmen smiled. “I was thinking,” Carmen added, “I have a friend in the Seattle Police Department. Maybe I could ask her how we should begin our search for your aunt.”

“Really? That would be great.”

“I was also thinking we could ask the neighbors. Maybe Molly got friendly with them and may have told them where she was going.”

“Of course. Why didn’t I think of that?”

“Because you’ve had a super stressful few days,” Carmen laughed. “Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

“Who’s beating whom up?” Mateo asked. Carmen threw her head back in laughter when she saw what Mateo was wearing.

“No one needs to see you in spandex, Mateo!” Carmen howled.

“I have a fitness video to finish,” he huffed.

“And that requires you to dress like Richard Simmons?”

“Don’t knock Ricky, Carmen.”

“Don’t assault my eyes with spandex, Mateo.”

“Carmen was saying she has a friend on the police force who might give us a clue where our search for Aunt Molly should begin.”

“Ah, would that be the delectable Detective March, by any chance, hermana?”

Carmen rolled her eyes. Rachel March had been, at one time, a friend with benefits. Although the “friend” part of that title was questionable. The “benefits” part certainly outweighed any friendship time they shared. 

“Yes, I’m going to call Rachel. We need a starting point. I’m also going to talk to the neighbors.” Carmen bypassed Mateo’s attempt at teasing her about Rachel.

“Maybe you could go for a drink? Make an evening out of it?”

“That’s unnecessary. I’ll just call her.” 

Carmen scooted past Faith and headed to her room. Hopefully, Rachel would be happy to hear from her. It’s not like they parted on bad terms. Carmen hadn’t wanted Rachel to get the idea she wanted more from their arrangement, so she’d cut off communication a few months ago. They still sent the odd text now and then, but the benefits had been put on a permanent hold.

Tapping the little green icon on her phone, Carmen only had to wait three rings before Rachel’s sultry voice invaded her ear. 

“Well, well, well. If it isn’t Carmen Ruiz.”

“Rachel, hey, how are you?”

“Intrigued. I thought our little bedroom adventures were over after you all but ghosted me.”

Carmen bit her lip and made a fist with her free hand. She should have known Rachel would be pissed. 

“Sorry—”

“Oh stop, I’m teasing. We both knew what it was. Is everything alright? You’re not in trouble, are you?”

“No, but I have a few questions, if you have five minutes?”

“For you, kitten, I have ten.”

Carmen chuckled. Maybe they could find their way back to their bedroom adventures, just one more time.








  
  

5

Faith





Even though the last twenty-four hours had been an emotional whirlwind, Faith was feeling pretty good. Whether it was because Mateo and Carmen made her feel safe, or simply because she could stop running long enough to take a break from the usual feelings of anxiety, she wasn’t sure. Whatever the reason, Faith was happy to go along for the ride. 

The simple acts of sitting with her new friends, eating pancakes this morning, and having a facial and manicure, were so far from her norm, Faith reveled in it all. It was a hard pill to swallow sometimes, when she thought about how much of the world she didn’t know.

What eighteen-year-old didn’t know about current affairs? Or which TV show was popular? Running from her previous life in Kentucky didn’t just mean Faith could finally live as an out-and-proud queer woman. It meant she had bought some time to learn about the world and her place in it. 

There were so many things about herself Faith had yet to discover. Her style, for instance. Hanging around Carmen and Mateo had shown her just how dowdy she looked and felt. 

Mateo was tall, trim, and immaculate. His clothes were wild, and often feminine, but Faith adored everything Mateo wore—probably because the man had so much confidence in himself, it was almost infectious. 

Carmen was a little different. For Faith, Carmen was more of a role model. Sure, Carmen was the first lesbian Faith had met—that she knew of, anyway—but that meant nothing. Faith could have met a thousand lesbians and would still hold Carmen up on a pedestal. There weren’t many people in the world who would selflessly help a complete stranger, but Carmen Ruiz had.

If Faith was going to walk the rainbow road, she wanted to have someone like Carmen guiding her. Like Mateo, Carmen seemed confident in herself. Yes, she walked around in boxer briefs and an old tank top most of the time, but she was still herself—maybe even more so than Mateo. 

“Hey, I just wanted to apologize again, for freaking you out earlier,” Carmen said awkwardly, as the two of them sat in the kitchen drinking coffee. 

She’d returned from her room after talking to her police friend. Faith wanted to know what they’d discussed, but didn’t want to push.

When Carmen had come running into the living room earlier, Faith had thought the worst, especially when Carmen said she’d just wanted to warn Faith. 

That word had instantly made Faith feel sick, until Carmen explained she meant the warning had been for the book Faith was about to read. Then the panic had turned to embarrassment, for them both.

Faith knew the basics about sex. Her mother had given her a God-fearing version of sex education. Only when Faith had a conversation with Alice, did she actually learn the important, and relevant, aspects of sex. 

Sex with a woman, though? Nope, nothing. Maybe Carmen’s books could help her in that department, not that she was anywhere close to actually sleeping with a woman. 

“It’s fine, honestly,” Faith replied, hoping to make Carmen feel better.

“I’m going out. Back in an hour,” Mateo called from the hallway.

“Where are you going?” Carmen hollered.

“Just out. I won’t be long.”

“Bring tacos.”

Faith chuckled again. The dynamic between Carmen and Mateo was fascinating. They were best friends, but fought like brother and sister.

“I really do like your hair,” Faith commented. With a freshly shaved undercut, Carmen looked great. 

“It’s a good style for me. Look,” Carmen began, freeing her hair from its bond, “I can wear it down for meetings and I look all professional and strait-laced,” she grinned, dramatically flipping her curly locks over her shoulder. 

“But in an instant, I can wear it up in a ponytail or top knot, and I become stylish as hell.” Carmen then whipped her hair into a messy bun. “Two styles in one.”

Faith had been thinking long and hard about who she was since stepping into Carmen and Mateo’s world. “I wish I had a style.” 

“You may not know what your style is yet, but you do have it. Tell me, what do you want to change?”

“Um…maybe have some length taken off my hair? I was never allowed to cut it.”

“That’s easily done. What else?”

“My clothes. This,” Faith pointed to her dress, “is not my style. I know that much. I hate it.”

“Again, easy to fix. Mateo is itching to make you over,” Carmen laughed. “Letting him give you a facial and pedicure was just the tip of the iceberg.”

“I really enjoyed it. I think it’s the first time…in forever, that I feel like me. Just a girl enjoying life.”

“As it should be, Faith. You’re still young, and there is plenty of time for you to figure everything out. I’m here for you, in whatever capacity you need, okay?”

“I have so much to learn.”

“Yeah, but how exciting is that?” 

Carmen’s enthusiasm stunned Faith for a second. She was so used to being cautious and looking at her upbringing as a negative, Faith forgot she was on a journey. 

“We all learn and grow. Most of us don’t even recognize when that happens. But, for you, Faith…you are coming into your new world with your eyes wide open. You are old enough to understand the significance of your new life, but young enough to learn freely, and without the cynicism we often gain in adulthood. Your life sucked before; I get that. Hell, I lived that, but now? Wow, Faith, now you get to explore and learn about love, and everything that makes time on this rock worth living.”

“You should be a motivational speaker or something,” Faith gasped. 

Carmen was so enthusiastic and upbeat, Faith found herself nodding along as Carmen’s words poured out and engulfed her. 

“Ha, I don’t know about that. I do know a little about re-inventing yourself and learning who you are.”

“Can I ask you something?”

“I’m an open book, Faith.”

“When did you…you know…know?”

“That I liked girls?”

“Yeah.”

“When I was around fourteen, I think. It was the year before Mateo and I hightailed it out of the system. Mateo had just got back to the group home after his most recent foster dad beat the crap out of him. Anyway, he arrived with another kid—a girl called Brogan. Well, after I made sure Mateo was okay, I sort of fixated on Brogan. At first, I thought it was because she was a little shy. You know, like I just wanted to help her out. But then, after I had a dream about her—one where she kissed me—I knew my feelings were something more.”

“Did you ever tell her?”

“Hell no,” Carmen laughed. “The one thing I learned in the system was to keep your shit to yourself. I didn’t trust anyone but Mateo. It was funny really because we didn’t even come out to each other.”

“What do you mean?” Coming out had been Faith’s worst nightmare for a long time.

“Well, there was no deep discussion. We just sort of knew already. Mateo had boyfriends, and I had…friends that were girls.”

Faith laughed at Carmen’s unique description of her relationship with women. 

“Have you had a serious girlfriend before?”

“Nope, and I know why. I’m not ignorant of the fact that my childhood has shaped how I interact with people. It’s just something I struggle with. It drives Mateo nuts.”

“I hope I have a girlfriend one day.” Faith longed to have someone to love her completely, without conditions and expectations.

“I have no doubt you’ll get what you want, Faith. But…”

“But?”

“But don’t be in a rush, okay? Take your time exploring this side of yourself. Learn to love yourself, entirely, including the parts of yourself that connect you to your parents. Once you do that… I think you will make some girl really fucking happy.”

Tears sprung from Faith’s eyes. No one had ever spoken to her the way Carmen just had. 

“Why is Faith crying, Carmen?” Mateo barked, causing both Faith and Carmen to jump.

“Jesus, hermano, give us a little warning next time. I almost peed my boxers.”

“Why is she crying?” 

“I’m crying because I can’t believe how lucky I got when I turned up here yesterday. I already feel seen and heard. More than any time in my life. I hardly know you, but I feel like I do know you.”

Mateo wrapped his arms around Faith. “What the hell did you say to her?” Mateo chuckled as Faith sobbed. 

Those sobs turned into mirth when Faith saw the “deer in headlights” expression on Carmen’s face. Pulling back from Mateo, Faith reached for Carmen. Together, the trio hugged each other tightly.

Forget love at first sight. For Faith, this was family at first sight.

“Are we all adequately cried out yet?” Mateo asked a few minutes later. Faith giggled.

“I’m good now,” she replied, wiping her face.

“Yeah, all good,” Carmen added, clearing her throat.

“God. Lesbians!” Mateo huffed. “Now, I didn’t get to do a full fashion show yesterday,” Mateo began, pulling Faith into the living room. “So we are having one now.”

Faith looked at the bags piled on the sofa. “What’s all that?”

“I went to the store and picked up a few items for you. Now, I don’t know if you’ll like everything, but I’m feeling confident.”

Faith looked from the mountain of bags to Mateo and then Carmen, who was smiling affectionately.

“Mateo, this is…”

“If you say anything along the lines of ‘it’s too much’ or you ‘can’t accept it’, I’m going to throw a massive fit. And trust me, you don’t want that.”

“You really don’t,” Carmen laughed.

“Okay, I won’t say anything, but thank you.”

“Great, let’s get started.” 
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“Yes, yes, yes, I’m a genius,” Mateo crowed loudly. 

Faith stood in the living room, dressed in lightly distressed overalls rolled up above her ankles, a black short-sleeved T-shirt, and new Converse All-Stars.

“What do you think?” Carmen asked.

“I love it. I feel comfortable, but stylish, without having to put a ton of effort into it.”

“See? Genius!” Mateo cried, thrusting his fist in the air. Faith laughed, and Carmen rolled her eyes. 

“What about the other stuff you tried on?” Carmen pawed through the ridiculous amount of clothes piled on the sofa.

“I liked all the jeans. I think I prefer the darker ones.”

“Yes, you looked great in those black skinnies,” Mateo remarked, holding up the aforementioned jeans.

“Yeah, I agree. What about the shirts and T-shirts?”

“Love them all. Thanks for dialing back the glitter,” Faith grinned. It hadn’t escaped her notice that Mateo had chosen darker colors. 

“It was difficult to do, but for you, Faith, I rose to the challenge.”

“Um…” Faith fumbled. She wanted to ask Mateo to cut her hair. Nothing drastic, but something new. “Would you…um…would you cut my hair?”

Mateo jumped up from the sofa and began running his hands through Faith’s long locks. 

“What are you thinking? You have gorgeous hair, chica. Has it ever been cut?”

“Not really. My mom trimmed the ends once a year, but that’s it.” 

Faith loved her hair, but she hated the fact she’d never been given the choice of what to do with it. 

“It’s such a rich blonde—almost like honey,” Mateo muttered, more to himself than anyone else in the room.

“It comes from my father’s side.”

“Are you wanting a trim? Or something a little more drastic?”

Faith twisted her hands together. “Um…I’d like it to be shoulder length and um…”

“An undercut at the neck?” Mateo supplied. 

Faith’s face went red. She wanted her neck shaved, but she didn’t want Carmen to think she was being lame by copying the style.

“I think that would look awesome,” Carmen interjected.

“Really?” Faith didn’t mean to sound so timid, but she couldn’t help the nerves. Apart from Alice, she’d never really had anyone to look up to. The last thing she wanted was to irritate Carmen.

“Hell, yeah. I think it’s gonna really suit your face. And your new style. Get in that bathroom and let that old queen do his thing.”

“Who the fuck are you calling old?” Mateo shot. 

“Notice he’s offended by the age thing, but not by being called a queen,” Carmen laughed.

“I am a queen, and don’t you forget it,” Mateo tutted. “Now, get in the bathroom, chica, I have work to do.”

Faith skipped into the bathroom and internally squealed with excitement. Mateo guided her to a chair and then leaned her head back. The water was warm, and the head massage Mateo was performing, felt heavenly. 

“Wow, I could fall asleep,” Faith muttered, her eyes closing.

“You do you, honey,” Mateo chuckled.

“Are you a hairdresser by trade?” 

“Not professionally, no. I learned early. There weren’t a lot of things I enjoyed growing up. One thing I loved, was playing with Carmen’s hair. It’s so thick. She would always let me fiddle about with it when we got placed in the group home together. It was a way for me to de-stress.”

“I’m sorry you went through that, Mateo.”

“Me, too.”

“How are you so open and relaxed about it?” 

Honestly, it staggered Faith how either Carmen or Mateo could talk so openly about their childhoods. 

“Therapy,” he laughed. “When we were older and making money for ourselves, Carmen forced me to see a therapist. That girl worked her ass off to make sure we could both get weekly sessions. I don’t know what I would have done without her.”

Faith mulled over all the information Mateo was freely giving her. As much as she hated hearing what they’d gone through, their life story also reassured her. If Carmen and Mateo could go through all that, and come out the other side, so could Faith.

“You’re both amazing.”

“Yeah, we are,” Mateo stated. “Okay, you’re all washed and rinsed. Sit up and we’ll get to work.”

Faith sat up. Mateo wheeled her over to the mirror opposite the sink. After a quick towel-dry, Mateo gathered Faith’s hair and brought up his scissors. 

“Ready?”

Faith looked him in the eye through the mirror. She’d never been more ready. With a quick nod, Faith watched Mateo snip the first tendrils of hair. As the pieces drifted to the floor, Faith took a deep breath and smiled. 

“Hey, I’m going to go get the tacos Mateo didn’t bring back,” Carmen called. 

“We need hot sauce,” Mateo bellowed back. 

“Mateo, we have five bottles in the cupboard. Stop buying, or asking me to buy, hot sauce.” 

Faith’s shoulders vibrated as she tried in vain to conceal her laughter. The door banging closed ended the hot sauce argument. Mateo reached over and pressed a button on the wall. A cacophony of noise boomed through the house. 

“I need to dance as I cut,” he shouted over the music. 
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“I’ll say it again: I’m a genius!”

Faith studied her new look. Her blonde hair fell in layers, just past her shoulders. The texture made her look a little older, which she liked. Paired with her new clothes, Faith was almost unrecognizable, even to herself.

Carmen whistled. “Nice job, Mateo.” After dumping the taco bag on the kitchen sink, she turned Faith in a circle. “You look great, kiddo.”

“I feel great.”

“Well, I hope this adds to your good mood.” Carmen reached inside her rucksack and produced a new iPhone. “It’s not the newest model, but it should get you by.”

“No, no way,” Faith protested. iPhones, no matter how old, were still expensive. Faith knew that because Alice was given one for her birthday a couple of years ago.

“Look, you need a phone, and honestly, I know how to use an iPhone, so I shouldn’t have a problem helping you set it up.”

“Carmen, this is too much.”

“No, it’s a necessity,” Mateo interrupted before Faith could continue.

“You can have our numbers. We can set up the find-a-phone thingy. You can study up on all the things you’ve missed out on. You need it, and I’m not taking it back.” Carmen turned back to the tacos and began dividing the contents between them. 

Faith’s mind instantly went to Alice. She desperately wanted to call her friend. Deciding that arguing with either of the Ruizes was foolish, Faith vowed there and then, she would somehow find a way to pay back their kindness. 

After inhaling three tacos, which were the best thing she’d ever eaten, Faith settled on her bed and began setting up her phone. Before calling Alice, Faith thought it prudent to send a message asking Alice to save her number under a different name. Alice responded immediately, informing Faith she’d done as asked. 

The call connected after one ring. 

“Hey Spencer, it’s good to hear from you,” Alice all but shouted down the phone. 

Faith chuckled to herself. “Am I Spencer from camp?”

“Yeah, I saved you under Spencer’s name. My parents won’t think anything of it. How are you? Where are you?” Alice whispered. 

Faith could hear the worry in her friend’s voice. “I made it to Seattle. My aunt wasn’t at the address I had—”

“Are you safe? Do you have somewhere to stay?”

“I’m good, Alice, I promise. The people who live at the address took me in.”

“You’re staying with complete strangers! Fai—Spencer, what the hell?”

“Alice, calm down. They are lovely. Both gay, and both with a tough childhood like mine. I’m lucky to have found them.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive. Really, Alice, they are wonderful. Carmen and Mateo have already done so much for me. They’ve agreed to help me look for Molly.”

“Any idea where she is?”

“None, but Carmen has a police friend she talked to and we’ll quiz the neighbors.”

“Faith, your dad…” 

So much for the Spencer charade. 

A sharp stabbing pain hit Faith in the gut. She knew they would need to talk about her father, but she was hoping for a little more time before that came up. 

“What’s happening?”

“He did what you said he would. Went straight to the sheriff. After that didn’t go the way he wanted, he came here, just like you predicted. Thankfully, Dad calmed him down and convinced him we don’t know where you are.”

“Well, that’s good.”

“Yeah, but my dad told me this morning your parents have packed up the car and are on the move. He’s coming after you, Faith.”

Even though the news wasn’t a surprise, it still sent a wave of dread to Faith’s stomach. 

That ticking clock was counting down again. 
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