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This was too much stuff, and Jane knew it. She was on a reckless spending spree to assuage her broken heart, and there was no stopping now. Her boyfriend of six years had ended things for the fourth time, and she felt like she deserved the boost. Six years—the only reason she kept going back to him was that she couldn’t bear the thought of it all being a waste. The bulk of her twenties all wasted on one guy who couldn’t commit. He just couldn’t. 

Jane walked along 25th Street. Downtown had endless shops where you could empty your bank account. She carried a bag containing three new vinyl records and another with organic soap and lotion made at a local farm. She also had knitted socks and four new books; one was a self-help book she was sure to read a dozen times, perhaps hoping some of that common sense would finally sink in. Her wrists hurt from the weight of her bags as she struggled to finish a latte from the Daily Grind in her free hand. At the corner, she considered stopping at the Lucky Slice; pizza sounded perfect right now.

Jane watched as a couple rode by on rented scooters. Tears gathered in her eyes. That was one of their first dates. Why was Carl such an asshole? Why wasn’t she enough? She was turning twenty-eight next month, so this shopping spree, which she really couldn’t afford, was sort of an early birthday celebration as well as National Carl Liberation Day. No more Carl! She screamed to herself as she heard her silenced phone buzzing in one of her nine bags. He was texting her. Less than twelve hours after kissing her for the last time, he was already trying to undo his mistake.

Time to get off this roller coaster and find a ferris wheel instead—no more thrills.  Life with Carl was thrilling. The make-up sex was unreal, and the depths of jealousy and lust were more intense than the hottest soap opera imaginable. But enough was enough. Carl knew she was a survivor of childhood trauma. He knew she couldn’t say no. And he knew she didn’t have the strength to reject him. All of this he knew and yet he wielded his power for evil. He had twisted her into someone she no longer recognized. It wasn’t abuse exactly, but it was unhealthy, and it was over. She was done.

“Hey.” 

She had crossed the street and was just about to head into Lucky Slice when she turned toward the voice. A skinny guy sat against the wall, his legs up, wearing filthy Converse and ratty jeans. He was clearly homeless and appeared to be starving.

“Can you spare a couple of bucks?”

She peered around. People tended to judge the fuck out of you when you helped the homeless. As if it marked you as one of the dumbest people alive. The street was vacant. She was carrying so many bags that she couldn’t get to her purse. Where was her purse? Perhaps in with the vinyls?

“Um, I don’t think I have any cash on me. I’d have to check. Can you get the door?”

He hopped up and eagerly took the handle. 

“Let me find a table and I’ll check.,” she said.

Jane passed the bar, where a few customers sat, and headed for the back, sighing as she released her newly acquired horde onto the bench at a booth then swept her brown curly hair away from her sweaty forehead. Her wrists were red, and her hands were white. She rubbed them to get the blood circulating, then began to go through her bags, frantically searching. She sensed the presence of the homeless guy behind her. Good God. Had she really forgotten her purse at one of those shops?

Her heart was pounding. No. No. No. She couldn’t handle this. Not now. She racked her brain for where she might have left it. At which of the dozen shops? It had to have been the last one. Which was that? Jane closed her eyes, feverish and lightheaded. She hadn’t eaten this morning, and the coffee was burning a hole in her stomach. She wavered and felt a hand on her shoulder.

“Hey, you need to sit down.”

Automatically, she sat and put her head between her hands. 

“I am so dumb. I think I forgot my purse. Ugh. Now, I’m gonna have to go find it. I can’t handle this. Not today.”

She watched as the guy bent over the table and peeked through her bags. Reached in and pulled out her purse.

“Is this it?”

Her face burned with embarrassment. What the hell was wrong with her?

“I’m so sorry. I look like an idiot.”

“No. But you do look like a woman who is doing her Christmas shopping early this year.”

She nodded.

“It’s called shop therapy.”

“Does it work?”

“For about an hour. Then the high wears off.”

“I know all about that.”

“Um,” She rifled through her wallet for cash. Nothing. Tried to calculate how much she just added to her credit card balance with all of this stupid shopping. Too much. She spent too much. “I don’t have any cash. I’m sorry. If you want, I can buy you something to eat.”

He looked ashamed as he nodded.

“That would be wonderful.”

She ordered a Margherita Supreme pizza and ginger beer for both of them, then added a garden salad. It was time to lose the twenty pounds of stress fat she gained from loving Carl. Plus,  she suspected this guy would probably finish off the pizza on his own. She stared ruefully at her purchases. Picked up a pair of socks and tossed them back. They were one hundred percent wool. It was June. What the hell was wrong with her?

She stared at the vinyls, realizing she already owned My Chemical Romance’s greatest hits album. Jane had lost her mind; that’s all there was to it. She needed to take this stuff back. Roused from her spending mania by a dose of reality, she decided right after lunch that she was going to eat some humble pie and return all of this shit.

He had his hands clasped out in front of him, staring at her bags.

“I was stupid. I’ve been reactionary since my boyfriend dumped me. Again. The fourth time. Then he immediately called to make up. I can’t handle it. Being endlessly jerked around. So ya, I grabbed my wallet and went wild on the strip, hoping to feel slightly better.”

“Four times? Wow. What a bum.”

She nodded sadly.

“He may be a bum, but I’m the idiot who keeps taking him back. Ugh. I wish I could go back in time, you know? Return to twenty-one and never go to that club where we met. I have wasted over half a decade. Maybe that’s why I keep trying to make it work. The failure means I have wasted so much time.”

“It’s not a waste. No experience is a waste. We are learning and evolving all the time.”

“Wow. Aren’t you a sage?”

She scoffed as the server handed them their pizza and salad. As she suspected, this guy devoured the food. Why was he homeless? Why was anyone homeless? Drugs? Prostitution? Poor financial choices? He hadn’t always been homeless. He had manners and had used the hand sanitizer when they walked in. Now, she needed to know.

“I don’t mean to be nosy, but how is it a guy like you is homeless? I mean, I can tell you haven’t always been this way. Is it too presumptuous of me to ask?”

He shook his head as he gulped down his third mug of ginger beer.

“Na. It isn’t. Basically, I screwed up. I went through a bad time and lost my job. The next thing I know, I’m out on the street. I don’t know. For a while, I just gave up. Now, I’m trying to get my shit together, but it’s hard. Without a physical address, it’s almost impossible to land a job.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m a software developer.”

Jane choked on her ginger beer.

“You’re what?” 

“Ya,” he nodded sheepishly. “Hard to believe, right? People like me are all supposed to have our shit together. The truth is, if I could get my hands on a laptop with internet access, I’d have a job within a week. I’m good at what I do. And now that I’ve finally crawled out of the pits of misery, I know I can work again.”

“What was down in the pits of misery?”

“My fiancé died.” 

“Oh.”

Jane watched him stare at his empty plate, unblinking, his eyes glazed with unshed tears.

“That’s awful.”

“It was. So ya. When it happened, I was working eighty hours a week. Unable to take work off even for her funeral. I sorta crashed and burned and couldn’t bounce back in time.”

“Surely you could go into any business, showcase your skills and get a new job?”

“Dressed like this? You have no idea how hard it is to crawl out of the pit. Even trying to explain the gap in my work history will be hard.”

“What’s your name?”

“Travis.”

“I’m Jane.” She smiled.

“Thanks for the meal.” He stood. “I’ll get out of your hair. For what it’s worth, you’re one of the kindest people I’ve ever met. Not a single person in my six months of living on the streets has ever offered to sit with me and treat me like a human being. Thanks for that.”

Hands shoved into the pockets of his dirty jeans, Travis headed for the door.

“Wait!”

Jane called after him. He turned.

Wait for what? What did she want from this guy? He had nothing to offer. She looked at him, lean and tanned from spending all day in the sun. His clothes were name-brand, probably leftovers from his previous life. He was handsome, albeit scruffy, but he had that little-boy-lost look that always got to her. And worse, she was on the rebound. 

Or was she? Jane unlocked her phone and stared at the three missed calls and eight unread texts, all from Carl.

“Ya?”

“What are you doing right now?”

He put his hands up and shrugged.

“Basically nothing. Other than furiously trying to figure out how to turn my life around.”

“He keeps calling me. If I can make it through the next twenty-four hours without picking up, he’ll accept that it’s over. I just don’t know if I can do it. And honestly, dear God, this is so hard.”

“What?” Travis sat back down and gazed at her with genuine sympathy.

“I have to return all this stuff I just bought. I was an idiot. I don’t need it, and I can’t afford it.”

“Say, how about I hold your bags and you can retrace your steps?” 

“It’s so embarrassing. I just bought this stuff. They’re gonna think I’m a lunatic.”

“Who cares? They’re customer service. This is your money. If you want to buy and then return everything two seconds later, they need to suck it up.”

“Okay. But I’m keeping the soap. That organic sheep soap is amazing.”

He laughed and scooped up her bags as Jane went to pay the bill.

The long trek down 25th Street went quicker than she had anticipated. At the front of each store, Travis handed her the correct bag; she took a deep breath and headed in to return the product. She kept her eyes down the entire time, feeling mortified that she was ruining their sales numbers. Yet, none of the clerks seemed to care. Perhaps it really was all in her head.

Mid-afternoon, she made her final return. They stood awkwardly on the sidewalk. Jane watched Travis as he gazed down the street, and her heart literally ached for him. Where did he sleep? How did he bathe? How had he let his life fall apart like this? She closed her eyes, feeling shame for what she was about to do. It was ludicrous. You don’t reach out to strangers like this. You don’t offer to help homeless people. They were likely to rob you blind and then kill you in your sleep.

“Hey.”

“Ya?”

He glanced back at her eagerly. She stared at his narrow jaw, scruffy with an uneven beard, and the prominent clavicle from too many missed meals. But he had good teeth and a great smile. Travis was a diamond in the rough. Who might he become if given a chance? Jane was determined to give him that chance. As foolish as it seemed, she saw a project standing before her, and there was nothing Jane liked more than a project.

“This is probably weird, and if it makes you feel uncomfortable, just say.”

“Okay.”

“I have an extra bedroom and an extra computer. I don’t know, you could room with me for a few weeks. If you can’t land a job by then, you can try something else.”

“Why would you be willing to help me?” He eyed her curiously.

Why? Jane wasn’t quite ready to answer that question.

“I don’t know. I can’t handle the thought of someone missing out on a second chance. It’s not that big of a deal. I mean, I work from home.”

“What do you do?”

“Data analytics and market research.”

He nodded.

“It’s a good field.”

“If you have the skills you profess to have, you should land on your feet in no time.”

“Wow. Jane, you’re something else. I don’t know what to say.”

“How about we take you home and clean you up. One more bonus: my ex isn’t about to bother me if you’re around.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“Please do,” she said, turning and nodding her head for him to follow.

Jane drove him home and showed him his bedroom. She gave him the password to her extra laptop. Then, she went onto Amazon and, guessing his size, ordered him some pajamas and a couple of outfits, including a new pair of Converse. She had him shower and cleaned his clothes, but eventually gave up and threw them away. When the packages arrived, she handed them to him through the door.

“Jane, this is too much,” he protested.

“Just get dressed,” she demanded.

Over the next few days, they settled into a rhythm. Carl stopped bugging her, which was a relief, and she worked long hours. Travis left his room only to eat, then returned to his job search. On the third day, he entered the living room, smiling.

“I got a job.” He grinned, and Jane felt a little flutter in her chest. It was because of her. His success was a result of her.

“That’s wonderful news!” she exclaimed. “We need to celebrate.”

“Don’t bother.” He waved her off but Jane wasn’t about to be dissuaded.

“Seriously! We’ll order in and play a game or something.”

“A game?” he queried.

“I’m a mean Scrabble player.”

“You’re on.”

It happened so subtly that Jane didn’t even realize it. One day, she was trying to give a homeless guy a leg up; the next, she was falling for him. She looked forward to seeing him in the mornings over cups of coffee. She waited with anticipation for him to open his bedroom door, and hung around the living room to see him leave the bathroom after a shower, heading to his bedroom in a towel. But she couldn’t hit on him. It would be wrong. Their relationship was one-sided. She had all the power. He would feel obligated to her, and she didn’t want that.

Two weeks later, Carl showed up. Jane answered the door, and as usual, he looked hungover and miserable.

“Why aren’t you answering my calls?” he demanded.

She squeezed her head through the door, unwilling to let him in.

“You know why. You broke up with me. Again. This time, I’m done.”

“Jane, it was a mistake.”

“As was the hook-up who dumped you, which is the only reason you’re standing on my front porch?”

“It’s not like that.”

Jane heard the bathroom door close. Carl frowned.

“Who’s there?”

“Um, that’s none of your business,” she snapped. He shook his head.

“You already replaced me? That fast? Seriously, who is he?”

“Just a friend. I’m helping him out for a few weeks.”

“Bullshit. I can see it in your eyes. You want him. Who the fuck is he?”

Jane glared at him.

“You need to leave. Now. I don’t want to talk to you.”

Carl threw his hands up in the air.

“Fuck this. I’ll leave. But I will be back. We have six years of history, Jane. You can’t just throw that away.”

“Well, that’s exactly what I’m doing.”

And she slammed the door.

Travis entered the living room a few minutes later.

“Who was that?”

“My ex.”

“Oh. He wanted to talk?”

“He wanted to know who you were.”

Travis nodded.

“If this is too uncomfortable, I can leave. Now that I’ll be getting paychecks again soon enough.”

“No. That’s not what I need.”

She felt uncomfortable with her own thoughts and feelings. She wanted this guy, and she shouldn’t. Two weeks ago, he was a homeless man living on the streets. She couldn’t hook up with him! Travis had gained some weight. He was incredibly easy to live with—clean and quiet, and she barely noticed he was there. But she wanted him to be here, making this place his home along with her. How had this happened? Was she really that desperate?

“What do you need?”

He was standing up, hands in his back pockets. She hadn’t gotten interested vibes from him. It seemed like he didn’t even notice when she wasn’t wearing a bra or when she walked around in a towel. He wasn’t interested. This was a platonic living arrangement, nothing more!

“Um, I don’t know.”

Travis nodded, then sat on the couch next to her.

“What do you want?” he asked softly.

Some force beyond her control drew her to face him.

“Do you really want to know?”

She could barely bring herself to look at him, yet she couldn’t look away.

“Of course.”

“Ugh. You aren’t giving me any of the signals, so I really shouldn’t say it.”

“What? You think that just because I’m not hitting on you, that I don’t want to sleep with you?”

“Do you?” Their knees were touching. ”I mean, I know I’ve gotten fat from stress eating due to that fucking asshole. I never was that confident to begin with, so it’s hard to believe that any guy could like me.”

“I more than like you. You’re not fat. You’re beautiful and sexy, and thinking about you has kept me up every night since I’ve been here.”

“Really?” She felt close to tears.

“You bet. But it seems inappropriate for me to instigate anything. I mean, I am here at your benevolence. It feels wrong somehow to exploit that.”

“It’s not exploitation,” she said softly.

“And I royally fucked up my previous relationship. It was mainly my job. I worked nonstop. I could’ve quit, but I didn’t. I kept sucking it up, desperate to prove myself at work. I didn’t make her feel like a priority. It’s all on me. So, I’m terrified of hurting you after you’ve been through so much with your ex.”

“Everyone works too much. What happened?”

“Well, I proved that I sucked ass so badly as a future husband that my fiancé left me to go back to her abusive ex. The night she left, we fought. She died in a car accident with him two days later. She would’ve never left if I had been a better guy.”

“How can you think that?”

“How can you think that you were the reason for Carl dumping you over and over? Some people, people like us, we’re just screwed up. We carry all the blame.”

Jane had always gone for the yang to her yin. What was sitting before her now was definitely a yin like her. And yet—

She took his hand in hers. It was slender and warm. She put it to her cheek. He leaned over and kissed her forehead.

“You are my benefactor, Jane, like Pip’s Magwitch in Great Expectations. I can never repay you. Somehow, that makes me feel unworthy of you.”

Travis wasn’t aggressive, nor was he very masculine. He was slight of build, sweet-featured, and had a softness about him that wasn’t initially appealing. However, he was warm, kind, compassionate and understanding. She felt she could share anything with him.

“You aren’t unworthy. I just don’t know if I can trust this. You aren’t like any of the guys I’ve dated. I don’t know if I’m your type. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“How about this? We let things simmer for now. I get it. It’s confusing. I’m your passion project, like a stray dog you took in. You can’t see me as boyfriend material. Perhaps if we had met at a bar after work, or at some social gathering, it might have been different.”

“I don’t want things to simmer. They have been simmering from day one.”

A slow burn was eating its way out of her. It was more than lust and deeper than desire. It almost hurt, it was so sweet, like caramel on a cavity.

“I won’t make the first move. This is your house, and I am here on your terms.”

So Jane did. She reached over, took Travis’s face and kissed him. And boy, oh boy, was she wrong about this man. The moment she gave her consent, he changed. Pulled her clothes off, then his. Pushed her into her bedroom, then onto the bed, and called the shots.

He knew what he wanted and he knew how to give it to her. She had never been with a man who kissed her for longer than a minute. Who wasn’t in a vicious hurry to shove his dick inside her and get it over with. Who demanded oral sex but never returned the favor.

Travis spent forever arousing her body until she was moaning with anticipation. Until she was frantically pulling down his pants, but he held her hands above her head, kissed her, then went down on her again. It was magical and erotic, fulfilling and impossible that anyone could be like him.

“Who the hell are you?” she whispered.

“A man of mystery.”

Travis found all her secrets, one by one, and by the morning, he had her completely unraveled.

“I think I’m in love with you,” she confessed as the morning light wafted through the blinds.

“I know I’m in love with you,” he declared. Then he pulled the blankets over their head and showed her.

Travis moved into her bedroom. They were now a couple. Jane discovered what it was like to be with someone who actually respected her. Carl was nearly forgotten, yet he still reared his ugly head.

He texted her.

I looked into the little rat bastard you’re shacking up with. Do you know he was questioned in connection with the death of his fiancée?

You’re full of shit.

Ask him. He’s lying to you. I would never lie to you.

Ya. You’ll just cheat and then admit it to my face, like a real gentleman.

Ya I fucked up. But at least I haven’t killed anyone.

That night, Jane couldn’t contain it. She had to know.

“Were you questioned in connection with the death of your fiancé?” she asked, terrified of his reply.

He nodded slowly.

“Who told you that, your ex?”

She nodded silently.

“They questioned a lot of people, but I was their prime suspect.”

“But they closed their investigation?”

“It’s still unsolved. Someone sabotaged their car. But I swear to God, it wasn’t me.”

“Okay.”

“Do you believe me?”

“I want to.”

“Jane, their accusations and nonstop questioning are what pushed me over the edge. Why I lost my job. Not only did I lose her, but I was also suspected of her death. Believe me. I had nothing to do with it.”

“Carl is just jealous; he wants to ruin this.”

“Just like my fiancé’s ex did to her and me. I feel like I’m repeating the past.”

“No. Because I will never return to Carl. Not after finding you.”

Travis smiled and Jane kissed him, but she felt a thrill of terror. He could so easily be lying. How was she ever to trust him? Carl had destroyed her ability to trust. This was hell.

Jane could no longer concentrate on work. Travis might have let everything go and lived on the streets to avoid the cops. He could be really good at deceiving. She had no idea who he was; she had literally picked him up off the street! He sensed her cooling towards him. She could tell he was hurt by it, but she had no idea how to trust him. Carl had infected her with doubt. 

One night, they lay in bed. Travis was playing with her curls.

“Do you want me to move out?”

“Why?”

“You don’t trust me. I can tell. Nothing I can say will ever make you believe that I had nothing to do with my fiancé’s death.”

“I want to believe, Travis. I do.”

“But it’s not enough,” he replied shortly, then crawled out of bed. “I’ll leave in the morning.” And he left the room.

Jane rolled over and cried herself to sleep. 

The cops awoke her at six am. They were there to arrest Travis.

Jane watched as they hauled him away, her heart about to give out. Carl called that afternoon. 

“He’s gone, then? Your murderer boyfriend?”

“How do you know that?”

“Well, it’s my testimony that will put that bastard behind bars.”

“What do you mean?” she cried.

“I saw him tampering with their car the night she died. And I’m not lying. I was leaving a hookup’s apartment and noticed this guy underneath a vehicle. I thought nothing of it. But when I saw his face after stalking your apartment for a few weeks, I realized it was him.”

“When was this?”

“You know. The weekend before the Fourth of July?”

“We were together.”

He paused.

“I took off for a couple of hours. Sorry. I know I have treated you like shit. But, Jane, I’m done with being that guy. I’m gonna make it all up to you. Whatever that murderer is doing to make you happy, I will do, and ten times more. You and me, we belong together. You’re the only girl who gets me, who forgives me. I need you. Okay?”

Jane realized in that moment that she had made a colossal mistake. Carl was lying. They were literally out of town that weekend. How had he forgotten? How had she repeated this mistake so many times? Carl wasn’t even a good liar. And he sucked at making false promises. She saw him for the fool’s gold he was.

“Carl?”

“What?”

“I’m hanging up now.”

Jane ended the call, raced out the door and headed to the police department. They suggested that she contact the public defender’s office. When they finally returned her call, she explained that anything Carl might testify to should be considered null and void because he had a conflict of interest. And she knew he was lying because he was with her. She had all the proof that they were in Vegas the weekend that Travis’s fiancée died. He was a liar, once more intent on ruining her life.

Eventually, Travis was released. Jane was there to pick him up. He looked as grubby as he did the day she rescued him off the streets. She threw her arms around him, and to her amazement, he hugged her back.

“Please accept my apology. Carl is a psycho. He bore false witness to break us up. I am so, so sorry.”

Travis kissed her and took her hand as she led him out into the sunshine.

“Of course I do.”

Carl finally backed off, and Jane finally let him go, along with the disappointment and guilt of repeatedly going back to him. It took months for Jane to forgive herself and even longer for their wounds to heal. Travis blamed himself for everything, often playing the victim, which made Jane feel terrible. Having endured so much, she then had to go and make his life even harder. But she made it up to him in a million ways. Starting with loving him like no other woman ever had. And she had saved his life, so he was inclined to forgive her of just about anything.

Their relationship was sweet and tender, spicy and romantic. They worked too hard together and spent their lunch breaks under the covers. They were a couple of introverted homebodies, a match made in heaven.

In the years that followed, on the anniversary of the day they met, Jane and Travis would go to 25th Street, eat pizza, and buy organic sheep soap—celebrating how Jane took a crazy chance with a homeless bum and changed her life forever at the Lucky Slice. 
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            A provocative collection of short stories where seduction meets salvation—and love dares to bloom in the darkest places. From Isabel, who falls for a breathtaking undocumented man hunted by ICE, to Sophie, whose world shatters when she meets Dmitri, an enemy soldier occupying her homeland. A homeless wanderer, a punk-rock thief, even a demon—each tale dives deep into the raw, the forbidden, and the redemptive. These are sweet, gritty stories for readers who crave romance with teeth and aren’t afraid of the shadows.
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