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The Weekend


[image: image-placeholder]




Sara Davison



Nathaniel King, code name Lennon, has a very important job—keeping his agents safe on their undercover missions. Does the gravity of his assignment justify neglecting the people who care about him, or has that only been an excuse?


One unexpected weekend with the teenage nephew he hasn’t seen in months—and the woman he has always seen but never had the courage to pursue—might provide him with an answer to that question that will change all their lives forever.










  
  















“But ask the animals, and they will teach you, or the birds in the sky, and they will tell you; or speak to the earth, and it will teach you, or let the fish in the sea inform you. 


Which of all these does not know that the hand of the LORD has done this?


In his hand is the life of every creature and the breath of all mankind.”


~ Job 12:7-10 (NIV)










  
  









Chapter One
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Lennon slumped on his couch, staring at the action movie flickering across his TV screen and taking in nothing. Man, he hated time off. It was protocol, though, at the end of a long mission. Thanks to Sparrow, the newest recruit to his highly classified organization, Lennon’s team had managed to infiltrate one of the biggest gangs in Vancouver, bring down several of its leaders, and confiscate drugs and weapons with a street value in the millions. 

Kind of like scooping water out of the Titanic with their bare hands, but maybe they’d saved a life or two. Or maybe not. No matter how many missions they carried out, there were always more—more guns, more drugs, more gangs, more dealers, more deaths.

Lennon didn’t allow himself to dwell on those kinds of thoughts often.

Thankfully, only one of his agents, Xena, had been injured in the process. Lennon had visited Xena in the hospital earlier today, and she was doing well. Still, their boss had ordered the whole team to stand down for the next five days, take a little recovery time. Lennon snorted. Recovery time. Sitting here staring at the blank walls of his apartment would not help him recover. It might actually drive him insane, since it gave him far too much time to think.

Think about how empty his life was outside of work. About how much could have gone wrong on the mission. How easily any of his agents could have been killed. Especially Sparrow, who was far more fearless and reckless out in the field than Lennon would like. Exactly why she was already one of their best, though.

Sparrow. Lennon rested his head on the back of the couch and flung an arm across his eyes. Despite the acid reflux that always burned in his chest when he thought about her and her general tendency to disregard any kind of rule or regulation designed to keep her safe, a smile crossed his face.

That woman was something else. Although she would no doubt end up shortening his life by several years, Lennon was thrilled Sparrow had agreed to join DAG. 

DAG—which stood for Drugs, Arms, and Gangs—had been created a few years ago as a joint task force between CSIS, Canada’s spy agency, and the police forces of every major city in the country. That made its agents and their handlers—which was Lennon’s primary job—deep undercover operatives with extensive policing powers. They were among the most highly trained agents in the world and would be among the most respected, except that they were hidden behind such a cloak of secrecy that even those in law enforcement tended to believe DAG was only a rumor. Which was precisely what the organization wanted everyone to think.

Lennon’s mother and his twin sister, Shelby, and her son, JT, his only family, didn’t know what he did either—only that it was somehow related to police work. 

One of the two cell phones he’d tossed onto the coffee table vibrated. Lennon lowered his arm and straightened on the couch before reaching for the one on the left. His personal phone, so he wasn’t being called into work. Too bad.

He glanced at the screen before stabbing the connect button with his thumb and pressing the device to his ear. “Hey, Shel.”

His sister didn’t respond.

“Shelby?”

“Oh. Sorry. I was waiting for the beep so I could leave yet another message.”

Lennon rolled his eyes, although his twin’s thinly veiled accusation of negligence wasn’t unjustified. “Sorry. You’re stuck with me live and in person.”

“I’ll never complain about that.”

Which was the great thing about his sister. As much as she might give him grief over how much time and energy and secrecy his job demanded, she was always ready to accept and be grateful for whatever he was able to give her. Which, given that she was an exhausted single mom of a teenager, wasn’t nearly enough, something that did fill Lennon with guilt whenever he permitted himself to think about it. 

He grabbed a pillow and tucked it next to him so he could rest his elbow on it, settling in. “Everything okay with you?”

“Yeah, you know. Things are … fine.”

Lennon frowned. “That’s not very convincing.”

She sighed. “I really am okay. It’s just a lot sometimes.”

“I’m sure it is. How’s JT?”

The slight hesitation was revealing. His frown deepened as he waited for Shelby’s slow response. 

“He’s all right. A typical teenage boy, I guess.”

“That bad, huh?”

She laughed. “He’s why I’m calling, actually. I have a favor to ask, but I already know you can’t do it, and I get it. I really do. I thought I’d ask anyway on the off chance …”

“Shel. Spit it out.”

“All right. A couple of friends asked me if I wanted to go away with them this weekend. I don’t want to leave JT on his own for that long, though, and he’s too much for Mom, so I thought …” She exhaled. “You know what? It’s a terrible idea. You have way too much going on, so forget it. I can go another time.”

“Like in five years when he leaves for college?” Lennon’s mind was racing. Although he’d been around for his sister and her son as much as he could be after JT’s dad took off when JT was five, Lennon hadn’t spent much time with his nephew the last few years. Certainly not just the two of them. Could he do it? 

“It’s fine. I’ve gone this long without a spa weekend. I can wait a few more years. It was a crazy—”

“Shelby.”

“Yes?”

“What time do you want me to pick him up on Friday?” 







  
  






Chapter Two
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The nerves that assaulted Lennon as he strode up the front walk to his sister’s townhouse caught him by surprise. This was his family, for goodness’ sake. His nephew. He’d known the kid since he was born. How tough could it be to spend a couple of days with him?

As he reached the bottom of the two steps up to the porch, the front door flew open, and his twin burst outside and flung herself at him. Lennon stumbled back a step before catching his balance and wrapping his arms around her. When had he seen her last? Christmas, so five months. Way too long.

After a moment, she stepped back and grasped his upper arms. “Thank you for coming.”

“Of course.” Lennon’s chest tightened at the weariness in her light-blue eyes—the only identical part of them. “I’ll always come when you need me, Shel.”

Her eyes glistened, but she cleared her throat and inclined her head toward the house. “Are you sure you can do this?”

“You do know I deal with gang members and drug dealers on a daily basis, right? How hard can a fourteen-year-old boy be?”

Her trademark smirk crossed her face as she patted his arms. “I guess you’ll find out.” 

Lennon had barely finished adjusting the round metal glasses she’d knocked slightly askew before Shelby grasped his elbow and tugged him up the stairs and into the house. “JT,” she called out. “Your Uncle Nate is here.” 

Lennon blinked. Obviously, he’d been away too long, since the use of his real name sounded strange. Even those closest to him at work only ever referred to him as Lennon, his code name. When was the last time anyone had called him Nate? 

He had plenty of time to ponder the answer to that question, as his nephew took forever to respond to his mother. It was a good minute and a half—during which Shelby called her son’s name twice more, working her way up from JT to John Thomas to John Thomas Young—before a door on the second floor finally opened and footsteps tromped along the hallway. 

Seconds later, JT appeared at the top of the stairs. Lennon studied his nephew as he descended, his black military boots thudding on each step, screaming out the message that he was responding to his mother’s bidding out of sheer duress and would rather be anywhere but here in the house with the two of them. Except maybe stuck in a car with his uncle.

Lennon’s chest tightened. Suddenly the brilliant plan he’d concocted to take JT a couple of hours north to a fishing camp Lennon liked to stay at didn’t seem so brilliant. The sullen teenager dressed in black from head to toe would look about as at home at the rustic camp as a moose would ambling along Yonge Street in the heart of Toronto.

At what point in the months since Lennon had seen him had the kid gotten so tall? When he reached the bottom of the steps and stopped a few feet in front of Lennon, JT’s dark-liner-rimmed eyes nearly met Lennon’s straight on. His pale blue eyes and the sandy-brown curls sticking out beneath a black wool cap were so like Lennon’s that, when they’d been out in public when JT was a kid, people always assumed Lennon was his dad. They’d been close then, almost inseparable. What had happened?

You left him behind.

The self-recrimination stung. Was it true? Lennon hadn’t seen his family much since being recruited into DAG. He’d blamed that on wanting to keep them safe and as far from anything he faced every day as possible. Had that only been an excuse?

A backpack slung over one shoulder, JT crossed his arms, his gaze smoldering. Shelby’s exhaustion—and her assertion that their mother couldn’t handle a weekend with her only grandson—suddenly made sense. Lennon had given his mom a hard time in his teens too, but the whole vibe JT had going on made Lennon’s rebellious years seem about as wild as a purring kitten. 

Drug dealers and gang members, remember? Plus, you are a highly trained operative. You can handle this. 

Shelby was watching him, her lower lip caught between her teeth. Did she expect Lennon to turn and run out the door? Fake an emergency summons from work? Although both thoughts had flitted briefly through his head as JT stomped down the stairs, Lennon wouldn’t do that to his sister. He touched her back lightly, attempting to reassure her despite being pretty far from reassured himself. “Hey, JT.”

His nephew grunted.

“Got everything you need?”

The kid shrugged. 

Okay then. The two-hour drive north was going to be a laugh a minute, wasn’t it? Lennon forced a smile for his sister. “I guess we’re off.”

The tension escaped from her like helium from a pricked balloon. “You guys have fun.”

Lennon slid an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “You too. Enjoy the spa.”

Shelby nodded. Lennon let go of her and pushed open the door to hold it for his nephew. JT and his mother had some kind of intense, silent exchange before the kid blew out a breath and brushed by Lennon to storm out of the house. 

“He’s really looking forward to spending time with you.” Shelby’s lips quirked, although the new lines grooved into her forehead got Lennon right in the heart.

“Obviously.” He squeezed her arm. “Don’t worry, Shel. It’ll be fine. I have a Taser in my glove compartment if things get out of hand.”

“You have my full permission to use it.” A little of the usual spark returned to her eyes. “You did leave your gun at home, right?”

“Which of us would you be worried about if I hadn’t?”

“Both. Equally.”

Lennon grinned. “We’ll be fine. Seriously. You have fun. Relax.”

Her smile was tired. “Not sure I remember how to do either, but I’ll try.”

He contemplated her words as he strode along the walkway and slid behind the wheel of his black Fiero. JT had set the backpack at his feet and stuck air pods into his ears. He stared out the side window, his head bobbing to music Lennon couldn’t hear and likely didn’t want to.

Lennon hit the button to start the engine. Yep. It was going to be a really long drive.







  
  






Chapter Three
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Somehow, they managed to make the entire trip north to The Bait and Switch Fishing Camp without exchanging a single word. JT hadn’t turned away from the side window once. Lennon had to admire his nephew’s commitment to his morose withdrawal. Whenever and however JT had developed this anti-social persona, he’d taken on the role with a Christian Bale-like intensity. 

He did shove the car door open and climb out of the car after Lennon had wheeled the Fiero into a spot outside the camp office, so that was something. 

A little tired of the silent treatment, Lennon didn’t attempt conversation as he made his way to the screen door and pulled it open. The sight of Ellis Davenport behind the counter was like a beam of light breaking through thick, dark clouds. Lennon had a tendency to see people in color, and she’d always been yellow to him—like a sunny day, songbirds, and fields of daffodils. He smiled as he wandered over to the counter and rested his forearms on it. “Hey, Ellis.”

Her cheeks colored slightly as she clutched the end of one blonde braid and returned his smile. “Hi, Nathan. I heard you were coming up for the weekend.”

He and Ellis had known each other since youth group. Man, he’d had such a crush on her since he’d walked into the church for the first time and laid eyes on her. All the guys did. How could they not? Ellis was sweetness and light—far too good for him. Which was why Lennon had never acted on his feelings for her. He had, however, taken her up on her offer to come check the place out when her family bought it a few years ago. From the moment he’d set foot on the fishing camp property he’d been, well, hooked.

Her gaze lifted over his shoulder, and she shot Lennon a brief look before shifting her attention to JT. “Hi there.”

“Hey.” 

Ah. The kid could speak. Good to know. Lennon pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “This is my nephew, JT.”

“Ah. Shelby’s kid.” Ellis clasped her fingers together. “Good to meet you.”

“Thanks.” JT shuffled a little closer to the counter. “You too.” 

Interesting. Lennon propped one elbow on the Formica surface and turned sideways to consider the two of them. Maybe bringing his nephew here hadn’t been the worst idea after all. If Ellis was a songbird, JT was the raven straight out of that Edgar Allen Poe poem. Still, she was somehow managing to draw him out a little. The kid looked more animated than he had since descending the staircase at home. Which wasn’t saying much. Still, Lennon straightened and rested a hip against the counter, intrigued by how this might play out.

Ellis gave his nephew her full, chocolate-brown-eyed attention. “Are you in high school?”

“Yeah. Ninth grade.”

“How’s it going?”

He shrugged. “You know.”

She wrinkled her lightly freckled nose. “Yeah. I remember ninth grade. It was tough, being the youngest in the school, trying to figure out where I fit in.”

“Exactly.”

“Well, good thing is, summer’s almost here.” Ellis nudged a small glass bowl of mini chocolate bars closer to JT.

He picked out a KitKat bar. “Thanks.”

She grabbed a key from the wall of hooks behind her and held it out to Lennon. “Your usual cabin awaits.”

“Great. Thank you.” He took the key, his fingers brushing hers. 

The color in her cheeks deepened as she lowered her hand. “Here.” She plucked a mini Oh Henry bar from the bowl and held it out to him. “Your favorite, I believe.”

She wasn’t wrong. Possibly because he was so drawn to yellow. Lennon held out his hand, and Ellis dropped the candy bar onto his palm. “You guys have a great time. I’ll be here all weekend, so come by if you need anything, okay?”

JT had already checked out of their interaction and was loitering around the door, so Lennon pocketed the key and nodded. “Sounds good. See you around.”

Since the pathway leading to the cabins wasn’t wide enough for a car, Lennon grabbed his bag and the groceries he’d brought and then locked the car before starting down the path. His nephew trailed along behind him. Lennon’s cabin was the last one in the row and the most secluded, with trees on three sides and the lake in front, which was what he loved about it. It did mean a little longer hike, and it took them almost ten minutes to reach it, with Lennon keeping an eye out for bears as they walked. They were active this time of year and often had a cub or two with them, which made them more dangerous than usual.

With every step on the rough pathway lit only by flickering lampposts every fifteen feet or so, he expected his nephew to complain about how long it was taking and ask when they’d get there, but his nephew stayed silent. Shocker.

What color was the kid, anyway? Black immediately came to mind, which typically symbolized mortality and death in literature. Lennon felt the gentle chastisement in his spirit as soon as the thought crossed his mind. He glanced upwards, at the myriad of gold stars twinkling above the tops of the trees. I know. I’m being judgmental, making assumptions. Help me not to do that. Help me to see who JT really is inside. And help me to somehow get through to him.

The prayer eased the disquiet knotting up his stomach since he’d arrived at his sister’s and seen how uptight she was. Lennon sent another plea heavenward. Could you make sure Shelby has a good weekend? She really needs to relax and have fun.

They reached the end of the trail, and Lennon veered toward the front door of the small cabin, his sneakers sinking into a spongy layer of pine needles. He breathed in the evergreen scent—his favorite in the world—as he set his bags on the small porch and stuck the key in the lock.

The cabin was definitely rustic, but it was clean and cozy and smelled faintly of smoke and hewn wood, more of his favorites. Lennon took a deep, cleansing breath and then flicked on the lights and stepped back to let JT go in. To Lennon’s surprise, the kid grabbed a couple of the grocery bags before entering the cabin.

Three doors led off the main room—two bedrooms and a bathroom. Otherwise, the cabin was one big space with a kitchen area to the right, a small table and chairs in front of the window facing the lake, and two armchairs and a large, multi-colored area rug to the left, in front of the fireplace. Lennon gestured toward one of the closed doors. “That room’s yours.”

“Whatever.” JT set the grocery bags on the small island in the kitchen. “Nice place.”

Lennon attempted to decipher his tone. Was that admiration? Sarcasm? “I like it. I’ve been coming here for years, since Ellis’s family took over the camp.”

“She seems okay. She likes you.”

“I like her too.” Lennon tossed his overnight bag on one of the armchairs and walked over to the bags of groceries. “We’ve been friends since we were teens.”

“I don’t mean as friends. She lit up when you walked in.”

Lennon paused with the carton of milk halfway out of the bag. “Ellis is always lit up. That’s who she is. She’s a yellow.”

“I can see that. But she lit up even more with you.”

Hmm. Was the kid right? The thought of him and Ellis together had settled into a spot in the back of his mind that first day in church and never left. Then they had taken such different paths in life, and once Lennon was recruited by DAG, he’d tried hard to root out that crazy idea and dispose of it.

If he saw jobs in color like he did people, his would be the darkest color there was. Lennon had read an article recently that said scientists had discovered a color that was blacker than Vantablack, which had previously been considered the darkest color on the planet. Whatever this yet-to-be-named color was, that was how dark his work was. 

No matter how many times he told himself he couldn’t possibly ask Ellis to get involved with him for that reason, the idea remained firmly entrenched in that home it had made for itself. 

The only other woman who had remotely interested him in recent years was Sparrow, who was a definite red—fiery, spirited, a warrior. They’d shared a moment once, but when she let him know that her heart had always belonged to someone else—someone she had since reconciled with—she and Lennon settled into colleagues. Friends, too, maybe, but nothing more. Given how much of his head—and heart—space was occupied by another woman, Lennon doubted it ever could have been.

He pulled open the fridge door and set the milk on an empty shelf. His nephew was talking, at least, which was good. Digging into the bag again, Lennon pulled out a pack of bacon and a dozen eggs. 

JT planted his palms on the other side of the island. “What does that mean, anyway?”

“What?”

“That Ellis is a yellow.”

“Oh.” Lennon set the ground beef and cheese in the fridge and closed the door. “It’s this thing I’ve always done without really thinking about it. Your mom does it too. We associate people with a color. Ellis is a definite yellow.”

“Like sunshine.”

“Exactly.” 

“What color are you?”

Lennon mulled that over. “I’m not sure. I haven’t given that a lot of thought.”

JT glanced down at himself. “I’m a black, obviously.”

Lennon shook his head. “I don’t think so. My guess is that’s a mask covering up your true color.”

“Which is?”

He offered his nephew a half smile. “I’m not sure about that yet either. I’m still trying to figure you out.”

“Yeah, well, good luck with that.” JT stuck his air pods into his ears and crossed the room to the door Lennon had indicated. In seconds he had disappeared inside, and Lennon was alone.

All right then. Whatever tap Ellis had turned on was turned off now. Still, he and JT had practically held a conversation. One that had ended abruptly but was still a step forward. At this point, Lennon would take as many of those as he could get.







  
  






Chapter Four
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JT was not a morning person. No surprise. In his teens, Lennon hadn’t been either. On weekends, he’d always slept until noon unless his mother forced him to get up, which he wasn’t about to do to his nephew.

Instead, he brewed a pot of coffee and carried a mug out to a Muskoka chair on the dock to watch the sun rise. Mist hovered above the surface of the lake, and somewhere nearby the haunting call of a loon broke the morning stillness. Peace filled Lennon for the first time since his last visit to the camp—so, seven months ago. He really needed to try and get up here more often, let the fresh air and breathtaking scenery wash from his mind and soul everything he saw and experienced at work.

And see Ellis.

Not wanting to dwell on that dead-end road, Lennon got up and headed along the trail to retrieve his fishing gear from the car. As he approached the office building, his heart rate ratcheted up. Ellis sat on the front porch, nursing a steaming mug that she set on the railing as he approached. As always, her smile worked its way deep into his chest, driving out the cold that otherwise perpetually gripped him—a consequence of going into law enforcement, which had shattered any illusions about people being generally good.

Lennon strolled past his car and climbed the step to the porch. The easiness he’d always felt in Ellis’s presence had been disturbed a little by his nephew’s assertion that Ellis liked him, and he cleared his throat as he settled onto the wicker chair next to her. “Good morning.”

“Morning.” She reached for the mug and lifted it in his direction. “There’s coffee in the office if you need it.”

Lennon grinned. “Are you suggesting that one night with my nephew might have driven me to drink?”

Ellis laughed. If pine was his favorite scent, her laugh had to be his favorite sound in the world. “I’m suggesting no such thing. JT’s a good kid. I like him.”

“Yeah?” It took someone special to see past the carefully cultivated cloak of darkness wrapped around JT these days.

“Yeah. I mean, he’s hurting, like all teens are. Like all of us are, probably. It’s good for him to spend time with you, though. He clearly idolizes you.”

Lennon snorted softly. “I’m quite sure that’s not true.”

“I’m quite sure it is. He comes off as tough, but he sends you these furtive glances all the time, like he’s checking for your approval.”

Huh. They really must have been furtive, since Lennon hadn’t noticed that. “Yet my sister practically had to shove him out the door to get him to go with me.”

Ellis pursed her lips. “I’m guessing that, with your work, you don’t see him much, right?” She took a sip of her coffee, gazing at him with those warm brown eyes over the rim of her Garfield mug.

An uncomfortable heat crawled up Lennon’s neck. There was truth to what she’d said, although Lennon could have spent more time with Shelby and JT than he had the last few years. “I don’t see him often, no.”

“I’m no psychologist, but that could be why he’s keeping his distance now. He’s already had one man walk away from him, right? Likely he doesn’t want to let himself get too attached to you and then not know if or when he’ll see you again.”

That made sense. It hurt, but it did make sense. “You might be right. When I saw Shelby yesterday, I was shocked at how exhausted she looked. I do need to try and be there for them more than I have been. I plan to, even though it’s tricky with my job.”

“It’s dangerous, isn’t it? Your work.”

Her voice broke slightly, and Lennon glanced over, intrigued. “Do you worry about me, El?” The name he hadn’t called her in years slipped out before he could think it through. 

“Every day. I pray for you all the time, that God will keep you safe.” 

Wow. Okay. Maybe there actually was something to what his nephew had said. Lennon shifted on his chair to face her. He hadn’t planned to bring it up this morning. Or ever, really. Then she’d gone deep, which he was taking as an invitation to do the same. “You know, JT has some crazy idea that you might like me as more than a friend.”

Her cheeks flushed light pink, the way they had the night before. Would she deny it? She didn’t, only gazed intently into her mug and murmured, “Perceptive kid.”

“So it’s true?”

Ellis drew in a deep breath before looking up and meeting his eyes. “I’ve always liked you, Nathan King. Do you seriously not know that?”

For someone as highly trained as he was to read people and detect any little thing that might be off or unusual, how was it that he could so easily miss the cues the people closest to him were sending? 

Before he could respond, she leaned forward to set the mug on the railing and then turned to face him. “Have you never thought about it, you and me?” She wrapped her pink-and-gray-plaid flannel shirt tighter around herself as though bracing for his response. 

“I have, actually. A million times. I just never considered that you might feel the same way.” He planted a hand on the arm of his chair to keep from reaching for her. “Plus, with my work, relationships are complicated. I have to keep a lot of secrets. I can be gone for days, sometimes weeks at a time. It’s messy and ugly and, yeah, risks are a big part of the job description. Not to mention that it can be so, so dark. The thought of you being anywhere near that …” Lennon shuddered.

Ellis reached over to cover his hand with hers. “Maybe I could offer you a bit of light when you returned from doing whatever you needed to do—something that involves saving the world, I’ve always imagined.”

Her skin was soft and warm against his. Lennon turned his hand over and wrapped his fingers around hers. “You could. More than anyone I’ve ever met, you could.” Shivers tingled through him. Was this possible? Likely not, but sitting here, their fingers entwined, her eyes searching his, he allowed himself to indulge in the idea that maybe it could be.

For a moment, neither of them spoke, the only sound the light chirping of birds in the branches overhead. Was Ellis trying, like he was, to hold on desperately to this moment in case they never had another one like it? 

Finally, she squeezed his hand, breaking the spell. “Look, this is all new, and you should be focused on JT this weekend. Why don’t we both take a little time to think about it, and then we can talk. No rush and no pressure, okay?”

Lennon nodded. Oh, he’d think about it, all right. If he didn’t rein it in, it would be all he’d think about. Ellis was right, though. JT deserved his full attention while they were here. “Sounds like a plan.” Even so, he couldn’t bring himself to let go of her hand. 

After a moment, she tugged her fingers gently from his and wrapped them around her mug of coffee. “Will you take your nephew fishing while you’re here?”

“I thought I’d ask if he wanted to.”

“JT putting worms on a hook. Now that’s something I’d like to see.”

Lennon chuckled. That was something he’d like to see too. “He likes you, you know.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. His exact words were she seems okay.”

Ellis laughed, easing the intensity still arcing through the air between them. “Ah. The highest of teenage praise.”

Lennon grinned. “It is, for sure. Also accurate, if wildly understated.” He gripped the ends of both arms of his chair. “Speaking of my nephew, I should get back, see if he’s up yet.”

“Yes, you should.”

He pushed to his feet. “Thanks, El.”

“For what?” She tipped her head to gaze up at him.

“Worrying about me. Praying. Caring. That all means more to me than I can say.”

Her warm smile drove out the last of the ice prickling through him at the thought of her being anywhere near his world. “You’re welcome. Whatever does or doesn’t happen with us, that won’t change.”

“Good to know.” Lennon went down the step, grabbed the remote from his pocket and hit the button to open the trunk, then lifted out the tackle box and fishing rods. When he closed the trunk, he lifted the box in her direction and grinned. “If JT puts a worm on his hook, I’ll get pictures.”

“I’m counting on it.” Ellis jumped up off the chair and headed for the office door. “Here.” She disappeared inside for a minute before pushing through the screen door again and holding out a round Styrofoam container to Lennon.

“Thanks.” Lennon took the worms from her and then headed for the pathway, his head spinning. He really did need to set aside that conversation and concentrate on his nephew for the next two days. He shot a glance at the tiny patch of blue sky breaking through the heavy clouds that had hung low over the lake all morning. Can you help me with that?

Because yeah, maybe his job did require that he constantly put himself in the line of fire in an attempt to, if not save the world, at least make it a tiny bit better. A far greater challenge would be putting Ellis Davenport’s sweet confession out of his mind and carrying on with this day as though his entire world hadn’t suddenly been turned upside down. 







  
  






Chapter Five
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“We’re going out in that?” JT toed the side of the rusty fishing boat with his boot.

“I thought we would. Do you not like boats?”

The kid shrugged. “I have no idea.”

Lennon stared at him. “Are you saying you’ve never been in one?”

“Never. Believe it or not, there aren’t a lot of people in my life lining up to take me fishing.”

Ah. So Ellis had been right. The distance his nephew was attempting to keep between them, not to mention the whole black clothes and makeup thing—minus the makeup today—likely was rooted in his father’s abandonment. Which Lennon had only made worse by showing up so rarely for him and Shelby.

That thought made him as cold as being in Ellis’s presence that morning had warmed him. 

“Well, I’d like to take you fishing now. We won’t go far, and if you don’t like being in the boat, we can come back.”

“Fine.”

“Okay then. Hold tight to both sides and step carefully onto the bench and then the floor.”

Lennon stayed close in case the boat tipped and tossed JT into the water, but the kid managed to climb in and lower himself onto the middle bench seat with only a minimum amount of rocking. Lennon followed, taking the seat at the back so he could handle the motor. “We need to row away from the dock because I can’t start the motor here where it’s so shallow.” 

JT glanced back at him, and Lennon nodded at one of the oars. Although he could row them out himself, might as well throw his nephew into the deep end. Only metaphorically, hopefully. JT nodded, grabbed an oar, and stuck it into the water. 

“We’re going backwards at first, so reach behind and pull the oar toward the front.”

The kid complied, and in a minute or so, they’d gotten turned around. As soon as they were far enough from the dock, Lennon slid his oar along the inside of one side of the boat and rested it on the floor. JT did the same on the other side as Lennon pulled the cord to fire up the motor.

He couldn’t see JT’s face, but the kid did grip the sides of the boat at first. Then, when he must have realized the old boat wasn’t going to go any faster than three or four miles an hour, he let go and rested both palms on the bench. 

Was he enjoying it? Lennon tried to remember the first time he’d been in a boat, but his grandpa had been an avid fisherman and had taken him out from the time Lennon was a toddler. At least after Lennon’s parents divorced and he rarely saw his father, he’d still had a positive male role model in his life. He directed the little boat across the quiet lake to a secluded, shady spot near the far shore where he’d often had success catching fish. 

Gray clouds hung low over the water, although no rain had fallen all day. Good fishing weather. He found a promising spot and killed the motor before tossing the old bleach jug filled with hardened cement over the side to hold the boat in place. 

JT glanced back again. When the boat rocked a little, he grabbed for the sides. 

“It’s okay. It’s not going to tip. Can you turn around carefully?”

His nephew hesitated before gingerly lifting one leg over the bench and then the other. “Now what?”

“Now we put the bait on the hook, toss it into the water, and wait.”

“Bait?”

“Yeah, you know.” Lennon held up the white container Ellis had given him. “Worms?”

“Ugh.” JT made a face, but when Lennon removed the lid, tugged a worm from the container, and worked it onto the hook, his nephew leaned in close to watch. 

Lennon tossed the hook into the water and rested the pole against the side of the boat before lifting the other pole from the floor. “Want me to do yours?”

“Nah. I’ll try it.” JT reached for the pole.

Lennon handed it to him and then held out the container. Still grimacing, JT worked a worm free. He leaned his pole against the seat next to him and grabbed for the dangling hook.

“Careful with that. Those hooks are not fun to try and work free if they catch in your skin.”

“Got it.” JT grasped the hook carefully and set to work.

As surreptitiously as possible, Lennon slid the phone from his jacket pocket and took a picture that he sent to Ellis.

Seconds later, the device vibrated in his hand, and he glanced at the screen. Too funny. Hope you both catch something! Watch the sky, okay? Storm could roll in.

Grinning, Lennon typed, Still worrying about me, El?

My lot in life and a smiley emoji flashed across the screen, followed quickly by Keep an eye on your nephew. Make sure he doesn’t hook himself in the back of the head.

On it. Lennon slid the phone into his pocket again.

JT managed to maneuver the worm into place before tossing the hook into the water the way Lennon had. Lennon half expected the kid to stick his air pods into his ears. Instead, he leaned back against the side and gazed out at the water that quietly lapped the boat.

After a few minutes, JT glanced toward the trees lining the nearby shore. “The birds sound different here.”

Lennon followed the direction of his gaze. “Different how?”

“I hardly ever hear them at home, but when I do, they’re loud and squawky and kind of obnoxious. These birds sound …”

“Sweet?”

“Yeah. It’s … nice.”

“I agree.” One of the many things Lennon loved about getting out of the city. The cheerful singing of the birds helped bring him back, reminded him that there was still goodness and joy in the world. 

Neither spoke for quite a while. Lennon relaxed into the gentle swaying of the boat, the cool breeze sending tiny waves rippling across the surface of the lake. Despite his commitment to focus on his nephew, his thoughts did drift occasionally to Ellis. Although he hadn’t lied when he told her that a relationship would be tricky for him, it wasn’t impossible. Other agents dated. A few were married. The second Sparrow got the news that they were shut down for five days, she’d popped into the hospital to let their teammate Xena know she was thinking of her, and then she was gone, off to spend those days with her boyfriend, bomb squad leader Tag Monroe. 

Lennon had those opportunities as well, although he’d rarely taken them in the past. Whenever they were forced to take time off, he usually still worked from home, planning new missions or strategizing ways to keep his agents safe. After all, if he didn’t, who would? 

He frowned. There was an arrogance to that he hadn’t recognized before. 

Sure, it was his responsibility to minimize the risk to each of them as they carried out their assignments. Still, he’d taken that a step further, acted as though he alone held the power of life and death over his people. Lennon shot a look toward the clouds, tinged with dark gray. Forgive me for that. Help me to do better. With my agents and with my family. And, if she’s the one for me, with Ellis.

Ha. If Ellis wasn’t the one for him, no one was. She was the only person who could— 

“What do you do?”

Torn from his musings by JT’s abrupt question, Lennon repressed a sigh. He really hated when anyone asked him that, since he was forced to either be evasive or outright lie, and he wasn’t keen on either. “What has your mom told you?”

“That you went to the police academy so you’re some kind of cop, but that’s all she’ll say.”

Lennon’s bobber dipped slightly below the surface, and he kept an eye on it as he considered his next words. If he wanted to earn his nephew’s respect and trust, he couldn’t lie to him, even about this. Even so, how much should he tell him?

Before he could decide, JT’s bobber was pulled under the water too. The kid bolted upright. “What’s happening?”

Lennon grinned. “You have a bite.”

JT’s eyes widened. “What do I do, pull it in?”

“Wait. If you pull too quickly or too hard, you could lose it.”

Something tugged on his own line. Lennon jerked it a little to one side, hoping to snag the fish more securely. Then he began to slowly reel it in. When he pulled the hook from the water, a twelve-inch trout wriggled on the end of the line. Lennon got it into the bucket in the boat before turning his attention to JT.

His nephew had slid to the end of the bench and was peering over the side. “Should I pull it in now?”

“Yes. Turn the reel, but take your time. Nice and easy.”

Lennon would have liked to move closer, but with JT pressed against the far side, Lennon figured it would be best to stay where he was, balancing out their weight and issuing verbal instructions. Although it took some time, JT finally turned the handle on the reel enough that his fish—an even bigger trout, fifteen inches maybe—hung dripping and shimmering silver in the air.

“Here.” Lennon nudged the bucket closer to his nephew. “Lower him into this.”

Once his nephew had complied, Lennon worked the hooks out of both fish, attached them to the stringer, and slipped it into the water. “There. We can cook these over a fire for supper tonight.”

JT’s eyes, still wide, glowed with wonder when they met Lennon’s. “That was amazing.”

“It’s pretty great, right? It never gets old either. I’ve been fishing for years, and it’s still thrilling every time that bobber disappears into the water and you feel the tug on the line.”

The words were barely out of his mouth before a rumble of thunder echoed across the lake. Lennon glanced up. Uh oh. Should have paid more attention to Ellis’s warning. “Sorry, JT. We’re going to have to cut this short. It’s not safe to be out here in a storm.” He yanked on the motor cord, but nothing happened. Lennon adjusted the choke, pumped the primer a couple of times, and tried again. Nothing.

Lightning flashed across the sky, followed closely by another crack of thunder. How had the storm come on them so fast? He really needed to get the two of them off the open water and into some kind of shelter.

He worked on the motor a moment before giving up. “We’ll have to row to shore.”

JT nodded. His muscles had tensed up and his brow was furrowed. Clearly, he was concerned about their situation. Still, he didn’t say anything, only reached for one of the oars. 

Thankfully, they’d crossed nearly to the other side, and the shoreline opposite their cabin wasn’t far. They rowed in silence for a minute or two, until the bottom of the boat bumped lightly against stone. Lennon climbed out and splashed through the cold water to the front of the boat so he could pull it farther up onto the bank.

When JT started to climb out after him, his boot caught the side, and he went down in the water. He scrambled quickly to his feet, soaked from head to toe.

Lennon had started for him but stopped when his nephew regained his feet. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Great.” JT gritted out the words as he shook his arms and flung back his head to get the dripping curls out of his face. “Stupid boots.” He sloshed past Lennon and onto the shore.

Lennon tugged the boat to safety as thunder clapped overhead and a fat raindrop splashed against his cheek. “Come on. Let’s find somewhere to get out of this storm. Hopefully it will pass soon and we can get you back to the cabin to change.”

“Can we row that far?”

“If we have to.”

Lennon took off into the bush. It was doubtful there’d be any caves on the island, but an overhanging rock they could huddle under would do. They tromped through the underbrush for a couple of minutes before a small outbuilding came into view. A shed. Excellent. When they reached it, Lennon glanced around but didn’t spot a house. Possibly whoever owned the island had built the shed in anticipation of settling on this property at some point, although the building had clearly been here a few years. Whatever the reason for its existence, he was thankful, as lightning flashed and thunder rolled a second later. The storm was almost directly overhead.

A rusty padlock hung on the door. When he yanked on it and it didn’t give, Lennon grabbed a good-sized rock and pounded on it twice until the lock gave way and dropped to the ground. He’d replace it with a new one as soon as possible, although he doubted whoever owned the place would be too concerned. Other than the two of them, who would bother breaking into an old shed out here in the middle of nowhere?

When he yanked open the wooden door and gestured for JT to go in, his nephew hesitated. “Are you sure this is okay?”

“It’s fine. We need to get somewhere safe. I’m sure whoever owns this building will understand.”

Lightning flashed again, and JT ducked into the shed. Lennon followed him and closed the door. JT was shivering. Lennon’s feet were cold from splashing through the lake that had been covered in ice not that long ago. He could only imagine how the kid felt, soaked in frigid water from his neck to his boots. “Here.” Grasping the bottom of his red hoodie, he pulled it over his head and then tugged his white T-shirt into place. “Put this on.”

JT contemplated the proffered shirt before glancing down at himself. “I don’t know. I’m pretty committed to my current look.” His lips twitched.

Lennon chuckled. A joke was the last thing he’d expected from his nephew this weekend, especially under these circumstances. Ellis had been right about that as well. Even if JT was hurting, like they all were, there was definitely a good kid somewhere under those dark layers. Not nearly as deeply buried as Lennon had suspected either. Another reminder for him to withhold judgment.

After his nephew peeled off his wet, long-sleeved black T-shirt, Lennon tossed him the hoodie. JT caught it and, with a grim smile, lifted it over his head. Despite the humor, the kid’s entire body shook.

Lennon took a step backwards. He needed to do something to warm him up. Shelby would not appreciate it if he brought her son home with pneumonia. “I’m going to take a quick look around, see if there are any coats or blankets in here.”

JT nodded as he shoved an arm into one sleeve.

Lennon headed for the opposite end of the building. When he reached it, he realized the shed was actually L-shaped, and he stepped into the back portion and glanced to the left. A wooden bench was set against the far wall. Fifteen or twenty jugs of blue antifreeze were lined up on the dirt floor beneath the bench. Next to them sat several bottles of drain cleaner and various other jugs and bottles.

Boxes of coffee filters were stacked haphazardly against the wall at the back of the bench, along with a pile of silver duct tape rolls. Other items, too, but Lennon had seen enough.

Several choice words shot across his mind. He’d brought his fourteen-year-old nephew straight into a meth lab. Perfect. Given the strong odors, the place was pretty toxic. Although, if whoever was cooking up the deadly drug out here came back and found them in the building, that would be the least of their worries.

He started toward his nephew. The two of them had to leave immediately, take their chances with the storm. “JT. We need to get out of here. Now.”

A clicking sound stopped Lennon in his tracks. 

“I don’t think so.” A harsh, unfamiliar voice barked out the words.

Lennon shot a look sideways. Two men stood a few feet from him, one with a semi-automatic handgun pointed at Lennon and the other aiming a shotgun at JT. Lennon’s muscles tensed. No way he was letting anyone hurt his nephew. He shifted his attention to JT. The kid’s eyes were large and round. Even so, he met Lennon’s gaze steadily, as if he fully trusted his uncle to get them out of this. Which strengthened Lennon’s resolve. “JT. Get down.”

His nephew dropped immediately to the ground.

Lennon spun around, performing a drop kick that rammed into the nearest man’s wrist, knocking the pistol flying. He dove past the man he’d disarmed, directly into the other one’s knees, sending him crashing backwards. The pump-action shotgun thudded to the dirt floor. The first man hauled Lennon up and landed a punch to his left cheek, right below the eye. Ignoring the pain shooting across his face and the fact that his glasses had gone flying, Lennon faked an Uchi Mata move to get the guy off one leg, then stepped in quickly and hit an ankle pick on the man’s supporting leg, dropping him to the ground. 

Footsteps thudded behind him, and he performed another roundhouse kick, his sneakered foot connecting hard with the other man’s chin. The guy’s head snapped back before he crumpled to the dirt floor. The first man groaned and rolled over. The pistol lay a few feet from him, and he lunged for it. Lennon was likely too far away to get to it first, but he had to try. At the very least, he needed to get his nephew out of harm’s way. “JT, run.”

Even as he started toward the guy, the man was already reaching for the handgun. He was closer to JT than to Lennon, so if Lennon couldn’t get the gun from him in time, he would no doubt turn it on his nephew. Just as the man was about to close his fingers around the weapon, his nephew swung a black boot over the ground, kicking the Wilson Combat pistol out of the man’s reach.

Lennon was on the guy in seconds, tossing him onto his back and pummeling him until all the fight was driven out of him. “Toss me that rope.”

His nephew snatched a coil of rope from a nail on the wall and threw it to Lennon. In seconds, he had both men hog-tied into submission. Then he spun toward the kid. “You okay?”

“Yeah. I’m fine.” His nephew sounded a little breathless. “You’re bleeding.”

Lennon swiped at the blood tricking down his cheek from the cut below his eye. “I’m good.” First order of business was to call the cops, so he and JT could get out of this building and the toxic air. He felt in the back pocket of his jeans for his phone. Empty. 

“Here.” JT held out the device. “It was in your hoodie. I already texted Ellis, asked her to send the police here. I figured that would be easier than trying to explain to them where we were.”

“Good thinking.” Lennon lowered himself onto his backside, the reality of everything that might have happened, how easily his nephew could have gotten killed, dissipating the adrenaline that had carried him through the fight. The handgun lying on the ground near the door caught his eye, and he shook his head slightly. “Great job kicking that gun out of his reach.”

JT shrugged, a sheepish look on his face as though he didn’t know how to deal with the praise. “I wanted to do something.”

In the distance, the roar of a motorboat broke the sudden stillness in the cabin. Help was on its way. JT picked up Lennon’s glasses and handed them to him before starting for the door. “I’ll go meet them, show them the way to the shed.” He shot Lennon a look, one of those furtive, approval-seeking glances Ellis had mentioned. 

Lennon listened a few seconds but didn’t hear any thunder, and the rain had slacked off. Storm must have passed over quickly. “Are you sure?” He slid on his round, metal glasses. They were remarkably unscathed, which was good, although he didn’t really need them to see. They served a different function entirely—lowering the guard of whomever he was about to engage in hand-to-hand combat with. Being underestimated was his most powerful weapon, he’d discovered over the years.

“Yeah.” JT waved at the men on the floor, one still out cold and the other moaning but not moving. “You need to keep an eye on them. I can do this.”

Lennon didn’t doubt it. His nephew was a lot more capable than he’d given him credit for. “Okay. Thanks. Leave the door open so we can clear the air in here a bit.”

JT nodded and headed outside. His boots crashed through branches and underbrush, and Lennon winced. Sometime he’d have to show his nephew how to creep quietly through the woods. 

In less than a minute, the crashing intensified again. Lennon clambered to his feet seconds before Ellis appeared in the doorway. When she strode inside, JT came in behind her. Two uniformed officers followed them, hands on the butts of the weapons in their holsters.

Ellis stopped in front of Lennon. “Are you okay?” As she had when she asked about his job being dangerous, she appeared calm, but her voice held a slight tremor.

“I’m fine. Honest.”

She looked as though she wanted to say more. Before she could, the officers came up behind her, and she moved out of the way as Lennon filled them in on everything that had happened. By the time they finished with their report and told Lennon, JT, and Ellis they could go, the clouds had finally moved off, and clear blue sky shimmered overhead.

As they left the building, Lennon grabbed another rope from the wall. He used it to attach his boat to Ellis’s, and then she and JT climbed in—JT even more carefully than he’d gotten into Lennon’s boat earlier. Lennon took the bench at the front, facing them both.

He studied Ellis as she steered them across the lake toward the camp, taking them to home and safety. He still didn’t know if he could do it—drag her into his life, his world. Contemplating her now, though, the same peace that had filled him earlier as he watched the mist rising from the lake and prayed and sipped his coffee filled him again. 

If, as Lennon suspected, that peace came from God, how could he not?







  
  






Chapter Six
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Lennon leaned over the side of the little fishing boat to grab the dock as Ellis guided both vessels into port. Once they’d climbed out and secured the boats to the metal rings, Ellis inclined her head toward the office. “Let’s go inside.”

Lennon and JT followed her into the little white building. Ellis waved a hand at a wall of clothing sporting the camp’s logo. “JT, pick out a pair of track pants and some socks, and then I’ll show you where the shower is. You need to get warmed up.”

He didn’t argue, only headed over to the wall and grabbed gray pants and white socks.

“Here.” Ellis retrieved a pair of worn sneakers from the mat next to the door. “These are my dad’s, but he has newer ones. You can have these.”

JT shifted the pants and socks to his left arm so he could grab the shoes before following her to the back. 

Lennon waited until Ellis returned and reached for his hand. “You. Come with me.”

Lennon wasn’t about to argue either. He contemplated their clasped fingers as she led him into a small room with a table and chairs. When she let go of him, he leaned back against the table and watched as she opened a cupboard door and took down a white plastic box with a red cross on the top of it. 

Ellis set the box on the table next to him and pulled out a packaged wipe and a bandage. After ripping off the top of the pack, she withdrew the wipe and held it up. “This might sting a little.”

Lennon nodded, although he doubted he’d feel a thing. He kept his eyes locked on hers as she carefully removed his glasses and then ran the wipe gently over the cut under his eye. When she finished and tossed the wipe into the garbage, she reached for the bandage. “So, this is how it would be, huh?”

He hesitated. “I mean, it does happen.”

“Have you ever been shot?” Ellis kept her voice neutral, but her eyes didn’t lie. The idea unnerved her. 

Lennon didn’t want to scare her any more than he already had. Certainly he didn’t want to scare her off. Still, she needed to know as much of the truth as he could give her before she made any decision about the two of them. “Not exactly.”

That brought a humorless smile flitting across her lips as she pressed the bandage to his cheekbone. “What does that mean?”

“I was grazed by a bullet once.”

“Where?”

He hesitated before lifting his shirt and showing her the scar on his left ribcage. Ellis bit her lip but didn’t comment. Lennon lowered the shirt. “With my position, I’m not actually in the direct line of fire that often. Even so, it is possible, El. You need to know that before you decide if you want to get involved with me.”

For a moment, she only gazed at him. Then she slid her hands along his jaw and leaned in to touch her lips to his. For a few seconds, Lennon forgot about the stinging pain below his eye and drugs and guns and bad guys and keeping his agents safe and his relationship with his sister and nephew. 

Every worry and concern he wrestled with on a daily basis was driven from his head at the feel of her soft mouth on his, her blonde hair brushing his cheeks, her fingers tangled in his curls.

When she lifted her head, the fear was gone, and her eyes danced. “I thought it might be helpful for us to have all the information we need before making that decision.”

He grinned. “Like data analysis.”

“Exactly.”

“Well, that sample size is a little small. I think I might need to collect a bit more data before I can reach any conclusions.”

Ellis laughed and kissed him again. Lennon could have happily collected data with her for hours, but the shower stopped running, and she stepped back.

He wrapped his hands around her waist to draw her back. “The other thing you need to know is that I’ve realized this weekend how much I have neglected Shelby and JT. I’m planning to make changes at work so I can spend more time with the people I care about, but part of that time will have to go to them.”

Her smile was real and warm this time. “Of course it will. I wouldn’t have it any other way. They both need you.”

“Only them?” Lennon said the words lightly, almost teasingly, although his stomach tightened a little as he waited for her response.

“No. Definitely not only them. I’ve waited a long time for us to happen, though. If we decide to move forward, we can take things slowly. Figure it out together.”

“That sounds good. I’m working next weekend, but I could come up again in two weeks. We can talk then about where we see us going from here.”

Ellis nodded. “I’ll be here waiting.”

Like she always had been, only he’d been too blind to see it. Well, his eyes were wide open now. Footsteps echoed in the hallway, and he let her go and reached for his glasses. By the time JT entered the room, Ellis was busy returning the first aid kit to the cupboard. Even so, JT’s gaze shifted from her to Lennon. Lennon worked to keep his features neutral, although he was pretty sure his nephew wasn’t fooled. The kid didn’t miss much. 

Lennon pushed away from the table. “What do you say, JT? Should we go clean those fish we caught and then cook ourselves up some dinner?” 







  
  






Chapter Seven
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JT set his empty plate on the arm of the Muskoka chair. “That was amazing.”

“That’s the taste of satisfaction.” Lennon rested a palm on his stomach. The two fish they’d caught had still been on the stringer after they’d hauled the boat back to the camp, so he’d shown JT how to clean them down by the lake in the shed used for that purpose. His nephew hadn’t looked too sure at first, but he ended up watching Lennon clean the one he’d caught and then, as he’d done with the worm, declined Lennon’s offer to do his as well. 

Lennon walked him through the process as JT took the knife and a deep breath and then, biting his lower lip in concentration, performed the same task on his own fish. The end result wasn’t exactly pretty. Once they’d cooked it over the fire Lennon had shown the kid how to build in the pit in the backyard, however, both fish tasted delicious.

Lennon reached for his nephew’s paper plate and tossed it into the fire along with his. “You went out into the wild, faced the elements, caught your own dinner, and came home and cooked it over a fire you built. It doesn’t get any better than that.”

“No, it doesn’t.” JT grabbed a stick and poked it into the coals. “Don’t forget taking down the drug dealers in there.”

Lennon let out a short laugh. “Right. That too.” He shifted on the chair to face his nephew. “You were amazing, by the way.”

JT looked up. “I was amazing? You were incredible. Where did you learn all that karate or whatever you were doing?”

“That was a mix of Thai boxing and Brazilian jiu-jitsu. In eighth grade, our gym teacher focused on martial arts for a couple of weeks, and I was hooked. After Grandma and Grandpa got divorced, they didn’t have a lot of money, so I got a job at that coffee shop your mom likes, Annie’s, to pay to join a dojo.”

A smirk crossed his nephew’s face. “You served coffee?”

“Bussed tables most of the time, but yeah, I did graduate to barista after a while. Why do you say it like that?”

“I thought you’d have a tougher job, even when you were my age.”

“It doesn’t matter what kind of job you do, kid. It only matters what kind of person you are. As long as it is legal and ethical, of course. Otherwise, I have to do my job and take you to prison.”

JT turned a little on his seat to face him. “Are you going to tell me what that job is?”

“Why do you want to know so badly?”

“Because whatever it is, I want to do it too.”

His words struck Lennon like a Wing Chun palm strike to his chest. Yeah, okay, it was kind of cool that his nephew wanted to follow in his footsteps. Even so, the thought of JT being in the kind of danger Lennon so often was, seeing the sorts of things he did every day, made him a little sick. 

He studied his nephew’s earnest eyes a moment before blowing out a breath. “All right, look. I can tell you a bit about what I do. Only because I trust you not to tell anyone. Not even your friends. The organization I work for is extremely secretive, and there’s a reason for that. The more people who know about it, the harder it is for us to do our job, and the easier it is for the bad guys to do what they do. Do you get that?”

JT nodded, flames flickering in the rounded, blue eyes fixed on Lennon’s. “I do. I won’t tell anyone. I promise.”

“Okay then. Your mom was right; I am a cop. I graduated from the police academy a few years ago and worked as a police officer with the Toronto PD for three years. Then I was asked to join another organization that does a lot of very top-secret, deep undercover work, trying to stop the drug and gang activity in the city and in all the major cities in the country.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“It is, although I manage a team of people, and they are usually the ones in the most dangerous situations, not me.” 

“Do you have a code name?” 

“I do.”

“Can you tell me?”

“Between us?”

“Absolutely.”

“It’s Lennon.”

JT cocked his head. “Like the Beatle?”

“Yes.”

“Are you a fan of their music?”

“Not particularly, no. I didn’t choose the name for that reason. I chose it because Lennon shared a first name with someone I care deeply about. Someone I love.”

For a few seconds, JT only gazed at him. Then his eyebrows rose slightly. “Me?”

Lennon let out a short laugh. “Yes, you.”

“Wow.” His nephew picked up the stick he’d been using to poke at the fire and ran the tip of it through the glowing embers. “Thanks for telling me all that.”

“You’re welcome. For the record, as much as I hate to think of you being in all that danger, seeing the kinds of things I see all the time, I do think you’d be really good at it.”

JT’s head jerked up. “You do? Why?”

“Because you keep a cool head and make good decisions even when things are going crazy around you. Like you did this afternoon, thinking to kick away that gun and to text Ellis to bring the police. Most people would have run away or hidden or completely lost it in a situation like that. You stayed calm and alert and jumped in to intervene. I hate to think what might have happened if you hadn’t.”

“I’m glad I could help.”

“Me too. Believe me.” 

For a few minutes, the two of them sat in easy silence, watching the flames. Then JT said, “I think my mom is a green.”

“Oh yeah? Why do you say that?”

“Because she is like home and freshly cut grass and springtime.”

Lennon nodded. “I can see that.”

“Sometimes, though, she can be more like gray.”

“Why do you think that is?”

JT sighed. “In the past, it was because of my dad, how he talked to her.” 

Lennon forced himself not to clench his fists the way he typically did whenever the subject of his sister’s ex-husband came up. Shelby had made a few mistakes in high school. They both had, except that one of his sister’s mistakes left her with a husband at eighteen and a baby five months later. The marriage was doomed from the start, although Glen had come and gone for the first few years of JT’s life. Then he was only gone. 

“We always learn from our parents or the authority figures in our lives. Sometimes we learn what to do, how to be. Other times we learn who and what not to be. Right?”

JT nodded. “Right. I guess I can learn how not to be from my dad because after he left she got better. Now she’s worried about me because I dress in black and hang out with the goth kids at school. I only do that because they accept anyone who wants to be part of their group and the other kids pretty much leave us alone.”

Lennon’s radar went up over that. “Did they not leave you alone before that?”

JT shrugged. “You know. Kids can be mean. Nothing I couldn’t handle.” He shot Lennon a sideways glance. “So don’t go storming in there trying to rescue me or anything.”

Lennon grinned. “I promise I won’t. Although, if there is ever anything I can do to help you, you can call or text me whenever you want.”

“I might do that.” 

“I hope you do.” The teepee of wood that Lennon had set up to make the fire collapsed, sending sparks into the air. He followed their journey as they drifted upwards towards the night sky, joining their light to the glow of a million glittering stars.

“There’s this group of church kids at school. I’ve been thinking about maybe talking to them.”

Lennon nudged back into the pit a half-black chunk of wood that had fallen near his foot. “What’s stopping you?”

“I’m not sure. The other kids do give them a hard time sometimes. I’m getting tired of worrying about that, though.” 

Lennon sighed. “Unfortunately, mean people are a fact of life. Usually they’re people in a lot of pain who don’t know how else to deal with it.”

“Huh. I never really thought about it like that.” 

Lennon reached over to rest his hand on the arm of JT’s chair. “Look, kid. I know I haven’t been there for you lately. I’m really sorry about that. Spending time with you this weekend has shown me how much I’ve been missing. It’s also got me thinking that I need to make a few changes in my life. Even if my work is important, I can see now that I’ve let it take over my life. I don’t want to do that anymore. Relationships are too valuable. I’m going to reassess the way I’ve been doing things, make more room in my life for the people I care about the most, like you and your mom.”

“And Ellis?”

Although he caught the teasing in his nephew’s voice, Lennon faced the kid squarely. “Ellis and I have been talking about spending more time together. It matters to me how you feel about that, though. If it bothers you, then I will have to seriously consider whether I can get involved with her.”

JT shook his head. “It doesn’t bother me. I really like Ellis. I don’t mind if you spend time with her.”

“I’m still going to be there for you more. I promise. Okay?”

“Okay.” His nephew tossed his stick into the fire. “Would you teach me some of those cool moves you did today?”

“I can do that. What would you think about taking classes?”

JT bit the inside of his lip. “I don’t know. Mom doesn’t have a lot of money, so I don’t want to ask her.”

His sister was struggling financially? How did Lennon not know that? “What if I talked to her to see if it was okay if I paid for them?”

JT’s forehead wrinkled. “I mean, I really do want to learn martial arts. Maybe I could get a job and pay you back.”

“You don’t need to pay me back. I want to do this for you. If you like it, I can take you to my dojo and we can practice together.”

“That would be awesome.”

“If you decide you want a job, though, I could probably put in a good word for you with the manager at Annie’s.”

JT laughed. “I might take you up on that.” 

They sat a few more minutes, smoke curling up into the dark sky, the warm, comforting scent filling Lennon with that peace again. The crackling of the fire and the soft cooing of a dove in a nearby tree were the only sounds. 

JT stared up at the branches. “Is that another bird?”

“Yeah. It’s called a mourning dove because it sounds like it’s sad. I like it, though.”

“Me too.” 

Lennon rested his head against the back of the Muskoka chair. “You know, hearing all these birds reminds me of a chapter I read in the Bible recently. I forget how it goes exactly. Something about how the winter is over and now it’s time for the singing of birds.”

“What does that mean?”

“I think it’s talking about how it can often feel like we are going through a winter season in our lives—cold and dark and gray like you said your mom has kind of been lately. And what I’ve been going through and maybe you too. God promises that if we trust in him, though, the winter will pass, and spring will come again.”

JT nodded. “That’s exactly what I want for my mom. For her to be spring again. All green like Ellis is all yellow.”

“I want that too. Maybe we can both try harder to help make that happen.”

“I’m willing to try.”

“So am I.”

JT cocked his head. “So, you believe in God?”

“Absolutely. I couldn’t do my job—I wouldn’t even want to try—if I didn’t.”

“Huh.”

“What do you think about God?”

“I believe in him, too, but I’m still figuring all that out.”

Lennon nodded. “Let me know if you have any questions. I’m happy to talk about that with you. Or anything else you might have questions about.” Which a fourteen-year-old guy with no dad definitely could have.

“Okay. Thanks.” JT offered him a wry grin. “Have you decided what color I am yet?”

“I’m pretty sure I have. How about you? Do you have a color for me?”

“Maybe.”

“Tell you what. I have paper and pens in the cabin. When we go in, we can write down what we’re thinking and share it with each other tomorrow. Deal?”

“Deal.” JT pressed a fist to his mouth to cover a yawn.

Lennon nodded toward the cabin. “Why don’t you go get ready for bed? I’ll put the fire out and come in shortly to get you that paper.”

His nephew nodded and clambered to his feet. When he had gone, Lennon grabbed a bucket, filled it with lake water, and tossed it over the last of the coals. As he started for the cabin, thoughts whirled through his mind like those sparks spiraling upwards toward the night sky. JT. Shelby. Ellis. His work. 

He had a lot of thinking to do. Not only about his nephew and what color he brought to Lennon’s mind but about how everything in his life had somehow shifted this weekend. His priorities had shifted. 

However and whenever Lennon had lost his way, God was using the people Lennon had neglected to steer him back on track.






OEBPS/images/82f2f2f6-cfe8-40bd-997c-abe5ca6151ce.png





OEBPS/images/9d7880ff-1936-4a7d-b5ad-0407026ddb50.png
STORIES OF PROMISE AND HOPE






OEBPS/images/4030571f-2bdc-4885-b80e-2a05c067d121.jpeg
Apcss





OEBPS/images/c4ab64bd-db44-4624-856f-0bc25812b1e5.jpeg
a two sparrows fot a penny story

[

. SARA DAVISON
3 -








