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“GOOD THANKSGIVING?” Dana asked, taking the seat beside Tom in the Sunday school classroom.

“Yeah, sure,” he said absently. The room was almost empty, and he leaned closer to her. “You noticed that she’s back.”

“Yeah, and on the arm of Jack Baker. Does that bother you?”

Tom just shrugged.

“Jacob’s back, too,” Dana said, her face falling. “He’s been hanging out with Jack, as well.”

“Is Jacob doing better?”

“Not really. Life was easier when he was in jail. He still has a nasty temper, and since he’s gotten back he doesn’t quite know how to deal with anyone. He keeps telling Mom and Dad it was wrong to let me change colleges to be close to Matt. Jacob doesn’t even know Matt. He just wants to cause trouble.”

The room filled quickly. The last to show up were Tom’s former fiancée Maggie, Jack Baker, son of one of the elders and a notorious playboy, and Dana’s brother Jacob. Jack smiled at Tom and put his arm around Maggie as they took chairs near the front of the room, and Tom sank a little lower in his seat. Suddenly many eyes were on him, and not all of them seemed friendly.

As he had done for years, Mr. Waters taught the class. The class was as interesting and informative as always, but Tom heard almost none of it, watching the trio ahead of him.

“We’re still going home at one?” Dana asked Tom when the group dismissed.

“I want to; it’s a long drive. Is that too early?”

“No, it’s fine,” she said. Her brother and Jack approached, and both she and Tom stood up.

“Well, well,” Jack said. He’d never liked Tom in high school, and it appeared this had not changed in the four years since then. “Tom Van der Haas, standing here like this is high school, when he was the golden boy with the prettiest girl, the best grades, the looks, and the family. But you’re not so golden now, are you? Why didn’t you tell us, Van der Haas? This spring you were all dark clouds and sad faces, but you never really told us the truth. I always knew you’d mess up that perfect life somewhere along the line, but I didn’t expect you to break a promise to such a pretty girl.”

Dana opened her mouth to speak, but Tom stopped her. “Hello, Jack, Jacob, Maggie. Good to see you.”

Tom started toward the door, but Jacob moved into his path. Most of the room now watched this exchange. Nobody here had seen Jacob for over a year, before he went to jail for writing bad checks.

“Dana, I didn’t realize your Matt was a friend of Mr. Van der Haas here. I hope he doesn’t act like his friends, or you may be one lonely lady someday. More and more I think you did the wrong thing to leave.”

Tom moved closer to Jacob, his eyes angry, and he took Dana’s hand and pulled her toward the door. Maggie stood just inside the doorway, and he paused.

“Is this really how you want to play it?” he asked her. She looked down, not making eye contact, and nodded. Tom shook his head and left the room.

“What was that?” Dana asked, pulling away when they were in the next hall. “You didn’t leave Maggie. She left you. Why don’t you tell them the truth?”

“Since when did the truth mean anything to Jack or Jacob?” Tom said. “Anyway, Dana, she lives here, and I just visit. If this is how she wants it, I can give it to her.”

“Tom,” Dana scolded. “Did you see them? They were our friends once, but now they believe those things Jack said. Now they look at you like you did something vile, but she’s the one who did it. She left you for someone else two weeks before your wedding; how can you let her pretend you’re at fault?”

Tom took a deep breath. “Just let it go, Dana. Please. Let her heap coals on her head. I’m finished with it.”

They walked toward the door in awkward silence, pausing before they went outside.

“Tom, Matt doesn’t know about Jacob. I didn’t know how to tell him I had a brother in jail, a crazy brother in jail. I’ll tell him, honest, but don’t tell him first, okay?”

“If you won’t tell him about Maggie and Jack and what happened here today, I’ll keep quiet about Jacob.”

She grinned and kissed him on the cheek. “Deal. I can’t wait to get back to campus tonight.”

“Same here,” Tom said. “See you in an hour.”

Dana left, and Tom glanced back through the building and shuddered.
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WHEN MATT WOKE UP AND found Tom watching him, he nearly jumped out of his skin. Tom sat across the room in Matt’s beat-up recliner, and he stared at Matt with his eagle gaze, no expression on his face whatsoever.

“What’s wrong?” Matt asked, sitting up. “What happened?”

“Take it easy,” Tom said, the gaze sliding into a smile. “It’s four o’clock, Matt.”

Frowning, Matt did the math. “After all that, I only slept for five hours?”

Tom laughed. “Look out the window. Four in the afternoon.”

“So,” Matt said. Math again. “Seventeen hours? I slept for seventeen hours?”

“You did. Kind of scared me to death.”

“I guess when you said I was exhausted, you nailed it.” Matt yawned and sat up. Pushing to the edge of the bed, he realized he’d slept hard, too, and his muscles all ached. He’d struggled last week, studying hard for finals. He’d slept very little, and he knew he’d been cranky by the end, but he sure hadn’t expected to sleep so long when it was over. 

“Do you still think we should leave tonight?” he asked, slipping a sweatshirt over his t-shirt. He was freezing.

Tom looked thoughtful. “I don’t want to drive into the night. Let’s just go in the morning.”

Matt grinned, knowing Tom wasn’t looking forward to going home at all. “Did you drug me just to buy yourself an extra day here?”

Tom laughed and spread his arms. “Let’s eat. You’ve got to be starving.”

Matt followed him to the apartment’s small kitchen, where Tom opened the fridge, and Matt jumped to sit on the counter, swinging his legs to loosen them up. “Sure you don’t want to tell me why you don’t want to go home? You weren’t like this before Thanksgiving. What happened?”

Tom shrugged. “Things just change sometimes.”

“Tom,” Matt scolded, frustrated by the answer. Tom had come back from Thanksgiving different, quiet and sullen, and although Matt had tried, he couldn’t find out why. Tom hadn’t been like this since he’d first met him in Cancun last summer.

What bothered him more was that Dana had come back the same way. He was sure their moods were related, and he hated to have them keep secrets from him.

***

[image: ]


“ANYTHING I NEED TO know before we arrive?” Matt asked as they neared Tom’s hometown in Georgia. They’d dawdled this morning, so they were later than planned. Again, Matt was sure Tom was trying to spend as little time at home as possible.

“Like?” Tom asked suspiciously, giving him a sideways glance.

“I don’t know. Any strange holiday customs? Do you all eat something freaky on Christmas morning? Do you wear striped PJs on Christmas Eve?”

Tom laughed, visibly relaxing. “Let’s see. I guess I don’t think much about our family traditions. We have a big lunch on Christmas. We do wear PJs most of the day, but not with stripes. Just whatever makes us comfortable. Ah, Christmas Eve we go to church, and when we get home we watch movies until late, Christmas movies. Mom likes to bake, so the house smells like cookies most of the holiday. Fortunately, she gives a lot of cookies away, or none of us would be able to fit in our clothes come New Year’s.”

“Sounds nice,” Matt said, frowning.

“Homesick?” Tom asked knowingly.

“Not exactly. I mean, yeah, I wish I’d gotten to go back this year, but even if I had, with Mom gone now, it would all be different.”

“Any favorite traditions?” Tom asked. “Maybe we can incorporate them into our Christmas. Mom wouldn’t mind that at all.”

“Thanks. We have snow and hot chocolate in Colorado. Mom never baked much, but she did love to decorate, so our tree was always amazing. And Dad hung lights on the house. Of course, since the accident...”

Tom nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “I get it, Matt. I bet my dad would like help with our lights. Unless that would just make it feel worse.”

“No.” Matt grinned. “Actually, that would be fun. We didn’t do it last year. I wanted to put them up alone, but Mom...” He shook his head. His dad had fallen on a climb a couple years ago, and his mom had been bitter about it from the beginning, finally leaving his dad a few weeks ago. Before she’d gone, she’d made sure Dad remembered—every single moment—that he wasn’t the man she married, as though she thought he’d broken his back on purpose just to make life hard for her.

“We don’t have snow this far south,” Tom said. “But I bet we can do hot chocolate. Did you have fires, too, and a fireplace? I always thought it looked great on TV, Christmas shows where there was snow and fireplaces and gloves drying on the radiator. Sledding.”

Matt laughed. “Maybe next year we’ll do Christmas at my house.”

“Deal,” Tom said, his face clouding, and once again Matt wondered what about going home had Tom so upset. He assumed he was about to find out.

“It’s so good to have both of you here,” Mrs. Van der Haas said, coming out of the house when Tom pulled into the driveway. “Dinner will be ready in half an hour, so you have time to clean up. Matt, I’m sorry it didn’t work out for you to go home this Christmas, but I’m glad to have you join us.”

She hugged Tom, and then laughed and hugged Matt, and they followed her inside. She told them Tom’s sister Susan and his cousin Brenda were finishing play practice and would be back in time for dinner, and then she sent them upstairs to the guest room.

Tom lived in a modest house. It had four bedrooms, but the guest room was barely big enough for a double bed and a dresser. Matt dropped his duffel on the bed and looked around. One wall was covered with memorabilia about Tom: awards, photos, a few ribbons.

“Wow,” Matt said. Tom looked at the wall and blushed.

“Yeah,” he said. “I hate this wall. It’s like a shrine. Makes me feel like I’m dead or something.”

“You didn’t do this?”

“This wasn’t my room. When Brenda came to stay with them, they gave her my old room and did this to memorialize me or something. It’s creepy, if you ask me. Bathroom’s at the end of the hall. Do you want to shower? You can take it first.”

“I’ll do it in the morning,” Matt said. “You drove all day; go ahead.”

“Thanks,” Tom said. “I won’t be long.”

“It’s okay. I don’t think your mother will bite me.”

Matt went back downstairs and helped Mrs. Van der Haas set the table.

“By the way, Matt, Dana called for you about an hour ago. She said she tried your phone and it didn’t work. You have time before dinner to talk to her if you want. I’m sure she wants to know you arrived safely.”

Matt sat on the recliner in the living room and called her, and she sounded relieved to hear from him.

“I’m glad you woke up. Tom was so afraid for you he called me to ask if he should call for help,” she said. “Long drive.”

“Yes, it is, but not as long as if I’d gone home to the mountains.”

“Are you okay staying here in the south over the holidays? This is your dad’s first Christmas since his divorce.”

“It was his idea. He wants me back for spring break so we can camp and things, but we can’t swing plane fare for both, and I saw him over Thanksgiving. Anyway, the weather can be unpredictable, and he didn’t want me to get stuck there and miss classes in January.”

“Matt, do you think we could get together tonight?”

“I don’t think so,” he said. “The drive took it out of me, and Tom got quieter as we got closer, and I just think I should be here tonight. It was great of his family to let me stay here for a month.”

“True,” she said. She didn’t sound happy. “Okay. I just, ah, I wanted to talk to you.”

“Can we talk at church tomorrow, maybe get together afterward?”

“I was hoping to see you before church, but I guess you’re right. Yeah, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Wait,” he said. “Dana, can’t you just tell me over the phone? What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong. Okay, sort of, but I just... I’ll talk to you tomorrow. It’s okay, Matt. You relax and enjoy Tom’s family tonight. They’re great. You had a long week, and you need to hang out tonight.”

She quickly hung up, and he had the feeling he’d just done exactly the wrong thing. Usually he did better at reading Dana. Usually he read Tom well, too, but since Thanksgiving reading or predicting either of them had been like banging his head against a wall. He hoped being here would fix it or at least let him find out what was eating them. Not knowing was driving him crazy.

Tom came down at the same time his family came home. His dad arrived first, a big guy who worked as some kind of laborer. He greeted Matt with a handshake, a powerful one. Susan was next, Tom’s sister and a junior this year. Brenda was last. She was Tom’s cousin, a sophomore, and she was here for the year while her parents worked in Europe.

All of them greeted Tom with hugs, and they all said friendly welcomes to Matt, and then they sat down to eat. Like the rest of the rooms, the dining room was small and a little cramped, but it was also warm and inviting. Matt was an only child from a marriage that had recently dissolved, and he liked being here with so many people in the little house. It felt secure somehow. He hadn’t thought about it until now, but his mom decorated sparsely, their home stark and cold. It was larger than Tom’s house, but it had very little in the way of personal decorations. No photos or knick knacks, only serious art for decoration. Funny he’d never noticed that until she’d left. Dad had put up photos of himself and Matt in almost every room after she walked out.

“Is it strange being here during the holidays?” Susan asked Matt.

“It is. In the mountains right now, everything is cold and covered in snow. It feels wrong that it’s still in the sixties and seventies here.” He looked down at himself. “I’m in shorts, and it’s just wrong.”

“At home, it’s still in the eighties,” Bren said with a sigh. Like Matt and Tom’s college roommate Eric, Bren was from south Florida. “I can’t imagine snow on Christmas. It’s like something out of the movies.” She winked. “And that’s where it should stay.”

Matt laughed. “Aw, come on, Bren. Fireplaces and hot chocolate and sledding... Every Hollywood Christmas movie ever made can’t be wrong. Anyway, I miss it.”

“Tom, how are you feeling about the holidays this year?” Mrs. Van der Haas asked in a strange voice, like she was talking to a little child. “I know you didn’t expect to be back here like this.”

Tom shrugged, looking uncomfortable. In the spring his fiancée had left him, two weeks before his wedding. Matt hadn’t really considered how many firsts hadn’t happened for him since then. “I’m okay.”

“It must be hard,” Susan continued. “I look forward to making new holiday traditions with a husband someday. Did you have any plans?”

“Some,” Tom said with a shrug, clearly not wanting to discuss this.

“We haven’t shopped yet for you,” Brenda said. “Neither of you. Right now, Mr. Andrews makes us rehearse all the time, but I hope we can get another shopping trip in before Christmas.”

“Your mom mentioned a play,” Matt said, glad for a chance to change the subject. Tom tossed him a thankful smile. “What is it?”

“On Friday, our church is putting on a play for the community. It’s the Christmas story, and it also tells a little about Jesus’ life and death and resurrection. We hope we can get some people to come who might not know so much about God,” Brenda said. “Wait. Surely you know about this. Julianne is our set designer, along with Shawn Carpenter.”

“Julianne?” Matt asked.

“Eric’s friend. Eric is the reason she’s here. She’s taking media production courses in college, and he suggested she help. He didn’t tell you?” Susan asked.

“No.” Matt grinned. “I wonder why he didn’t. Tom, don’t I remember him trying to set you two up?”

Tom blushed. “No matchmaking, Tucker.”

“Shawn knows you’re here,” Susan said. “He and Jenny and Julianne were at the church tonight during rehearsal. He said he’d call you tomorrow. He’s looking for help on the set. Most of his helpers were high school kids, and this is finals week.”

“I think we can do that,” Matt said.

“We could use something to do this week,” Tom agreed.

“I guess you might need something to keep your mind off things,” Mrs. Van der Haas said.

“Mom, I’m fine,” Tom said, clearly impatient.

“It’s supposed to be your first Christmas married,” Mrs. Van der Haas said. “I can’t believe it isn’t hard.”

“It’s hard, but I’m okay. And no, it isn’t supposed to be my first Christmas married. That wasn’t ever God’s plan for me.”

They all grew silent, and the meal became awkward and tense. Matt managed to come up with a few stories of campus life to lighten the mood, but he was glad to clear the table and escape when they finished. He decided to shower tonight after the girls said they tended to kidnap the bathroom on Sunday mornings, and when he came out, Tom sat on the edge of their bed looking unhappy.

“Is that why you didn’t want to come back?” Matt asked, sitting beside him.

“Some. It’s my own fault for keeping them out for so long. I’m a guest here, just a guy whose highlights are spread across a wall. Even though they know what happened, I still think they’re disappointed, that they wanted me married and gone by now.”

“I think they just want you happy.”

“Maybe. Mom said you called Dana.”

“She wanted me to see her tonight, but I told her I thought I should spend this evening here. Your parents are great to let me stay here for four weeks. The least I can do is stay and enjoy their hospitality for the first evening. She wasn’t happy with me. She said she wanted to see me before church.”

Tom nodded knowingly, and Matt realized he knew what Dana had wanted. It bothered him.

“So?” Matt said.

“What?” Tom asked innocently.

“You know what she wanted to say, don’t you? Ever since Thanksgiving you two have been off, and I know your moods are related. It bugs me that you have this secret.”

Tom shook his head. “I have an idea what she wanted to say, and I can’t tell you. I’m sorry, but I promised.”

Matt found himself angry. “How about you? What’s been eating you for the past month? It’s got to be more than your family.”

“You’ll find out tomorrow anyway,” Tom said, running his hand through his hair, “so I might as well tell you. Maggie is back in town. She moved home recently, and she’s with a guy named Jack, a guy who’s never been my biggest fan. Matt, she told them all I left her. People who used to be my friends give me suspicious looks now. They may do it again tomorrow. But, you are not to tell them the truth. Maggie wants it this way, and I can give her that.”

“You really want to take the fall for her? After everything she did?”

“I think she hurt herself more than she hurt me. It may not make sense, Matt, but please just leave it alone.”

The request surprised him. He felt incredible anger toward Maggie, this girl he’d never even met, and he opened his mouth to try to change Tom’s mind. Then he closed it again. He would keep quiet, but only because Tom had asked him, not because he thought it was a good idea.

“I won’t say a word.”

“Thank you. Ready to go back downstairs? My family seems completely charmed by you.”

“Of course,” Matt said with a grin. “They have excellent taste.”

***
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DANA MET THEM AT THE front door of the very large church in the morning. She smiled at Tom and his family and quickly squeezed Matt’s hand, but Matt knew her well enough to know she was tense and not happy.

“Can we have a minute?” she asked him quietly. Tom nodded his approval, and Matt followed her to a hallway behind the sanctuary. Having come from a small town in Colorado, he was surprised by the size of things here in the south, instantly lost in the enormous complex. “I wish you’d let me talk to you last night. Something happened here over Thanksgiving, and I thought it would be over by now, but it’s not.”

Matt nodded. “Tom told me about Maggie being back and people thinking he left her. It’s related to that, isn’t it?”

“Kind of. My brother is a friend to the guy who’s dating Maggie. My brother is a little unstable. He was in jail for a year for stealing, and he’s trouble. He’s here this morning, and he and Jack—the guy with Maggie—aren’t happy with Tom Van der Haas. And by relation, they aren’t happy with you or me.”

Matt shook his head in disbelief. “This is a church. What’s all the meanness going on here?”

“To most people here, this is a church, a place to worship. But it’s a big church, meaning you have your social groups and your people who don’t belong here. Jack’s dad is a wealthy, powerful elder who doesn’t seem to see that his son is a pain, and my family, of course, loves church and worshiping God here, but they don’t know what to do with Jacob. Things were easier when he was in jail.”

“Why did you and Tom hide these things?” Matt asked, a little angry but mostly curious.

“Jacob is convinced I shouldn’t be dating you, mostly because it makes him feel important to cause trouble, and Jack... I’m sure the things Jack said to Tom were incredibly hurtful. It’s hard to admit things like that, even to your best friend.”

Matt nodded, understanding but still not happy they felt the need to hide things that weighed so heavily on them. “I’m glad you told me.”

“We should go in,” she said. “I’m going to sit with my parents and Jacob, but I’ll see you after, okay? We can sit together in Sunday school. You’ll like Mr. Waters, the teacher.”

They went into the huge sanctuary, and Matt sat at the end of the row beside Tom.

“She told me about her brother,” Matt said quietly. Tom nodded. “You two didn’t have to hide so much, you know?”

Tom shrugged, looking uncomfortable, and he gestured toward the front. A beautiful woman stood in the aisle, with long dark hair and large brown eyes, and a tall, well-built man stood with her, his arm linked with hers.

“Maggie Carmichael,” Tom said with no expression at all. “And Jack Baker.”

Matt watched them a moment. Maggie was talking with someone, and she really was lovely, with full red lips and a heart-shaped face. Jack looked up and saw Tom, and he grinned and tightened his arm around Maggie’s, the look cruel. Tom sank a little lower in his seat.

Matt then turned his attention to Dana’s family. She had three brothers, two of whom were married and lived out of town. This third one, Jacob, sat with them this morning. Like Dana, his skin and hair were the color of light honey. He leaned over to Dana and said a few things, but she didn’t seem to respond.

He had the feeling this could be an interesting four weeks.

When the service was over, Tom’s family split up to talk to people and go to their Sunday school classes. Tom glanced forward toward Maggie, and then he glanced at Dana’s family, and finally he led them out of the sanctuary and into a large room in the next hall. They were the first ones there, and Tom took a seat near the back.

“Tell me about Jack Baker,” Matt said.

“He’s filthy rich, and in high school he didn’t like me much. He wanted Maggie. He was rich and athletic and had a nice car, and he had no idea why he couldn’t win her heart and I could. Only I never did, either. Maybe Jack is really the kind of guy she should have been with all along.”

Matt said nothing. He’d never heard Tom use this tone before, and he realized how hard it was for him to see the girl he planned to marry with someone else. Matt tried to imagine how he’d feel if he was faced with Dana and another man, and it wasn’t a fun exercise.

“Dana says a man named Waters teaches this class?”

Tom’s face brightened. “Mr. Waters is the greatest. He’s taught young adult classes in this church for ten years. He never married and has no children of his own, but he loves to talk to us and help us out. I think he may know everything.”

Matt laughed, and a few people trickled into the room. Dana came in and sat beside Matt, shaking her head a little.

“What is it?” Matt asked. 

“Here they come,” she whispered. Matt glanced forward, and Jack and Jacob came into the room like they were on stage, with Maggie a few feet behind. Jacob caught Dana’s eye and approached, and Dana stood and pulled Matt to his feet.

“Jacob, I’d like you to meet Matt Tucker. And this is Jack Baker.”

Matt put out his hand, and the two men shook it. Jack had six inches and twenty pounds on Matt, and he felt very small.

“You’re the one who convinced little sis to leave home and change her major,” Jacob said. His voice had a slight whine to it, and instantly Matt disliked him.

“I suppose I am,” Matt said. “I’m sorry, but I don’t know much about you.”

“I guess I’m the brother she doesn’t like to admit she has,” Jacob said, looking sincerely hurt. “I really don’t know you, either, except a man is known by the company he keeps.”

Both men looked at Tom, who slowly stood beside Matt.

“Nice to see you again,” Tom said quietly. He glanced toward the front of the room, where Maggie sat and watched the exchange.

“Somehow I doubt you mean that,” Jack said. “You know what bothers me the most, Van der Haas? She still talks about you. You think she might hate you for it all, but she talks about you all the time, compares every other guy to you. Maybe now that you’re back for a while, she’ll see you for who you really are and stop pining after old memories.”

“Perhaps,” Jacob said, “little sis here will come to her senses before next semester, as well.”

The two men left, and Matt ground his teeth and sat back down. “Wonderful people,” he muttered.

“Yeah,” Tom said. “Welcome to our church.”

When the class let out, Matt told Dana about the play set, and she said she’d like to help, too. Tom suggested they go see it, and he led them to a gymnasium in another building. Like everything else in the church, the gym was huge, with a small loft at the back. At the front was a wide stage, and several storefronts of wood and thatch were spread across it.

“Wow,” Matt said. “Complex set.”

“Complex and very unfinished,” Tom said. “I see why they need help. I hope Shawn calls us.”

“If he doesn’t, we’ll call him,” Matt said. “I agree we need something to do this week.”

“Same here,” Dana said. “My dad is in the chorus, and he says it’s fun to be part of this.”

“Brenda and Susan are in it,” Tom said. “Mom’s in the chorus, too. Sounds good. You knew Julianne was here helping out?”

“Julianne?” she asked. “Eric’s Julianne?”

“Yep,” Matt said. “I guess you and Tom aren’t the only ones to keep secrets. I’m beginning to feel left out. I don’t think I’ve been hiding enough things lately.”

Dana laughed at him and took his hand. “We’re sorry. I wonder why Eric didn’t tell us, though.”

Matt glanced at Tom, who looked away. “I wish we knew.”

***
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AFTER LUNCH THE GIRLS wanted to get out of the house, and Tom took them to a park nearby, a huge place with a lot of stone. For hours they played an epic game of hide and seek around the stones, and Matt climbed every single one. Sitting up here, he looked across the light forest and took a deep breath. December in the south was very strange.

“Hey,” Tom called from below. “Do you see the girls from up there?”

Matt pointed; the girls were on a path in a field just out of Tom’s sight. He nodded and then leaned on the rock, and Matt climbed down.

“You wanna go up?”

Tom looked at the rock. “I don’t know. Can I?”

Matt laughed at this. “Tom, this one’s not hard. I’ll help you. It’s just a matter of finding spots for your fingers and toes. Start right here, and then head a little bit that way for the next good handhold.”

Tom did as Matt told him, and in a few minutes both of them sat on the rock.

“I didn’t think you’d come up here,” Matt said.

“Yeah, I know. I’m the boring one.”

“Tom,” Matt scolded. “That’s not what I meant.”

Tom shook his head. “I don’t know why I figured I’d never see her again. I mean, it makes sense, if our parents live in the same city, that eventually we’d run into each other. I didn’t expect her to move home. She hated living at home.”

“How come?”

“Ah, mostly she hates being told what to do, and her parents are pretty protective.”

“Did they like you?”

Matt didn’t expect Tom to blush at the question, but there it was. “Yeah. She said they liked me more than her. I wonder sometimes if that’s why she was with me. They’d let her do anything if I was along, and I’d do anything she asked because, ah, I would do anything she asked.”

Matt ran his hand along the rough stone. “Tom, it’s better this way. You get that, right?”

“Yeah.”

Matt laughed. “Try to put a little more enthusiasm into it.”

Tom shifted and slipped a little, and Matt grabbed him and kept him from going far, surprised that it was so easy. He expected a jolt of fear or something, but maybe he’d finally healed. It was about time, since two years had passed since he and his dad had fallen on a mountain climb.

“Whoa,” Tom said. “Spooky. Ah, how exactly do we get down?”

“Follow me.”

They were only about fifteen feet up, but Tom was pretty spooked about getting down, more than he’d been getting up there. But he followed Matt, and soon he was on the ground. He looked up at the rock and laughed.

“Thanks.”

“For?” Matt asked.

“I’m not too exciting. You and Eric help me get out there, you know? Maggie did it, too, really. I guess I need to surround myself with exciting people.”

Matt laughed at that. “Glad to help.”
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WHEN THEY ENTERED THE gym on Monday morning, Seth was the first to greet them. He stood in the back of the room talking to a tall redhead, and he left her side and nearly ran to Tom and Matt, hugging both and laughing.

“It’s good to see you two,” he said. A local seminary student, Seth had been part of the Mexico team with Tom, Dana, and Matt over the summer. Just a few short months ago, Matt thought, he hadn’t known any of these people. He’d been disintegrating, grieving the accident that had taken his dad’s legs, feeling it was his fault, and running from God like nobody’s business. Now, two short seasons later, he had a new school, new roommates, a new girlfriend, and a new purpose with God at the center. He was feeling especially thankful.

“Ditto,” Matt said, almost losing track of the conversation in his musings. “So, is this really going to be a completed set by Friday night?”

“Shawn assures me it will be,” Seth said, shrugging. “I hope it doesn’t mean too many late nights for him. Jenny is getting a little tired of her husband’s servant spirit. He’s too busy.”

“Well, we have nothing better to do,” Tom said. “We can do the late nights if it keeps him out of the dog house.”

“Come and meet Julianne,” Seth said, walking toward the redhead. “She seems to know a few things about you two already.”

Seth introduced them to Julianne, their roommate Eric’s friend from Florida, here to work on this play. She was pretty, with red hair in a ponytail and fair freckled skin. Her cheeks dimpled when she smiled, and she already had light smile lines around pale green eyes. She wore jeans and a t-shirt, just like everyone else on set, and no makeup. Just as Matt had instantly disliked Jacob, he instantly liked Julianne Summers.
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