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“And finally,” Tom said, slinging his last bag over his shoulder, “this is for you.”

He held out his apartment key and dropped it into Jake’s hand. To Jake it felt heavy, filled with freedom and maturity and responsibility and escape, and he wrapped his hand around it and smiled.

“Thanks,” he said. Tom shrugged, looking a little bit undone.

“Not a problem.”

Matt stood beside Jake, and Tom pointed at him. “Don’t. So help me, Tucker, if you say something here that makes me cry all the way to Florida, I’ll never speak to you again.”

Matt shrugged and stepped forward, pulling Tom in for a hug. Tom sighed and pulled back, glancing into Matt’s face.

“Yeah, I’ll miss you, too,” Tom said. “But hey, we’ll see each other again. I mean, looks like we’ve both got girls, and I’m pretty sure that will lead to weddings down the road, and now that Eric set the bar, we’ve got to have good ones with lots of friends.”

Matt smiled at this, quieter than Jake had ever heard him, and he nodded once and took a step back. Stephen moved close and gave Tom another hug, and when he stepped back he laughed.

“Knock ‘em dead, Tom,” he said. “I once said you’d be a great teacher because you have this uncanny ability to get a person to be honest with you just by looking at him. Use that superpower wisely, and you’ll be the best teacher ever.”

Tom nodded, and without another word he turned and left, about to start his journey toward Florida, where he was teaching this year and waiting for his girl to finish college. Jake was now going to be the third roommate, and he was excited, but he also felt the pain and loss in the room. Matt, especially, got close to his friends, and he and Tom had one of those guy friendships that would go the distance.

“You realize you’re not over,” Stephen said to Matt.

“He’s right,” Jake said. “Ten to one you’ll end up living in the same town once you all get this schooling out of the way and get yourselves settled.”

Matt took a deep breath and nodded. “Thanks. I hope that’s true. Now, I guess it’s time we got you moved in here, Jake. Your parents are expecting us, right?”

“They are. Let’s go.”

Matt grinned at that, and they got into Eric’s truck, which they’d borrowed today, and drove to Jake’s house, where his mother stood in tears at the door.

“I know you’re old enough to go,” she said, “and I’m glad for this, but there’s still something about the first one leaving the nest that’s rough.”

Jake rolled his eyes and then grinned at his mom, hugging her while Stephen and Matt walked past her to head toward his room and the boxes he had waiting. Tom’s apartment room was furnished with a bed, dresser, desk, and chair, so Jake wasn’t bringing much. Within thirty minutes his boxes were in the truck, and he stood at the door saying goodbye to his mom and siblings. Dad was doing something at the church, so he was absent. As he was the pastor, that was true most of the time.

“So, you ready?” Matt asked as he turned over the engine and pulled out of the driveway.

“I was ready a year ago,” Jake said. “So, yes, I’m ready.”

“And tomorrow you start your job,” Stephen said. “Not a bad week for you, then.”

“Nope.” Jake grinned and then glanced at Matt, realizing for him this was still a rough week, that having Tom finally go was going to take a toll for a few days or weeks, not a few hours. “And Matt, I’m sorry. I mean, that Tom is gone.”

Matt shrugged. “Yeah. I’m glad he stayed around for the extra months, though. And we did a good job this summer of hanging out and all. Last summer I was in class, and it was awful. But by slowing down so much, I added time before graduation. I’m just about desperate to get finished. I’ve been in college forever.”

“I must say watching you struggle through school has made me a little bit thankful it wasn’t an option for me,” Stephen said. Jake glanced at him, knowing that wasn’t exactly true, the part about it not being an option. Stephen had pretty severe dyslexia and had never learned to read, but they’d found a few programs specifically designed for that problem where everything was aural. Stephen, happy with his construction job, had no desire to get a degree, although he’d struggled with his inability to read. Even the experts he’d seen had told him it would likely never be possible. Jake couldn’t quite imagine what that might be like.

Unloading the boxes didn’t take long, and then Jake spent some time organizing his room and adding a few of his items to the common areas of the apartment, dropping his toothbrush in the bathroom, his shampoo on the edge of the tub, and a favorite mug in the kitchen.

“There,” he said, standing back and looking around. “I now live here.”

Stephen laughed at him. “Sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself of that. I promise it’s true.”

“I know, but it doesn’t feel real.”

“It will feel real when it’s your turn to do the dishes and clean the bathroom,” Matt said. “Welcome, by the way. I know I’m having mixed feelings about things today with Tom leaving, but I’m glad you’re here. Hard to believe a couple years ago this place was Eric, Tom, and me, and now I’m the only one left. But God sent Stephen and you, and it’s just cool to watch things change.”

“I’ll try to be a good roommate,” Jake said. “I promise.”

“Never doubted it,” Matt said. “And now, to celebrate, I say we head out for dinner. My treat.”

[image: image]

“THIS IS GREAT,” JAKE SAID when they sat down at Pizza Tavern, a pasta and pizza place just off campus. Jake had never eaten here before, but he didn’t eat out much. His dad had never been wealthy, and he had three siblings, so money had been tight. Mom also believed in real food and good home meals, so she’d never found eating out to be as satisfying as some. Possibly because of this, Jake thought eating at a restaurant was a huge luxury.

The place was small, and since it was fairly early on a Tuesday night, it was mostly empty. A pretty waitress met them at the door and smiled brightly, dressed in black pants and a white button down, her dark hair in a knot on her head. She looked vaguely familiar.

“Hey, Matt, Stephen, Jake. Come on in.”

“We eat here a lot,” Matt admitted as they followed her to a red booth across the room.

“But how does she know me?” Jake asked. Stephen shook his head.

“Dude, she goes to church with us.”

Jake nodded. He didn’t really know her from church, but it was common for people at church to know him when he didn’t know them. The congregation had grown to over eight hundred people, and he simply didn’t know most of them, busy with his life. But because his dad was high profile, everyone knew Jake. And because his dad liked stories, a lot of them knew personal things about him. Not embarrassing things—Dad never did that unless he asked permission first—but just things. Things that most people didn’t share, because a lot of average real life events made great examples in sermons even if it wasn’t stuff that would come up in normal conversations.

“So, what can I get you to drink?” the girl asked. Her nametag said she was Tess, and Jake wished he could remember her. She was about his age, so he figured he should know her, and he hated it when he had to admit he didn’t know people, thinking it somehow made his dad look bad.

“Water with lemon,” Stephen said.

“Coke,” Matt said.

“Ah, iced tea for me,” Jake said, taking the menu Tess handed him.

“Great,” she said. “The special pizza today is prosciutto arugula, and we have minestrone soup and bread as the daily special. Everything else is on the menu.”

She left with a smile, and Jake turned to the menu. “Ah, guys, what is arugula? Prosciutto is meat, right?”

Matt laughed. “And arugula is a green.”

“Ah,” Jake said. He looked over the food, decided to get ravioli, and closed the menu. “So, I’ve spent a lot of time at your place, and I think I know how it all works, but do you have any rules you want me to know?”

Matt glanced at Stephen, who shrugged.

“Not really. It’s best not to have family members show up who hit your fellow roommates,” Stephen said, something that had happened to him when his brother had come a year ago.

“And don’t get kidnapped,” Matt said, something that had happened to Eric. 

“In other words, be normal,” Stephen said. “But normal is hard, so we’ll cut you some slack. Matt and I are pretty laid back. Tom was, ah, zealous about keeping the place clean, so we’ll probably miss him.”

“I’m pretty neat,” Jake said.

“Good,” Matt said, grinning. “You can crack the whip and keep us in line.”

“Are you nervous about your job?” Stephen asked. Jake shook his head.

“Not really. For the first few weeks or months, I work with a guy who knows what he’s doing.”

“And what are you doing again?” Matt asked. “I’m not sure how I missed this. I know you got a certificate in something...electronic?”

“Yep. And tomorrow I start to check security systems. Installations, trouble-shooting, removing, upgrading.”

“Wow,” Matt said. “So one of you can build a house, and the other one can play with electricity and not get killed doing it, and what can I do? The only one of us here to get a college education? Nothing at all.”

“You love your job, don’t you?” Stephen asked, sounding surprised.

“I love my job,” Matt said. He worked on a horse farm, leading rides and helping with the farm in general. “But it uses skills I had when I was ten years old and living next to a horse stable.”

“For you, the degree is a stepping stone,” Jake said. “Right?”

“I hope so,” Matt said, “although I dread the thought of more school. Some churches will take a youth pastor without any seminary training, and more and more I think I should look in that direction. Anyway, I’m proud of us. We all have jobs we enjoy, and that’s not always the case.”

“Well, we have yet to see if I’ll like mine,” Jake said. “I met the guy I’ll be working with, though, and I like him, and I kind of like that it’s not a big customer service job. As a pastor’s kid, I’ve always been expected to be outgoing and friendly, but I’m not really that way.”

Jake hadn’t meant to say it. Rarely did he complain about being a pastor’s kid, because he had a lot of respect for his dad and the position, and his life wasn’t really that hard because of it. But there were a few details that got hard, like people knowing him when he didn’t know them, and always having to be friendly, even on days he just wanted to disappear into the crowd and be nobody.

“Okay,” Tess said, sliding back to the table, her pencil and pad in hand. “Are you ready to order?”

Everyone did, and Tess gave him a long smile as she collected the menus.

“By the way,” Jake said, “I don’t think we’ve ever really met, although I know you go to my church.”

Tess blushed. “Ah, I’m Tess Antonopoulos. Ah, it’s Greek.”

“And are you in school?” he asked.

“No,” she said, her smile dimming. “Just working.”

“Working is great,” Stephen said. He smiled, and Tess paused. Stephen was Italian, and he wore dark clothes and was built well since he worked construction, and somehow he managed this bad-boy vibe. Girls seemed pretty smitten.

“Ah, I should turn in your orders,” she said, looking flustered as she turned to go. Matt laughed and slapped Stephen on the arm.

“Stop that,” Matt said.

“Stop what?” Stephen said. “What did I do?”

“I think he means stop charming the ladies,” Jake said.

“I don’t charm the ladies,” Stephen said. “I said three words.”

“Still,” Matt said. “You’ve got a girl, so tone it down a notch.”

Stephen chuckled, and Jake wondered what it was going to be like to live with these two this year. Matt wouldn’t be around for long, likely until spring. He would graduate in December, and his girlfriend Dana was done in May, and everyone expected them to get married immediately after that, although for some reason he hadn’t proposed yet. Stephen would be around a long time, perhaps, although he, too, had a girl, so at any time he might get married and find a place of his own, although likely he’d stay in town, since he had a job he loved.

Jake, though, was alone. He’d dated a little since high school, but not much, focusing on getting his certificate more than anything else. That hadn’t been an easy decision. For some reason, the idea that the pastor’s son hadn’t gone to college upset some people. His parents had been great about it, but he knew others struggled with his choices, thinking him irresponsible and unwise. But he’d been in the church his whole life and knew there was always someone who had a problem with everything anyone did. He told himself he didn’t care about that, but sometimes he wondered if girls at church would be more interested in him if he’d gone to school like they’d expected.

Eventually Tess returned with the food, plates balanced on her arms. She deftly handed out the plates, and then she stood back and smiled. “Anything else?”

“No,” Matt said, glancing at the others, who agreed.

“Good, then,” she said. “Call me if you need anything.” She glanced at the room, where only two other groups were seated. “I think I’ll be able to hear you.”

With another pretty smile, she was off.

“So you guys know her, and I don’t,” he said. “Why is that?”

“She just comes to church, not to any of the groups or events,” Stephen said. “So she really knows us from here.”

“Because Amy loves this place,” Matt said, speaking of Stephen’s girlfriend. “Not that the rest of us don’t, too, but she goes nuts over their specialty pizzas. The more bizarre the combination, the more she likes it.”

“You eat out a lot?” Jake asked.

“Not really,” Stephen said. “Earlier in the summer the A/C went out in the building for two weeks, and we hated to cook and heat the place up, so we ate out a lot. Normally it’s just a couple times a month.”

“I never ate out much,” Jake said. “With a big family and moderate income, say nothing of a mother who likes homemade food and doesn’t trust restaurants, we stayed home.”

“We usually cook,” Stephen said. “Matt’s a better cook than me, but I get by.”

“It’s okay,” Jake said. “I like this. It feels decadent.”

Matt laughed. “Jake Branigan, I think you’re going to bring a great perspective to our group. And I look forward to that.”
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“NOT GETTING POWER,” WALTER SAID, leaning over his equipment. Jake saw the problem and corrected it, but apparently his correction wasn’t right, because a siren blared through the building, and Walter laughed. “Okay, we’re getting power now.”

Feeling rather frantic, with the siren blaring and making it hard to concentrate, Jake took a deep breath. He knew how to do this. He hit a switch and shifted another wire, and the sound died away. Glancing up at Walter, he saw the man’s amused smile, which he’d seen way too much today. At least the guy didn’t get mad.

“Okay, we’ve got power and no siren, which was the goal,” the man said. “Looks good from here. Let’s close it up.”

Jake shut up the control panel, and Walter started the paperwork to say they’d found and fixed the bug in the system. As they walked through the halls, he realized nobody looked angry or upset about the siren, and that made sense, since the reason they’d been called was because it had been going off randomly for over a week.

Jake opened the back of the van and put the toolbox inside, tucking it into its cubby, and he climbed into the passenger seat and sighed. Once again, Walter laughed at him.

“Cut yourself some slack,” he said. “It’s your first day, and we fixed every bug we found. Now this afternoon is fun, because it’s an installation. I’ll do most of it, since we don’t want to mess that up, and you’ll get a feel for it fast.”

Jake wasn’t sure of that. Applying his electronics knowledge to real life was harder than he thought, especially with someone looking over his shoulder and sirens blaring every now and then. He wanted to do this well, and he feared he was failing. Mostly, he wanted to prove he’d been right to choose this path. Not going to college had been a huge deal to his parents, to his friends, and if he failed, he wasn’t sure he could show his face again.

“I brought lunch,” Jake said.

“Okay. I didn’t, so I’m going to stop and grab something, and we can eat, ah, maybe at Sheffield Park. It’s close to the next job.”

As they ate, Jake went over the morning in his head. He’d almost overslept because he’d forgotten to set an alarm, because at home his mom had always poked her head into his room in the morning when she got started with her day. Then, in his rush to get going, he’d run into Stephen in the kitchen and spilled apple juice on both of them. Stephen had changed, but Jake only had one uniform so far, and so he’d had to clean it off and had shown up to work with a damp spot on his chest.

Then the work itself hadn’t been as easy as he’d expected. At school he’d excelled, so he’d arrived this morning thinking it would be simple, and he would be impressive. Instead, he’d gotten just about everything wrong, although Walter said he was fine. Normal. Jake was tired of being normal.

No, that wasn’t fair. Normal was fine. Stephen had grown up in a family that had shown him no love. Matt’s dad had been injured in a climbing accident, and it had almost destroyed him. Cherokee Jones, a friend who worked with Matt, had lost a friend to suicide. Any one of them would kill for Jake’s boring, normal life, so he knew he couldn’t complain.

And yet, all those guys had great friendships, insights, wisdom, and a heap of character that Jake didn’t share. He didn’t know how to set his own alarm, let alone navigate grief and regret and loss like they did. And they all had ladies. It seemed girls liked guys with character who’d overcome difficulty, and that wasn’t Jake.

He was white bread surrounded by a lot of fancy whole-grain stuff, and he hated that. Today he’d been expecting to stand out from the crowd, but once again he was just...normal.

The afternoon went better than the morning. Installing the system was challenging, but Walter was good at his job, and he explained everything as he went, so Jake thought he would be able to do this well when it was his turn. And then, to make things better, Walter almost missed a connection just before the project was finished, and Jake got to point that out to him.

“Nice save,” Walter said. “It would have taken me time to figure that out, too.”

Walter let Jake run all the checks, and the system worked as expected, so Walter drove Jake back to Integron Security Systems, where he’d left his car.

“So,” Walter said. “Think this is something you can do for the long haul?”

“I think so,” Jake said. “I mean, I plan to work hard and make it happen.”

Walter smiled. He was tall, thin, and starting to bald, maybe in his late forties, and his eyes were lined with smiles. Jake was glad he’d been paired with this guy, because he knew another guy here, Kevin Withering, and he wasn’t as easygoing. So again, Jake had been blessed.

“Good man,” Walter said. “And I’ll see you here in the morning. Tomorrow we do a few routine checks and then install yet another system, which means business is good.”

Jake drove home, tired from the long day. Last summer he’d worked construction with Stephen, and that had been physically exhausting, especially on the hottest days. This job wasn’t nearly so physical, but he felt mentally wiped out from working so hard all day to prove himself, and he was thankful that he didn’t have to go home and answer his mother’s questions and get in the middle of sibling fights and do all the other things that had been driving him crazy for the past year. No, tonight he was an independent man coming home to his apartment, where he could do whatever he wanted to do, and he was good with that. At this moment, he thought he might even like to live alone and be responsible for nobody at all.

When he got home, the apartment was empty, and he walked to the refrigerator and got himself a glass of milk, sitting at the kitchen table to drink it. The apartment was silent and still. No parents, no siblings, no church guests stopping in to say hello. Nobody in this whole building knew who he was, and he wondered if he could keep it that way for a while, be anonymous.

Stephen came home next, because most of Matt’s trail rides were in the evenings, and tonight Matt was supposed to help with a group of eight riders, so he’d be late. When Stephen came in, he instantly walked to the bathroom to shower, and then he fell onto the recliner and leaned way back.

“Good to be home,” he said. “It’s strange to sit here. This was always sort of Tom’s chair. Anyway, how was the first day?”

Jake shrugged, not sure how to answer. Stephen was his friend, but Jake wasn’t sure he could understand his life. “Okay.”

“Try again,” Stephen said. “If it’s going to be a one-word answer, I want good or bad.”

Jake laughed. “Okay, then, good.”

“Well, that’s good,” Stephen said. “I don’t really believe you, but I’ll take it. Ideas for dinner? We could fend for ourselves or go all out and cook. I’m game either way.”

“Let me cook,” Jake said. “I have very little kitchen experience, but I want to learn. And then, maybe, I don’t know, let’s go out somewhere. I just feel like living a little bit tonight, doing things I don’t normally do.”

Stephen grinned. “Any specifics?”

“No,” he said. “I have no ideas at all. What do adult guys do after a long day of work when they want to be adventurous?”

“I have no idea,” Stephen said. “I’m afraid I’m not very adventurous.”

“You lived on a beach for a while,” Jake said. “Trust me, you know more about adventure than I do.”

Stephen nodded thoughtfully. “I really don’t know. We can go out and just see if something strikes us, but first we need to eat. Better yet, you need to make dinner without burning the kitchen down, and then we can go be two independent men on the town.”

Jake grinned, liking the sound of that. “Deal.”
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“You’re sure you’re still up for an adventure,” Stephen said as they finished cleaning the kitchen.

Jake looked at Stephen sheepishly. “Yeah. And sorry about dinner.”

“Apparently, when you said you didn’t know the basics, you were telling the truth,” Stephen said, shrugging. Jake had been browning ground beef, but he’d turned it too high and then walked away for a few minutes while Stephen had been on the phone with Amy, and he’d returned to blackened lumps stuck to the bottom of the pan.

“I’m not sure we’ll get it off,” Stephen said, staring at the pan. “Anyway, maybe the adventure should start with dinner.”

“I’ll buy,” Jake said. “My apology for not listening to you.”

“Raising the heat level isn’t always the best idea,” Stephen said. “Wait until Matt’s here—he’s a great cook. Tom was good, too.”

“Do you miss him?” Jake asked.

“Tom? Sure. Eric told me they call him the world’s big brother, and he is. Since I never had a big brother, I thought it was pretty cool to let Tom take the role, at least for a year.”

“And how is Matt doing with him leaving?”

Stephen shrugged. “Not great. He’ll be fine. So, let’s get this adventure on the road.”

Stephen didn’t drive since he couldn’t read, so Jake drove them across campus and then toward the main drag in town, where there were stores and a mall. As he drove he watched, but he didn’t know what he was looking for. And, since he’d lived here all along, he wasn’t sure why he thought he’d find something exciting tonight that he’d not have seen a week ago when he was living at home.

“Chinese,” Stephen said, pointing to a little hole-in-the-wall place in a run-down plaza. “I know it doesn’t look it, but that’s one of the best buffets in town.”

When they started eating, Stephen gave Jake a long look. “So, what happened at work today to put you in adventure mode? Was it the most boring job ever?”

“No, it’s good,” Jake said. Stephen raised his eyebrow, and Jake felt compelled to elaborate. Stephen was probably his best friend, especially since all his high school friends had left town for school, and although Stephen might not understand a lot since he had such different history, he knew Jake well enough to know when he was keeping things from him.

“Okay, it was hard. Satisfied?”

“That your job is hard? Why would I want that?”

“I was top of my class in school,” he said. “Yes, it was a tech school, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t work, that I wasn’t allowed to be proud of that. They all expected me to become nothing because I didn’t go to college, but I was in the top of my class and ready to prove them wrong.”

“And?” Stephen said when he paused.

“Today I just did okay. Set off a building alarm, got a few things wrong, just like anyone on their first day at a new job. And it was disappointing.”

Stephen looked baffled. “Jake, it’s okay to have a hard first day.”

“It’s normal,” he said, knowing he made the word sound like a curse word. “Normal Jake doing normal things in a normal job. Boring and predictable, the guy everyone thinks they know because his dad tells all his secrets on Sunday morning.”

Stephen’s eyes narrowed. “Oh.”

“No,” Jake said. “Don’t sit there being insightful and figuring me out. I just want to rant.”

Stephen grinned. “Well, then, go right ahead.”

Jake had to laugh. “Now you ruined it.”

“So we’re out here tonight to be someone other than the Jake everyone knows.”

“Maybe. And don’t point out to me how nobody knew you your whole life and it was lonely and I should be thankful for what I have. Got that. And I am thankful, but can’t I be thankful and not boring?”

“Probably,” Stephen said. “I’m not sure anyone considers you boring.”

“I do, and I have to live with myself more than anyone else does.”

“Okay. But you realize I carve models and knit scarves in my spare time. I’m probably not the person to go to for unboring evenings.”

“But you’ve been through a lot,” Jake said. “You have character, and...” He shrugged, wishing he could put this entire conversation back in the bottle. “You can brown ground beef.”

“I couldn’t when I moved in. Matt taught me. And he’s a gifted teacher and can teach you, too.”

Jake shook his head, thinking he’d totally lost control of this conversation.

“Anyway, I still want to find something to do. It’s time to make a few memories.”

“Okay,” Stephen said. “But first, I’m eating dessert.”

“Sure,” Jake said. “It’s nice in here. No alarms.”

Stephen raised his eyebrow, and Jake grinned. He had this tendency to link thoughts together with no verbal context. His mom called them quantum conversational leaps.

“Yeah, today I set off a few alarms. Really startling.”

“I bet.”

When they were stuffed to the bursting point with Chinese food, they left the restaurant and walked into a wall of still, hot, sticky air, common in early August. Jake shook his head.

“This weather is nasty,” he said. “And you worked in this today, didn’t you?”

“Yep. Which is why I took a shower straight off. So, what now?”

Jake had no idea. He had less than no idea. He felt restless and upset and just wanted to fix it, but he didn’t know how. Standing in the parking lot, he spun and looked at the plaza, which held the restaurant, a bar, a tattoo parlor, and a convenience store.

“Tattoos,” he said. “Have you ever considered a tattoo?”

Stephen rolled his eyes. “I have no problems with tattoos. Matt has a mountain on his shoulder that’s pretty much a work of art. But don’t get one on a whim because you had a bad day.”

Jake frowned at Stephen and walked toward the tattoo place, curious. He remembered when Matt had been in trouble at his church because he’d given a talk about divorce, and a guy whose parents were divorcing had complained. While Matt had been under scrutiny, some of the elders had questioned a man with a tattoo leading youth. Looking at the images of tattoos in the window, he realized he was only considering one to cause trouble, and Stephen was right. Doing this on a whim was a bad idea.

He heard yelling from inside the tattoo parlor, and he pushed open the door. Because he was a big guy, most people left him alone, so he didn’t think to be afraid, and he walked in and found the tattoo artist, a tall, slender, young woman, facing off with a very large, heavy, older man and a tall, curvy woman.

“I can’t give you a tattoo while you’re drunk,” the artist said firmly, although she looked scared. “It’s against shop policy.”

“I’m fine,” the man said.

“But the tattoo isn’t for you,” the artist said again. Jake glanced at the tall woman and realized she was indeed drunk, struggling to stand upright. “Until she’s sober, she’ll have to wait.”

“She’s just drunk because she’s afraid it will hurt,” the man said, his voice deep and angry and more than a little menacing. “I’m her husband, and I know what she wants, and I’ll accept responsibility for her.”

“I still can’t help you,” the woman said. “I’m sorry.”

Jake doubted the man was completely sober, because he took two angry steps toward the artist, every muscle in his body screaming a threat, and Jake moved closer and put his hand on the man’s arm.

“Is there a problem?” he asked. The artist looked at him and then Stephen, who’d come in behind him, and she looked relieved.

“Ah, I think we’re okay,” the artist said, although her eyes called for help.

“Good to know,” Stephen said. He used his bad-boy vibe to the fullest as he swaggered in and looked at the images on the wall like he didn’t have a care in the world.

“Excuse me,” the man said angrily, pulling his arm away from Jake. “We were here first, and she’s not finished with us yet.”

The tattoo artist took a step closer to Jake. “I’m sorry, but I am finished with you for now. You’re welcome to come back later.”

The man growled and took another step toward the artist. Jake put out his hand, stopping him, and the guy swung.

Jake was a big guy, but he’d never been in a fight. He’d never put himself in a situation like this before, and suddenly he realized he was kind of stupid to be here now, but he couldn’t just leave. He put his arm up instinctively to block the punch, but the guy swung his other arm around and hit Jake on the shoulder. The hit had anger and power behind it, and Jake took two steps back, startled and hurt.

“Call for help,” Stephen said calmly behind him, and then Stephen stepped forward and stood at Jake’s side. The guy was really angry now, and he swung with his right again, clipping Jake in the jaw. Jake’s head snapped back, and he closed his eyes against the pain and the fear of this whole thing. He heard and felt Stephen move next to him. 

When he opened his eyes, the man was staggering back, and Stephen was frowning, his eyes dark. Jake realized he’d hit the man back. The man stumbled and then lunged forward again, cursing, and Jake reached out his foot and tripped the guy, who took two dancing steps to the side, caught his balance, and grabbed Stephen around the middle, knocking them both to the ground. Stephen hit on his back, groaning, and Jake grabbed the large man and pulled him off.

What nobody had counted on was the tall woman joining the fight, but suddenly Jake felt a hit at his kidneys, and he let go of the large man and put his hand to his side, startled by the ache. In movies a fight didn’t look so painful, and he wasn’t sure how real fighters kept going when everything hurt.

The tall woman had provided enough distraction for her husband to rally, and he was moving toward Jake with murder in his eyes when Stephen found his feet and grabbed for the guy, swinging him to the side, the man’s own angry momentum dragging him into the lobby chairs, where he went down with a crash, clipping his chin on a chair on the way down. His wife grabbed a pencil can off the desk in the corner and threw it, and it hit Stephen across the forehead, cutting into his face.

At this point the police arrived, and everyone froze except the poor, drunken wife, who burst into tears and pulled up her shirt, pointing to a spot on her hip.

“I just wanted a butterfly right here,” she wailed, and Stephen caught Jake’s eye and grinned. Jake felt as far from grinning as he’d ever felt before, but he tried to smile back.

It took a few minutes to get things back to order. The police talked to everyone, offered to call for medical care for Stephen, who refused, and finally took the drunken couple out. Jake collapsed into a chair beside Stephen and cringed, because Stephen’s forehead had bled a lot, and his face was a gory mess.

“Ah, let me clean you up,” the tattoo artist said. They’d found out after the police arrived that her name was Vera. “And thanks, both of you. I’m usually not here alone so late, but my partner got a migraine this afternoon and had to leave. Um, if either of you wants a tattoo, I’m happy to do one on the house. Or more than one.”

“No, thanks,” Stephen said. He sat very still as Vera found a cloth and some peroxide and cleaned his head. He winced, and Jake swallowed down a lump of guilt, because this was his fault. If he’d just stayed home tonight, Stephen wouldn’t be hurt and bleeding. 

“You?” Vera asked Jake.

“I don’t know,” he said. Vera smiled. She was young, maybe early twenties, and she had light hair and eyes. She was dressed in a colorful skirt and white shirt and looked very bohemian. And pretty. She was very pretty.

“Fair enough. No time limit on the offer.”

Stephen cringed again, and Jake scowled at the injury.

“I’m thinking stitches wouldn’t have been a bad idea,” Jake said.

“Ah, it’s fine,” Stephen said. “But tomorrow night, we teach you to knit.”

Jake grinned at that, thinking it was good if Stephen could tease him, because he was afraid of losing a friend here.

When Vera finished, Stephen stood and took an uncertain step, but then he seemed fine, and he headed for the door. Vera gripped Jake’s arm before he left, and she stood on tiptoe and planted a kiss on his jaw.

“Thanks again,” she whispered. “Both of you.”

Stephen headed straight to the car and fell into the passenger seat, saying nothing, squinting. Jake got into the driver’s seat and closed the door, bathing them in darkness.

“Um, sorry about that,” Jake said. Stephen grinned.

“You mean that wasn’t on purpose? A grand adventure?”

“Nope. Your head hurts?”

“Oh, yeah,” Stephen said. “Please don’t suggest we go skydiving now to liven things up.”

Jake wasn’t sure of Stephen’s tone. “Are you angry?”

Stephen laughed. “Vera was in trouble, and we helped her. How could I be angry? Anyway, Amy will get all maternal on me. Since my own mom didn’t do maternal, I admit I like to get a little pampering sometimes from my girlfriend.”

Jake took a deep breath, which hurt. His side hurt, and his jaw, but he knew he’d be okay.

“Ever been in a fight before?” Jake asked. Stephen raised his eyebrows, and Jake shook his head. “Right. I’ve seen you post-fight. It was a first for me. Hurts more than I expected.”

“Yep,” Stephen said simply. “You okay?”

“Sure,” Jake said, but suddenly he was ready to go home and never have another adventure again.

When they got home, Matt was lounging in front of the TV, and he looked them over, pausing at Stephen’s face. “We have a story tonight, gentlemen?”

“Jake will tell it,” Stephen said. “I need to take some ibuprofen and go to bed.”

Still squinting, he headed for the bathroom, and Matt watched Jake gingerly sit down. When he was comfortable, he told the story.

“Wow,” Matt said when he finished. “Not every day a guy gets to play hero.”

“I don’t feel heroic. I mostly feel sore. And guilty—Stephen’s really hurting.”

“Stephen’s tough; he’ll be fine. Just feel grateful that you got to help out tonight.”

“Grateful,” Jake said. “Grateful isn’t a word I would have thought to use. What makes it hard is that I was kind of looking for trouble.”

“You were looking for a fight?”

“No, just something to do, something new and unique and out of character.”

Matt nodded. “Wanna talk about it?”

“No,” Jake said firmly, and he was surprised when Matt didn’t push. Instead, he turned back to the TV, and they watched something mindless until Jake needed to head to bed. As he left, Matt stopped him.

“Jake, in case you didn’t realize it, for you to step into the middle of a fight and help out—it’s not out of character at all. Just saying.”

Jake nodded and headed to his room. He didn’t think that was true, but it was nice of Matt to try. He fell onto his bed, his side aching, and he hoped tomorrow would be different than today. He opened his Bible, as was his routine, reading and praying before bed, but tonight he didn’t see any words. Instead, he just prayed. He wasn’t sure what to say to God, but the conversation ended up mostly thankful, as he thanked God for their safety tonight, for Stephen’s forgiveness and friendship, for a job and an apartment. He wanted to ask for things, but tonight it seemed right just to be thankful and let God help him put things into perspective. By the time he fell asleep, he felt a little better about his day and his situation.

Still, though, he was craving something, and he hoped God would help him figure some things out so he would become more content with what he had and not keep wishing for other things.
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“OH,” JAKE SAID WHEN he got to the kitchen in the morning. Stephen laughed.

“Yeah, I look terrible,” he said. “Doesn’t hurt much, though.”

Stephen’s eye was scabbed as well as bruised, but he shrugged it off and poured himself a bowl of cereal.

“Good to know, because it looks like it hurts a lot.”

“How about you? You’ve got a good bruise there, too. You sore today?”

“Yep. Tonight I promise to stay home, maybe burn a little food, and watch TV.”

“Matt’s home tonight,” Stephen said. “Ask for a cooking lesson. And I’ll be late because I’m meeting Amy after work for a movie. Don’t get Matt killed tonight.”

Jake had to laugh at Stephen’s teasing, which made him feel a little better about yesterday.

Because he rode a bus to work, Stephen left first. Jake had offered to drop him off, but Stephen said he was fine with the bus, and Jake figured it was important to him to be independent. Not being able to read was a struggle, and Stephen needed help sometimes, but he tried not to need it as much as possible.

While Jake was eating, Matt wandered in, already dressed for a day at the farm.

“More rides today?” Jake asked.

“No, today Kee and I just do farm chores. And in a week I start classes again. Man, I hate school. Dana is busy a lot this semester with her nursing stuff, but since I slowed down, I’m just taking two classes this fall and then finally graduating.”

“So, this is nosy of me, but everyone else is afraid to ask,” Jake said. “Why are you not engaged? The common belief is you and Dana will get married about thirty minutes after she graduates.”

Matt laughed. “Ah, nice to know people love me enough to talk about me behind my back. Yeah, we should make it official, and I’m not sure why we haven’t. Laziness, I guess. And I’m not sure how to go about buying a ring and all. Wanna help?”

Jake blinked. “What?”

“Yeah,” Matt said, laughing. “When I think about looking for a ring, I get the same look on my face. Daunting. I mean, this is forever. Rings and engagements and marriage are real live grown-up stuff.”

“Ah, Matt, you’re almost halfway through your twenties. Time to admit you’re into some grown-up stuff.”

Matt laughed again. “I’ll keep that in mind. Advice from the kid who’s still well below drinking age.”

“Just because I’m young doesn’t mean I’m wrong,” Jake said. “So, Stephen said you might help me learn a little about cooking, since I blackened dinner last night.”

“Sure,” Matt said. “What do you want to make?”

“Something simple,” Jake said.

“Gotcha. Tonight?”

“If you’re going to be here.”

“I am. I think Dana will be, too. Yeah, I’ll pick up a few things on my way home, and we’ll have you make us dinner. And then we won’t go to a tattoo shop and pick a fight.”

Jake laughed, realizing they were going to tease him for a while about this, and he probably deserved that.

“Deal.”

“And you’re okay today?” Matt asked, the smile slipping away.

“Sore, but yeah.”

“And Stephen?”

“He looks worse than he feels, according to him. Not sure I believe him, because it looks bad.”

Matt nodded. “Yeah, I bet. Probably needed stitches.”

Matt and Jake left the house at the same time, and Jake took a deep breath as he headed to work. He still wanted to be impressive, still wanted to prove to people—or maybe just to himself—that he was skilled and useful even if he hadn’t done what everyone expected of him. And maybe today would be the day.

As he pulled into the Integron lot, he got a text from his dad. Since his dad hated phones and texting in general, this surprised him, and he turned off the car and read the text. Dad wanted to see him tonight at Patchoulli’s, and he said it was important. He had no idea what his dad might want, but he texted back that he already had plans after work.

Please, Dad’s next text said. Something you need to hear from me first. Nobody’s hurt. Seven? 

Dad didn’t usually ask for something, and never with a please, so Jake texted back that he’d meet him. He also shot a quick message to Matt canceling their evening plans, although Jake was sure he and Dana would enjoy an evening alone and not miss Jake at all.

And then, he realized, he had to wait an entire day to find out what his dad wanted. Nobody was hurt, but that still left a lot of problems, and he had no doubt this was a problem.

He sighed, hoping he could keep his head on work, although with his dad’s message and the ache in his side and jaw, he thought it might be a very long day.
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Dad had never looked worse, but Jake clung to the promise that whatever this was, nobody had been hurt. As he’d spent the day thinking about his dad’s plea this morning, he’d decided it couldn’t really be that bad if nobody was hurt. He assumed that also meant nobody was dead, or at least nobody close to him. And if it had been something like that, wouldn’t Dad have called him, asked him to take the day off work? So, he’d decided this couldn’t be something truly bad, and he’d slowly let his anxiety diminish as the day moved on.

Now, though, looking at his dad’s tired eyes and unkempt hair, he knew it was truly bad.

He sat down in the booth across from his dad and raised his eyebrows, and Dad took a deep breath.

“Do you want to order something?” Dad asked.

“No. I’ve spent this entire day worrying about what you wanted to tell me. I set off yet another building’s alarm system, mixed up two panels, and otherwise looked like the amateur that I am at work, all because I was trying to figure out what you wanted to tell me. So just tell me.”

Dad took another deep breath. “Ah, a few months ago I was counseling someone, a woman. We’d been counseling for a while, and, ah...”

He didn’t even have to say it, and Jake knew what he was trying to tell him.

“You had sex with her,” he said bluntly, and his dad cringed at the words. “Someone in your congregation. Someone younger than you?”

Dad nodded. “Not in the congregation, though. She came from another church.”

Jake wasn’t sure his dad said it because he thought that made it better or just to tell him. It didn’t matter, though, because the words almost made no sense. Each word made sense, and the sentences had subjects and verbs like sentences were supposed to, but the meaning was rather hazy and surreal.

“Jake, say something.”

He shook his head, not sure what his dad wanted to hear.

“And I worry about doing the wrong thing and affecting your reputation,” he said. Probably not the best thing to say, but it was real. Dad cringed again, and Jake knew Dad was waiting for something, either condemnation or forgiveness, but Jake didn’t feel capable of either one. He felt that he’d wasted a lot of time protecting his dad, being a good kid, trying to fill a certain role, and his dad didn’t care at all.

“We never asked you to protect my reputation,” Dad said, sounding angry, and Jake gaped, because right now Dad didn’t have the right to say something like that. He wasn’t sure Dad had the right to say anything at the moment.

“So, you said months ago. Why come clean now?”

“Because I told the elders yesterday and resigned, and you need to hear this from me and not someone else.”

“But why now? Tell me I don’t have a little half brother or sister on the way.”

“No,” Dad said. “We were together three times, late in the spring. And then I came to my senses and put an end to it. I apologized to her and thought it was over. But apparently she told someone. Which is a good thing, really, because it wasn’t over. I mean, it was, but for me to think I could just do that and then have the entire thing go away... Not right. Not how God wants us to deal with our sins. And if I can do only one thing for my congregation right now, it’s apply a little Biblical wisdom to my failure.”

Jake didn’t know what else to say. He didn’t know what to think or what to feel. His dad wasn’t perfect, but he’d always seemed to do the right things. Jake had endured the trials of being the pastor’s kid because he knew his dad was worth it, a good guy who told people the truth about God and helped them live for God in their own lives. But now it was all different, all colored in gray and black smudges, an ugly thing.

“Mom?” he finally asked, glad to find someone else to talk about and not have to focus on his own thoughts here. “How is Mom?”

“I don’t know,” Dad said. “I told her yesterday, but she already knew. Word got back to her a few weeks ago, and she was waiting for me to do the right thing and confess. For now, I’m still at home, but it’s a cold, dark place to be. She believes marriage is forever in spite of anything, but she also doesn’t want to look at me at the moment. That’s what she said, that she can’t look at me today.”

Dad’s eyes filled, and Jake had no idea what he would do if Dad broke down here. Maybe a public place hadn’t been a good idea for this conversation, but maybe there was no good place for this conversation.

“Dad, I don’t know what to say,” Jake said. “Do the other kids know?”

Jake was the oldest of four kids, and the others were several years behind him, ages fourteen, ten, and six. And he had no idea how they would handle this situation. 

“They don’t know. I’m not sure how to tell them or what to tell them. Dustin should know, but I’m not sure about Candice and Bella.”

“Has Mom told them?”

“I don’t think so, but I don’t know,” Dad said. “I never planned this, Jake. I just... I got cocky and thought I was invincible, that sin couldn’t get to me, couldn’t claim me.”

“But you’re the one who says we sin every day, that we have to be on guard all the time.”

“I know, but I started to think I was different, that I’d somehow moved to another level of spirituality, I guess. Trust me, I don’t think that now. I’m feeling pretty humbled.”

Jake’s mind tried to process this, but he wasn’t sure that was possible. And then Dad’s earliest words finally made it through his head. “Wait. If you’re not the pastor now, what will you do?”

Dad’s eyes filled again, and he rubbed them away. “No idea. I have a family to support, and I have no idea what to do. I’ve always been a pastor. I felt the call when I was in high school, and I never wavered. And now I betrayed that call, and I don’t know what to do.”

Strangely, Jake felt great relief that he was out of school, out of the house, no longer dependent on his family. He felt like he’d gotten out just in time, and he felt rather detached from all this.

“Ah, do you want to eat something?” Dad asked when they fell silent. Patchoulli’s was an upscale coffee shop with pastries and sandwiches, and he glanced at the menu on the wall and shook his head.

“I don’t think so. Not really hungry.”

“Jake, I’m sorry.”

He nodded, thinking the words had no meaning.

“The worst part, Dad, is that you hid.”

“King David did the same, and God forgave him. And I didn’t have anyone killed.”

“I know. And it isn’t that I can’t forgive you. I just didn’t expect this. Just let me, I don’t know, think about it. And then I’ll talk to you again, okay?”

Dad nodded. “I understand.”

Jake doubted that, but he stood, suddenly needing to get away from his dad, needing to breathe the air outside, even if it was hot and sticky.

“Ah, I have to go,” he said. “I’ll be in touch.”

The words sounded stupid, but he didn’t know what else to say or do, and he got into his car, turned up the A/C and the radio, and drove toward his apartment. Right now, he was numb, and maybe that was good, because other feelings were coming, and he knew it, and he didn’t want to deal with them, or with Dad, or with Mom, who had to be crushed. He knew he needed to call her or go see her, but he couldn’t do that yet, either.

When he got home, Matt and Dana were in the kitchen, and Jake knew from the smell they were making something Italian. Matt turned when he came in and smiled.

“Hey, you’re earlier than I thought. Care to join us for dinner?”

“No,” Jake said. “Not hungry, thanks.”

And he walked straight to his room and closed the door, sitting on the bed with his head in his hands. It wasn’t late, and Dana and Matt would be out there all evening, enjoying each other. Stephen might be out late with Amy, enjoying her. And here he sat, alone, normal, and now suddenly harboring this secret that clearly wasn’t all that secret, and he didn’t want to deal with it. Didn’t want to talk about it or think about it or cope with it in any way. No, tonight he wanted to go out and get knocked down again, because for some reason that made more sense to him than a pastor father who cheated on his wife and then hid it until he got caught. What was he supposed to do with a thing like that?

As he walked back through the living room, Matt raised his eyebrows at him. The guys didn’t always tell each other where they were going, and that was cool, because at home his mom had always wanted to know. Tonight, he didn’t acknowledge Matt at all, heading for the door and leaving without a word, feeling both rude and free at the same time. He ran down the stairs and to his car, knowing exactly what he needed to do. And he had to grin, imagining Stephen’s face when he found out what Jake had done with his evening.
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JAKE PUSHED OPEN THE DOOR to the tattoo shop, glad to find no quarreling couples or police inside. Instead, the room was empty except for Vera, who sat at the little desk looking through a magazine. When he got closer, he realized it was a magazine about tattoos, which made sense. Vera startled at his entrance and then smiled.

“So, does this mean you made up your mind about a tattoo?”

He shook his head and then nodded. “Yes.”

She laughed, and she was even prettier with a smile. “Yes, I see that. Do you know what you want? Or where you want it?”

He grinned and spread his arms. “Okay, you got me. I have no idea about any of your questions. But I need something different, a change.”

Vera set aside her magazine and pointed to the images posted around the room. “You’re welcome to browse. Take your time and think this through, since it’s not easy to get rid of a tattoo.”

“But it’s possible?” Jake asked.

“Sometimes. Removal can scar, and it’s easier just to do it right from the start.”

Jake looked at the girl and wondered if he should really be here.

“Isn’t it your job to talk people into tattoos?”

She smiled again, and he relaxed. He hadn’t even realized his level of tension until his shoulders relaxed and lowered.

“Sure, but I hate it when someone regrets their ink. I like my job, and I want a person to be happy. Not just today and tomorrow, but years from now I want a person to look at his tattoo and not hate it.”

This made sense to him, and he wondered about his dad. He hadn’t asked him, mostly because he didn’t want to know, but he wondered if his dad was tired of his mother, if he’d looked at her one day like someone looked at a tattoo and regretted his decision to marry her.

“Well, then, I’ll look,” he said. “Is that okay?”

“Please do,” she said, gesturing around the room. She pointed at the magazines on the table. “There are ideas in there, too.”

“So you can do any of these?”

“Mostly,” she said. “My employer has been doing this longer, so there are some things he does better. And the other girl, Meggie, does some things better than either of us, but I get the feeling you’d want to start with something small and simple, and I can definitely do that. Or if you have an idea, I can do some sketches for you, see if we can come up with something.”

He nodded, suddenly seeing this was something real. Vera took pride in her job, and he assumed she had to be talented to put something permanent on someone’s skin, precise and confident.

Precise and confident. He sighed, because that had been him on his first day of work, but he’d just been normal and average and made mistakes. And on his second day he’d also made mistakes, but that was because he’d been distracted. Walter hadn’t said anything, still saying he was doing great for someone new, but he knew he’d have done better today if Dad hadn’t messed with him.

He pushed thoughts of Dad away and looked at tattoos. Vera was right, and he was drawn to the simple ones, thick black lines and simple shapes. He didn’t want a full scene on his body, just a reminder. But a reminder of what? His anger? His dad’s mistake? His humanity? He had no idea.

“I don’t think I have any idea what I want,” he admitted after he walked around the room three times. Vera laughed.

“I sort of figured that out. Take your time. I plan to work here for a long time, so you can always come back.”

She was sweet, and right now flirting with her was more fun than being in his own head, so he turned to her and smiled.

“When do you get finished tonight?”

“I don’t date clients,” she said. “And are you even out of high school?”

He cringed and laughed. “Second year out. I’m nineteen, and I just want to get coffee or something, not entice you to bed. And you? You don’t look too ancient yourself.”

“I’m twenty-two,” she said. “So, nineteen—college?”

“Nope. Electronics certificate and working.”

“Mm,” she said. “Did you walk in here tonight meaning to pick me up?”

“Not at all. I had a bad day, stormed out of my apartment like a child, and decided getting a tattoo was a rash, angry thing to do. And here I am now thinking it’s very real, and if I do it, I want to do it right. And since you’re here, and you’re pretty, and I’d rather flirt than think about my bad day, I asked you out.”

“And you’re always so honest and blunt?”

“Pretty much. Doesn’t always win me friends.”

She laughed at that. “I bet.”

“So my choice is a tattoo or a date?” he asked.

“I didn’t say that,” she said. “You’re putting words in my mouth.”

“So the client thing is just a polite way to let down men you have no interest in?”

“I didn’t say that, either,” she said, laughing at him. “So, how is your friend? And you?”

“Fine. Stephen said his girlfriend will get maternal over his face, and sometimes he needs that. And I’m just sore. I don’t usually go poking my nose in like that, so I’m not used to being hit.”

She nodded. “Well, thanks. I’ve never had trouble here before. And tonight I didn’t want to be here alone, but it’s been a bad week for everyone but me, so I sucked it up and said I’d show.”

“I saw you flinch when I came in,” Jake said. “Sorry. That’s me being too honest and blunt, isn’t it?”

She shrugged, and the door opened, and two girls came in. Vera smiled a greeting.

“Hey, you two. You’re early, but it’s a slow night, so I’ll get to you in just a minute.”

Jake grinned as he headed toward the door. “I’ll come back. You can think about the date.”

“And you can think about the tattoo. Wouldn’t hurt my bottom line to have you as a client and not a date.”

“But you told me this one is on the house,” he said. She laughed.

“Yes, I guess I did. Then I guess we both have things to think about.”

Jake left the shop feeling a little bit better about things, at least for the moment. He knew he was a flirt. Girls in youth group had told him that throughout high school. It seemed harmless, although he wished he could go beyond flirting and actually find someone, like his roommates had someone. For some reason, he could make a girl laugh when he flirted, but he could never quite get it farther than that. He’d not dated in high school because his parents believed dating was meant to lead to marriage, although at the moment all the sexual purity stuff rang a little hollow, and then after that he’d dated a little, but nothing had gotten serious.

And those thoughts had him angry again, and he sighed. Anger didn’t seem the right response. He was angry with his dad, but he didn’t really know why. Dad had messed up, confessed, and not tried to hide it, at least not at this point. And he was right; the Bible had stories of other men doing the same.

Still, though, he was angry.

He drove around awhile, not ready to go home and interrupt Matt and Dana’s date. He considered taking in a movie, and then he thought about eating, since he’d not had dinner, but he didn’t want to eat alone. Finally he realized what he really needed to do, and he didn’t want to do it. But maybe this itching under his skin was trying to tell him something, and the thing it might be saying was he needed to go home and see his mother.

With yet another sigh, he turned the car around and headed home, feeling like he was heading into a dragon’s den.
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WHEN HE PULLED INTO HIS DRIVEWAY, he was relieved to find Dad’s car gone, because he wasn’t ready to face him yet. He sat for a moment, wondering if he could do this. What was he supposed to say to her? 

Eventually he pulled himself out of the car and walked to the door, pausing before he opened it, considering knocking and not just walking in. Instead, he walked inside and entered the kitchen, where Dustin and Candice were cleaning up dinner.

“Hey,” Dustin said without much enthusiasm, typical of a younger brother.

“Hey,” he said. “Mom here?”

“Upstairs. I think she’s sick. She’s not herself this week.”

“And Bella?”

“Back yard with the puppy.”

“Puppy?”

“Yeah, I know,” Dustin said. “For our whole lives they say no to pets, and then suddenly Dad brings home this pup. Cute, some kind of mutt.”

Jake nodded. Guilt, he thought, although he wasn’t sure how a puppy was going to soften any of this when the truth came out. Of course, maybe Bella and even Candice never had to know. Dad would change jobs quietly and they could be spared the public spectacle that was about to happen.

And that was when he realized why he was angry. Most couples that had troubles could do it quietly, but this couldn’t be quiet. Just as Dad shared things about their lives from the pulpit on a regular basis, this would be shared, too. But Dad hadn’t thought about that. Clearly Dad hadn’t thought about anything.

He took the stairs by two and knocked on Mom’s door. “Mom?”

“Come on in, Jake,” she said, and he slowly pushed the door open, finding her on the bed in tears. He sat beside her and wished he was good at this. He thought about his roommates and friends and knew Tom would be good at this. Matt, too, would know how to put his mom at ease, mixing both charm and compassion in just the right doses.

Then he thought of Cherokee Jones, who worked with Matt, and he knew that was one person who would struggle more than Jake in this situation, and that made him smile.

“So, I talked to Dad,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed. He put his arm around her, and she leaned her head on his shoulder. Jake was big like his dad, and he dwarfed Mom.

“I’m sorry,” she said.

“I don’t think you need to apologize. I’m sorry, too. For you, mostly. What will happen now, Mom?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. This week people are going to find out in church, although I don’t know how that will happen. We won’t be there. I suspect we’ll never set foot through those doors again, and that hurts. It’s my family, and your dad betrayed all of us.”

Jake nodded, because that was about all he could think to do.

“Will you stay with him?”

“I don’t know. I feel like I should. The way I read the Bible, I don’t have to. I honestly feel there are very few legitimate reasons to terminate a marriage, but infidelity is one. But I can also forgive and stay. And that would be easier on the kids, I think, if we can work it out. But at the moment, I feel more like throwing things at his head than anything else, so we’ve decided to stay in a holding pattern for now.”

“I’m sorry, Mom.”

“And how are you doing?”

“No idea,” he said honestly. “Angry. He wasn’t a pastor’s kid. He doesn’t know that it’s hard, that even though you guys tried not to let this be the case, we felt we had to live up to certain expectations, had to protect the family’s reputation, his reputation. And so I guess I feel betrayed, too. Maybe I could have relaxed a little and not worried about some things if I’d known he didn’t really worry about them, either.”

He cringed, because the words were bitter, and he didn’t mean to do that to Mom, bring his own bitterness into this situation.

“You know we never meant for you to feel that way. We wanted you to feel free to be a child and make all the mistakes other kids make. Of course we wanted you to choose to obey God in all things, but we also expected failures. As your dad just demonstrated so well, we all fail. That’s why we needed Jesus. Need Jesus. We all fail.”

Jake nodded. “Still, Dad’s always been my hero, and I wanted to make things easier for him. But he just threw that in the toilet, didn’t he? And he kept it quiet. That makes me angriest, that he honestly thought it would go away and he’d never have to make things right.”

Mom nodded. “I know. I found out a few weeks ago, because the lady in question had a bout of conscience and told people, needing to get forgiveness for herself, and we know some people in common. The woman who mentioned it to me honestly thought I knew, thought he would have done the right thing and we’d have dealt with it months ago.”

Mom took a deep, sobbing breath, and Jake was filled with renewed anger at his dad for making Mom feel bad, for putting all of them through this.

“I, ah, should probably go,” he said. “I have to put together my lunch and all before work tomorrow.”

“And how is your job?” she asked.

“Fine,” he said. “Good.”

“So this is a job you’ll like long term?”

“I think so,” he said. “Different locations, different people but not too much of people, challenging work... Yeah, it’s going to be good. Good fit for me.”

“I’m proud of you,” she said. “So is your dad. And your face?”

She said it quietly, reaching out to touch the bruise on his jaw. Dad hadn’t mentioned it, and that suddenly bothered him.

“Long story. I sort of helped a damsel in distress, along with Stephen. Strange night. But I’m fine.”

She didn’t ask anything else, and he took off before she could. He’d not asked what she planned to say to the other kids, because right now that was more than he could think about. Instead, he said goodbye to the pair in the kitchen, stuck his head outside to say goodbye to Bella and pet the frisky brown pup, and headed home. He didn’t remember a night as exhausting as this one.
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“Hey, you’re back,” Matt said when he got in. He and Dana were on the sofa watching something on Netflix, and both turned to him when he walked through the door. “Did you eat tonight?”

Jake shrugged. “I’m fine. Just heading to my room and out of your way.”

“You can join us,” Dana said. “We don’t want you to feel trapped in your own apartment.”

“I’m fine,” he said. “I need to pack a lunch, and then I’m heading to bed early.”

He tried to pack his lunch as quietly as possible, and then he retreated to his room, although being in a silent room alone felt pretty awful at the moment. He turned on his laptop and played some music and a ridiculous video game, hoping that would distract him, but the exercise didn’t take nearly enough brainpower to keep him occupied.

Eventually he went to bed, tossing and turning until well into the early morning hours, at which point he slept badly, and when the alarm told him it was time to get up, he wanted to hit the thing. Instead, he decided to be thankful it was Friday and just focus on work. His family situation would take care of itself. He was only responsible for himself, and that meant focusing on his job.

“Morning,” Stephen said when he got to the kitchen. He already had coffee started, and Jake poured a cup, filled it with sugar and cream, and drank it down so fast he almost scorched his throat, quickly making himself another cup.

“Whoa. You didn’t sleep?”

“No,” Jake growled. “It’s going to be one long day.”

“Sorry,” Stephen said. “It might rain today and cool things down on site, and I have to say that’s the best news I’ve heard in days. I love my job, but every summer there’s about a week where I can’t stand it.”

“Yeah, I was there that week last year,” Jake said. “I thought we would melt into the floor.”

Matt showed up, earlier than normal, and said he and Kee were going to mend fences today.

“And ride the ATVs,” Matt said, grinning. “I love my job. I’m getting a degree in geology, which is an okay thing to do, but I’ll never do a thing with it. I’ll either be in youth ministry or farm work.”

“I thought youth ministry was a done deal,” Stephen said. “Changing your mind?”

“A lot of churches are redefining youth ministry,” Matt said. “Some are getting rid of it altogether, and I’ve seen enough bad youth groups to make me understand. But that’s still where my heart is, so we’ll just see what God wants from me.”

Jake scowled. “Getting rid of youth groups? Why?”

“Sometimes youth leaders are really young and not much more mature than the kids,” Matt said, shrugging. “And sometimes it’s all about fun and there’s not much meat, nothing real.”

Jake shook his head. “Yeah, church leadership. It can be a mess. I mean, there’s a lot of power there, usually just a handful of men at each church who have a whole lot of power over money, lives, everything. And sometimes that power goes to their heads with terrible consequences.”

He realized both his roommates were staring at him, so he assumed he’d growled that at them. Right now he wasn’t sure he could say a word without growling it.

“Anyway,” he said, “I hope you get to work with youth.”

“Yeah,” Matt said. “But I love the horses and the farm, too. So whatever happens, I’ll be okay.”

As they separated for the day, Jake wondered when he should tell his roommates about his dad. Matt had helped with the youth in the church, and he respected and admired Jake’s dad, meaning this would upset him. Which was maybe why he didn’t want to say anything.

The day was long. But, because he realized he was distracted today, he put more effort into concentrating, and he had his most successful day as far as the job went. But when he was getting ready to leave, Walter stopped him.

“Is something wrong, Jake?”

“No,” he lied. “But I didn’t sleep well.”

Walter nodded. “The hardest part of this job can be the isolation, since usually we work alone. If it turns out you can’t work alone, you might want to rethink the career sooner rather than later.”

“We see enough people,” Jake said. At each work site he talked to secretaries and maintenance people, and that was enough. Stephen had once told him he’d be good in a job with people, but he felt this was about the right amount of interaction. Especially today.

He didn’t want to go home, because he was cranky and knew they would see through him. If they asked, he would explain what had happened, and he simply wasn’t ready to go there yet. It was cowardly, but there it was. Jake was a coward.

For some reason, he headed back to the Pizza Tavern, and when he saw Tess, he smiled. But then he was a little embarrassed, because he’d never eaten out alone before and thought it might look strange.

“Hey, Jake,” she said. “Welcome back.”

She seated him near the window in a booth, and he looked at the menu, glad he had an appetite again.

“Pizza special is broccoli rabe with sweet Italian sausage,” she said. “Pasta special is spinach ravioli with alfredo.”

“That one,” he said quickly. “Sorry. That spinach ravioli sounds great, though.”

“And to drink? More iced tea with lemon?”

“Yeah. Wow, you remember that?”

“That’s my job,” she said. “The better I remember, the happier the customers, and happy customers come back. Am I to assume you left happy the other night?”

He grinned at her. She was rather plain in her uniform, but she had pretty eyes, and they sparkled as she smiled at him.

“I did,” he said. “I didn’t eat out much in my life, so I really enjoy the experience.”

She smiled again. “Well, I’ll get this as fast as I can.”

Because it was Friday night, although still early, the restaurant had more customers than it had on Tuesday, and Jake realized he’d eaten here twice in one week. The thought made him grin and feel free, because he’d wanted to eat out, so he’d just done it. He would soon be making good money for a guy only supporting himself, and he didn’t have to worry over every penny like his parents had always done.

And with that thought, it all came crashing down again. What would Mom do if she ended up alone? Would she stay with Dad just for the money? Of course, he was unemployed. Did he have the ability to support them, having no skill other than giving sermons and counseling people?

But that was unfair. Dad had been good at his job. For a long time, he’d meant every word he’d said to his congregation. And then, for some reason that made no sense to Jake, he’d ignored it all and made a huge mess of everything.

When Tess returned with his iced tea, he wasn’t paying attention to anything, and she startled him. She set the tea down in front of him, and he jumped, bumping her arm. The tea glass overturned, sliding across the table, ice cubes and all, and into his lap. He gasped at the cold and stood quickly, but there wasn’t room to stand in the booth, and he fell back down to sitting.

“I’m so sorry,” Tess said, looking sincerely upset. “Let me help.”

She had a cloth hanging from her apron, and she tossed it into his lap, where he blotted up as much tea as he could, brushing the ice cubes onto the floor. She righted the glass, but very little remained in it. Instead, it trickled off his lap, over the vinyl booth seat, and onto the floor.

“It’s okay,” he said, although it wasn’t. He was tired and upset and cranky, and now everyone here was looking at him. The story of his life was that people were always looking at him.

After a few frantic moments, Tess brought him enough rags that he was no longer sopping wet, although his khakis looked like he’d had an accident in them. People had stopped watching him, and Tess sat him at another booth where the floor was dry.

“So,” she said quietly, no longer smiling. “I’ll go see if your order is up.”

He nodded as she left, sighing. His underwear was wet, and he wished he could just go home and change and forget eating again, like he had last night. But she clearly felt horrible about this, so he would stay and eat and pretend everything was great, that this meal wasn’t just a cruel symbol of his life at the moment.

Because he’d never eaten alone like this before, he wasn’t sure how to slow himself down. He wanted to savor the meal, but his pants were wet, and his mind was racing through events from his past, times with his dad and also with the youth group, since that had been a topic of discussion today. When Tess came to ask him if he needed anything else, he knew he snapped at her, and she retreated in silence.

He finished quickly, and Tess brought the bill and slipped it onto the table.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I had a bad day, and I’m sorry I took it out on you.”

“Well, I’m sure part of your bad day was the waitress who dropped a drink in your lap.”

“It wasn’t the high point, no, but it also wasn’t the worst part.”

She nodded and opened her mouth, but another couple came in, and she had to go do her job. He paid for his meal and left without talking to her again, and he thought that might be best.

Because he needed to change, he headed straight home, where Stephen sat at the kitchen table carving something out of wood, moving a short knife in small motions over the wood and making a mess of shavings in front of him. He raised his eyes briefly and then focused on his project.

“Hey,” he said. “Welcome home. No big Friday plans?”

“No.”

“How about tomorrow?”

“Ah, no. Why?”

“Just nosy, really.”

Jake sat down at the table. Maybe it would be best to tell them, and it would be easier if he did it one at a time. “What are you making?”

“A wooden spoon.” He gestured to a printed image on a paper at his side. “It’s supposed to look like that, but I don’t think it will.”

The image was a spoon with a complex flower on its handle.

“Wow,” Jake said.

“Right. I’m getting better at this, but I’m still not up to wow yet.”

Jake grinned at that. “No Matt yet?”

“He called. He’s staying out there overnight. He and Kee about killed themselves with fences, and they need to start early again in the morning, so he’s going to crash on Kee’s sofa tonight.”

“Do you have weekend plans?” Jake asked.

“Well, if you don’t have a problem with it, Amy will be here soon. She’s getting over a cold, so she wants to get out of the house, but she’s still not up to doing much, so we’re just watching a video. And you’re welcome to watch with us.”

Normally he would accept. Amy was fun, and she and Stephen didn’t mind sharing dates with him sometimes, and they usually watched comedies and made fun of parts during the movie. But tonight he knew he wasn’t good company.

“Thanks, but no,” he said.

“Did you eat? I’m going to make something when she gets here. Usually she brings something from work, but since she was sick and didn’t work, I thought I’d make chicken breasts with barbecue sauce.”

“I ate,” he said shortly.

“Jake, are you okay?”

“Fine,” he growled. Stephen raised his eyebrows, clearly not buying that, and then he put his hand to his forehead, where his blackened eye had gotten even blacker and swollen.

“Ouch,” he said. “Okay. But what will you do? I don’t want you trapped in your room or anything. You know you don’t have to hide from us.”

He realized this, but tonight it wasn’t true. Tonight he had to hide, but he didn’t want to stay in his room, either.

“Ah, I think I’ll go out.”

Stephen narrowed his eyes but said nothing more, and Jake changed into shorts and a t-shirt and decided he would go see a movie, another thing he’d never done alone. He found one with explosions and violence, and for some reason, it helped. For a couple hours he let the light and noise fill his mind, and nothing else got in. Turned out to be the best two hours of the past two days.
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JAKE KNEW BEFORE HE WALKED through the familiar doors this was not a good idea. He’d spent all day Saturday trying to find a way to warn Matt and Stephen what was coming, but Matt hadn’t been home until late last night, and then he’d been so exhausted he’d barely said five words. Stephen had spent most of the day carving, his head bowed over his work in concentration.

Okay, that was just an excuse and he knew it. Stephen could have taken a five-minute break to listen, but Jake just hadn’t known how to say the words.

Amy had been at their apartment for a little while yesterday, and her visit had made Jake angry again. Not at Amy, of course, but at his dad. She’d been a Christian just a few months, and she had struggled to trust the church from the beginning. He didn’t know much of her story, but she’d been raised by her mother, who had little trust for men, and Amy could be skittish herself. Now she’d trusted God, going through his dad to do it, and his dad was about be exposed as a failure. Not only that, but as a liar, because for months he’d preached things he’d completely not lived out. In Jake’s mind, that was still the worst of the sins.

“Wound a little tight today, Branigan,” Matt said as they left the apartment that morning. He yawned, and he wrinkled his nose and cringed, because he’d come home sunburned.

“I’m fine,” Jake snapped. “Just haven’t been sleeping.”

“Something on your mind?” Stephen asked. As Jake’s best friend, he had the right to ask the question, but it just made Jake more irritated, because it meant he had to lie or come clean, and he didn’t want to talk about this five minutes before heading out.

“Maybe,” he said. Did that count as lying? “Can we talk about it when we get home?”

Both the guys shrugged, and Jake sighed, knowing they really would talk about it when they got home. At that point it would all be out there.

One of the elders stood at the doorway this morning, greeting people, his face somber for reasons most didn’t know. When he saw Jake, he looked surprised, and then he narrowed his eyes, as though somehow Jake had done something wrong and shouldn’t be here.

“Jake,” the man said quietly, shaking his hand.

“Mr. Richman,” Jake said.

“And will the rest of your family be here today?”

Jake shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

The man nodded, and Jake walked on. He could already tell who knew and who didn’t. People in leadership and their families gave him long, dark looks, and he felt like melting into the floor, but now that he was here, he refused to let their looks drive him out. He’d not done anything wrong.

“Something’s up,” Stephen said, looking around. Amy wasn’t coming today, still not quite herself and not ready for early mornings, and Jake was glad of that. Stephen could tell her later, and he would do it right, possibly better than would be done here today.

Eric, who’d once been Tom and Matt’s roommate, along with his wife Samantha, walked to greet them, and then Kee and Cassie, Matt’s coworker and his girlfriend, joined them, followed by Dana. Kee and Matt laughed at each other for looking burned and exhausted and moving like old men. The girls complimented each other’s dresses and asked about Amy. And Jake stood back and watched and wished he’d warned them. They were all about to be blindsided, and he could have prevented it if he hadn’t been a coward.

They sat down in two rows on the side of the sanctuary, and Jake sat close to the wall and the far aisle, somehow wanting an easy escape if it came to that. The organ played, and people sat down and talked quietly, and Jake wanted to laugh and scream at the same time, because this wasn’t the way to do this, and he knew it.

Finally the service started, and one of the elders, Mitchell Cavalier, stood and greeted everyone, a job usually done by his father.

“Ah, I want to start us with an announcement this morning, and then we’ll resume our worship. For personal reasons, Pastor Branigan stepped down from his position this week.”

Murmurs began rippling through the room as eight hundred people felt the weight of the words.

“After worship, the elders will be in the Sunday school classes to explain a bit more, but I think it’s best if we simply accept his family’s privacy right now as they seek God’s leading in their lives. Today we have a guest pastor, Steven Anderson, the assistant pastor at Faith Renewal on Lindenwood. Pastor Anderson?”

Anderson took the podium, and Jake felt all nearby eyes turn to him. Stephen sat beside him, and he gave Jake a clear what gives gesture. Jake shook his head, because he certainly couldn’t get into it here. In a way, the next hour was a reprieve, because all he could do was sit and listen to this guy run worship, and there was something comforting about it. 

When the worship let out, Jake didn’t move, because his body felt like lead. Stephen didn’t move, either, and he put a hand on Jake’s shoulder.

“I guess this explains the mood?”

Jake shrugged. “I guess.”

“Do you want to stay?” Matt asked, standing over Stephen.

“Sure, might as well,” Jake said. He realized nobody here was asking for details, and that helped.

The walk to the classroom was long. Everyone stared at him, their faces filled with questions. His dad was loved here, admired, and people likely had no idea what would make him step down. Surely they thought someone in his family had a terrible illness, or maybe he’d suddenly felt a call to a mission field in a foreign country. He was pretty sure nobody had any idea what was coming. Fortunately, everyone was also too polite to pelt him with questions, so the walk was silent. Matt and Dana stood on one side of him, and Stephen stood on the other, and he realized they stood here as protection, ready to take on the world for him. He wondered if they’d feel the same way in ten minutes.

The classroom was buzzing, but silence fell when Jake and his friends entered, and he grabbed a seat in the back and stared straight ahead, not sure what else to do. It would be easier just to let the elders come into the room and tell the story, but was that the best way to handle this? And would they tell the truth, or were they going to keep it vague like they had earlier? He supposed all he could do was sit here and watch it play out.

Jack Samson taught this class for college students and young adults, and soon he entered, giving Jake a look of surprise when he stood in front of the group. The elder who’d spoken this morning, Mitch Cavalier, stood with him, and he addressed Jake directly.

“I didn’t expect you, Jake.”

“Should I leave?” Jake asked, not sure what the man meant by the words.

“Of course not. You’re always welcome here. This is your home. Your entire family is always welcome here.”

Jake had to smile at that, realizing there were different feelings about this situation. His parents expected to leave and never return, but that wasn’t because the other people in leadership had told them to go. At least not all of them.

“All right, let’s get started,” Mr. Cavalier said. “At the request of Pastor Branigan, the elders are sharing this story today. This week Mick came to us and confessed a time of sin that happened several months ago. He hid it from us, from his family, and from this congregation. Although all sin is forgivable, he felt he needed to step down and get his spiritual life in order before he took a leadership role in a church again. He confessed to us with tears the sin and other sins leading from it, which is what hidden sin will do, grow and spread and take on a life of its own. We accepted his confession and his resignation, and we hope he will choose to pursue church leadership again at some point. And I realize I’m being cryptic and vague, but for the sake of his family and friends—” He swept his arm toward Jake “—this seems best.”

Mr. Cavalier went on to describe the measures being taken to find a new pastor quickly, and then he took questions. There didn’t seem to be any, although people continued to give him furtive glances. Jake wondered if this would be easier if the elders would just tell the whole story. Eventually everyone would know. He knew enough about churches to know this wouldn’t be a secret for long, and he took a deep breath, wondering if this was the right thing to do.

“Mr. Cavalier, was it Dad’s idea to keep the nature of his... transgression... secret?”

Mr. Cavalier shook his head. “He was very open and told us we could be open, too. But that didn’t seem fair to him.”

Jake nodded. “Okay. Thanks.”

“I assume you’ve talked to him,” Mr. Cavalier continued.

“Yes.”

And then the elder shifted his focus back to the rest of the room, and Jake was thankful for that. Considering how angry he was with his dad, he wondered if the elders felt the same way. If they did, they were certainly handling it well, doing all they could to protect Dad.

When the conversation was over, Mr. Samson stood and gave a shortened version of his lesson for the day, but Jake didn’t hear a word. Before it was over, he whispered to Stephen that he’d meet them at the car, and he slipped out before anyone was in the hallways, not sure he could run the gauntlet again. He made it to the car, but it was too hot to get in, so he sat on the grass at the front of the car and took deep breaths, not even sure what he was feeling right now. His heart was pounding, and he felt sick, and he wondered if this was what a panic attack felt like.

Stephen found him first, sitting in the lawn with him. Jake didn’t hear people yet, so he knew Stephen had left class early, too.

“He was counseling a woman, a younger woman, and he had sex with her,” he said to the question Stephen hadn’t asked.

“Wow,” Stephen said. “How’s your mom?”

“I don’t know. Weepy. But I also think she was putting up a front with me. I think this is one of those situations you don’t entirely share with your son.”

“And you?”

“Angry, I guess. More angry that he hid it than anything else. He said he realized it was wrong, and he broke things off with the woman, but that’s where he left it. He didn’t tell Mom. She found out through the grapevine, the same grapevine through which everyone will know eventually.”

“I don’t really know what to say,” Stephen said. “So he’s out a job.”

“Yeah, and supporting a family. Gonna be rough, since all he’s ever done is lead a church. But maybe he should have thought about that months ago.”

Matt showed up next, and still there was no noise from the church. “You wanna take off before anyone else gets out?”

Jake grinned. Good old Matt. “Yeah. He cheated. I’ll tell you the whole story, like I told Stephen, but that’s the punch line. With a girl he was counseling.”

Matt nodded once, and they got into his car and headed to the apartment. Jake sat at the kitchen table and told Matt everything he’d told Stephen, and then he just sat there, exhausted. He didn’t remember church ever being so exhausting before.

“I’m sorry,” Matt said quietly. “Quite a thing. I’m not sure how we can help, but you know we’re up for anything, right?”

Jake smiled. “Yeah. Never doubted it.”
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Sunday was a blur. A couple of Jake’s friends stopped in to offer support, although Jake didn’t tell the details to anyone else, just said his parents had to deal with something and he wanted to respect their privacy. Eric and Samantha came, and so did Cassie, Kee, and Sally, who was the daughter of Kee and Matt’s boss. On one hand, having them show up made him feel loved, but on the other hand, it made him feel worse, because he felt he should have been honest with them. Well, he’d been honest, but he wished he’d been able to tell them all of it, and he wasn’t even sure why he hadn’t.

Stephen made lunch, and Jake ate, although he wasn’t hungry.

“So,” Matt said when lunch was over. “This is weird, Jake. I’ll just say it. Never in a million years would I have predicted your dad would do this.”

Jake grinned. “Okay, hearing you say that made my day. Is it terrible for me to be angry with him?”

“Hey, when my mom left my dad, after his accident, she already had someone else, and I’m still angry about it,” Matt said, shrugging. “And I try not to be, and I ask God to deal with the feelings, but I have to admit I’m not quite there yet. But I have to assume asking and trying count in God’s book, that he’ll help me to victory on that count eventually.”

Stephen nodded. “I think Matt is right. I didn’t really go through anything like that, but my family is a mess and I get angry. And God does help, even if it’s kind of slow.”

“Anyway,” Jake said. “I made it through a week of church, and I don’t really know if I want to go back. But I don’t want to find a new church, either. It’s just that the church is different when you’re the pastor’s kid. I wandered the halls after hours when nobody was there. I’ve had every elder and his family in my house. Now it all feels dark somehow, like all those memories are tainted by what he did.”

“Yeah,” Matt said. “I felt that way when Mom left, about all our family memories. But he didn’t really change the memories, Jake. So, how are you and God doing about all this?”

“Not excellent,” he said. “The man who taught me more than anyone about living for God just taught me another lesson, and it wasn’t a good one.”

“I never thought about that,” Stephen said. “Your dad and God and biblical living are all tangled together, aren’t they? And now you have to untangle it to make it work again.”

Jake glanced at Stephen, who had a knack for insights like this, and he shrugged. “Today I don’t want to untangle anything.”

“What do you want to do?”

“Wallowing might be good,” he said bitterly. “But probably not productive. Instead, I think I’m going for a long walk and then a nap.”

“You want company?” Stephen asked.

“Not today, but thanks. Maybe in a couple days I won’t feel like snapping everyone’s heads off, and we can talk again.”

Matt laughed. “Sounds like a date.”
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JAKE WASN’T SURE WHAT HE WAS DOING HERE, but as he’d driven past Pizza Tavern this afternoon he’d stopped. He’d promised Stephen he’d be home for dinner, and since Stephen was cooking, he needed to show up. He’d been grumpy for two days, but finally God’s Spirit had pretty much smacked him upside the head, and he realized it was time to stop being mean to his friends just because he was angry with his dad.

But he was also angry with himself, because his job still wasn’t going the way he’d hoped. No, he wasn’t in danger of losing it, but he made more mistakes than he wanted, and he felt in his head that he should do better than this. 

When he sat down, Tess showed up, sitting in the booth across from him, looking a little uncertain, and he realized why he’d come. Nothing like sympathy and a pretty face to make a guy feel a little better about himself.

“Hey, Jake,” she said. “Strange day at church. You okay?”

He smiled. “I’ll be fine. Mostly what’s going on is my parents’ thing. Doesn’t really affect me.”

“That’s good,” she said. “So, your bad day last week, when I dumped tea in your lap—was that related?”

He shrugged. “It’s nothing. And don’t keep worrying about the tea.”

“So, what can I get you?”

He wasn’t sure how to say he’d just come in so she would smile at him, so he ordered a soda.

“And that’s it? We have good specials today.”

“No, I promised Stephen I’d be home for dinner. They’re trying to be helpful, although there isn’t anything they can do to fix the things my parents are doing, and the least I can do is show up for dinner. I was just dying of thirst and thought I’d stop in.”

Okay, it sounded lame when he said it, but he smiled and decided to stick with the story. She brought him a soda, and since it was early and empty, she sat down again.

“Sorry,” she said. “Is it okay if I sit here a minute? Lunch hour was crazy today. I sort of hope everyone eats dinner at home.”

“Sure,” he said. She gave him more sympathetic looks, and he decided this wasn’t the guy he wanted to be. Time for wallowing and pity was over. “So, tell me something about Tess Antonopoulus.”

“Well, you know where I work, and you know that every time you show up I’m here, because I’m always here. That’s sort of all there is.”

“Nonsense,” he said. “You have or had a family. You leave this building and do something, even if it’s just watch TV or cook in stocking feet or sing in the shower.”

She giggled. “Okay, maybe. I live at home with my parents and younger sister. They’re Catholic, so they weren’t happy with me joining your church, but they’re realizing we still have a lot of beliefs in common, so that’s working out. My nanny won’t speak to me, but I’m getting over that. I don’t sing in the shower, and I don’t really cook, although I do watch videos in my stocking feet.”

“See?” he asked. “Now you’re putting some meat on the bones of your story. You’re still rather skeletal, though. Add something else, give it some muscle.”

She grinned again. “Let’s see. I’m not a very good student, which is why I’m not in college.”

“Uh-uh,” he said.  “Don’t tell me who you aren’t. Tell me who you are.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I never thought of it that way. That’s everyone’s first question, though, why I’m not in school.”

“Well, because I didn’t go to a four-year school, I don’t ask that question.”

“I remember that,” she said. “I mean, I didn’t know you, but your dad mentioned it, that kids feel they’re required to live life one way, and how much you struggled to go off script. He was talking about freedom in Jesus, how we’re to do what he wants, and how often it leads to different and unusual things we’d never dream of doing on our own.”

Jake sighed. “Yeah, Dad likes to spill our stuff.”

“You didn’t want him to tell that story? Do you always hate it when he shares about you guys?”

“No, it isn’t that, exactly. It’s cool to know what I do can be shared and maybe help someone else, and that one helped me believe Dad wasn’t disappointed with my decision. But then people think they know me, but they just know about me. And it isn’t fair, because I don’t know them at all.”

She got a little red. “Like me. I called you by name and feel like I know you, but I don’t know you. Oh, now I feel silly.”

“No, don’t. It’s okay. But now I sit and grill you until it feels a little more even.”

“Balance,” she said. “Balance is good.”

She put a whole world of meaning into the sentence, but he decided not to follow up on it. He thought about Stephen, with his insights, and how he’d gently prod her to disclose a little more. Only he might not use the word disclose. Because he’d dropped out of school, Stephen didn’t always use the biggest words, but he was super-sharp and smart. Actually, since Amy had gotten him hooked on audio books from the library, his vocabulary was catching up to his intelligence. Add in his Italian good looks, and the guy almost wasn’t fair.

But Jake wasn’t as insightful, and although he could get a girl to smile and laugh and relax, he wasn’t great at the stuff that required real depth.

“Muscle,” he said. “We’re adding muscle.”

“I like to sing. I’m not destined for American Idol, but I’m not bad in a choir.”

“And are you in the church choir?”

She shook her head.

“And may I ask why not?”

“I’m not sure. Partly to keep my family off my back, since they don’t like me dropping their faith for this one. But like I said, we’re all getting better at dealing and realizing we agree on a whole lot of things. They probably wouldn’t mind at this point. But I usually work during choir practice.”

“Okay,” he said, glossing over some of this just to keep her talking. He had to go home, but he wanted more of her story to take with him, and right now he didn’t want to fix her or analyze her. He just wanted to know her. “So you sing and watch TV in stocking feet. Live with family, strained religious beliefs that are starting to work out. Spend a lot of hours with pizza and pasta.”

She grinned. “Wow, it’s like the Cliff’s Notes of my life. I think it would be cool to dive.”

“Dive?”

“Yeah, dive. Like in the ocean, see what’s down there. I snorkeled a few times, but I always wanted to dive. Except I live here, where we don’t really have an ocean.”

“The ocean is only few hours away,” he said. “That’s a cool dream. And it’s unique. I don’t know anyone else who wants to dive.”

She shrugged. “There’s actually a dive school in town. It’s expensive, though. But it would be a fun hobby. You know, take a week every year and go to places with coral reefs and shipwrecks. Make YouTube videos of what I find and impress the world.”

After she said it she laughed like it was silly, but he saw in her face it was real. She’d given this some thought.

“Well, I’d watch,” he said. “I’ll be your first subscriber.”

“On my wages, I don’t think so,” she said. “And my parents wanted me to go to college, so they’re making me pay rent, which is fair, but it’s also punishment. For the room I have, it’s pretty high rent, since they’re always in my business and criticize everything I do and want to know everywhere I go. I think about leaving and finding a place of my own. I’d pay the same but have a little freedom to go with it.”

“I just moved out,” Jake said. He smiled ruefully. “Which I’m sure you know, since Dad mentioned it from the pulpit a time or two. Freedom is part of the greatness of it. Having to clean the bathroom is part of the hardship, but it’s good to learn how to do things. My mom is pretty traditional, and while we had chores at home, she did all the cooking, a lot of the cleaning, more than she should for me. But now I’m learning to take care of things myself.”

A large group came through the door, and Tess jumped up to greet them.

“And I should get home,” he said. “With roommates, I don’t have total freedom, but that’s good, I think. Especially when they make me dinner.”

He left, and he felt a whole lot better than when he’d gone in. He’d not had a chance to ask Tess for a date or anything, but he decided he’d go back soon and do that. She was easy to talk to, and they had some things in common, and it would be fun to hang out outside of her job.

[image: image]

“JAKE.”

“Mom,” he said into the phone. “Ah, how are things?”

“Okay. Jake, I heard you went to church on Sunday.”

“I did,” he said. “Why? Was that wrong?”

“No, not at all,” she said. “Um, how did it go?”

Jake had been expecting this call, and he couldn’t blame her. The church had been her life just like it had been his, and to walk away must feel like losing her entire family. Which was pretty much exactly what it was.

“Mr. Cavalier said you all are welcome any time. He said he hoped Dad went back into leadership some day. So, I guess things went well.”

“What did they say about your dad?”

“They didn’t tell any details,” Jake said. “Just that Dad had sinned, confessed, and resigned. And that they had accepted both the confession and the resignation. I caught a few rumors on my way to Sunday school, and some people think it is what it is, that he cheated on you, and some seem to think it’s financial, that he cheats on taxes. Mom, they’ll know the truth eventually. You know they will.”

“I know, which is why I can’t go back. I don’t want them to know I couldn’t keep Mick’s eye.”

He took a deep breath. This was not the kind of conversation one wanted to have with one’s mother. Moms weren’t sexual creatures; they were moms. Dads didn’t have affairs with younger women; they were dads. How had his parents missed this particular memo?

“I’m sorry, Mom.” That seemed safe enough, but he felt he should say more. “I get the feeling it wasn’t about that.”

“Thank you,” she said, “but to men, sex is more visual than it is to women. Which actually helps. It means he still might love me more than someone else, still might want my company and friendship, even if he’s physically attracted to someone else.”

Again, Jake had no idea what to say here. “Mom, I wish I could make things better.”

“And I apologize for this conversation. I can tell I’m making you uncomfortable.”

He laughed. “Truth? You have no idea. But I want you to talk if you need to talk.”

“Well, I might call Leslie Ann the next time I need to talk about this, but I wanted to know how church went from you. How was it for you, Jake? How are you doing?”

“I don’t know. Church was strange and uncomfortable. And I guess I’m angry with him. I’ll be fine. Do the kids know?”

“He plans to tell Dustin in the next couple days. Not the girls. They don’t need to know. They know your dad is looking for a new job. Of course, if we don’t stay together, we’ll have to tell them something.”

She was starting to sound weepy, and Jake really wanted off the phone. He could handle tears, but not Mom’s tears. He really had to get over this idea that parents weren’t real people, but since he wasn’t quite there yet, he was finding these conversations difficult.

“Anyway, I’m going to work on dinner,” she said, and he grinned at that. Some people ate comfort food, but for Mom the comfort was making the food. With her upset, the family had probably eaten very well in the past week.

When she got off the phone, he ran his hand through his hair and flopped back on his bed. He’d just gotten home when she’d called, and he needed to change and make something to eat. Tonight Matt was running a trail ride at the farm, and Stephen was spending the evening with Amy, so he was on his own. But he decided instead of eating at home, he’d go see if Tess was working. If she was, tonight he’d ask her out. It couldn’t possibly be a more difficult, awkward conversation than the one he’d just endured, so this seemed a good time for it.

When he got to Pizza Tavern, he almost walked into Tess, who was heading home.

“Jake,” she said. She took a step back and didn’t quite look him in the eyes.

“Hey, I was hoping to catch you tonight,” he said. “You’re leaving?”

“I’ve been here for ten hours today, so yes, I’m leaving. Sorry.”

If she wasn’t going to be there, he decided he’d save his money and go home. Then he decided he might as well just ask her out immediately. Maybe she was hungry, although he didn’t know if people who worked with food ate at their restaurants or not.

“Hey, I really came to ask if you wanted to go somewhere, hang out.”

She gave him another uncomfortable look. “Um, I’m not sure. I mean, ah...”

Since she’d always been easy to talk to, he was surprised she was so flustered now.

“Someone told you, didn’t they, about my parents and what’s going on? Is that why you’re strange today?”

“No.” She backed up another step and looked into his face. “It’s not that at all. I just, ah...”

“Tess, spill it.”

“I thought about what you said, about me not knowing you. It was easy to talk to you because I felt like I did. Know you, that is. But you’re right, and I don’t, and I never know what to say to guys I don’t know. And I know too much about you to pretend we’re just meeting.”

He had to smile at her flustered words, which spilled out and kind of piled up on each other.

“Okay, so pretend you do know me, because we’ve been doing a great job of talking so far, and I miss that. Just keep in mind you only know what my dad would share. So there’s more to me, things he wouldn’t share and then things he wouldn’t know.”

She nodded, although she didn’t look much more comfortable.

“This would have been easier on you if I’d asked you while ordering ravioli, wouldn’t it?”

She shrugged. “Maybe.”

“Well, relax. Here, let’s sit down a minute.”

There was a city bench not far, and he led her there and sat her down. “One thing my dad never told you is that I’m a flirt. At least my friends tell me that, and they might tell you that. I don’t think it’s true. I mean, yeah, I like to talk to girls and make them laugh and smile and feel special, but...”

He paused as she laughed.

“Okay,” he said. “So maybe I just defined a flirt, and they’re all right. But I don’t do it to be hurtful. And with you it’s been fun to flirt, and I’d like to go out.”

“Guys don’t ask me out,” she said, looking at her hands. “I’m not the kind of girl who gets asked out.”

“And why is that? Don’t tell me you actually have girl cooties, because I thought those were a myth.”

She grinned, but her cheeks were still red with embarrassment.

“I’m not pretty enough.”

“Well, here’s the funny thing about dating. You don’t get to decide that. I do. And I can’t tell you I’m the greatest-looking guy out there. You get to decide that. And I say you’re definitely pretty enough to be seen with in public. I might even risk holding your hand at some point, because you’re just that pretty. Kissing might even come later, but we’ll take it one step at a time.”

She laughed, albeit a little nervously. “You really are a flirt.”

“But I’ve not dated much, so it’s not like you’re one of millions. I’m the pastor’s kid, and one of my parents’ rules was no dating in high school, so I started late.”

“Are you into courtship or those things?” she asked.

“Not exactly, but I take it all kind of seriously.” She grinned at that, since he knew he’d been goofy tonight. “You know what I mean. Dating isn’t a recreational sport to keep my weekends interesting. So, not courtship, but not serial dating or whatever, either. Some mix of things, I guess.”

She nodded. “Okay, yeah. I have to go home tonight, but maybe later, maybe this weekend?”

He nodded. They decided on Saturday night, and he would come pick her up. Before she left she smiled at him, her eyes sparkling, and he felt really good about this. His parents might have no clue about relationships right now, but he couldn’t let that mess with his life.

He stopped on the way home and bought a frozen pizza, because he still wasn’t a great cook, but putting a pizza in the oven seemed pretty simple. After waiting for the oven to heat and then waiting for the pizza to cook, he felt like he’d been waiting forever, and he realized how spoiled he was. He was used to Mom having food ready by six, every night. Right now it neared seven, and he was starving.

When the pizza finally came out of the oven, the top didn’t look quite right, and he remembered that Stephen sometimes browned things with the broiler. He wasn’t sure how to do that, but he turned the knob and the lights said it was broiling, so that seemed right. He wasn’t sure how long to give it, so he set the timer for a few minutes and went to his room to grab some laundry, since he’d decided to walk down to the laundry room tonight. When he got back, dark smoke was billowing from the oven, and he ran toward it and switched off the broiler, afraid to open the oven because he was pretty sure all that smoke would set off the smoke alarm.

It wasn’t a tragedy. Burning one pizza was part of life, not a disaster, but he sat back on the sofa, and maybe it was that final straw, because he put his head in his hands and wasn’t sure he could do this. His parents, and the church, and only being adequate at work, and having no idea how to cook simple foods, and... He took a deep breath, thinking if he burst into tears right now, it would be the perfect ending to a lousy week.

Of course, Tess had promised to out with him, and that was good. But she was kind of afraid of him, and that wasn’t good. Why could nothing be truly good and easy, even one little thing?

His phone beeped, and he was surprised to see the caller ID, because it was the tattoo shop where Vera worked. He had to grin, wondering if she’d decided she wanted a date, or if she’d come up with some way to convince him to get a tattoo. She was also calling and not texting, and while he didn’t know why, that surprised him, too.

“Jake,” her voice said when he clicked on the phone. She sounded upset.

“This is Jake. Vera, what’s wrong?”

“I need help,” she said. “I wasn’t sure who to call, and I apologize for calling you like this, but you left your number, and I think you can help me, and I’m not sure just anyone can do it, and—”

“Vera,” he said firmly. “Can you tell me what’s wrong? What you need?”

“Sure.” He heard her take a deep breath on the other end. “My grandfather is in trouble. I want to take him to the hospital, but he won’t go. I don’t want to call an ambulance and have them force him, because I think that will just hurt him. But I thought maybe you could help me talk him into it.”

Jake paused. “Not to offend, but why do you think he’ll listen to me? He doesn’t know me.”

“I told him about you and Stephen, and what you did for me, and he was impressed. He thinks nobody in my generation is decent, and he’s mentioned you two a couple times, and I thought you were my best shot.”

“Okay,” he said. “Yeah, I’ll come help. Just tell me where.”

He got off the phone and headed for the door. Strangely, just the idea that someone needed him made the week feel a whole lot better.
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The address he gave her wasn’t far from campus, and Jake stopped his car in front of a small two-story house in an older, well-kept neighborhood with large, old trees in the front lawns. Vera was in the doorway watching for him, and she opened the screen door as soon as he stopped.

“Thank you,” she said, sounding near tears. “Thanks so much for doing this.”

He nodded, not sure he could work the miracle here she was looking for but willing to do what he could.

“He fell,” she said. “I think he really hurt his ankle, but he says it’s okay. He doesn’t like doctors. Grandma died two years ago, and she spent too much time at hospitals, and he just doesn’t like to go.”

Jake followed her inside, where an elderly man sat in a kitchen chair, his shoe off and his ankle swollen and purple.

“I’m still not going,” he said to Vera as greeting.

“Grandpa, meet Jake,” she said. “He’s one of the pair of guys who helped the other night when that man got mean with me.”

The man gave Jake a long look. “Well, thank you for that. Don’t like her being over there at night. Don’t really like her being there at all.”

“Grandpa,” Vera scolded. “I love my job. And you have a tattoo, you know, so I don’t know why it bothers you.”

“Look at her,” the man said to Jake, gesturing to Vera. He did, and today she had on a tank top and long cutoffs, and one arm was nearly covered with ink. “In my day, tattoos were not for ladies.”

He pushed up his sleeve and showed an anchor and flag on his forearm. “That’s a tattoo, not that.”

He pointed at a pair of butterflies on Vera’s arm, and Jake had to grin.

“Of course, sir,” he said, winking at Vera over her grandfather’s head. “Ah, sir, that ankle doesn’t look good.”

“It’s nothing.”

“It looks like something. May I?”

He knelt down in front of the man’s foot, but he didn’t know what to do after that, because he knew nothing whatsoever about first aid or injury.

“Can you walk on it?” he asked, looking up into the man’s face.

“Not so much.”

“So Vera has to take care of this,” he said, gesturing to the house. He’d already guessed a few things about this man, and he thought he might know how to convince him to take care of himself. “Vera, you live here?”

She nodded. “I do. Grandpa and I take care of each other. We’re all we have.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
Toe Ro4s oF SumMmMeR
(ougcTioN

Volumé =~

Cecono Son
lF THe Sun

JILL PENROD





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image002.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





