
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Yucatan Cowboy

        

        
        
          Boys of Summer, Volume 2

        

        
        
          Jill Penrod

        

        
          Published by Jill Penrod, 2019.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      YUCATAN COWBOY

    

    
      First edition. May 30, 2019.

      Copyright © 2019 Jill Penrod.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1393342502

    

    
    
      Written by Jill Penrod.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1 


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


“UH OH,” MATT MUMBLED, leaning forward and grabbing the vomit bag from its pocket in front of him. He retched into it and closed his eyes, wishing he could disappear off the plane. He hated to fly, and this was just making a bad thing worse.

“Are you okay?” Seth asked, concern in his eyes. The tall seminary student sat next to him, on the aisle, and he took the bag from Matt and disappeared to the back of the plane. Tom, who sat on his other side, said nothing, looking at him with sympathy. From Tom’s other side, Dana leaned forward and shook her head in disgust.

“I guess you don’t fly much?” she asked, her arms tightly crossed over her chest. 

“Remember, I’ve been on this plane six hours longer than all of you,” he said. He’d only met these people a couple hours ago, and he wasn’t thrilled with the first impression he was making.

“Here, drink this,” Seth said. He crammed his slender six-five frame into the tight seat and pulled open Matt’s tray, setting a plastic cup of soda on it. He also held out a damp washcloth, which Matt gratefully rubbed across his face.

“Thanks. Do you think we could trade seats? My stomach may not be done with this; I’d like to get to the restroom next time.”

Seth grinned and stood, and they arranged themselves again. Dana continued to lean forward and watch, but Tom seemed almost unaware of things going on around them. Matt thought this was the strangest group of people he’d ever met, and he wasn’t sure what the summer would hold with these as his sole English-speaking companions.

“Do you get airsick often?” Seth asked.

“Never, but I’ve also never been on a plane so long.” He sipped the clear liquid, relieved when his stomach didn’t immediately return it. “So, you know Spanish.”

“Yes. I’ve been looking forward to using it like this for a long time.”

“I can’t imagine how it’s going to go this summer for those of us who don’t speak any,” Matt said.

“This camp is run by English-speaking missionaries,” Seth said. “It will be fine. Curt said you’re an expert rider.”

“I’ve been riding as long as I’ve walked,” Matt said, grinning. “If that makes me an expert, then I guess he’s right. Do you ride?”

“I’ve never been on a horse in my life,” Seth admitted.

“We’ll find you a nice tall one so your feet don’t drag the ground,” Matt said, laughing.

“Hey,” Seth said, laughing himself. “So, it’s going to be like that this summer, little man.”

Matt had to chuckle. He had a feeling he and Seth would get along, except for the fact that Seth was a seminary student—that made him nervous. He’d only agreed to do this because his uncle had needed someone to help with trail rides at the camp, and he wasn’t prepared for daily lectures about God and how lousy his relationship with Him was at the moment. So far, though, Seth didn’t seem the lecturing kind.

In a few minutes Tom went to the restroom, climbing over Dana to get out, and she moved next to Seth, shaking her head. She wasn’t beautiful, but she was growing on Matt, with honey-colored hair pulled up into a loose knot on her head, honey-colored skin that nearly matched her hair, and full, pale lips that matched the rest of her. Her eyes were pale gray, and the red T-shirt she wore bathed all of her in a faint pink glow.

“Do you mind?” she asked Seth. “Tom’s not much of a conversationalist right now, you know?”

“Yeah,” Seth said, frowning deeply. “I was hoping this would bring him around a bit.”

“Well, we’ve only been gone three hours,” Dana said, shrugging. 

“What’s up with him?” Matt asked.

“Long story,” Seth said quietly. “He’ll tell you about it. He’s just had a disappointing few months.”

Matt was thoroughly intrigued, but he respected their silence concerning their friend. It was nice to know this summer wouldn’t be a charade of pretended friendships, gossip, and backbiting. That would be easy in such a small group, and it could make this whole event harder than it already was.

“So, Dana,” Matt said, leaning around Seth to talk to the group’s only young lady. “Seth told me why he’s here. What made you join this little group?”

“That’s a good question,” she said, wrinkling her nose. “I found out they don’t have enough women counselors for the girls, and Seth got so excited about it I just couldn’t turn him down. I’m not sure what to expect, really. Why did you come?”

“My uncle said they needed help with the horses. I love to trail boss, and I wasn’t doing anything else this summer, so I figured it couldn’t hurt. My stomach is already having other thoughts, though.”

“Are you and Curt close?” Seth asked. Matt looked over at his aunt and uncle, who sat across the aisle and several rows ahead, and he really thought about the question. He wasn’t sure how much Curt knew about his past year, and he had no intention of asking him.

“Not really, I guess. I suppose we will be by the end of the summer, though.”

He continued to stare at Curt, thinking how true that was. Ten weeks together could be dangerous. Curt might not know all the details of Matt’s last eighteen months, but he knew enough to get Matt into trouble, and Matt wasn’t looking for trouble. He’d had enough of that. Now he was here with a youth leader, a seminary student, and two college students he didn’t know. It could be a new beginning for him, or it could be the biggest mistake he’d ever made. No, he amended, the second biggest mistake. 

His stomach turned again, and he quickly went back to the bathroom.

***
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“IT’S HOT,” DANA SAID, adjusting her leather bag on her shoulder and looking across the runway. Heat came off it in wavy lines. “I’m having bad feelings about this summer.”

“Come on, princess, did you really expect summer in Cancun to be comfortable?” Matt said. In the past hours he’d decided Dana was spoiled, and he thought it would be fun to torment her a little. He’d also decided it would be a blast to try to get Tom out of his shell this summer. If Matt was nothing else, he was good with people, and he knew it, and these people needed some help enjoying themselves.

“Princess?” she said, leveling a dark glare at him. He grinned and bowed.

“Come this way,” Curt said, taking his wife’s bag as well as his own and leading them toward the airport building.

The airport intrigued Matt. It was merely a strip cut out of the heavy jungle, and the concourse was a small, hot building full of strange noises. Spanish surrounded him, and it was odd to hear so much language and yet understand nothing.

“You know what all these people are saying, right?” he asked, moving close to Seth.

“I do. Don’t worry.”

“Trust me—if you were currently unable to tell what anyone was saying, you’d be nervous, too.”

“Probably true.”

“This is eerie,” Tom said, lumbering up beside Matt.

“He speaks,” Matt said, grinning his warmest smile. Tom’s lips quirked as he shook his head.

“Great first impression I’m making, I see.”

“Well, it’s just nice to know you aren’t mute. I hate to carry the conversation.”

“Yeah, right,” Tom said, rolling his eyes. “Between you and Seth, I have a feeling the rest of us won’t get a chance to say much at all this summer. And that’s not a complaint.”

Matt laughed, and Seth grinned and shrugged.

“I think he’s got us figured out,” the tall man said, winking.

“I think you two will drive Dana crazy this summer,” Tom said, looking ahead at the girl and shrugging. She walked beside Olivia, Matt’s aunt, and they talked at length about something. Dana was scowling, a look she wore too often. 

“Maybe we will,” Matt said. “Maybe that isn’t such a bad thing.”

“Hey,” Seth warned. “Dana’s okay. Be nice.”

“I’m always nice,” Matt said, raising his eyebrows. “She’s right about one thing, though. It’s hot here. It never gets this hot in the mountains.”

“It gets this hot in the south,” Seth said. “I never thought about you being from the mountains. This summer may not be easy, because it’s bound to get hotter.”

“I’ll be okay,” Matt said, shrugging. He walked in silence, then, wondering if it was true. Of course, his stomach was still queasy from the plane, and the heat only aggravated that. Once he got a good night’s sleep and put more food in his stomach, he was sure he’d be fine. 

Curt knew the pastor of a Cancun church, and the small dark man met them inside the door, smiling and hugging Curt and Olivia and then introducing himself to the group. His name was Manuel, and he spoke in broken English, difficult but not impossible to understand.

“Tell me names,” he said, shaking Seth’s hand. Seth told him and then said something else in Spanish, and Manuel laughed. Manuel said more, and the pair laughed together.

“This could be a long summer,” Tom whispered. Matt nodded.

“Ah, a young lady,” Manuel said, moving to Dana. “Pretty, too. The camp needs you this summer. Your name?”

“Dana,” she said, extending a hand. Manuel took the hand and then hugged her, and she returned the gesture uncomfortably.

“Tom,” Tom said as Manuel moved to him. He extended a hand, and he received only a handshake.

“Tom. Smile, Tom. Cancun is a paradise, si?”

“Yes, of course,” Tom said. Manuel laughed and moved to Matt.

“Matt. I’m Curt’s nephew.”

“Yes, the horseman. Good to have you. We have only a short drive today. I have the hammocks waiting at the church.  Follow.”

“Hammocks?” Matt said to Seth as they moved toward the baggage claim area.

“Nobody told you?”

“No. Enlighten me now, okay?”

“Because of the heat and the bugs, we’ll be sleeping in hammocks. You’ll like it.”

“Sure,” Matt said, rolling his eyes. “Great. I wonder what else Curt forgot to mention.”

“Don’t complain, Princess,” Tom said, laughing. “I think you can handle it.”

“Very funny,” Matt said. He grinned. “I suppose hammocks might be fun.”

“No, no,” Seth said. “You can’t get away that easily. You were complaining, pure and simple.”

Matt rolled his eyes, and the pair laughed at him. Tom sobered quickly, as though he felt guilty for the outburst, and Matt wondered what the story was with this guy. He looked forward to finding out.

Dana and Olivia took the front seat of Manuel’s ancient pickup, and the men all sat in the back. Matt watched the city go by, uncomfortable with the differences from America. The streets weren’t clean, and gutters existed in few places. This area was poor, and children ran around in clothing with holes. He didn’t want to make judgments, but he knew he didn’t like being here. Even his small hometown seemed more pleasing now as he compared it to this place with sour smells and odd sounds and the occasional chicken walking in the road.

“How’s your stomach?” Seth asked him.

“Not great. I just want to crawl into bed—excuse me, into a hammock—and sleep it off.”

“It’s getting late,” Curt said. “After dinner, you all can turn in whenever you want.”

“What’s dinner?” Seth asked.

“We’re going to a little place next to the church. Matt, I’m not sure your stomach will like it, but you might try some soda with lime, if nothing else. I always find it helps when I’m down here.”

Curt had come for three summers now, although he spoke very little Spanish. He seemed entirely at ease in this strange culture, and Matt felt a pang of guilt at his own desire to go home.

The church wasn’t far. It was a large two-story building made of cement blocks, a structure common here. Manuel gave them a quick tour of the sanctuary, with its red pews and banners on the gray walls, the seven or eight large Sunday school rooms, all with odd hooks on the walls, and the kitchen. Then he left, and Curt took them back to the sanctuary, where a pile of brightly colored strings lay near the pulpit.

“These are your beds,” Curt said, picking up one mass and opening it deftly. “You will need to learn to open and close these without tangling them, and I’ll also teach you how to sleep in one. It’s more comfortable than it looks.”

He gave each person one, and Matt gazed warily at the red and blue thing in his hand, following Curt up to the second floor. 

“Why does this thing have little feathers on it?” Matt asked.

“They’re made in the villages. Be glad it only has feathers on it.”

Matt watched Curt open the long net and hang it across the room, attaching each end to the hooks in the walls. He opened it, and Matt realized they were wide, probably wide enough to wrap around a person a couple times. Curt pulled one edge over his shoulder, and then he simply lay back, ending up perpendicular to the hammock. He lay flat in it.

“Let me try,” Seth said, gently opening his. Although not as graceful as Curt, in a moment he was lying flat himself and grinning. He was the tallest one here, but the hammock easily held his full length from edge to edge. 

“Now, in the morning I’ll teach you to tie them up and move them.”

Matt put up his as Curt took Olivia and Dana to another room. Tom got his up, as well, and Matt lay back carefully, expecting the thing not to hold him. It did, and he grinned, glad not to be on the ground.

“I’m not sure I like sleeping on string like this,” he said. 

“Wrap in a sheet,” Seth said. “It will be a lot cooler than lying on a bed. Air can go clear around us.”

“Are we ready to eat?” Curt asked when he came back.

“Can I opt out tonight?” Matt asked. “I brought a granola bar with me. I think I’ll try Cancun cuisine tomorrow.”

“Sure.” Curt moved closer and looked hard at Matt, so hard Matt looked away. “You’ll be okay?”

“I’ll be fine. I was in the air when you all got up this morning. I just need to rest.”

“Okay. Seth, Tom, let’s get the girls and go.”

Matt dozed while they were gone, and after the group returned and chatted for some time, everyone turned in. Matt tried several positions in the hammock, finally deciding he was no longer tired. He moved through the shadowed halls to the kitchen, where Curt had put some rolls and sodas, and he drank a soda, switching on the light and looking around the big, barren room. Nothing in the church had any decoration save the sanctuary.

“Are you sick?” Dana asked, walking into the kitchen wearing boxers and a T-shirt and wrapped in a sheet.

“No. Just couldn’t sleep. I napped while you guys ate.”

“I’m a little keyed up, too,” she said, leaning against a cabinet. “It’s finally cooling down. I suppose that’s why everything’s made of cement block here; it holds in the cool air at night.”

Suddenly she shrieked and jumped onto the counter, and Matt chuckled.

“I saw a bug,” she said, frowning at him. “Don’t laugh at me. It was a big bug.”

“Probably a cockroach.”

“I’m not sure I’ve ever seen a roach before.”

“This may be a long summer for you, princess.”

“Will you stop calling me that?” she growled. “I suspect you never lived in a roach-infested house, either. This is primitive to you, too.”

“Maybe,” he said. A roach fell from a counter onto his bare leg, and he jumped, finding himself sitting on the counter next to Dana, his arm against hers.

“So, the big macho man joins the weakling girl on the counter,” Dana said, laughing. “Matt, you are so full of it.”

“Hey, that was no garden variety bug. That thing eats mice for breakfast.”

“Speaking of breakfast,” Dana said, pointing to the corner, where a tiny brown mouse walked out of the wall and sat twitching its nose at them. “Now, that’s pretty cute. And you’re right; it’s smaller than the roach. I just can’t stand bugs.”

“I must admit I’m not fond of them, either.”

“I never would have guessed that,” she said, grinning. Her smile was very pretty.

“So, tell me how everyone here knows everyone,” Matt said.

“Okay. Curt is the youth leader of Tom’s and my church. Seth is going to seminary down the street, and when he heard about this trip he started to spend more time at our church. We had to do a lot of fundraising to get here, and he was involved in all that. I think he goes to church on the north side of town. Curt hasn’t said much about you. You ride horses.”

“I do. He called a few weeks ago and said a bunch of kids needed a trail boss at a camp in Cancun, and he thought of me. I decided to come along. Sounds like quite an experience.”

“It’s a great opportunity to serve God,” she said. “You’re a Christian, aren’t you?”

“Sure,” he said, not elaborating. He hoped it was true. 

“Tom will be a counselor this summer, too, like me, and Seth will teach Bible lessons. Did Curt already tell you that?”

“No. He didn’t say much. So, Seth is a newcomer, but you and Tom know each other pretty well.”

“We did. Nobody knows him lately.”

“Well, we’re going to be together a long time this summer,” Matt said. “We’ll just have to change that.”

“Just be nice to him. He’s had a rough time.”

“Trust me,” Matt said, scowling at the far wall. “I understand hard times.”

“I guess we’ll know about you by the end of the summer, too,” she said, looking at him with somber eyes.

“Maybe,” Matt said, not happy with that idea. “Maybe Tom and I are both here for new beginnings.”

“Amen.” Matt looked up, where Tom leaned in the doorway. He was lean, a fact more obvious as he stood there in biking shorts and a tank top, and he had a gaze like an eagle, not missing anything. Right now he scowled at Dana, and she looked away. “Did you tell him all the gory details?”

“She told me nothing,” Matt said, standing down from the counter, not liking the anger that blazed in Tom’s brown eyes. Tom shook his head, and the anger was gone.

“Sorry. Dana, I’m sorry. I just....”

“I know,” she said. “Have you seen the roaches around here?”

“Not yet. I saw a lizard in the bathroom, though.”

Tom entered the kitchen and jumped up on the counter beside Dana. Matt took his place on her other side, and the mouse at the edge of the room moved into the center and looked at them nervously.

“He needs a name,” Dana said.

“What is it about girls and names?” Matt asked. “You all name everything. I know a girl who named her car. Mitzi. Mitzi the Mitsubishi. She talked to it like a child. It was embarrassing.”

Tom laughed, and Dana leveled her best disapproving stare at him.

“I think I’ll name him Hans.”

“Hans?” Matt said. “A Mexican mouse named Hans? All the other mice will laugh at him. How about Juan?”

“Okay,” she said, grinning. “Juan the church mouse.”

“I just hope Juan doesn’t get eaten by Enrico the giant cockroach.”

“Ugh,” Tom suddenly said, pointing at the far counter. “Is that Enrico there?”

“Or one of his kin,” Matt said. “Suddenly I want the safety of my hanging bed.”

“Sounds good to me,” Dana said, eyeing the bug with loathing as she slipped off the counter. “Good night, boys. And you, too, Juan.”

Tom and Matt wandered back upstairs to the room where Seth already slept, snoring, curled into a ball in the center of his hammock.

“I can’t figure out how he fell asleep so quickly in that thing,” Tom said. “I think they’re strange.”

“Hey, Tom, what did happen? I know it’s none of my business, but the others act strange about you, and I just wondered. They said you don’t really mind telling.”

Tom backed up a step and ran a hand through his hair, which fell back onto his forehead. “I wish they’d just let it go. I’m fine, you know? People have hard times, and then they heal.”

“Sometimes,” Matt said, thinking of his own hard times. “Sometimes they get stuck, though, and they don’t heal at all.”

“Three months ago I was supposed to get married. Two weeks before the date, she left me. We’d been together for four years.”

“Man, that’s harsh,” Matt said, moving to his own hammock and opening it up. “Why did she leave?”

“Long story,” Tom said, shrugging. Matt nodded and tried to lie flat across the hammock as Curt had demonstrated.  He ended up swinging, and it left him a little nauseated.

“The good ones usually are,” Matt said. “I’m sorry, man.”

“Yeah. Me, too.”

They fell into silence as they settled into the hammocks. The windows were open holes in the cement blocks with glass shutters, and wind blew across them in a cool breeze, bringing in sounds and smells very foreign to Matt. He heard conversations as people left the restaurants nearby, and he understood none of it. He thought about Dana and Seth and Tom, and he had a hard time relaxing and falling asleep. From the restless shifting on Seth’s other side, he figured Tom was having trouble as well. He wished he could see the future and know what this summer would hold, because he was very worried about being close to these people.
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MORNING BEGAN WITH pastries and juice from a nearby bakery. Matt hadn’t slept well, and he was not happy to find the sun already baking the city just after dawn. Strong spicy smells accosted his senses, and his stomach roiled against them.

“You don’t look so good,” Seth said when he entered the kitchen.

“I’ll be fine. A two-minute ice-cold shower should help. Another little tidbit Curt forgot to mention—we’ll be seeing no hot water this summer.”

Seth grinned and picked up a pastry. They were dense and not sweet, but they tasted good, and his stomach didn’t mind them. He ate his last bite and washed it down with juice.

“What is that smell?” Seth asked, sitting down at the table in the big kitchen and pouring himself a drink.

“Beans. I’m told it’s a smell we’ll get used to. They eat them with just about every meal.”

“A little heavy for morning,” Seth said. “I guess you’ve seen Curt this morning?”

“He was here. He and Manuel went to pick up supplies and another truck.”

Before long Dana and Tom appeared. Tom looked tired, his well-styled hair a mess, his eyes circled. 

“I think it’s going to take some time to get used to sleeping in a bag,” Dana grumbled. “I felt like a fly in a spider web.”

Her hair was down, and it reached just below her shoulders. She brushed it away from her face and sat beside Seth, who handed her a pastry. Tom poured some juice and leaned against a counter, running a hand over his face.

“Matt, how’s the stomach?” Tom asked.

“Better.”

“Good. Spending all day in the back of that truck could be nasty. Hey, there’s Juan.”

“Who?” Seth asked. The other three all pointed to the tiny mouse peering out of the wall, and Seth just looked at them.

“We couldn’t sleep last night,” Tom said, shrugging.

“So you named mice?” Seth asked, chuckling.

“She named him,” Matt said.

“I did not. You named him. You didn’t like my name, remember?”

“She’s right,” Tom said. “You named the church mouse. And the cockroach.”

“I don’t really need to know this,” Seth said, laughing.

Tom was lean and firm, his long muscles making him look taller than he was, and as he leaned comfortably against the counter, Matt realized he was about Matt’s own size, about five ten. Seth carried less weight than either of them, and he stretched it into almost six and a half feet of height, making him painfully thin. He had a pleasant face, with tiny smile lines around his eyes that made him appear harmless. He was older than the rest by a couple years, but he looked young, with a child-like smile.

“Hey, you’re all here,” Curt said as he and Olivia entered. “Good. I want to get started right away. Tom, are you okay? You look like you didn’t sleep.”

“I’m fine,” Tom growled. “You all don’t have to ask me that every five minutes. I’m just not a morning person.”

He went back into the hall toward the stairs, and Seth shook his head.

“That’s one tense guy. So, Curt, you’ll teach us how to break down our little nests?”

“Webs,” Dana said, still growling. “They’re webs. I will never complain about a lumpy mattress again.”

Curt grinned and herded them upstairs, showing them how to wrap the hammocks so they wouldn’t tangle. They held one end in their hands and wrapped them around their elbows and back around their wrists until they were all tied. He helped them slip a cord around one end so they were tied like a lasso, and they packed them in a small bag.

“How quickly do you think we can be out of here?” Curt asked.

“I have to shower,” Matt said. “I was sick yesterday, and my stomach is still off, and I have to shower.”

“Me, too,” Tom said, running a hand through his unruly hair. 

“Okay. Take one together. At the camp we only have bucket baths. A final shower might feel good. We’ve got a long ride, though, and we can’t travel during the hottest part of the day. You all would die in the back of the truck.”

Matt had never been much for community showers, but he was desperate, so he walked with Tom to the bathroom. Tom glanced at the tattoo on his shoulder when he slipped off his shirt, but he said nothing. They could use little water, simply getting wet, then soaping with the water off, and finally rinsing quickly under the cold stream, but it helped Matt’s stomach immensely to be so cool and damp. Stepping out, he left himself wet and slipped light cotton shorts and a T-shirt over his damp skin.

“You look better,” Tom said as he combed his hair into place.

“I feel better. Sick is not a good way to start this summer.”

“I guess not.”

“You look better, too. You know, they just want you to feel better.”

“I know. But they can be smothering.”

“Well, it’s better than going through something hard and being alone,” Matt said.

“Oh?” Tom said. He raised an eyebrow and looked like he was going to say something, but instead he shook his head. “I’ll take your word for it.”

Dana and Olivia had the next shower. Their bags were packed and ready, and Tom and Matt tossed them into the truck while they waited. They also packed their own bags and tossed in Seth’s as well, not surprised to find him downstairs in the kitchen conversing with Jose, the church’s caretaker. He stood with a tiny wife who could be no more than twenty, and a baby, who slept in a hammock. She swung him absently while the men talked.

“I’m jealous of his ability to talk to everyone,” Matt said.

“He majored in Spanish. He’s wanted to be a missionary to Spanish-speaking peoples his whole life.”

“Wow. I’m still not sure what I want to do with my life, and I graduate next year.” As they talked Matt fished into his toiletry bag and grabbed a box, pulling out a gold hoop and pressing it into his ear. He felt naked without it. Tom just grinned and shook his head.

“What?” Matt asked, grinning himself.

“An earring. Not only that—an earring and a tattoo. You have some stories to tell, don’t you, Matt Tucker?”

“Perhaps,” Matt said, knowing he was flashing Tom his most charming smile, the one that often got him out of trouble. “I suspect you do, too, Tom—you have a last name?”

“Van der Haas.”

“Really? Great name. You should be blond with a name like that.”

“My sister is blond, like my dad. I’m more my mother’s son. Her maiden name was Smith, so I guess I can be whatever color I want.”

Matt laughed, thinking he might like this Van der Haas after all.

The group gathered just after seven thirty in the morning, and Manuel suggested they start the day with prayer. Curt suggested they pray in a circle, assuring them nobody had to pray if he didn’t want to. He looked hard into Matt’s face as he said it, and Matt turned away. Apparently his uncle was indeed aware of his past year. Seth opened with a short but intense prayer, mostly a prayer of praise to God for giving them this opportunity to serve in another culture. Dana chimed in next, and Matt was surprised to hear the tremble in her voice. She asked for safety and for unity in the group, and she stumbled over several words, clearly not comfortable praying this way. After a long pause, Olivia prayed for the kids at the summer camp they were attending, for their safety and salvation. Finally, after another long pause, Curt closed the prayer. He glanced at Tom and Matt when he finished, not with anger or disappointment, but with a pity of sorts. Matt decided this trip might have been a very bad idea.

They climbed into the new truck, this one with a cab on the back. Curt drove, and Olivia rode shotgun. Everyone else sat in back with the bags and several cans of paint, and they started out of Cancun, driving along narrow, rutted, jungle roads, able to see only a little out a back window.

“You know,” Dana said, “I’m thinking this could be the longest summer of my life.”

“Amen,” Tom and Matt said together, grinning at one another.

“Or,” Seth said, looking from Matt to Tom and back and grinning himself, “it could be the beginning of the most important event in our lives.”

***

[image: ]


THE BACK OF THE TRUCK was hot. After a few minutes they got tired of watching the endless green out the window and relaxed. Matt lay down on his bag, and Tom and Dana moved to the corners near tiny windows that let in a breeze, and Seth stretched his legs out in the center. Seth tried to start conversations a couple times, but nobody wanted to say much. The truck engine needed tuned up, and it was loud, and the rutted road turned all voices into wild fluctuating things that were hard to understand. But, Matt couldn’t handle the silence for long, and he moved up against Tom, who was closest to him, and shouted in his ear.

“Hey.”

“What?” Tom asked, moving over so Matt could share the air from the window.

“You never told me what you’re studying in school.”

“Secondary Ed. Math and Science.”

“What year?” 

“Third. What about you?”

“Accounting,” Matt yelled. Tom frowned, and both Dana and Seth looked at him in disbelief. He was used to the look, and he grinned.

“You’re kidding,” Dana said. “You? An accountant? I can’t see it.”

“Neither can my professors. But, I graduate in a year.”

“Do you like it?” Seth asked, wrinkling his nose.

“It’s boring, but it pays well enough.”

“How can you plan to do something boring for the rest of your life?” Dana asked.

“Who says I’ll be doing it the rest of my life? Plans change. Life changes. What are you studying, princess?”

“Matt, if you call me that again, I’m going to hit you.”

“Do you promise?” he asked, fixing her with his most charming smile. She growled and shook her head.

“I’m still undecided. I have no idea what I want to do yet. I’ll start my second year in the fall.”

“So, you’re making fun of me for choosing something you find boring, even though you haven’t chosen anything yet?”

“I’m not talking to you anymore,” Dana said, looking back at the window. “You act like you’re seven.”

They fell into an uncomfortable silence, and Matt leaned back with a sigh and closed his eyes. He’d never met anyone so unwilling to smile and enjoy life. She’s probably her church’s favorite person, he thought angrily. He never saw much happiness there, either. Seth smiled, though, and he was a seminary student. 

Lately, he didn’t know what to think about God and Christians. For the past couple years his family had needed help, but the church never seemed to know what to do. People said stupid things and did too little, and he’d looked elsewhere for comfort. Of course, he had to admit nothing outside the church had helped, either, which was why he’d sort of come back. But he still felt in his heart there was more than they were showing him, that God cared in a way he hadn’t seen yet, and that hope kept him coming back.

Curt was right about the truck becoming too hot for travel, but just before noon the vehicle sputtered to a stop in a tiny village. Curt opened the back, and they all exited, jumping out into the cooler air and sucking in as much as they could. Unlike town, this village smelled fresh, like trees and shrubs, although the sour smell of inadequate sewage lingered here and there. Chickens walked through the few streets, and shacks made of twigs stood at regular intervals on the dirt roads. Like the airport, this village was just a small swath cut from the dense jungle.

“It’s like time forgot this place,” Tom said.

“It’s incredible,” Dana said. “It’s cute here.”

Curt gave them a minute to stare, and then he led them to a small cement-block building with a blank sign out front.
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