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STEPHEN LOOKED OUT the window, rubbing his hands on his jeans and wishing they weren’t so clammy. Change was part of life, but if he reacted like this every time it happened, he’d have a nervous breakdown before he was twenty.

“You’re sure your roommates are okay with this?” he asked, the words simply popping out on their own. He sighed, thinking that was exactly the wrong thing to say.

Tom turned toward him and raised his eyebrows. “Stephen, it’s fine. Doesn’t feel fine, though, does it?”

Stephen had to smile. He’d almost forgotten what Tom was like. Seth said his roommates called him the big brother to the world, and knowing he was so insightful about this made Stephen feel a little bit better.

“Not so much.”

“Yeah, I’m sorry you had to move so soon. I’m sorry about a lot of things.”

Stephen shrugged, not really willing to talk about it. This guy was going over and above, and he didn’t want to burden him with all the emotional stuff he was carrying around.

“Anyway, it really is fine. Eric isn’t here right now, and he has no trouble with you staying in his room. And Matt—well, five seconds after you meet Matt you’ll no longer worry about it.”

“Seth said he liked people, that he’d be okay with me.”

Tom laughed. “Yeah, Matt likes people. And people like Matt. So you can relax. I know it’s not that easy, but I want you to know it’s true.”

Stephen didn’t say anything else, and Tom seemed completely at ease with silence, so Stephen looked out the window and thought about things to come. This was a bad idea. Tom and Matt were a few years older, in college, already heading somewhere in their lives. Both had steady girlfriends and careers mapped out. Stephen had exactly one suitcase of clothes and nothing else. No plans, no goals, no friends, and a boatload of things he hoped nobody ever found out about him.

Oh, and if that wasn’t enough, all these guys who’d taken him in did the God thing, and while they were decent about it, he was uncomfortable with it, knowing how much they hoped he’d join in. It just added a layer of stress he didn’t want to deal with. Unfortunately, he had no choices here. For reasons he still hadn’t told anyone, he needed help right now, a lot of it. He couldn’t do any of this alone.

The apartment was on the third floor of a decent building a couple blocks off campus, and Stephen followed Tom up, taking a deep breath as he did. He’d never been good with people, and recently that had kind of gotten worse. Now here he was in his fourth housing situation in three months, and his heart was pounding as he walked the stairs and stopped at a nondescript door in a nondescript hallway and waited while Tom pulled out his key.

“Hey, welcome,” a guy said, opening the door with a grin before Tom finished with the key. The guy was built pretty well—Seth had said Matt climbed mountains in his spare time—and he extended a hand. “Matt Tucker. Stephen, welcome. You hungry?”

“Ah, sure,” Stephen said, shaking Matt’s hand. He lifted his bag a bit higher. “Where can I drop this?”

Matt led him to a little bedroom and then pointed to the bathroom. “If you want to shower or anything, you’re welcome to it. I’ll have food on the table in about fifteen minutes.”

“Thanks,” Stephen said, fighting the urge to close the bedroom door and never come out again. Instead, he dumped his bag on the bed and then slipped into the bathroom. Once there he looked around and splashed water on his face, wishing he could calm down. Why didn’t this get easier? Why had living in a boathouse eating stolen food actually felt easier than this whole normal life thing?

Matt called out for dinner, and Stephen took a deep breath and left the sanctuary of the bathroom, settling in a kitchen chair and waiting for the others to sit. The table was set, and Matt brought out a tray of burgers and placed it in the center of the table with a flourish.

“Not gourmet, but it’ll do,” he said. “Stephen, I hope it doesn’t make you uncomfortable, but here we start meals with a prayer. And since I’m not the greatest cook in the world, maybe that’s a good thing.”

With a self-deprecating smile, Matt closed his eyes and said a short prayer, and they started to eat.

“So, I didn’t really get this whole story,” Matt said as he spread mustard on a burger bun. “After spring break, Seth and the Carpenters stayed in Florida for two weeks while Shawn got over mono. Lisa stayed, too, and she and Seth worked things out in their relationship.”

“Right,” Stephen said.

“And you stayed, too.”

Stephen nodded uncomfortably. “I didn’t have anywhere else to go, and it took some time for Tom’s uncle to get me ID.”

When Stephen’s mom had thrown him out, she hadn’t even let him go back to get his wallet. He’d been homeless, and Seth Roberts had found him living in a boathouse on the beach and taken him in. Seth had been staying in a friend’s beach house—owned by Tom’s uncle—and that man had helped Stephen get a birth certificate and some other ID so he could start his life again.

“Okay. So, they got you all legal again, and then you went home with Seth. Only he threw everyone for a loop and ran off and got married.” Matt grinned. “Good for him. But Lisa is a missionary in Mexico, and he’s a seminary student in Georgia. What will they do next?”

“Ah, he might not finish seminary,” Stephen said. For some reason words like seminary still felt foreign to him. He knew almost nothing about church and pastors and how any of this worked. 

“But that left you in the lurch,” Matt said.

Stephen looked at his burger, not sure he liked being the center of attention here. “Um, yeah. I was working with Shawn and Jenny at Hope Homes. Man, I could have stayed there forever. But they couldn’t find me a place to stay right away, and they couldn’t really pay much—I mean, they barely make ends meet themselves, and they only hired me because of this little extra grant, and because Shawn is the biggest bleeding heart I’ve ever known—so, ah, here I am.”

“And we’re glad to have you,” Tom said. “So I guess you need a job.”

“Yeah,” Stephen said. This was where things were going to go downhill, and he knew it. But maybe he’d find a job right away, and he could just keep a few things to himself here, things that weren’t going to help him. Maybe things that would land him on the streets again, and that didn’t sound like fun at all.

“Well, what do you like to do?” Matt asked. “Can we help?”

Just the simple question relaxed him some, because he did need help, and he hadn’t known how he would ask for it.

“I liked working with Shawn and Jenny. I like tools and building. I don’t know much, but I can learn.”

“Yeah, I liked helping them, too,” Matt said. “They’ve got a great life.”

Hope Homes was a church thing that helped build houses for low-income people, and they used volunteers for a lot of it. Shawn and Jenny pretty much ran the thing, under the authority of Jenny’s dad, and Stephen agreed the couple had a great life. Shawn, though, seemed to attract trouble, and when Stephen had met him three months ago he’d been sick with mono and struggling to keep his marriage from coming apart. 

“Well, after dinner you’re welcome to use my laptop,” Tom said. “I’m sure there are summer construction jobs out there. The school itself is doing a few buildings this summer, and I’m sure the town at large is, too.”

Stephen paused, not sure how to tackle this. “Ah, I’m not so good on a computer. If you could help me get started...”

“Yeah, sure,” Tom said. “When we’re done, we’ll see what we can find.”

Matt offered to clean up while Tom put his laptop on the kitchen table and found a job section. Stephen sat next to him, his hands clammy again as the words scrolled past him. 

“Let’s see,” Tom said. “Here we go. Construction. We’ve got three here. And one is really close to us. I can give you directions, and you can head over there tomorrow. If Matt and I could, we’d drive you, but we both work early tomorrow. But, if you don’t find anything close in a few days, we can take you farther. I don’t work Thursday, and Matt’s off Friday and Saturday.”

“Sure,” Stephen said. “Thanks.”

Tom pulled up a map of the area and showed Stephen the directions to get to the construction job and two fast food jobs hiring within easy walking distance, and Stephen looked hard at the maps, trying to memorize them and fix the directions in his head. His memory was good, and he said the directions to himself a few times and thought he had them. Tom wrote them down, and he slipped the paper into his pocket.

“So,” Matt said, drying off a plate. “Find anything?”

“Maybe,” Tom said. “Usually it’s not hard to find work around here, which is good, because I know some places are hurting for jobs.”

After dinner the guys watched a comedy movie, and when that was finished Stephen said he was tired and went to his room. It was a nice room. Like the rest of the house, the furniture didn’t quite match, and it was decorated like guys lived here who didn’t care much about decorating, but that was fine. He didn’t like fancy. Seth’s apartment hadn’t been fancy, either, but when he’d lived in the beach house for two weeks, he’d been uncomfortable. That place had been a mansion, a fancy mansion with a pool and a game room. He’d been relieved to find out Seth and Shawn and all of them lived like normal people in their real lives.

Although he’d retreated to his room, he wasn’t really tired, and he wasn’t sure what to do now. He wasn’t even sure why he’d come in here. Matt was easy and not intimidating at all. Clearly the guy liked to laugh and tease and enjoy himself. And Tom, kind of the leader, was a good guy, too. Stephen had met him at the beach house, where he’d been in charge of a bunch of girls on spring break, and that had been a little surreal, because Tom took it really seriously. When the guys called him the world’s big brother, it fit. Stephen hoped that would help him, having a guy here who didn’t mind helping out, because he knew he needed it. He didn’t want to need it—or anything at all—but his pride had taken enough hits lately that he could be honest with himself. He couldn’t get anywhere on his own.

Unfortunately, he kept asking himself how much he really wanted to get anywhere at all. This all seemed too difficult, especially since he was just a guest everywhere. How would he ever manage to pull a life together for himself? The questions just rattled around in his head, and he stretched out on the bed and hoped he could sleep early, because that was the only thing that shut out all the fearful things his mind kept throwing at him.

***
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THE CONSTRUCTION SITE was pretty big, bigger than anything he’d seen while working for Shawn and Jenny and their little ranch houses. This was a big site, working on a building with many stories, and Stephen didn’t really know anything about this work, but with a deep breath he decided he would try. Tom and Matt were being helpful, and he owed it to them to try.

He recognized the hiring sign, and he walked with his head up to the little building that looked like a place where he might find a boss. 

“Ah, I’d like to apply for a job,” he said to a man who sat at a desk in the little office.

“Sure thing,” the guy said, pointing to a stack of pages. “Take one and bring it back. Wait.”

The guy looked at him a moment, scowling. “Ever work construction before?”

“Some, a few months helping to build little houses.”

“Houses,” the man said with a nod. “Okay, bring that back.”

Stephen picked up the page and looked at it, wishing every job didn’t start here. Thanking the man, he left the site and walked to the fast food places, picking up more sheets. Not ready to go home yet, he then walked the area, trying to get his bearings. He found a big grocery store not far from the apartment, and he also found a bookstore. He laughed at that one and kept walking. Then there was a drug store not far, a gas station, and a park. The park was nice, small and filled with trees, and he sat on a bench and took a couple deep breaths, staring at the pages in his hands.

“Um, hey,” a female voice said. He looked around, and far to his left a girl stood among the trees, hard to see in the shadows.

“Yeah?” he said, not sure she’d been talking to him.

“Can I ask you for a little help?”

He wasn’t sure what she wanted, but he walked toward her anyway. Anything to keep from going home and staring at these applications. As he got closer, he saw she was holding a rope that rose into the tree. And then he realized it was a leash. She had a cat on a leash, and the cat was in the tree staring down at them, hissing.

“You walk your cat on a leash?” he asked.

“I just thought I’d try it,” she said, rolling her eyes. “Just once. Never again. But she’s gotten fat and lazy at home, and I wanted her healthy.”

Stephen tried not to laugh as the cat pulled against the leash, hissing again, and he realized the poor thing had gotten the leash caught so it could barely move.

“Okay,” he said, moving so he could see the branch from the other side. The cat wasn’t high, maybe eight feet up, but he wasn’t sure how to get it down safely. “She’s going to get more frightened if I go after her. If I hold the leash, can you get up there?”

The girl looked up, and then she passed the leash’s end to him, and he held tight while she walked around the tree twice.

“I’ve never really climbed a tree,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“Not a problem. I never did, either. But I’m willing to try.”

At this point he knew pride was doing most of his talking, because he had no idea how to get up there and retrieve the cat, but he handed the leash back to her and wrapped his arms around the trunk and managed to get himself off the ground. In another big push with his legs he could reach the branch, and he swung from it. The cat hissed and swatted at him, tearing into his hand, but he didn’t let go. Now hanging above the ground, he swung again, raising his legs until they touched the branch. He grabbed the branch with his legs and pulled up, hoping to get himself on top of it, but he’d underestimated the strength of the branch, and with a terrible snap it came down from the tree. He, branch, and cat all hit the ground, and the girl shrieked.

He hit on his back and tried to suck in air, but for a terrifying moment he sucked in nothing at all. The girl was doing something around him, saying something, but he was too busy suffocating to pay attention. Then he felt air again, painfully, and then he did it once more, until a moment later he was breathing again. His chest hurt, but nothing else seemed damaged.

“Oh my goodness, I’m so sorry,” the girl said, kneeling beside him, her cat bundled into her arms. “Should I call an ambulance? What hurts? I can’t believe I did this. I’m so sorry.”

“I’m okay,” he said, slowly pushing to his elbows. “I can breathe again. Ah, how’s the cat?”

“Mitzi says she’s sorry,” the girl said. “Here, let me help you.”

She tucked the little cat under one arm and then offered him a hand, but he was already pushing up on his own, and he stood straight, stumbling once and then finding his equilibrium again.

“Maybe you should sit down,” she said, and he did, a little harder than he’d intended. “You’re sure you’re okay?”

“Yep.”

“You’re bleeding.” She pointed to his hand and then sat down beside him on the bench.

“Mitzi,” he said simply. 

“She was just scared,” the girl said. “She’s not a mean cat.”

Stephen nodded. “Ah, I’m Stephen.”

“Amy,” she said, nodding. “Thank you, Stephen. You should go home and take care of that hand. And maybe get an x-ray on your head. What if you’re hurt and don’t realize it?”

He grinned at her. “I’m fine. So, I guess you live close?”

She pointed. “That way about two blocks.”

Campus, he thought with a sigh. It was going to be hard living in a college town and not going to college. He was destined never to fit in anywhere.

“How about you?” she asked.

“That way,” he said, pointing toward the apartment building. “I’m out looking for a job.”

“Oh.”

“I’m new in town.”

“A student?” she asked. He laughed, and it sounded bitter and old.

“No.”

“Usually a person isn’t new in this town without a job unless he’s a student. Are you in high school?”

“No,” he said. 

“Family?” 

He sighed. This girl asked a lot of questions.

“No.”

“You came alone with no job? That’s brave. I’m not brave enough to go somewhere new without a plan or something. I’m one of those planning people.”

“I’m not alone,” he said, although that wasn’t true. Well, it was sort of true. “I’m staying with a couple guys. Friends. I’m staying with friends.”

She smiled. “That’s great. Everyone needs friends.”

“So, you’re a student?” he asked. She laughed much like he had.

“No. I work at the deli on Fifth.” She pointed, and he nodded like he knew the place, although of course he didn’t know anything about this area. “I’m saving for school, but I think it’s hopeless.”

He nodded, not sure what to say about that. Should he be encouraging? He didn’t feel encouraging. In his mind, saving for school was hugely impossible, not that he’d want to go even if he could.

“I guess I should go,” he said, gesturing toward his hand, which was stinging. Amy looked at it and groaned.

“You know I’m sorry about that.”

“I know.”

Amy cocked her head a bit. “Since you’re new, ah... I mean, can I leave you my phone number? Maybe I could show you around or something.”

“Okay,” he said. She held out her hand, and he looked at it. “I don’t have a pen.”

“I meant your phone. Just let me put my number in your contact list.”

He cringed. “Yeah, I don’t have a phone.”

“Oh. Well, then, here.”

She carried a little purse, and she pulled out a pen and a scrap of paper—some kind of receipt—and wrote her name and number, handing it to him. He looked at it. Amy. 

“Thanks.”

He stood, his head aching, and walked toward home.

“Wait,” she said. He turned, and she was picking up papers and waving them at him. Right, the applications. He took them and headed away from her, thinking it had been a very strange morning. He’d felt pretty hopeless about it, but something about Amy and Mitzi made him feel a little better about things.
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SITTING AT THE TABLE, he concentrated on the pages in front of him, but that wouldn’t help. He could stare at them forever without unlocking their secrets. Angrily he balled them up and tossed them into the trash can. This was hopeless. 

He’d washed out the cut on his hand, but he hadn’t been able to find a bandage or anything. The silly cat had cut him deeply, and the thing had bled forever and still stung. He also had a bump on the back of his head, and that hurt, and he felt strangely grumpy for no reason at all. 

Amy, he thought, pulling out her paper. She’d been pretty. Her face was cute, smallish. She wore a lot of makeup, more than he really liked, and her hair was red, but the roots had been a couple other colors, like she was a girl who tried lots of hair colors, and it had that worn out frizzy look of overcolored hair. Unfortunately, that reminded him a little bit of his mother, and there was nothing appealing about someone who reminded him of his mother.

She’d been nice, though. A little naive, sitting there talking to a strange man all that time, but maybe she’d just always lived in a safe world and didn’t think about danger. Stephen thought that would be nice.

Daydreaming about this girl wasn’t going to help him, though. He needed a job, and for that he needed help. He just didn’t know where to get it or even what kind of help he was looking for. When Shawn had offered him the job at Hope, it had felt like a miracle. No applications, no interview, just a guy telling him to show up and work hard. And Shawn had been the best boss ever, Stephen thought. Not that he’d had other bosses, but he knew Shawn was a good one, really kind. He worried more about Stephen and Jenny and the volunteers than the houses, and that was cool.

But now he was in the real world, where jobs were about the work and the applications and things, and he was in trouble. Maybe he could just go. He could sleep in that little park, and maybe he could find food in the dumpster behind Amy’s deli. Somehow that felt easier than this. He actually got up and was heading to his room, somehow thinking sneaking out was a good idea, when the door opened and Matt came inside.

“Hey,” Matt said, dropping a backpack on the sofa. “Short day for me. Any luck today?”

“No,” Stephen said. He paused, not sure what to do now, and he walked to the kitchen table and sat down. “I thought you were gone all day.”

“Construction next door accidentally cut the power lines. Can’t serve people food without ovens and lights, so here I am. Hey.”

Matt walked closer and boldly put his hand on Stephen’s, twisting his wrist so he could see the wound. “That looks painful.”

“I didn’t know if you all had bandages.”

Matt nodded and walked into the little hallway, returning with a first aid kit. He sat down and pulled Stephen’s hand in front of him.

“I can do it.” Stephen pulled his hand back, and Matt handed him a tube of cream.

“Okay, buddy. What happened?”

“Cat,” Stephen said, although he hadn’t intended to share this. “A girl in the park was in trouble, I guess. She had her cat on a leash, and the cat went up a tree and got stuck. I tried to help and got scratched. And a tree limb and a cat fell on me.”

He rubbed his head when he said it, and Matt scowled and moved behind him, sifting through his hair. Stephen pulled away.

“Sorry,” Matt said. “I used to help my dad... I’ve done a lot of first aid, and I have this little thing about concussions.”

“Concussions,” Stephen said. He took a deep breath. Matt just wanted to help him. He put his fingers on the bump on his head. “It’s right here. What do you think?”

Matt put his hand on the lump, gently prodding it, and he sat down and stared into Stephen’s eyes a moment. “Well, your eyes look clear. If something hurts, let us know, okay?”

“Yeah.”

“No, not yeah,” Matt said firmly. Then he shook his head. “Sorry. My dad fell climbing. So did I. And concussion can be dangerous. I just don’t want you hurt, you know?”

“Okay. How would I know I wasn’t okay?”

“Ah, trouble with your vision, headache. I mean, that bump says you probably have a headache right now, right?”

“Little.”

“Well, anything more than you feel right now and you let me know.”

“Okay.”

Matt sat back. “I sound like a combination of Van der Haas and Seth Roberts. Both of them worry just a bit over people. Sorry.”

“No,” Stephen said. “It’s okay. Just strange to be worried over.”

“Yeah.” He watched Stephen struggle with the bandage and laughed. “Just let me.”

Stephen held out his hand, and as Matt cleaned and wrapped it, Stephen felt this bizarre welling of emotion. Shaking his head, he pulled his hand back and looked at it.

“Thanks.”

“No problem. So, no jobs close, huh?”

Stephen wasn’t sure what to say. “I guess not.”

“But damsels in distress. Hey, that’s cool, too. Fortunately, we’re not far from the bus line. Ever ride the bus?”

Stephen shook his head. 

“Well, it’s not hard. I can show you how to do it. We ride around campus all the time. You know, I was thinking about construction work. Shawn’s father-in-law might have some friends down here. Maybe with a connection we can get you something. None of those job listings were for houses, and you know houses a little bit, right?”

Stephen felt a little hope. “Ah, yeah. You think he’d do that for me?”

“Yep,” Matt said. “That whole family is really great. Let’s see what we can do.”

Stephen was floored when Matt started calling and texting immediately, and he went to his room to lie down, because his head hurt. And honestly, he just felt strange and needed to get away for a few minutes. When he came back out, nearly an hour later, Matt was sitting at a computer at the kitchen table, and he frowned.

“Your head’s okay?”

Stephen laughed. “It is.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Matt said, grinning. “I know. I’m acting like your grandmother.”

“When you got hurt,” Stephen said, not sure where he’d meant to go with the question. He didn’t want these guys to ask him anything, and yet here he was asking questions himself.

Matt raised his eyebrows, and when Stephen said nothing he simply told his story. “Dad and I climbed. Mountains. And then I rigged the lines one day, and the rope didn’t hold, and we fell. He broke my fall as well as his back. Wheelchair. I just got a concussion and broke some ribs.”

“I’m sorry,” Stephen said, hoping now he wasn’t expected to give away anything of his own.

“It’s okay,” Matt said. “Wrecked my parents’ marriage, though, and that’s been rough. I didn’t talk to my mom for a very long time. I made contact again at Christmas, but not much since. I don’t know.”

Somehow knowing Matt had a little messiness in his family made Stephen feel better.

“Anyway,” Matt said, “I have some good news for you. Augustine Homes might have a spot for you. This one wasn’t a lead from Mr. Clearwater, Shawn’s father-in-law. This one was Shawn himself. Chad Majors, who owns Augustine, went with a youth group last summer to help at Hope, and he told Shawn to call if he ever needed anything. So Shawn called, and he said you could come in tomorrow to talk to him. He’s looking for a clean-up guy as much as anything, someone to pick up debris and do a little bit of whatever needs done. Maybe you’ll pick up some skills along the way and be building houses yourself someday.”

Stephen laughed. “Yeah, me with my own business. That will be the day.”

“No dreams for you, then, Mr. Valentino?”

“Three months ago, I was living on a beach,” Stephen said, not quite looking Matt in the eyes. “Not quite to the dreaming point yet.”

“Yeah, I get that. They tell me you’re not much for sharing.”

Stephen raised his eyebrows. “Who says that?”

“Everyone who knows you,” Matt said with a shrug. “It’s okay. We didn’t make you sign a contract promising to share your innermost thoughts when you got here, you know. But, I will say sometimes it helps. You know, get all the ugly out there in words. Somehow ugly stuff has less power when it’s out in the world. But, whatever. Oh, I bet you’d like directions to your new job.”

Matt got off the sofa and put on his shoes. “It means a bus ride. So, kid, let’s go ride us a bus.”

***
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THE CLAMMY HANDS WERE back. Riding the bus had turned out to be easy, so he’d gotten here this morning without a problem. Now he had to meet Chad Majors and convince him to let Stephen work on his site. If all they had to do was sit and talk, this would be okay. Stephen knew he came across as a pretty nice guy, smart enough, not hideous or anything. But if there was more, he might be in trouble, and he didn’t want to be in trouble. Shawn Carpenter was amazing, and he’d called in a personal marker for this job, and Stephen didn’t want to let him down.

Chad met him at the door of a little trailer in the center of a brand new subdivision of medium-size ranches. The guy extended his hand and smiled, and it was a good smile, one that said things would be okay. The guy was maybe forty, fit and strong, and his eyes had smile lines. Stephen tried to smile back as he shook the guy’s hand.

“So, Shawn says you work hard and show up,” Chad said. “That’s what I need out here. My clean-up guys are usually in high school, and they stay about a week and then walk. I’d love to think you could stay the season.”

“If you’ll have me,” Stephen said.

“Tell me what you did for Shawn,” Chad said, gesturing Stephen to take a seat. The little office was a wreck, and Stephen had to move a stack of pages from the chair, which he held in his lap as they talked.

“Yeah, sorry about the mess. I need a new assistant, too. So, go on.”

Stephen told him what he’d done with Shawn, which was a little bit of everything, and Chad seemed impressed.

“Leave it to Shawn to get you doing everything,” the man said. “That kid makes me tired. He said he wanted to keep you, and he hoped to get more funding and poach you back, but right now he was willing to help you out here. Okay, Stephen, let’s see. We’re here five days a week, normal business hours. I don’t make you clock in or out—get yourself here in the morning, work hard, and leave around dinnertime when we tell you to go, and we’ll be fine. Zach Taylor is the foreman, and he’ll be your direct boss. He’s easy if you do what he tells you. Other than that...ah, I have this form somewhere.” He dug around a bit and pulled out a page. “Bring this back for tax purposes, and show up in the morning. I give you a decent lunch hour, especially when it’s over ninety—easier to give you all a break than call an ambulance when you keel over, right? Bring a lunch and wear steel-toed shoes, and we’re good. Does this sound like something you’d like to do?”

“Yes, sir,” Stephen said. He had a job. He wanted to jump up and down, but that probably wouldn’t do. 

“Do you have any questions?”

“No, not yet.”

“Good man. I’ll see you in the morning, then.”

Stephen waited on the bus and looked at the page in his hand. He’d filled out one of these for Shawn, so he knew how to do it. Squinting, he tried to remember what to put in all the lines. He knew Matt would help if he asked, but he didn’t want to ask. 

Matt had said secrets had less power if they were shared, but Stephen didn’t think that applied to all secrets, and for now, until he had enough money saved to take care of himself if things went sour, he would just keep a few things to himself.

The bus stop was near the park, and Stephen looked around for Amy as he walked past. He’d thought of calling her, but that didn’t seem like a good idea. He was a guest in Matt and Tom’s apartment, and he had a job he hadn’t started yet, and right now girls just seemed a little out of the question. But he still looked, almost relieved she wasn’t there, and he got home to find Tom already home. The guy was in the kitchen, and he raised an eyebrow at Stephen as he walked in.

“I got it,” Stephen said. He knew he was smiling like a five-year-old, but he couldn’t help it. Nobody in his family had ever held a job, not more than a couple days, and he felt good knowing he could be different from them. He had this strange goal of becoming so different from them they wouldn’t even recognize him if they saw him again. Of course, he had no intention of that ever happening, the seeing them again part.

“That’s great news.” Tom brought out a soda and offered it to Stephen, who nodded his thanks and accepted it. “This is construction, right?”

“Houses, like Shawn does. They’re even kind of small like the ones Shawn does.”

“And that?” Tom asked, glancing at the page in Stephen’s hand.

“Tax form.” Tom nodded and handed Stephen a pen from the counter. Taking a deep breath, Stephen sat down with the pen and the page and looked at it, narrowing his eyes. This one wasn’t quite like the last one, but he thought he knew what he was doing. Tom had turned back to the kitchen.

There was one line he wasn’t sure about, and he focused on the words, thinking he knew what to write but not sure. For a minute he considered winging it, but this was important. So, he took a deep breath and called Tom.

“Ah, I haven’t filled out one of these before,” he said, pointing to the line. “What goes there?”

Tom leaned down and read the page. “Dependents. Which is just you. So, a one.”

“Thanks,” Stephen said. “So, we need to talk rent.”

Tom looked at him and then sat down at the table. “Stephen, you don’t have to. We’re good this summer, and maybe you need to save a little bit.”

“I want to pay rent,” he said. He took a deep breath. “Tom, I came from a family that didn’t... They didn’t always pay their bills. I just want to be different. I want to be responsible for myself.”

“Okay,” Tom said. As usual, he didn’t ask anything. Tom pried less than anyone Stephen had ever met, which was why it felt so safe to tell him even a little bit. “I’m not sure what to tell you as far as amount. Our only extra expense this summer with you here is food. Why don’t you pick up half the food bill, and we’ll call it good?”

“Okay,” Stephen said. “And what does that run?”

They discussed numbers, and Stephen felt good about it. Tom talked him through a budget, writing things down and walking him through each step, and when they finished Stephen was surprised. Mr. Majors was paying him enough that he would have a little extra for maybe new clothes or something, and that was assuming he put some away each pay. Stephen had already figured out Tom knew a lot about money and numbers, and he thought saving something each pay sounded smart. Opening an account, though, was another thing entirely.

“I’ve never been to a bank,” he said. “I’m not sure how to do it.”

“That I can help you with,” Tom said. “We can go...well, we can go right now. You’ve got what you need for work? Clothes, shoes?”

“I just need to take lunch. I have all the clothes from working with Shawn.”

“Right. So, let’s go to the bank and then grab you stuff for lunch, and you’ll be ready to work.”

He knew he needed a checking account. This was part of life, and he had to deal with it. And by the time this was over, he also knew Tom was going to be aware of a few things he hadn’t known before, and he had no idea how to avoid that. So far, Tom seemed pretty cool about things, but everyone had limits, and he was pretty scared when they walked into the formal-looking bank building.

But in the end, it was easier than filling out tax forms. The man behind the desk checked his ID, wrote a bunch of things down, and then made big Xs where Stephen needed to sign his name. And that was it. Sighing in relief, Stephen held his papers and temporary checks against his chest as they left.
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