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“DO YOU THINK ALL THOSE prison shows are true?” Brandon asked, crunching his last chip.

“What?” Tony asked. They’d been sitting in the cafeteria talking about their weekend plans, which consisted of studying for finals and nothing else, and now Brandon was asking about prison shows. At least he wasn’t angry, which seemed to be Brandon’s default setting lately. 

“I watched this show the other night about a guy in prison. He got beat up for not understanding the hierarchy, and it just looked nasty. That isn’t real, is it? Do you think prisons are really that bad? It looked like half a step up from hell.”

“I think foreign prisons might be half a step up from hell, but this is America. And we love to overdramatize for TV. Why?”

Brandon shrugged. “Nothing.”

“Brandon, you’re not planning to go to prison anytime soon, are you?” Tony teased. Brandon grinned.

“You got me. I’ve got this bank heist all planned, and I just wanted to make sure I was ready to face the consequences if the whole thing went south. Hey, Ace sent this for you.”

Brandon pulled out a pack of cigarettes, and Tony glanced around the cafeteria.

“Brandon,” he hissed. “Not here. What are you thinking? Is this why you’re asking about prison, because you’re planning to get us both sent there?”

Tony snatched the pack from Brandon’s hand and slammed it into his backpack, and Brandon frowned.

“Tony, get a grip. Stop acting like a goody two shoes here. I mean, you’re buying smokes underage from my big brother, so you’re not exactly golden. Sheesh. When did you turn into such a rule-abiding wet blanket? You’re turning into your brother. Golden boy Shawn Carpenter and his little brother who pretends to be just as perfect but breaks the rules just like the rest of us lower masses.”

And with that Brandon walked out, heading for his next class. Tony stared after him, no idea what that was all about. He and Brandon had been friends for years now, and they were both wet blankets, really. Until recently, Brandon followed the rules as much as Tony did. They went to youth group and tried to do what God wanted and stayed out of trouble. Tony wasn’t the one who’d changed.

Of course, he thought as the bell rang and he took both his and Brandon’s trays to the front and dropped them off, he was the one with the cigarettes in his backpack. He wasn’t proud of that and had no good excuses for it, so maybe he deserved everything Brandon had said. But this would be the last pack, he promised himself. Shawn and his mom would be disappointed if they knew, and he didn’t want to disappoint them. 

Sighing, he realized he said the same thing every time Brandon brought him another. He’d been on his last pack for six months now. But maybe this time he’d be strong enough to stick to his principles and stop this habit once and for all.

When he got home, he tossed his backpack in his room and took out the cigarettes. He didn’t need another pack. He had a few left from the last one, and that would be it. He’d use them to get through finals, and then he was done. So he took the new pack in his hand and crushed it, taking it outside to the garbage bin and tossing it. Enough was enough. His little experiment on the rebellious side was coming to a close, and he was going to put things right again.

But right now, he needed a smoke. Brandon had rattled him, and although he’d tried to find him after class, he hadn’t been successful. He hated to have Brandon mad at him. Something was up with him, and Tony knew it, and it bugged him not to be able to figure it out. And it really bugged him that Brandon kept taking it out on him. If Tony had done something to make Brandon upset, he wanted to know about it so he could fix it. Otherwise, he was sick of having a friend who walked around like a spitting viper all the time. It made him tense, and then he turned to cigarettes to relax, and then he hated himself for that. It was a ridiculous cycle, and he was sick of it.

His mom would have a fit if she knew about his new habit, so he just smoked in the old clubhouse in the back yard, which was really just a pile of lumber at this point. His dad had built it eons ago when Shawn had been little, and it had been in poor repair as long as Tony could remember. But he and Shawn had roasted enough marshmallows in the pit just outside its door that if his mom smelled any smoke on him he said he’d been sitting out here, and she bought it, and he stayed out of trouble. Why she’d believed him when he started that story in February was anyone’s guess, but he also knew the answer to that. She trusted him. He’d gone through a short time of rebellion when he’d been eleven, but then Shawn had invited him to church, and he’d changed, and now Mom trusted him to be honest, to be a good boy. And for the most part, he was. And lying to her was one of the big reasons he needed to stop this and fix things.

After this cigarette.

When he was done, he felt a little better. The words Brandon had shot at him didn’t hurt as much, and he took a deep breath and looked at his watch. He had half an hour to get ready for Emma Claire. He walked inside, took a quick shower and changed, and when he heard the car door slam outside, he had his textbooks out on the table. Not that he could study with Emma here. No, for the next few hours he would just play with his completely adorable niece, who was about a year old, while his brother and sister-in-law took a few hours for themselves. Tony was happy to do it, because taking care of Emma was easy and relaxing, and he was all about relaxing. He didn’t know why everything the world tied him in knots, but it did. Emma, though, never did.

“Hey, Tony,” Shawn called from the door. “I brought something for you, if you’re still up to it. I know it’s almost finals week, so if you’d rather not watch her—”

“No,” Tony said, running to the door. “You’re not getting out of it that easily.”

“Getting out of it? You make it sound like a date with Jenny is a chore.”

His wife Jenny, who stood behind him, rolled her eyes. Shawn was known for being the worst kind of workaholic, and sometimes to him enjoying a break was indeed a chore.

“Just hand over the baby,” Tony said, laughing. Shawn put little Emma in his arms, and she squealed her joy at being here. For some reason, she’d always enjoyed Tony, and he returned the feelings. “And Jenny, I’m not that busy, so keep him out as long as you want.”

“Thank you,” Jenny said. She was beautiful, and she had a beautiful smile that she aimed in Tony’s direction. Tony knew Shawn was really handsome, so they made one of those couples people envied, and little Emma Claire had gotten her parents’ good looks in spades. She could melt anyone’s heart.

“Um, she’s really walking now,” Jenny said. “Which means she’s more trouble than she was three days ago. Just keep an eye on her, and it will be fine. And thanks, Tony. You’re saving your brother’s life.”

“Hey,” Shawn said, laughing. He wrapped his arms around Jenny. “I’ve really been that bad?”

Jenny kissed his cheek. “No. Tony and I just decided to get you out before it happened. Tony, let’s see. She didn’t sleep well this afternoon, so she might be cranky. If you can keep her awake, though, so she’ll sleep tonight, that would be great, but if she really needs it, don’t feel bad. You know what to feed her and all. I’m sure you’ll be fine. Any questions?”

Tony laughed. He watched Emma a couple times a month and had since she’d been born, so he wasn’t worried. “Nope. Go. Have fun. Shawn, relax and enjoy your wife. Sheesh. People would kill to be you, but you never seem to make the most of it.”

Shawn sobered and pulled Jenny closer. “No, I know what I’ve got. And maybe that’s why I work so hard. It’s just I feel sometimes I have to work extra hard for God because I got so much more than I deserve.”

Jenny took Shawn’s hand and pulled him out of the house, and Tony set Emma’s diaper bag on the floor and took her outside. It was May, already very warm here in Georgia, and he thought he and Emma could spend some time in the yard, since she was trying to get down. He figured if she wanted to walk, here was a good place, where there were no knickknacks or bookshelves to tempt her little fingers.

Emma laughed and walked with awkward steps through the grass, falling on her bottom several times without incident and then laughing harder, and Tony sat against the huge ash tree in the center of the yard and watched her. She had dark hair and brown eyes like both her parents, and when she smiled her entire face lit up. 

He noticed motion across the street, and he watched the new neighbor girl walk to the mailbox. He’d seen their moving truck, and his mom had told him about them, but he’d never met them, so he decided to introduce himself now. Seldom did anyone with kids move into the neighborhood, so he knew there was nobody else around to make them feel at home.

“Hey,” he said, scooping up Emma and walking to the edge of his yard. The girl lived across the street and one door down, and she looked up, startled. The look on her face made him wonder where she’d come from, because she looked at him like she thought he might slice her up and hide the body. “Uh, you’re Angie, right?”

Now she looked more startled. “How did you know that?”

“My mom is a real estate agent, and she sold that house to your parents. She told me about you. She said your family might go to our church. That would be cool. Not many kids our age in the neighborhood.”

She shut the mailbox, which apparently had been empty, and she smiled. It was a really pretty smile, but she looked scared. She had straight dark hair and a killer smile, and she wore jeans and a tank top. And he realized he hadn’t seen her go to school today, but maybe that made sense. Nobody would change schools during finals week.

“So, you know my name, but I don’t know you.”

“Tony Carpenter. And this is Emma Claire, my niece. She’s just learning to walk. Come watch her.”

She looked at the road like it was a force field, but then she crossed over and stood in Tony’s yard. He gestured for her to come closer, and in a minute he’d convinced her to sit with him against the tree while Emma toddled and babbled in the grass.

“She’s really cute,” Angie said. “I mean, baby supermodel cute.”

Tony laughed. “You should see her mom and dad. They’re kind of supermodel cute, too.”

“Runs in the family,” Angie teased, and Tony laughed.

“Yeah, right. Shawn got all the looks. But he’s cool. He works for Hope Homes. Which, since you’re new, means nothing to you at all, does it?”

She shook her head, and Tony explained Hope, a non-profit that built low-income housing largely using volunteer labor.

“Because it’s a ministry, he sometimes lets it take over his life,” Tony said.  “After we lost our dad, he became a little driven. So, Jenny calls when he’s too busy and arranges for me to watch Emma while she drags him off to have fun.”

“You lost your dad?” Angie asked.

“Yeah. It’s been a long time now. It’s fine. So, I told you I have a brother. Any siblings for you?”

“Two. My older sister moved out a couple years ago and went to college. And then my younger brother Randy is ten. And I’m a senior. Well, in the fall I’ll be a senior.”

“Same here,” Tony said. “Public school?”

“Yep.” She gestured to the house across the street. “It’s not a mansion. Do we look like private school material?”

He shrugged. “I don’t know. Didn’t think about it when I asked. So I guess this house is smaller than what you’re used to?”

Angie blushed, which Tony thought was odd. “Um, yes. And I apologize. I mean, your house is the same size, and I’m sitting here passing judgment on house size, and it’s just, I mean, sorry.”

He shrugged. “Angie, it’s nothing. Mom and I live here alone, so this house is more than big enough for us. I didn’t take offense. But I guess you moved down?”

“Dad lost his job, and then we lost the house, pretty much. Sold it for a loss and came here. He has a job here, but not like the one he lost, so we’re in transition, I guess.”

“You’ll like it here. I mean, the neighborhood is nice. A lot of friendly old people. I mow a lot of yards, and they tip well and all treat me like I’m their grandson. And school is... Well, school is school.”

Angie shuddered. “Yeah. School. Glad it’s summer.”

The way she said it surprised him, and he assumed she’d had some bad school experiences. As had most people, really.

Emma fell down and started to cry, and Tony scooped her up, swinging her high in the air to make her giggle. He sat down with her and handed her a sippy cup, and she leaned back in his lap and drank, gently stroking his arm with her little hand.

“Wow,” Angie said. “She really is precious.”

“I didn’t think I’d like her this much,” Tony admitted. “I mean, when Shawn and Jenny told us they were having a baby, my mom flipped. She was so excited it was annoying. And I just thought it was kind of sad. They hadn’t been married very long, and they had this job they loved doing together, and I thought it was sad they would have to change their lives and share it with a baby. But then I got to hold her in the hospital, and we just clicked.”

Angie laughed. “And that’s the kind of thing you probably can’t admit to the guys, right?”

Tony shrugged. “Not so much. And I have no idea why I’m telling you, either. But since you seem to agree she’s cute, it feels safe to say that.”

Angie’s face fell. “Yep, I’m pretty safe.”

Tony didn’t know what she meant by that, but he decided not to touch it. He’d never dated and didn’t have many girls as friends, so he didn’t know much about girls as a whole. He knew Jenny, so he knew sometimes girls had moods he didn’t understand, and the safest thing was to ignore them and move on. Which he did.

“Hey, if you get to church this week, come find me after service, and I’ll show you around.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Are you making fun of me?”

Now he was completely baffled. “Um, no. I mean, I go to church there, and I know the building, and it’s not like it will physically hurt me to walk beside you in the halls and point to different rooms and tell you what class meets there. And the high school class is pretty cool. I spend a lot of time with the youth group.”

He didn’t say that his best friend in youth group seemed to be going off the deep end, thinking that was something to keep to himself for now. Angie looked nervous again.

“Yeah, if we stay, you can show me around. I don’t know if we’ll stay. I mean, it’s hard to be new, and all those kids... How many kids are there?”

He laughed. “The high school class has about thirty, and for youth group we get forty or so. In the summer we spend a few Saturdays working at Hope for my brother, and we have a few events, fun events, and we meet on Sunday evening for regular youth group. Keeps us busy.”

“I don’t know,” she said. She looked at the ground and the baby and the house behind him, not looking at him. “I’ll just have to see. But maybe I’ll see you Sunday. Ah, I should go, you know?”

“I should study,” he said. “But I’ll really just play with Emma.”

“Except she just fell asleep,” Angie said.  “And she looks like an angel.”

“Jenny asked me to keep her awake.” He tickled her lightly, but she was really asleep. “Great.”

“Will they be mad?” Angie asked.

“No. Jenny told me she would be tired. I guess she really was. So I guess I’ll do some studying after all. But I’m also happy to sit here in the yard and hold a sleeping baby.”

Angie looked at Emma and bit her lip, looking nervous. This girl got nervous a lot. “Um, do you think? I mean, you don’t know me, but you’re right here, and ah...”

“Angie, just say it.”

“You think I could hold her? She just looks so precious, and—”

“Sure,” Tony said. He shifted and lifted the little girl into Angie’s arms, and where he thought Angie had a pretty smile before, it was nothing like now. She had dimples and the most beautiful dark eyes that sparkled with pure delight as Emma snuggled into her arms with a sigh and went straight back to sleep.

“Oh,” she said. “She’s so warm and sweet.”

Tony grinned. “She is. Hey, why don’t you hold her a minute, and I’ll run get us each a glass of water, since it’s hot out here.”

Angie nodded, staring into Emma’s face, and he wished he had a camera. As the only teen in the world without a phone, he didn’t have a camera on him, but he stared a minute, wishing to preserve the image of little Emma asleep and Angie staring at her in awe like she was holding a butterfly or a fairy or something equally as precious and fragile.

When he brought the water, Emma continued to sleep, and he and Angie continued to talk for almost an hour, when Angie’s mom came out to see if she’d been kidnapped getting the mail. Mrs. Miller crossed the street and agreed with Angie that Emma was the prettiest baby alive, and then she said she hated to do it, but Angie had to come home.

“We’re about to have dinner,” Mrs. Miller said. “And I’m one of those moms who likes to serve dinner once and not warm it up over and over. Sorry, you two. And Tony, it’s good to meet you.”

“Same here, Mrs. Miller,” he said. “I told Angie to find me in church on Sunday, and I’d show her around. If you all stay for Sunday school. But whenever you come, the offer stands.”

Angie gently placed Emma in Tony’s arms, but she woke up and started to babble happily. This was a good thing, since Jenny hadn’t wanted her to sleep at all, and he stood to go inside.

“Since your mom sells real estate, I guess she keeps unusual hours?” Mrs. Miller asked before she crossed the street.

“May through August are crazy. Then in the dead of winter we look more like a normal family.”

Angie said goodbye, and Tony carried Emma to the mailbox, realizing he’d not grabbed the mail on his way in from school today. He put Emma down, and she held his finger and walked at his side to the house, and Tony glanced at the mail as they walked, pausing at the one he’d been waiting for. As soon as they got inside, he set Emma in the high chair and pulled out the plate of food Jenny had brought. When she was eating blocks of cheese, meat, and cut-up apple with her fingers, he tore open the letter from the school and slowly read it, his heart pounding.

It didn’t matter to him that the letter was addressed to his mom. She didn’t know anything about this, and if he’d failed, he had planned never to tell her. But he hadn’t failed. He smiled and took a deep breath, laughing out loud. He’d done it. He’d worked his tail off, and that work had paid off. Unless he completely flubbed finals next week, he was graduating next December instead of a year from now, and his robotics project had been accepted as a state entry to the engineering contest. In August he would go to Atlanta and compete, and if he did well, he was almost guaranteed a scholarship.

“Wow,” he said to Emma. “Look here, sweetie. I did it. Your uncle may not be Shawn Carpenter, but he still knows a thing or two. Early graduation and a chance to get into a robotics program anywhere in the country. Me, Tony Carpenter. Boggles the mind, doesn’t it? Now I just need to get that last bug to work, and I might be able to make something of myself after all.”
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TONY CLICKED THE ENTER button on the computer and wondered if it would work this time. He’d tried everything, and he couldn’t figure out the problem. He thought it was feedback, but he also thought he’d fixed that three tries ago. The program seemed sound, so it had to be something else.

He ran the program, and the little bug on the table let out an ear-shattering shriek, then trembled a few times and shot off the table to the floor. Tony just stared at it.

“Maybe you’re just possessed,” he said, turning off the program and shaking his head. His ears would never be the same. “I mean, how many robot movies end happily? The stupid things become sentient every time and take over the world. I should listen to Hollywood and simply scrap you now.”

Thankful that the little robot didn’t talk back, he decided it was time to change tactics. Maybe put this one away and deal with it another day.

He cleaned up his little workshop, which had once been Shawn’s bedroom, lining up his working bugs on a long shelf. He’d been working on these for three years now, and almost nobody knew it. He’d started with a simple mechanical engineering kit where he’d put together a little bug-shaped contraption that had no motor. His mom had gotten it for him for Christmas. Then Shawn had given him one that had a motor, another little mechanical bug. And when that thing had started to squirm its way across his desk, he’d been hooked. He’d spent every penny of his spare change on parts, and he’d spent hours at the library computer on the internet, and he now had a small army of bugs, programmed to do all kinds of things. The simple ones moved forward, backward, and in circles. Two had arms, and one could pinch things to pick them up. One jumped like a grasshopper, although it tended to land on its back. Two larger ones had been built to participate in robot battles like he’d seen on TV, but he preferred the little ones, tiny robots like so many insects on his desk. Now he worked on one that was supposed to record sound, like a tiny spy robot, but it only screeched. Not so great for spying. He also wanted to try one that flew, but he wasn’t quite there yet. 

The great thing about bugs was their legs, as a robot low to the ground with six legs moved easily. He’d looked at other body shapes, and even two-legged creatures, but they had proven difficult, and he was just drawn to bugs. In reality as well as robotics, bugs rocked.

“Tony?” Mom said from the hallway. “What was that noise? Doesn’t sound like you’re studying.”

He grinned. Mom tried so hard to treat him like an adult and not push, but he didn’t mind a little pushing. Sometimes she gave him so much space he felt he was alone. And now that his project had been accepted, he decided to let her see what he did during all her hours away.

“Can you look at something?” he asked, opening the door. “I’ve been saving this as a surprise. I, um, got some really good news yesterday. And I’ll study later, but right now I’m just basking in my good news.”

She walked into the room and looked rather stunned, because she’d never seen this mess before. He had boxes of electronic parts everywhere, the finished bots lined up on one shelf, those in progress on another, pages of ideas posted on the walls, and his lone laptop on the desk.

“Mom, I’m graduating early. I’m done in December, not May. And in August, my robots are going to a state competition, and if they do well, I’ll probably get a scholarship. Then I can study robotics with some of the best minds in the country.”

Mom just stared around the room. “Wow. This is what you do in here? You make robotic bugs?”

She sounded stunned but also a little baffled. 

“I do. It started with that little kit you bought me. I was hooked.”

“What do they do?” she asked, still not quite impressed. He should have expected that, because at the first look, the room was a mess and the bugs were just models.

He took them down and showed her what they did, and she looked a little more impressed.

“And you’re leaving early?” she asked. “You’ll be gone by the end of the year?”

He’d expected more excitement, but when he thought about, he could see where she’d react badly to that. She’d been expecting him here for another year, and he’d just sprung this on her.

“Yes. But maybe I’ll go close. The program in town isn’t bad. There are a couple in the state, in fact.”

She looked at the room. “How did you afford this?”

“There’s a reason I let my phone contract go. All my money went here.”

She still looked more shocked than impressed, and that hurt.

“Tony, this is... This is amazing. And they’re kind of cute, I guess. Better than real bugs. What do they use these things for? I mean, in the real world, what kind of jobs use robotic bugs?”

He sighed. He knew Mom loved him, but she’d never quite gotten him. She’d done better with Shawn, he thought. Shawn had been hurt, and he and Mom had worked together to raise him after Dad died, and he always thought they made a team. But Tony and Mom gave each other so much polite distance that they didn’t know each other.

“They have a lot of uses,” he said, but he didn’t want to explain it. All the fire seemed to die out of the announcement, and he sighed. “Anyway, that’s my plan. But you’re right I should study for finals, because I can’t get out early unless I keep up my grades.”

He didn’t say that classes came easy. He barely needed to study for this round of finals. It made Brandon angry, he knew, that Tony was a natural student and he wasn’t. He wondered how Brandon would react to Tony’s news. Probably worse than Mom, since in a way he was bailing on his best friend halfway through senior year. But he didn’t want to wait. High school had no engineering courses, no robotics. It was about stress and busywork, and it kept him from spending time doing what he really wanted to do.

Mom said nothing more about him graduating early at dinner that evening, the first dinner they’d had together in over a week. She did ask about the competition, including how much it would cost, and he said one of the local engineering firms had promised to cover it. This seemed to make her happy. He knew money was tight again. The housing market was faltering, and she’d been toying with the idea of getting another job. Tony usually worked, especially in the summer, but this spring he’d been laid off the closest burger place and had focused exclusively on his robots for the contest. Maybe he needed to work again, although he really, really wanted to make a good showing in Atlanta. He didn’t need to win. He just needed to be impressive and attract the attention of the right people.

But right now, as his mother shifted the topic back to real estate and her friends at church and barely gave him a chance to say anything, he realized he had failed to impress the one person he thought would be impressed with him regardless of the outcome of his work, the person who would be impressed just that he’d tried. And that hurt.

***
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WHEN TONY WALKED INTO church, Emma saw him across the foyer and toddled to his legs, and he picked her up and twirled her, listening to her giggle. As usual, Jenny had dressed her in the cutest little dress, and he patted Tony’s shoulder and his face before he put her down.

“Thanks again for Friday,” Shawn said as he approached and grabbed his now-mobile daughter before she walked into the crowd.

“No problem,” Tony said. “It’s nice to have someone out there so glad to see me.”

Shawn frowned. “Tony, are you okay?”

Tony shrugged. “Sure. Why?”

Shawn shook his head. “Anyway, thanks. We needed it.”

“Shawn, I’m home a lot. Just call if you need me.”

“I’ll try to do that. I’m trying, you know? You all make fun of me, but I really try.”

Tony heard the catch in Shawn’s voice. He was right. He’d worked hard to give Jenny and Emma enough time this year, to say no at work sometimes, to find a balance, and people never seemed to see it. People were always ready to jump on bad changes of habit, but nobody ever noticed the good ones.

“I know. And I’m glad, because it means I get to hang out with my favorite little lady.”

“I guess Mom’s here?” Shawn asked, since Tony didn’t drive. He wanted to drive, but money for insurance was a problem, and he just wasn’t willing to take money out of his robot fund for it. Not yet.

“Yeah, somewhere.”

“I needed to ask her something,” he said. “Oh, she told you about your houseguests, right?”

“Yeah. Two weeks from now, right?”

“Yep. Thanks so much. Seth and Lisa will stay with Jenny and me, but we don’t have room for more.”

Tony didn’t say that the extra bedroom in their house was now a workshop. It did have a bed, though, and he would straighten it up for the guests. “It’s no problem. I’m looking forward to it. Three of them, right?”

Shawn nodded. “Thanks. Tony, you know you’re awesome, right?”

Tony laughed. “Sure do.”

Shawn disappeared, and Tony wondered if he meant it. His brother had been a little strange this morning. And having guests wasn’t that hard. Shawn’s friend Matt Tucker was getting married in town in a couple weeks. The wedding party was staying with the Van der Haas family across town, but three guys who were ushers were staying in Tony’s house. He wasn’t sure he remembered their names: Stephen Valentino, Jake something, and a weird name. Cherokee, he thought. He wondered what kind of guy had a name like Cherokee. Anyway, he’d barely given them a thought, assuming they’d spend all their time at wedding events.

He sat with Mom during the service, and when it was over he looked around for Angie and her family. He saw them in the back, and he walked toward them, hoping Angie would stay. He wanted to introduce her around a little and start her on the path toward belonging. He’d lived here his whole life and couldn’t imagine being new, so he wanted her to feel like part of the scenery fast.

“Angie,” he said, walking up behind her. She was in a sundress and a white sweater, like most of the girls here, and she jumped and turned. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “You just startled me.”

“Are you staying?”

She looked at her mother, who gave her a nod, and then at her dad, who also nodded. Then she looked at him, and he realized she’d been hoping her parents would say no and get her out of here. Apparently being new was hard for her.

“Then let me show you the place. Mrs. Miller, I can also drop off your son or show you where he belongs.”

In the end, he dropped the entire family in their classrooms. Randy’s class was the closest, and then the Miller parents decided to attend a class on the book of Ruth a couple doors down, and then Tony headed toward the far end of the building where the high school and college classes met.

“This place is huge,” Angie said. 

“Not really,” he said. “I mean, don’t those mega-churches take up whole city blocks? We have about four hundred people, I think.”

“My old church had about two hundred,” she said. She looked around nervously. “This feels strange.”

He wasn’t sure what to say to that. He saw Tawny and Beatta outside the classroom, girls who had always been nice to him, and he stopped beside them.

“Ah, guys, this is Angie. She’s my new neighbor. Angie, this is Tawny and Beatta.”

Angie looked mortified, but she mumbled a hello, and the girls said hello back, giving him a strange look as they did, and he had no idea what that meant. Clearly this week he had no idea what to expect from people. So he kept walking, and he ran across Brandon and his older brother Ace.

“Hey,” Brandon said, still sounding angry. “And what’s this?”

Tony sighed. “Angie, Ace and Brandon. And this is Angie. She just moved to my street.”

Ace smiled, always a flirt, and said something friendly, but Brandon just grumbled a hello. Tony continued on. Traci was at the doorway handing out a sheet about the summer program, and she grinned and took Angie’s hand and acted like she was a sister Traci had lost at birth. Angie finally looked more relaxed.

“We have so much planned this summer,” Traci said, pushing the flyer into Angie’s hand. “I bet you’re good on a construction site, and we’ll be doing a lot of construction. And fun things, too. And of course regular meetings. It will be great. I’d love to see you there.”

Angie sighed and took the sheet, and Tony led her into the room and found them a seat.

“I don’t know about this,” Angie said.

“Yeah, they’re not exactly impressive this morning. Remember this is final’s week.”

Angie gave him a strange look, and she fell silent and stiff as the Sunday school class came to order.

When the class ended, Tony turned to Angie, having decided to introduce her to a couple other people, but she was gone, almost running for the door. He let her go, hoping to catch her at home this week. He hadn’t guessed she was so shy, since she’d seemed talkative at his house on Friday. But maybe she was one of those who did fine alone and didn’t like groups. Well, he could relate, since he spent a lot of time alone and preferred just hanging with Brandon over being in a big group. Maybe he and she could do things this summer, when he wasn’t working on robot bugs.

Before he got to the door Ace stopped him, Brandon’s older brother. He’d graduated a year ago, and he was going to college locally and living at home. Although he could be fun, he’d changed lately. He seemed a little darker, and he had always been dark to start with, quietly rebellious. The Lopez family had a daughter Julie, who had been Jenny’s best friend before she’d gotten married and left the state, and there were four brothers: Alessandro, who went by Ace, Brandon, Bart, and Casey. They’d been Tony’s first real friends after he’d become a Christian five years ago. He wasn’t close to the youngest because they were several years behind, but he’d spent a lot of time with Ace and Brandon, and he’d spent time in their home, too, because their wealthy parents loved to have visitors.

And yet he couldn’t get past the changes in Ace. He was ashamed to admit the change that bothered him the most was that Ace bought cigarettes and sold them to minors. And since he was one of the minors who bought them, Tony knew he had no right to judge, but still he found himself judging.

“I owe you money,” Tony said. “But I tossed them. I’m done. It’s a lousy habit to start.”

“You high-strung guys need a little mellowing, and they’re the best way to mellow,” Ace said, shrugging. “I can help you mellow in other ways, too.”

Tony sighed. Ace must be dealing in more than cigarettes. “Yeah, no thanks. Here.”

Tony pulled out his wallet and handed over some cash for the cigs he’d crushed, and Ace just cocked his head and shrugged. Mr. Lopez, like Shawn’s father-in-law Mr. Clearwater, made a lot of money and had used it well for the church, so the family was important here. Ace, though, could be trouble, and right now he looked troubled. “Tony, Brandon said you two fought. Sorry about that. He’s going through a bit of a jerk phase right now. I’m sure he’ll get over it.”

Tony shrugged. “Yeah. We’ll be okay.”

He left the room, giving Emma another squeeze before he left. He looked for Brandon, thinking if Brandon had mentioned something to Ace, then maybe things were really getting to him and he might want to talk about, but he didn’t see him, and instead he went home, where he would finish studying for finals and maybe see if he could get his bug to stop screeching at him and do what it was meant to do.
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Chapter Three
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“WHAT WERE YOU THINKING?” Brandon snarled the next morning. Tony had sat down in the cafeteria to wait for first bell, along with half the student body, and Brandon took the seat next to him.

“What?” Tony asked. He had two finals today, and although neither would be hard, he still didn’t want to walk into them with another fight under his belt.

“Yesterday. Where’d you get that girl? And flaunting the fat girl in front of Tawny and Beatta, who have been trying to catch your eye for three years? Really uncool, dude.”

Tony wasn’t sure where to start, so he started at the end and went backward. “Tawny and Beatta? They’re nice. They’ve always been nice to me.”

Brandon rolled his eyes. “Really? You don’t know they would kill to go out with you?”

Tony shook his head. “They know I don’t plan to date in high school. I thought they weren’t allowed to date in high school, either.”

“Come on, like anyone pays attention to that. And that doesn’t mean they don’t like you. They flirt and flirt, and you just blow them off. You’re telling me you’re actually that oblivious?”
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