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Whump, thud.

Whump, thud.

Macron in the mailbox, two left.

Whump, thud.

Crunch, thud.

Uh-oh, Jake thought, before realizing he hadn't thrown his last paper yet. Which meant the broken glass wasn't his doing. Across the street, in the dim early light, he saw Travis standing with his shoulders slumped and his head in his hands. The huge Sunday paper he'd just tossed looked to have finished off old Ms. Marshall's glass-paneled front door. The fourteen-year-old looked torn between crying and running, so Jake sent his own last paper flying before heading over. As always, it hit the fire station garage door with a loud wham, thud before dropping to the ground. Right on cue, the big door cracked open and a muscled arm reached out to grab it.

Unlike Travis, Jake was a veteran paperboy and hadn't broken a window in years. Still, he'd broken enough over time to know exactly what to do. After running a hand through his wind-ruffled brown hair, he shook his head and crossed the street to help the panicking boy out.

"Hey, Trav, got your first window eh?"

The scrawny blonde boy looked terrified.

"Oh man, Jake, I'm so fired, aren't I?"

Jake let out a little chuckle and gave the kid's shoulder a reassuring squeeze.

"Nah, these things happen, and Mr. Sounders knows it. You'll be fine as long as you take responsibility and it gets fixed right away. How many houses you got left?"

"Four. You sure I'm not going to get fired?"

After assuring him once again that his brand-new job was safe, he gave Travis a nudge and sent him off to deliver his last four papers.

When he came back, he'd teach the kid how to deal with Ms. Marshall's door.

In record time, and without any further broken glass, Travis came back while Jake examined the damage. He knew this pane had already been cracked for years, and the new paperboy's errant throw had finished it off. Clear packing tape, applied by Jake himself years earlier, was all that still held the glass in the frame. Thankfully, this would be an easy fix. He knew because he and one of his older brothers had once broken the matching pane on the other side and had to repair that one too.

"Don't worry, Trav, I know Ms. Marshall pretty well. She won't give you any grief over this. We have plenty of time to go get what we need to fix it before she even sees it. You got a pen and paper on you?"

Travis checked his pockets and shook his head when he found nothing.

"Paperboy rule number one. Always have these with you. You never know when you'll need to write something down."

Jake pulled out a mechanical pencil and a pocket notebook. He then showed Travis how to measure the window accurately by using the lines on the notebook paper as a ruler. He'd broken his own share of glass over the years, and his dad had taught him this little trick because of it. The lines of his college-ruled notebook were exactly one quarter inch apart.

"Come on, it's only a ten-minute walk to the hardware store. We can get her a new piece of glass, then come back and install it."

"But Jake, I don't have any money. This is only my third day."

"I know. Let's go."

The two walked in silence to the old Ace Hardware store, mostly because Travis was nervous and mortified. Jake was somebody he'd always looked up to, and he was the one who'd gotten him the job. He couldn't believe he'd already screwed up this badly. They arrived just after the hardware store opened, and Jake led the way through the familiar aisles to the back counter, where a man in his late fifties was going over paperwork. When he looked up, recognition brightened the man's face.

"Hey, John, we need a five by thirty-six-inch piece of eighth-inch Plexi. The good scratch-resistant stuff," Jake said with his usual confidence when it came to fixing things.

"Sounds like a door lite. New paperboy?" he asked with a twinkle in his eye.

Jake laughed and said yes while Travis turned beet red in embarrassment.

"Figured it was too early in the day for a baseball. You kids keep my glass counter busy all year round. Wood door, I trust?"

"Yeah, an old one. Molding holding the pane in place. Not painted, thank God."

"Good, good, easy fix that. You know where the points and such are. I'll have this cut up for you in a jiffy."

Less than five minutes later, the pair were on the way back with a new shatterproof replacement window. After a quick stop for tools at Jake's house, the pair made it back to Ms. Marshall's right as she opened her door to get her paper. It seemed she hadn't noticed the window yet, and Jake could tell it wasn't going to be one of her good days.

Since he knew from experience how to handle the elderly woman's not-so-good days, Jake stepped forward before Travis could say anything. He gave her his usual warm greeting and explained that they were here to fix her broken window.

"Oh yes, that little Jensen boy put a soccer ball through it the other day."

A confused Travis opened his mouth to correct her, only to shut it when Jake gave him a pointed look.

"My brother, ma'am. We're here to fix it for you," he said, holding up the new piece of Plexiglas.

"I told Harold you would. You Jensen boys seem to put your balls about anywhere, but at least you take responsibility for them afterwards. Do what you have to do, boys. I have some errands to run before church."

As she spoke, she walked out of the house with her purse in hand to her aging Cadillac. Travis's face was full of suppressed laughter; Jake's was all embarrassment.

"Put your balls anywhere, Jake?"

"Oh, shut up," Jake muttered with a sigh.

Once the younger teen stopped laughing at the old woman's words, he finally asked why she thought a soccer ball had hit her window.

"She's got a disease called Alzheimer's. It's something that affects the memory. Ten years ago next month, one of my older brothers broke this one," Jake said, tapping the pane on the left side of the door. "With a brand-new soccer ball."

Travis's eyes opened wide.

"She thinks it's July 1986!"

"Yeah, when I was six years old, my brothers were eleven and thirteen, and her husband was still alive. It usually doesn't last long, but according to her daughter it will slowly get worse. She says she's still in the early stages of the disease. It's easiest on her if you don't try to correct her because she won't understand, and she'd just be confused and upset for no reason."

"How do you know all this?" Travis asked, watching Jake carefully remove the wood molding holding the broken glass in the door. He wielded the little pry bar like an expert.

"I stop by at least once a week to check on her and help with the things she can't easily do herself," Jake admitted after a moment. He had been doing it since her husband died eight years ago. More than once, he'd tried to fix this piece of glass when it was only a small crack, only to be told that her husband, Harold, wanted to do it himself.

"Why?"

"Because God tells us to take care of the widows and the orphans," Jake said with a shrug.

By the time the two got the new pane installed and the mess cleaned up, Jake saw he'd nearly missed the early church service and would be late for the second if he didn't hurry. After running home, he took an emergency five-minute cold shower, put on his dark green dress shirt and a pair of black pants, before dashing out the door.

He gave the rusty hood of his beat-up Dodge Omni a pat before stepping back and muttering, "Please work today, old girl."

To his relief, the rolling coffin, as his dad called it, roared to life with the wheeze of a tired 1.4L engine, another hole in the exhaust making it sound much fiercer than it really was. By the time he got to church, he swore he had dropped a cylinder, but didn't have time to check it out. He could already hear the organist playing the end of the hymn of procession.

Jake slipped into the back as Pastor Jakobson moved before the altar and the acolytes made their exit.

The sermon was a good one today about being thankful for the blessings you had rather than dwelling on the things you didn't. He wished his dad had been there to hear it. Maybe it would help if words like that came from someone else for a change instead of always from him. After the service, he walked out with the group of older men who always slipped out for a quick smoke break while their wives talked inside. After agreeing to help with the upcoming re-roofing of the church, Jake hopped back into his worn-out car.

This time it started with a bang, no doubt heard by all inside the church, belched smoke, and died. Jake sighed and popped the hood in resignation as the men of the church gathered around the old green monster. At least it used to be green anyway. It was more rust than paint now.

"Sounded pretty bad, Jake. Let's see what ya got going on."

"Yeah, pretty sure an internal combustion engine is supposed to keep the combustion completely inside," Jake quipped as he opened the hood with a creak of old metal.

The men all took a good look, then shook their heads. All of them saw the hole in the block that had oil trickling through it and onto the pavement below. The Omni had taken her last ride.

"Well, at least she died at church," Old Mack said as Jake closed the hood. "I'll use the office phone and call a wrecker for you. You want it towed home, or—"

"To the junkyard, Mack. It's just not worth fixing," Jake said.

Mack nodded and said he knew a place that would pick it up for free if it was going to the boneyard.

"Thanks, Mack. Luckily I've got a bag of oil dry in the trunk."

The rest of the church men helped him spread the bag of oil dry over the spill before the oil stained the parking lot too badly. One of the many kids hanging around to watch the spectacle even went inside and got a box for him to pack his stuff. Mr. Johansen was even kind enough to pop over to his house on the next block and grab some tools so Jake could remove his brand-new radio that was worth more than the car. The man then offered him a ride home, beating Pastor Jakobson's wife by less than three minutes.

It was two hours after the service ended when Jake trudged in through the back door of his house. While he was sad to lose his car, he still felt grateful it had died in a safe place. If it had died somewhere else, he likely would've been on his own with a long walk ahead of him.

His dad rolled into the kitchen only a few seconds after Jake got in.

"Hey, kiddo, didn't hear you pull up. I thought we were going to do your exhaust tomorrow. Guess you couldn't take the racket anymore."

Only then did his dad seem to notice the sad look on his son's face.

"What's wrong?"

"I sent her to the junkyard, Dad. The engine literally blew out when I tried to start her up after church."

"Damn, sorry, kiddo. I know she wasn't much, but she was yours. I remember how important my car was to me at your age."

"Well, can't say I didn't get my money's worth," Jake said before opening the fridge and downing the last of the jug of orange juice. "I only paid two hundred bucks for her. The new cat we were gonna put on costs one-fifty," he said, trying to keep positive as he tossed the empty container. He knew how much his dad had wanted to teach him how to properly weld an exhaust system tomorrow. Jake had been looking forward to it as well.

"True enough, those catalytic converters aren't cheap. Good thing we didn't buy it yet. We'll find you something soon. Until then, you know you can borrow my car. Not like I'm going to be using it for a while."

As good as his dad was at hiding the bitterness, Jake still felt it. Though the doctors insisted he would be able to walk normally eventually, his rehab hadn't progressed beyond standing with help yet. As usual, Jake didn't know what to say, so he kept silent. The awkward silence held for a beat too long before Jake slipped up the stairs to his room, where he promptly kicked off his shoes and dropped onto his bed. While his watch read only three thirty, his body insisted it felt much later. Desperately needing to relax, he slipped on his headphones and hit play on his Discman. He was out before the first Nirvana song ended.

"Dinner!"

Jake woke reluctantly from a fantastic dream at his dad's call. When the teen pounded down the stairs to the living room, he found his dad opening a Pizza Hut box, which meant two things.

One, Janet was working late at the hospital, and two, Randy had been there to deliver, and he'd missed it.

The former was fine with him, as he and his stepmother had a somewhat awkward relationship. Unlike his older brothers, Jake had no memories of his biological mother. All he'd known as a mom was Janet, yet it didn't matter. The two never had connected, and even now he wondered why. The important thing today, however, was that he'd missed Randy, Jake thought as he got glasses of milk and plates out.

It wasn't as if Randy was a friend of his, far from it, in fact. The guy was a total asshat. He was also a total hottie when he wasn't being a dick and ruining the effect. While he was working, he had to be nice, which meant Jake would have been able to see hottie Randy standing in his doorway. Maybe even gotten to touch him when cash was exchanged for pizza.

God, I'm pathetic, Jake thought as his dad went on about something. He really hadn't been paying attention at all while they ate. Nothing important was ever said during dinner at their house anyway.

After dinner, Jake waited to see if there actually was anything important his dad wanted to say. When there wasn't, he asked to borrow the car to go out for a while. When his dad nodded, he headed to the garage, keys in hand. By reflex, he already had the key to the Omni out, and with another sad sigh, he pulled it off the ring and tossed it in the trash.

His dad's car was just as old as the Omni and even had a lot more miles on it, yet it was still in good shape. Probably because his dad had taken care of this car well, and the former owner of the Omni had not. At least it's got a positive coolness factor, Jake thought as the black Camaro roared to life without the assist of a rusted-out exhaust.

"Not that anyone will see me in it," he muttered as he drove off.

Despite what he told his dad, Jake didn't actually have anywhere to go. It had become obvious a few months ago exactly how wrong he'd been about the people he considered his friends. A few weeks before Christmas, he'd had a painful realization about those friendships. One day, looking through the caller ID, he'd realized not one of his friends' names appeared on the little box. With that in mind, he thought back and realized he'd always been the one to call them, and the one to stop by and see what was going on. So he decided to stop calling and stop dropping by, hoping it was as simple as him always reaching out before they had the chance. Deep down, however, Jake knew that wouldn't be the case, and he was right. It was now June, and the only effort anyone had made was a polite nod of acknowledgment in the hallway at school.

Reluctantly, he had been forced to concede that while he got along with pretty much everyone, he had no real friends. At best, he had casual acquaintances who were nice enough to him while he was with them, but not about to go out of their way to seek his company.

After filling the ever-thirsty Camaro's gas tank and grabbing a Big Gulp for himself, Jake started driving with no particular destination in mind. Eventually, he ended up at Bluffside Park, a state-run park on the banks of Lake Michigan. Feeling restless, Jake got out in the fresh air, stripped off his shirt, and started running the track in the moonlight. At the end of each lap, he stopped and alternated between push-ups and sit-ups, doing as many as he could before running again. As always, it helped clear his head. When he needed to think, he drove the back roads. When he needed not to think, he exercised. There had been a lot of exercise in Jake's life since Christmas.

When he finally began to tire at about eleven, he headed toward the bluffs.

As he often did, Jake made the short climb down to the water, stripped off the rest of his clothes, and dove into the frigid waters of Lake Michigan. He embraced the shocking cold of the massive lake. It invigorated him more than most things could these days. For the next hour, he drove his sixteen-year-old body hard, swimming laps back and forth along the shore before finally easing into a calmer pace. Only then did both his body and mind truly begin to tire enough to head back to shore.

There, he stood for a while staring at the spectacle of stars lighting the solitude of the night as a gentle breeze warmed and dried him. All of it humbled him while sharpening the loneliness that never seemed to leave, even in a crowd of people he knew. So Jake turned to God, as he so often had these last six years.

"God, you know I don't normally ask you for things I need. I mean, you've given your promise that you would take care of those things, and I believe you. Which means you probably already have this thing in the works right now."

Here, Jake paused and considered for a moment how exactly to tell God about the loneliness in him and what to ask for. He didn't have the words, so instead he let himself feel it fully. Not knowing exactly what he needed, all he could do was ask God to take that horrible hollow feeling away somehow. There was little doubt in his mind that he couldn't go on living with it much longer.

It was well past midnight when Jake finally got home and fell asleep. It was a restless sleep that wouldn't last long, as he had to be up in only four hours to start rolling papers for the morning delivery.

Whump, thud.

Wham, thud, whirrr.

Right at six a.m., a muscled arm reached out and snatched the paper, signaling the end of his workday.

When he got home, Jake found a dark, silent house. He already had the leftover pizza in the microwave for breakfast when he remembered why nobody was home. His dad was starting back to work today, and Janet had driven him in the van. A note on the fridge told him his oldest brother Charlie was borrowing the Camaro for the day, and a quick check of the garage showed he'd already picked it up.

"There goes all my gas," Jake muttered, then devoured his pizza.

It also meant he was essentially stuck in the house alone all day. Not that he really had anywhere to go, but at least when his dad had been here, there had been someone to talk to. He knew his dad needed to get back to work again for his own mental health, if for no other reason. Work was all his dad had ever known, and he seemed lost without it. Something Jake could relate to as he and his dad had this trait in common. He could only hope the former EMT could handle being on the sidelines as a dispatcher instead of in the field.

Suddenly seeing the upside of having the place to himself all day, Jake sprinted upstairs to his room. There, he cranked up his little boombox and pulled out his sketchbook. Nobody knew about this sketchbook, or the many others he'd filled over the years, because this part of himself he kept private. His art and his writing both ran too close to the bone, especially some of what he put into them.

He flipped to the back of this one, where only a few blank pages remained, and started something new. Before long, he had a realistic pencil drawing of a muscled arm reaching out from under the firehouse door for the newspaper. The headline on the paper, in big, bold letters, read, "Two men kiss on TV, nobody gets angry." Wishful thinking kept slipping into his realism these days.

Once he was satisfied with the piece, Jake flipped back through the sketchbook in search of the drawing that got to him the most. Even knowing he shouldn't, he stopped there and sat with another page full of wishful thinking.

It was a realistic, faintly fantastical scene of the boys' locker room, complete with multiple nude boys from his class. The realism ended where the reaction should have begun: in Jake's version, nobody cared that two towel-clad jocks were kissing in the middle of the room. The couple were Gabe and Mike, a pair of soon-to-be seniors Jake had recently begun to suspect might be secretly seeing each other.

That was the point of the drawing, more than the bodies or the kiss itself. In Jake's fantasy, two boys could be together and nobody would make a fuss.

With a flop of pages, Jake dropped back onto his bed, already breaking his latest vow to keep his hands off himself. No matter how hard he tried, his teenage brain always circled back there. Afterward, he cleaned up and curled around his pillow, wishing it were a real person.

He cried quietly, as he had so many times before, over the unfairness of it. Most boys only had to fear rejection when they confessed how they felt. Jake knew he would need to be absolutely certain the boy he wanted actually liked boys too before he even hinted at anything. If he guessed wrong, he might get beaten for it, or worse, and afterward everyone at school would know. Jake the fag. Homo. Queer. Cocksucker. He already knew every word they'd use.

"Help me, God," Jake whispered through his tears as he drifted off to sleep.
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“Hmmm.” The sound came from beside Jake's bed. His eyes snapped open to find Charlie standing there, flipping through his drawings. When he noticed Jake was awake, the burly twenty-two-year-old said, “Not bad, lil bro. You're getting really good.”

Jake barely heard the praise. He sat up and drew his knees to his chest, watching in horror as Charlie held the part of him nobody was ever supposed to see. The early pages in the sketchbook were harmless enough. Mostly they were renderings of boys' faces from school. Farther in, though, it got much more personal, and Jake had no idea what his brother had already turned past. Not that it mattered much now.

Charlie was going to see all of it, and despite being in decent shape himself, Jake was no match for either of his older brothers. He closed his eyes and waited for whatever came next.

“Wow,” Charlie said. “You really showed the anger hiding there. His eyes show it so clearly. The art guys back in college always said eyes were the hardest part.”

Randy's portrait, Jake thought. Jake paid closer attention to people's eyes than to anything else. They said more than words ever could. He figured Charlie must have skipped some pages because the locker room drawing was only two pages earlier. The next page would be a drawing of two young wizards kissing in a forest. The page after that held a close-up of the kiss. He heard the page turn and waited, only to hear another page turn. Then another.

What Charlie saw now was a beautifully intricate drawing of his little brother at about age ten, lying curled tight in a protective ball in the dirt. It could only be a cornfield, he decided, and the look of absolute anguish on his ten-year-old brother's dirty, tearstained face tore at his heart.

“Anything you need to talk about, lil bro?”

Charlie put the book down and saw his brother sitting there with slumped shoulders and a look of absolute defeat on his face.

“What's there to talk about? You know now. Your little brother's a faggot. A dirty cocksucker.”

Charlie's face changed in an instant.

He grabbed Jake by the front of his shirt and yanked him off the bed. Jake landed hard and stayed there, waiting for whatever came next.

“Get up,” Charlie barked, hauling him upright by the front of his undershirt. He slammed Jake against the wall hard enough to make the ancient plaster creak, sending bits of it skittering down inside the wall. Jake had never seen his eldest brother look so angry.

At least it's the person I respect most who's going to beat me up first for what I am, Jake thought, dropping his gaze to the floor.

Keeping a fistful of Jake's shirt, Charlie got right in his face and spoke in a low growl.

“Don't you ever say such things about yourself again. Look at me, dammit!”

Jake kept his eyes down.

“That's what I am, Charlie.”

Charlie took Jake's face in both hands and forced him to meet his eyes, with an intensity Jake had never seen in his usually laid-back brother.

“NO. IT. IS. NOT! You are Jacob Steven Jensen, the kindest, most thoughtful, loving sixteen-year-old in this world. Those words are not my brother. They're not you, Jake.”

That hit Jake harder than any fist could have, and he fought tears as Charlie finally let him go.

Having made his point, Charlie stepped back and forced himself to calm down. Then he shocked Jake all over again by admitting he'd been pretty sure Jake was gay for a while now, and that it wasn't something he had a problem with.

“Wait, what? How—” Jake stammered.

“How did I know?”

Charlie actually smiled now, then reached over, opened the closet door, and gestured to the poster on the inside.

“Bro,” he said simply.

Jake blushed at the sight of the poster. It had been the very first thing he'd bought with his paper route money. It was a giant Queen poster showing Freddie Mercury on stage in a skimpy white tank top. If his jeans were any tighter, you'd be able to see his religion as he stood dripping sweat and looking like sex personified to every gay male in existence.

“If you hadn't hidden it on the inside of the door, well, it got me thinking. I'd already met a few gay guys in college, and every one of them had that poster.”

“That's it?”

Jake breathed a silent sigh of relief as some of the tension left him. It wasn't so obvious that anyone would figure it out then. He'd always feared that wouldn't be the case.

“There were other things, but nothing I'd have noticed if some of the gay guys in college hadn't clued me in on what to look for. It's 1996, Jake. It's not as big a problem for people as it used to be. The world isn't as bad as the news and high school idiots make it look.”

“Tell me about it. Wait, please tell me Ed doesn't know.”

After that, Jake didn't have a clue how his other brother might react.

“You must be kidding. Our dear brother has the emotional awareness of a ham sandwich. You could kiss another guy right in front of him and he wouldn't figure it out for days. Forget about him, though, we're talking about you.”

Charlie stepped back, picked up the sketchbook again, and took a seat on the bed.

“Sit down, lil bro. I want you to tell me about this one.”

“Oh God, Charlie, don't go all psychological on me,” Jake complained, though he sat anyway and looked at the drawing of himself in the field. He didn't think he'd ever stop hating his brother's psychology background.

“This isn't the first of your sketchbooks I've seen. I'll admit that. I've probably seen a good portion of what you've done over the years, and this is the only one that's ever given me cause for concern. This one feels different because what you usually draw tends to follow a theme of, well, reality. Things you've seen, or things you wish could be. Usually both at once. So what is this one about?”

At this point, Jake let the invasion of privacy go. There was no point in arguing about it now.

“G-day,” Jake whispered after a moment as he hugged his knees.

“G-day?”

“The day I figured out I liked boys instead of girls. It's the day I knew for certain I was gay, and what it meant. I was ten, lay there crying for hours after running for I don't know how long,” Jake admitted.

Charlie took in a sharp breath. He remembered that day well. He'd been sixteen then, and had come home to their dad and Janet, both frantic because they couldn't find Jake. Edward had seen him run into the cornfield, but never back out again. He'd been the one to actually find him in the end as well, likely because he'd had the foresight to bring old Olly along to help sniff him out. They'd always assumed Jake had been playing in the field, as they all had so many times, and gotten lost. Finding out how much more there was to that day filled in a lot of blanks for him. One look at his little brother confirmed that he had to ask the question. There was a real fear in Charlie that his brother might be suicidal.

At the question, Jake hesitated, not sure how much he should tell.

Finally, he decided the worst was already out, so there wasn't much point holding anything back from Charlie. He admitted that, yes, he had felt that way back then. He'd even loaded their dad's revolver and put it to his head twice that year. At that, Charlie pulled him into a fierce hug and fought tears of his own, sick with guilt for never having known. Jake kept talking, feeling safe in his brother's arms.

“The first time, Olly saved me. Shoved himself right between me and the gun and wouldn't leave me be until I unloaded it and put it away. After he died, I tried again. The gun wouldn't fire. I pulled the trigger six times, and nothing happened. I still have the bullets. You can see where the hammer hit each one. Dad went out to the range with it that night and used up the whole rest of that box of bullets, so everything worked just fine.”

After separating himself from his brother, Jake walked over to the closet. From inside, he pulled out an old cigar box which, among other things, contained six .38-caliber bullets. Every one of them was obviously unfired, yet Charlie could easily see the strike point from the revolver's hammer. All he could do was stare at them in awe.

“This is why I believe in God so strongly, Charlie. Only He could do this.”

“I'm so sorry, Jake. I never knew.”

Jake assured him there was no way he could have known. Jake had gone out of his way to hide what he was feeling from everyone. He also told Charlie that, despite some very bad days, he didn't think about killing himself anymore. As he put the bullets away, he got himself fully back under control. He was more than a little embarrassed to have gotten so emotional in front of Charlie. While he was in the closet, he changed into one of his nicer shirts and asked his brother what he was doing there in the first place.

“I came to get you so Dad could get his car back. When I didn't see the Omni, I assumed you were out.”

And to do some snooping, Jake thought, even though he didn't say anything. At least with Charlie, he knew the snooping came from loving concern rather than mere nosiness.

In desperate need of a break from talking about the worst parts of his life, Jake slipped off to the bathroom and told Charlie he'd be ready in a minute. Repeated splashes of cold water brought the puffiness down, though his eyes stayed red-rimmed. Once again, he'd have to fake allergies for his dad and Janet.

Once outside, Jake found Charlie next to his newly repaired van, looking toward the neighbor's house. When Jake turned to see what his brother was looking at, he grinned in a way he normally would have suppressed. The very good-looking realtor for the neighbor's house was there again, this time changing the "FOR SALE" sign over the realty company name to "SOLD." Jake had seen this hottie of a real estate agent from his bedroom window several times before, yet he'd never dared to look at him or any other guy out in the open like this. The fear that someone might somehow know his thoughts if he let himself have them anywhere except in the privacy of his bedroom had kept everything locked away. Somehow, his talk with Charlie had shifted something inside him. Jake felt lighter, and at the same time more solid on his feet.

“They'd have sold it faster and for more if they'd put a roof on it first,” Jake vaguely heard Charlie say. Then, right in his ear, his brother added quietly, “But then you wouldn't have gotten to see him as often.”

Jake's ears went red at once, and he turned and slugged his brother in the shoulder. Charlie chuckled and, mercifully, shifted the conversation to car repairs as they climbed into the van. As Jake explained the Omni's death, he realized the world hadn't changed because he'd told Charlie the truth. At worst, his brother had one more thing to tease him about, and he'd already proved he could be trusted with it.
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Chapter 3
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Four days after his talk with Charlie, Jake still felt the echo of it. The conversation had been rough, but what stayed with him wasn’t the sting of it. It was the strange sense of relief underneath. As much as he hated admitting his brother had a point, Charlie had been right about one thing: those ugly words were not him.

Yes, he was gay, and someday he would probably have sex with another guy. Even so, if a thousand boys wanted him tomorrow, he wouldn’t have known what to do with even one of them. Jake was a romantic before anything else. Hookups weren’t what he was longing for.

He thought about this as he combed the paper for used car ads.

His search through the classifieds was interrupted by the hiss of air brakes through his open window. Across from his desk, he could see a large truck had pulled up next door, ACE SPEEDY MOVERS painted on the side. A van with the same logo stopped behind it, and movers in blue coveralls piled out of both. Within moments, they were swarming the truck and the house.

A few minutes later, a woman in a newer-ish station wagon arrived and began directing the men.

“So that’s the new neighbor, huh.”

She was blonde, a little short, probably in her mid-thirties. Jake sized her up, then went back to his paper. He’d been hoping for a family, not a single woman. Selfish maybe, but he couldn’t help thinking she looked about right to have a kid his age.

He knew it was selfish. Even after talking to Charlie, the quiet still pressed in on him more often than he liked. He circled a Chevy pickup listed for four hundred. It definitely needed work, which he almost preferred. His dad had started teaching him repairs when he was little, and Jake had always liked working on something that could be fixed.

The slam of a car door drew his attention back to the window. A blue minivan had pulled in, and a dark-haired man stepped out, smiling as he headed into the house. Jake barely noticed him. His focus settled on the teenage boy who climbed out after.

The kid was about Jake’s age, with deep brown hair that looked almost black when he stepped into the shade. Thin. Closed off.

When he reached the grass in front of the house, he stopped. Just stood there, eyes moving, as if he were trying to take everything in without reacting to any of it.

Only then did Jake get a clear look at his face. Not angry. Not scared. Not happy. Nothing. The expression was so flat it almost didn’t read as an expression at all.

It unsettled him more than he wanted to admit.

About a minute later, the guy, probably the kid’s dad, handed him a box and said something low in his ear. The boy gave the smallest nod imaginable and carried the box into the house through the back door.

Something about the whole thing sat wrong with Jake, yet he kept catching himself looking back toward the house. Finally he shut the blinds and moved over to his bed, trying to get his mind off the boy.

It didn’t work.

After a while, he gave in and cracked the blinds open. The only one outside now was a lone workman carrying empty boxes back to the truck. It looked like they’d paid to have everything brought in and set up, too.

Jake opened the blinds the rest of the way, and stopped.

The boy was at an upstairs bedroom window, already looking straight back at him. Jake smiled and gave a small wave. The boy watched him with that same blank face, then answered with the same brief, clipped nod.

Not knowing what else to do with the kid looking on, Jake sat back down at his desk. Then, just to be doing something other than sit there, he grabbed his Bible and started reading.

When he looked up sometime later, he saw the kid on his bed, sorting through a box. As if he knew he’d been noticed, he glanced up and made the smallest gesture, something that might have been a hello, or might have been nothing at all.

Jake smiled and nodded anyway, careful not to do more than that, then headed downstairs when he heard his dad and Janet come in.

At least the boy didn’t seem unfriendly. Just a little odd.

“Hey, Janet, I got the roast in at about three forty, so it’ll be ready soon. You want me to mash the taters?”

Janet gave him a tight smile. She looked worn down and a little irritated, too, like she’d had a rough day at work.

“No, I’ve got it, Jake. Your dad has something he wants to talk to you about, though.”

She nodded toward the living room, and a spike of fear drove straight into Jake’s chest. Had Charlie told them? He forced himself to breathe and headed in to see his dad.

“Hey, Dad. What’s up? How was PT?”

His dad groaned. “Murder as usual. On the upside, though, they cleared me to drive again this week,” he said with a grin, rocking his right leg back and forth.

Jake grinned back. Charlie hadn’t told them.

“That’s great, Dad. Janet won’t have to drive you everywhere anymore.”

“Good news for us, sure. Not so great for you, though. I’ll be driving the van, since I can get in and out of it myself. We’re trading the Camaro in for something newer that Janet can drive. I’d just give it to you, but—”

“Don’t worry about it, Dad. I like the Camaro, but I’d rather you both have something that won’t break down on you. I’ve got money set aside for a car. I just need someone to take me out to look.”

His dad looked relieved. Like Charlie, he had no idea how little of that money Jake had actually spent over the years. Jake had been encouraging it toward a house far away from any city for as long as he could remember.

“Why don’t we head out after dinner then? Just you and me,” his dad said. “It’s been a while since we’ve gone out by ourselves. Besides, Janet’s had a rough one at the hospital, and I think she needs a little alone time with a bar of chocolate.”

Jake gave him a crooked grin. “I’ve got a big-ass chocolate bar upstairs I’d be willing to part with, if you spring for ice cream.”

“I don’t know how you don’t have girls lining up to marry you, kid,” his dad said with a laugh. “Tell you what, you let me give it to her and you’ve got a deal.”

They shook on it, still laughing, and Jake ran upstairs to grab the candy bar. He actually had several; chocolate was one of his few indulgences.

His dad’s comment about girls rolled off him easily tonight. He’d heard it before, mostly from older women, and he figured they were probably right. Not that he had any interest in girls. If anything, it was a relief not to have to deal with that particular complication. Still, it bruised the ego a little.

After dinner, his dad broke the news that they were heading out to look at cars to replace the Omni, presenting it alongside the oversized chocolate bar. Jake waited outside while his dad and Janet got all kissy over how thoughtful he was.

Gag.

Still, his dad was smiling again. Even if it didn’t last, Jake supposed that was something.

It had been too long.

A few minutes later, Jake saw his dad roll down the back-door ramp with a dopey grin on his face and a spark in his eyes. Then he maneuvered, as he always did, to get into the van. After flipping an armrest up, he locked the brakes, grabbed the sliding door, and hopped onto the van floor. From there, he folded the chair and hauled it inside in one smooth motion.

The next part was the hard one, in Jake’s opinion. His dad scooted back, got his legs between the front seats, and lifted himself up by the armrests into the driver’s seat. If his dad hadn’t been on the short side, he’d never have made it. Jake knew this because he’d tried it himself more than once, and his six-foot-one frame just didn’t fit.

His dad flashed a huge grin at his success, until Jake pointed out what he’d missed.

“Hope you don’t forget to close the door when you go to work Monday.”

“Ugh. I already forget when I’m getting into the passenger seat,” his dad said. “At least I can reach it from there if I really stretch.”

“I’ll tie a rope or something to it for you this weekend,” Jake promised as he climbed in.

His dad seemed practically giddy as they pulled away, and Jake understood why. He hadn’t been driving long himself, but he loved it—and it was clear his dad did too.

“Good to be back in the saddle again, Dad?”

“Oh God, is it. If you ever say anything, I’ll deny it, but Janet scares me when she drives.”

“Yeah, well, now you know how us kids have felt for years. Ed always said he’d rather take the bus for a reason. You never listened when we begged you to be the one driving.”

Jake tried to keep a straight face. He failed, and they were both laughing by the time they hit the Dairy Queen drive-through.

As long as his dad was behind the wheel and the wheelchair sat out of sight in the back, it felt like old times again. Like before everything had changed. Before church became a sore subject. Before anger had taken root in the house.

It gave Jake a little hope that his prayers were being answered.

Slowly, his dad seemed to be finding his way back.

Give him strength, and give him time, Lord, Jake prayed as they ate their ice cream on the way to the first address.

The van there really did run great, just like the ad claimed. The transmission, however, didn’t have second gear unless you shifted it manually. Jake was willing to fix a lot if the price was right, but he drew the line at transmission work.

The missing driver’s seat in the next car was a no-go, too. So was the pickup with no driveshaft.

He wasn’t about to tow home something he’d just bought.

Every vehicle on Jake’s list had either already been sold or should have been junked. Reluctantly, he let his dad take him to a used-car lot while they were still open. The moment they pulled in, Jake spotted the as-is section in back and felt a flicker of hope. He pointed his dad that way first, hoping the price might look as good as the truck itself.

They climbed out of the van, and Jake headed straight for what was likely to be his new ride.

She was a gorgeous midnight blue, with hardly a scratch or dent to be found. The only real blemish was the bed, which had been beaten up and rusted from obvious heavy use, more than you’d expect on a ’93 S-10. He leaned in to look through the window and immediately noticed the empty hole where the radio should have been. The rest of the interior was clean, recently detailed. The odometer read a little over sixty-two thousand miles. A lot for a three-year-old truck, but not enough to scare him off.

“A little pricey, isn’t it?” his dad said.

Then, as if deciding something, he gave a short nod. “I can co-sign if you need me to.”

Jake didn’t answer right away. His dad knew he worked hard, paper routes, fixing things, whatever came along, but he had no idea how much of that money had gone untouched over the years.

He thought Jake was being careful. He didn’t realize how deliberate it had been.

The salesman, whom Jake hadn’t heard approach, had clearly caught the word co-sign.

“Nice, isn’t she? Just came in yesterday.”

Jake bit back a sigh. God, how he hated these people. Still, sometimes they were a necessary evil, and his grandpa had taught him how to deal with them. Grandpa was a master at this sort of thing, and Jake still went along every year when the old man bought his annual “new” used car, learning more each time, mostly about patience.

Jake smiled and held out his hand, introducing himself. The salesman blinked, clearly not expecting that from a teenager.

Good.

Jake pressed the advantage, asking for a test drive while pulling his license from his wallet and letting the man see, without comment, that he had cash on hand. The salesman headed off to get the keys with no illusions about who was running this deal.

Jake’s dad stayed by the van, watching with open amusement.

“Hey, Pop,” he said with a chuckle. “When did you get here?”

It always amazed him how much Jake, and especially Ed, took after their grandfather in moments like this. Jake gave a quick, satisfied grin, then turned his attention back to the truck as the salesman returned.

Jake ended up taking the test drive alone, which he hadn’t expected at his age. After a short loop, he parked a few blocks away, popped the hood, and went to work. Every used vehicle needed something; it was just a matter of how much. By the time the second passerby asked if he needed help, Jake already knew where this one stood.

He pulled back into the truck’s original spot, deliberately not pulling up front. Grandpa always said that was a mistake; it told them too much. As nice as the truck was, if the guy wanted the sale, he’d need to work for it.

“Well, how’s she drive, Mr. Jensen?” the salesman asked.

Not brand new, Jake noted. Grandpa had said the ones who asked that question were usually trying to read you.

Jake set the key carefully on the bed rail.

“Not bad. A lot of miles for her age, though. I’ll write you a check for thirty-five hundred.”

The salesman stiffened and countered with forty-five hundred.

Jake nodded calmly.

“Normally I’d say yes. Problem is, she needs work. The four-wheel drive doesn’t function, and if it were cheap to fix, you’d have done it already. Plus there’s that whining noise when I pulled away.”

The salesman shifted on his feet.

“Rear differential gears,” Jake went on. “Seal’s leaking, oil’s low. Gear set alone is at least two-fifty.”

As if on cue, a drop of oil fell from beneath the differential housing and hit the pavement.

“There’s another oil leak up front, too.”

Jake stepped aside and waited.

The man mulled it over. “How about four flat, and I’ll throw in a new bed liner and stereo?”

Now we’re talking.

“Keep the radio,” Jake said. “I’ve got a better one. Make it four grand, with the bed liner, tax, title, registration, and plates, and I’ll cut a check right now.”

He pulled his checkbook from his pocket and clicked his pen. His grandpa would’ve been proud.

The salesman didn’t bother with the usual let me talk to my manager routine. He accepted the offer and brought Jake inside to sign the paperwork. Being an as-is lot helped; a bigger place would’ve fixed most of it and charged more.

While they waited for the bank to verify the check, Jake glanced outside and spotted a familiar face. Jason, one of the football guys from school, was helping install the bed liner and plates with a couple others. Not exactly a friend, but everyone knew him. Last year’s captain, even. Rumor was he wouldn’t be this year.

Jake looked back down at the paperwork, pen steady in his hand.

A dirty thought crossed his mind, and his face split into a wide grin. Now he could honestly say he’d had the captain of the school football team in his bed and not be lying.

Today was definitely a great day.

Back home, Jake and his dad were in the driveway looking over the truck. Jake laid down a couple pieces of cardboard to catch the oil drips while his dad sat nearby, grinning softly.

“I can’t believe it.”

“What, that I got him to drop the price?”

His dad nodded. “Not by that much, at least. I’ve only ever seen your grandpa and your brother Ed do that well on a lot. And you fixed the four-wheel drive on the way home.”

Jake shrugged, trying to step sideways out of the praise. When he’d tested the four-wheel drive during the test run, the hissing noise had been unmistakable. The vacuum line had likely been knocked loose when the radio was stolen. The engine oil leak was just a valve cover gasket, maybe ten bucks. The rear differential needed a new seal and fresh gear lube. The gears themselves were probably fine.

He hadn’t lied. Differential gears were expensive. He knew that because he and his dad had replaced them on the Camaro last summer. And four-wheel-drive systems really were costly if they were broken. The lot should’ve checked the vacuum lines before putting it out for sale, he thought.

“I also didn’t expect you to have that money saved,” his dad said. “Not after you only paid a hundred bucks for the Omni a few months ago.”

Jake hesitated, then pulled out his checkbook.

“Believe it or not, I actually do listen to you,” he said. “Like that talk you gave me about saving and spending wisely when I was ten and started mowing lawns.”

He handed the checkbook over. The savings register was tucked inside.

“I also told you your money was your own business,” his dad said.

“Dad, I could’ve written a check for a brand-new one today,” Jake said quietly, eyes dropping to the driveway. “I didn’t, because you taught me the difference between what I want and what I need.”

His dad opened the book anyway.

After buying the truck, Jake had thirty-eight dollars and fifty-two cents left in checking.

In savings, just over eighteen thousand.

Something in his dad’s chest loosened, as if he hadn’t realized until that moment how tight it had been. Especially if something ever happened to him, worse than what already had. Jake had more saved than he and Janet did after all the medical bills. Considering the paper routes, the lawns, the repairs, maybe it shouldn’t have surprised him.

“I’m glad one of you boys listened,” he said, his voice roughening. “I’m proud of you, son.”

Jake leaned down and hugged him, realizing it had been far too long since he had.

“Thanks, Dad. I’m proud of you, too. You’ve come a long way this past year. Just don’t give up, okay? Not on rehab. And not on God.”

“I’m, I’m trying, Jake,” his dad said, holding on a little tighter than usual.

“It’s all you ever asked of me,” Jake said. “It’s all I ask of you. You’re worth a million.”

His dad shook his head, then said he wanted to sit outside for a while and look at the stars.

Jake squeezed his shoulder. “Love you, Dad.”

“Love you, too.”

Jake went inside hoping his dad had heard what mattered, because he needed him to keep trying.
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Chapter 4
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Sunday afternoon was the next time Jake saw the new neighbor boy. He was stretched out on his stomach in the grass beside the short fence separating their yards, staring so intently at the ground he almost looked like a carved statue as he lay there. Like the first time Jake had seen him, his face was set like stone.

“A man that hath friends must show himself friendly,” Jake murmured, “and there is a friend that sticketh closer than a brother.”

He’d read the line in Proverbs a few days earlier, and it had stuck with him. Now it felt oddly fitting, especially since the boy kept drawing his attention for reasons Jake couldn’t quite name.

“No time like the present,” Jake said under his breath, trying to convince himself as he headed out the back door.

At the four-foot chain-link fence, Jake smiled and offered a casual, “Hey there.”

The boy looked up and gave that same small almost-wave Jake had seen before, then returned his attention to the grass. It was enough for Jake to catch the color of his eyes, bright blue against his dark hair, and enough to make him want another look.

“So, uh, what are you up to? I’m Jake, by the way.”

Silence.

Jake hesitated, unsure what to do next. The boy glanced up again, those blue eyes unreadable, and gave a small nod. More acknowledgment than answer.

Jake followed the direction of the boy’s hand and finally noticed the patch of clover scattered through the lawn. The boy held up four fingers, then dropped his gaze back to the grass.

“Oh,” Jake said, understanding dawning. “Trying to get lucky, huh?”

This time, when the boy looked at him, there was the faintest hint of a smile, gone almost at once. He nodded. His eyes, though, had gone lighter somehow, almost amused.

A strange warm feeling swept through Jake, a feeling he’d never had before and no words could describe.

“Don’t suppose you could tell me your name?” Jake asked.

The change was immediate. The faint light in the boy’s expression dimmed, replaced by something Jake couldn’t quite name. Sadness, maybe. He shook his head, barely perceptible.

“Can’t talk?” Jake asked.

The nod came again.

Jake swallowed his disappointment and searched for a way to lighten the moment. “Guess I’ll have to call you Lucky, then,” he said with a grin. “Welcome to the neighborhood, Lucky. If you get bored of the grass, you’re welcome to stop by sometime.”

For a second, Jake thought he might have pushed too far.

Then the almost-smile returned, and so did the amusement in Lucky’s eyes.

Success, Jake thought.

Time to go before I ruin it.

“See you around, Lucky,” Jake said, backing away from the fence.

A few minutes later, Jake was backing the truck out of the garage.

He popped the hood and got to work on the oil leak. He’d already replaced the rear differential seal the day before, and the front valve cover gasket didn’t take long this afternoon.

As he tightened the last bolts, he realized he wasn’t alone.

Jake looked up and nearly jumped. Lucky stood there, motionless, eyes alert in a way that made him look almost nervous.

Jake’s heart skipped.

Okay. Play it cool. Don’t screw this up.

“Hey, Lucky,” he said lightly. “Bored already?”

Lucky seemed to ease just a fraction and gave his small nod.

“Know anything about working on cars?”

A tiny shake of the head.

“Well,” Jake said, “if you’re bored enough, you’re welcome to give me a hand. Maybe learn a little.”

Another nod.

Lucky leaned in, peering under the hood with guarded curiosity.

Jake started pointing things out, just the basics, the stuff people actually needed to know. He told Lucky to point at anything he wanted explained.

It turned out Lucky wanted to know about everything.

Jake found himself enjoying it more than he expected. When it was time to change the oil, Lucky slid under the truck with him. His face stayed stony the whole time, but his eyes tracked every movement.

When Jake pulled the drain plug and thick black sludge poured out, splashing his arm, Lucky’s eyes went bright with silent laughter.

Jake laughed too, wiping his arm with an old rag.

“For the record,” he said, “that’s not the color we want. I just bought her, and the last owner didn’t take great care of things. Luckily, I came prepared. My brother Charlie’s first car was the same way.”

After explaining the oil filter, Jake had Lucky screw the drain plug back in. Then he handed him the new filter and showed him how to seat it properly.

Back under the hood, Jake grabbed a bottle of cheap transmission fluid and moved to pour it in, then stopped.

Lucky was pointing at the label. Transmission fluid. His eyes questioned him.

“Good catch,” Jake said. “It’s a lot like motor oil, but it’s got extra cleaners and conditioners. The engine’s filthy, so we’re going to run this with a cleaner for a short time. We won’t drive it like this, just warm it up so it can flush some of the gunk out. Then we dump it, change the filter, and do it again. Then we put in good oil.”

Understanding flickered in Lucky’s eyes. He nodded.

After the first run, the fluid came out almost as black as before.

Lucky stared at it like he couldn’t believe it. The second run wasn’t much better, and even Lucky seemed to notice the tapping sound before Jake shut the engine off.

Jake explained why it sounded that way, the oil being thin, the cleaner doing its job. Lucky looked at him again, that same silent question forming in his eyes.

“We didn’t hear it before because everything was coated in gunk,” Jake said. “Metal hitting metal through tar doesn’t make much noise. Clean parts do. Once we put proper oil back in, it cushions everything.”

He paused, then added with a faint grin, “Like most guys wish they’d learned sooner. A little lubricant saves a lot of damage when parts rub together too long.”

The almost-smile returned. So did the laughing eyes. Jake even caught a faint pink at Lucky’s ears.

With fresh oil and a new filter in place, the tapping vanished. Lucky gave a small nod of approval.

They put the tools away and were scrubbing up at the garage sink when a voice called from Lucky’s house, “Dinner!”

Lucky gave a quick, almost-wave and disappeared.

After his own dinner, Jake sat at his desk with his sketchbooks spread out, working on a drawing of Lucky standing at the window.

When he finished, he frowned.

Greyscale wasn’t right.

From a deep corner of his closet, Jake pulled out his colored pencils and a heavier drawing pad, one Charlie had never seen and probably never would. It held illustrations for stories he’d written.

Love stories, mostly. Far-off worlds.

He used the pad sparingly. It worked out to more than a dollar a page, after all. Still, Lucky felt worth it.

A boy without a voice deserved visual accuracy.

This one would take days, so Jake started where it mattered most—the laughing eyes he’d seen first.

Whump, thud.

Whump, thud.

Jake was thinking about the time he’d spent with Lucky the day before as he ran his route. It had been so different from the time he spent with other kids his age, the ones he’d mistakenly called his friends. Lucky had actually seemed interested in what Jake was saying, and somehow it hadn’t felt one-sided.

Which was the real irony, considering the other boy hadn’t said a single word.

Now that Jake thought about it, Lucky had even helped put the tools away without being asked. None of the silence had mattered.

Lucky did just fine making himself understood, even if talking with him took more thought, more watching, more figuring things out, than talking with an average kid.

Wham, thud, whirr.

“Hey, paperboy, hang on a sec.”

That’s new, Jake thought.

Barely awake was the norm for the little firehouse at this hour, but today someone was calling to him from behind the rising garage door. As it rattled up, several well-muscled firemen came into view, most of them shirtless, and Jake thanked the Lord for morning miracles.

One of the shirtless men was new to the department, and also a familiar face.

Robert.

Jake recognized him from the hospital, the firefighter his dad had been working on the day everything went wrong. Jake hadn’t been there for any of it. None of them had. He only knew the story the way it had been pieced together later, from Janet’s shaking voice and from things his dad never quite finished saying.

There’d been a call. A man with a gun. A little girl used as a shield.

A sniper’s bullet that tore through the gunman’s shoulder and dropped him. Robert had already been hit, and Jake’s dad had been treating him when another shot changed everything.

By the time Janet finally tracked all three boys down the next day, their lives were already different.

Afterward, Robert had been in the hospital too, a few rooms down from Jake’s dad. Jake had spoken to him a handful of times then.

Now Robert was grinning as he trotted over, moving easily, like his body had never betrayed him.

For just a moment, resentment flared in Jake’s chest, hot and unfair, because Robert could run, and Jake’s dad still couldn’t stand the way he used to.

He crushed the thought immediately. It wasn’t right. Robert had a wife and four kids. Jake wouldn’t wish that loss on anyone, not for any reason.

“Hey,” Robert said, slowing to a stop, suddenly sounding a little unsure. “I thought it was you when I saw you yesterday morning. I just wanted to say hi, and ask how your dad’s doing.”

“Dad’s doing okay now,” Jake said. “Still has a lot of physical therapy ahead of him. The doctors swear he’ll walk again.” He forced a small smile. “He’s on dispatch these days, so you might hear him on the radio now and then. Looks like you’re doing better than the last time I saw you.”

Jake’s eyes caught on the scar near Robert’s chest, too close to the heart to think about comfortably. Unbelievably lucky.

“I’m glad to hear he’s hanging in,” Robert said. “I never got to talk to him after. He was transferred to the big hospital before I could.”
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