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Parents’ Note

​ As
an advanced reader from an early age, I understand the struggles of
these children and their parents in finding books that are both
challenging and free of inappropriate content. My goal has always
been to write stories that are safe, not only for a teen audience,
but also for younger children with the reading skills to enjoy and
appreciate them.

 


Because of the nature of the parable that
inspired this book, it contains references to topics that may be
inappropriate for younger readers. Drinking, gangs, and drugs are
mentioned but not described. A main character smokes cigarettes,
and this issue is partially addressed in a later scene. Tattoos are
not specifically condemned but are shown to make others
uncomfortable. The aftermath of a violent crime is described, but
not in a graphic manner.

 


Parents may want to preview the book or
discuss these issues when giving it to a younger child.


Chapter One

​I’m glad
the guy’s probably dead by now, because if I ever met him, I’d
punch him in the face.

I’d never say that at school—the only place I
ever think it. It’s the kind of thing that’d draw attention from
teachers and counselors, Principal Orbison and Officer Clay—people
that’d never put a face to the name DaVonte Jones unless they
thought I’d make trouble. I guess I look like the kid you wouldn’t
want to meet in a dark alley, and they’d figure I’d really do
it.

The guys from my neighborhood would get a
kick out of it. I’ve never hit anybody unless they were hurting a
little kid, and when I get mad, a couple jabs at what’s left of the
punching bag in the corner of the old rec center usually cools me
down. But I look like I could do it, and that’s what counts to most
people.

The tattoos—sure, they could be intimidating,
I guess. But there aren’t any gang symbols. Just pictures I thought
were cool, style statements that don’t look like someone else’s
trash, proof to the guys on the block that I belong, even if I keep
out of some of the garbage they’re into.

The cigarettes—well, I dare anyone to live in
my neighborhood for sixteen years and not at least try them. I
don’t use them as much as some guys, but they’re a big help when I
get stressed. Besides, I’ve never seen anyone passed out in the
street or whacked out of their mind from a cigarette, so I figure
they can’t be that bad.

And the way I dress—yeah, let’s just say I’d
been wearing ripped jeans and frayed shirts long before somebody
made them cool. Most of the money I get from my mama when she’s
sober goes to more important things like school lunches or frozen
dinners. And even if I could afford it, walking down my street in a
collared shirt would just be begging for the fights I’d rather
avoid.

I don’t even know the guy’s name, and I guess
he might’ve meant all right, but I can tell you one thing—he wasn’t
from Graveside. Because anyone from this side of the river would’ve
known right off that bussing the kids from my neighborhood over to
Woodbridge High would be the worst idea in the history of the
city.

The names haven’t changed much in forty
years. The rich kids call us deadbeats, which might be just a slap
at our future or a dig at the cemetery where our neighborhood got
its name. To us, they’re the bridgers, either because half of them
live in Woodbridge or because you have to cross the bridge to get
to them. That name’s the deepest insult you can give a Graveside
kid.

Why nobody on the school board ever redrew
the lines again after that disaster is one of life’s unsolved
mysteries. Nobody, but nobody wants the Graveside kids in this
school—least of all us. Most days we pretty much manage to ignore
each other, but some days we just can’t. Days like today, when Pete
Hoffstedder and Ian LeBeau filled Jamal Lewis’s gym sneakers with
some sort of rotten-smelling muck while he was in the shower.

Jamal shoved Ian up against a locker and
ended up with a black eye from Pete and two weeks’ suspension from
the principal. Ian and Pete got three days’ detention and had to
pay damages—a whopping ten bucks. Maybe Mr. Orbison never had to
replace a pair of sneakers, no matter how torn-up they were.

The rest of the day was electric. Guys
jostled and pushed in the halls. Girls shot poison looks across the
classrooms. Teachers scrapped group work and lectured with tight
lips, keeping a worried eye on the Graveside kids and nervously
shushing the whispered digs of the bridgers.

I guess it’s a little like living over an
ammunition plant. After forty years, nobody expects an explosion,
but everyone still catches their breath when a lit cigarette falls
on the floor. Next week, it’ll all be back to normal, just with one
more inch carved into the gap that separates us. And as far as I
can see, that’s a gap no bridge in the world will ever cross.


Chapter Two

​“Two
weeks! They should’ve kicked him out for good.” Peyton Emeric
scowled at his friend’s face on the phone as he sprawled across his
bed. “You ought to have your parents appeal to the school board.
Ten bucks? He couldn’t have given those shoes away. They were
pretty much held together with duct tape. You were doing him a
favor.”

He paused, listening to his earbuds, then
shook his head.

“Nah, I can’t. Church stuff tonight. So
what’d the doctor say?”

Another pause, and Peyton’s scowl
deepened.

“I mean, can’t you make the kid’s insurance
pay for bruises? Pain and suffering or something? I’m telling you,
your dad should check it out. There’s got to be some sort of
assault there. Maybe send him to jail if you can’t get money out of
it. Those kids are dangerous. Somebody has to teach them a
lesson.”

“Peyton?” A soft knock interrupted Ian’s
reply, and his friend glanced up irritably.

“I’m busy, Natalie!”

“Phone for you. It’s Pastor Allison.”

Peyton sat up and shook his hair back into
place as he reached for his phone.

“Hey, listen, I have to go. Think about it.
I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He pulled off the earbuds, tossed the phone
back onto the bed, and unlocked the door to admit his sister.
Natalie held out the home phone, and he snatched it from her
hand.

“Hello?…Oh, yes, pastor.…Yes, sir, I’m
ready.” He smiled as he listened. “Yes, sir. I’ll be there. And
thank you.”

Hanging up, Peyton tossed the phone back
toward his sister, who ducked instead of trying to catch it.

“Nice.” He grinned sarcastically and turned
toward the closet. “Tell Mom I’ve got to leave early tonight.
Pastor wants to talk to me before service. Did she get my gray
jacket cleaned?”

“It’s downstairs. And she said to tell you
she’s got dinner almost ready.”

“And you couldn’t bring it up? What’s she
making?”

“Mac and cheese.”

Peyton turned with a scowl, and Natalie
hurriedly clarified.

“The kind you like. Baked, with bread
crumbs.”

“No milk when I’m speaking, Nat! It messes
with my voice. Tell her I’ll have a hamburger if she can get it
done in time. If not, I’ll stop for something. Bring my jacket up
and hang it on the door. I want to go over my notes one more
time.”

Natalie sighed and nodded. Peyton pulled a
white shirt from the closet and kicked the door shut behind her. A
few moments later, he stepped toward the mirror and surveyed
himself carefully before raising his voice to yell, “Nat, where’s
my jacket?”

“It’s hanging on your door,” came the muffled
response from Natalie’s room.

Peyton slipped it on, looked himself over
again, and straightened his tie slightly, then settled into a chair
and reached for the freshly printed sheets sitting next to his
Bible on the nightstand.

“Good evening, brothers and sisters. It’s so
humbling to be allowed to speak to you tonight and to share the
message I believe the Lord’s given me. I know I’m much younger than
most of you, but I hope, like Paul said to Timothy, that you won’t
despise my youth, because we all know God’s Word is greater than
the messenger, amen?” A pause just long enough for the response,
then, “That said, I’m still pretty new at this, so I won’t complain
if you do keep in mind how young I am—and forgive my mistakes
accordingly.” A slightly longer pause, and Peyton’s apologetic
smile widened into a satisfied grin. “The title of tonight’s
study—”

The water started to run in the bathroom
sink, and he looked up to call, “You’ve got ten minutes before I
have to fix my hair!”

Natalie’s response was indistinct, and Peyton
turned back to his notes.

“The title of tonight’s study is ‘God’s Grace
and Our Answer.’ If you’ll please turn with me…”


​ Chapter Three

Levi Allison grinned slightly as his father
put down the phone and set the salad bowl on the table.

“So, Dad, is this a tossed salad or a layer
cake?”

“Have at it.” His father slid him the tongs
and turned to his older son. “Asher, would you bless the food?”

“Sure, they always ask the seminary student,”
Asher complained with a grin, and his father punched him playfully
in the ribs. When the blessing was over, Asher took the salad from
his brother and studied his father critically. “Make any progress
with the board?”

“Not much.” Pastor Allison ran a hand through
his barely-graying hair and shook his head. “You know, there is
absolutely no church presence in that community—no congregation, no
ministry, no outreach. We’ve got to find a way to get the gospel
there—to show them that God loves them and so do His people.”

“Sounds like you’ve got to convince His
people first.”

Pastor Allison sighed.

“That’s why I’m hoping to get some of the
kids interested. If they could start bridging those gaps at school,
we might get an inroad that the board would be willing to follow
up.”

Levi glanced up with a frown.

“That’s why you wanted to talk to
Peyton?”

His father nodded. Levi dropped his gaze and
began spearing tomatoes with his fork.

“I hear he has a lot of influence with the
kids at church.”

Levi nodded but didn’t raise his head.

“So what’s the problem?” Asher leaned forward
and crossed his arms, and his brother swallowed hard and ran a
finger along the edge of his watch.

“There was a—kind of a fight at school today.
A couple of the guys messed with another kid’s sneakers and got in
trouble. They’re friends with Peyton, and I guess he’s—pretty mad
about it.”

“Sounds like your timing’s impeccable, as
always.” Asher looked up with a rueful grin, but his father’s eyes
were fixed on Levi.

“And what do you think about it?”

“The other kid shouldn’t have shoved them.”
Levi pushed a piece of lettuce around his plate, and his eyes
flicked cautiously toward his father. “But they started it, and
they were wrong.”

“Did you say that?”

“No one asked me.”

Pastor Allison sighed.

“Levi, I need your help with this. I know
your school has serious problems, but we’ve got to start breaking
down some of these walls, and you’re in a better position to do
that than anyone. You have to be part of the solution, not part of
the problem.”

Levi’s face had lost its slight color, and
his knuckles were white around his fork. His father laid a hand on
his shoulder.

“Listen, son, I know talking to people isn’t
easy for you. But God’s Spirit isn’t a spirit of fear. You have to
step out and trust Him with the consequences. I need you to be an
example. Will you do that?”

Levi wet his lips, paused, then stammered,
“I—I’ll try.”

“I was hoping for a little more than that.”
There was a definite ring of disappointment in his father’s voice,
and Levi’s head drooped lower.

They finished eating in silence, and finally
Pastor Allison glanced at the clock.

“I need to get going. I’ll see you both at
church.”

“Dad?” Levi looked up, his face drawn and
pale and his jaw clenched. “Can I come with you? I’ll take some of
the posters for the concert and hang them up near the bridge.”

“If you can be ready in five minutes.”

Levi bolted for the stairs, and Asher glanced
up at his father.

“He’s trying.”

“He’s avoiding.” Pastor Allison shook his
head sadly. “None of those kids is going to come out to a praise
concert because of a flyer. And it takes a lot less courage to hang
a piece of paper than to walk up and talk to someone.”

Asher nodded slowly and pushed back his
chair.

“If I come along, can I borrow some of your
commentaries?”

“Sure.”

After Asher had gone, Pastor Allison lingered
in the kitchen for a moment, looking toward the stairs where Levi
had disappeared. Finally, with a murmured “God, help my son,” he
turned and started for the door.


Chapter Four

​“Man, my
ma’s gonna kill me when she finds out!”

Jamal threw a lumpy pillow across the room,
almost knocking over the shadeless lamp in the corner.

“She’ll kill you worse if you wreck the
house.” I didn’t move from the spot on the floor I’d settled into
when he’d started in two hours ago. Jamal slumped back into a chair
and buried his head in his hands.

“What am I gonna do for two weeks, D? Sit
around this dump? I’ll go crazy!”

At least he knew I was in the room. That was
improvement.

“Start with homework. All the chores your
mama’s gonna give you. Planning some way for us to replace your
shoes.”

“Us?” Jamal asked bitterly.

“Hey, man, you know I got no money, but I’m
game to help out as long as you’re not stealing. Picking up cans,
washing cars, rapping at the bus stop—”

“D, you try to rap, and you’re gonna owe
money.”

Jamal pointed a finger at me warningly, and
his lips twitched in the first hint of a smile I’d seen all day. I
glanced at the clock on the microwave and pushed myself to my
feet.

“Your ma supposed to be home?” Jamal stood to
follow me to the door, and I shook my head.

“Nah, but I plan to be good and gone before
your mama gets back.” I grinned, and he scowled. “Hey, man, you
know you’re lucky. She yells ‘cause she wants better for you.”

“If she kicks me out, can I crash at your
place?”

No one in his right mind would want to crash
at my place, and Jamal knew it, but I nodded.

“Sure. I got chores you can do, too.”

Jamal punched me in the side, and I twisted
his arm behind him before letting it go.

“Don’t let it keep you down, man. You know I
got your back. And I bet—”

“Don’t say it!” Jamal groaned and put his
hand up.

“What’s that for?”

“That’s to stop your everlasting ‘I bet God
still cares about you.’ D, you don’t even know what you’re talking
about, so how can you keep spouting that line?”

“Why not?”

“You heard what—two minutes—of some dude
talking in the park when you were a kid? You don’t know who he was,
you never saw him again, and you never heard nothing like it since.
But you still just act like it’s true.”
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