

    
        
          Roland West, Outcast

        

        
        
          West Brothers, Volume 5

        

        
        
          Theresa Linden

        

        
          Published by Silver Fire Publishing, 2018.

        

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Theresa Linden

	    

      
	    
          
	      Armor of God

          
        
          
	          Belt of Truth

          
        
          
	          Breastplate of Righteousness

          
        
          
	          Boots of Peace

          
        
          
	          Shield of Faith

          
        
          
	          Helmet of Salvation

          
        
          
	          Sword of the Spirit

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Caitlyn and Peter's Rosary Adventures

          
        
          
	          Jumping into Joy

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Chasing Liberty trilogy

          
        
          
	          Bound to Find Freedom

          
        
          
	          Operation Gift Drop

          
        
          
	          Chasing Liberty

          
        
          
	          Testing Liberty

          
        
          
	          Fight for Liberty

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      West Brothers

          
        
          
	          Roland West, Loner

          
        
          
	          Life-Changing Love

          
        
          
	          Battle for His Soul

          
        
          
	          Standing Strong

          
        
          
	          Roland West, Outcast

          
        
          
	          Fire Starters

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Anyone But Him

          
        
          
	          Tortured Soul

          
        
          
	          Summer at West Castle

          
        
          
	          A Symbol of Hope

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Theresa Linden’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Also By Theresa Linden

PRAISE FOR ROLAND WEST, OUTCAST

COPYRIGHT

DEDICATION

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

PROLOGUE: BURN

SPEECH FAIL

INSENSITIVE

NEW RIDE

BLAME

ATTITUDE

BUST A MOVE

PRANKED

CLEAN UP

SNOOP

GUARDED

DISCOMFORT ZONE

MECHANICS

CONFIDENCE

FALSE ACCUSATIONS

GENERATING LEADS

STEPPING IT UP

FIRE STARTERS

GOSSIP

HEREDITARY

AN OUNCE OF HOPE

OUSTED

BROKEN

MESSAGE

URGENT

BRAINSTORM

TRUTH

CALL FOR HELP

DARK WELCOME

STORM

WHO’S THERE?

STANDING UP

MARTYRS

VICTORY

RESOURCES

Sign up for Theresa Linden's Mailing List

About the Author

About the Publisher

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

PRAISE FOR ROLAND WEST, OUTCAST
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“How I rooted for Roland to find his voice in this book! But Peter ... he surprised me by becoming my favorite character of the West Brothers series. To quote him: You can't act on your impulses just because you love someone. Therein lie the strength and beauty of the story message. Sometimes, like some of the characters in Roland West, Outcast, young people believe that their feelings justify their actions.  The results can be harmful to themselves or to the ones they love.  Both Roland and Peter prove what pure love can be. And they are put to the test in defending their faith and demonstrating it, in spite of strong criticism, while solving a mystery and righting a wrong committed against a new girl at their school. I highly recommend this novel to young people. Or anyone.”


~ Cynthia T. Toney, author of The Other Side of Freedom, 2018 Catholic Press Association Book Award winner
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“IN THIS STORY, LINDEN touches upon issues that are prevalent in our society, and she captures them with God's truth and compassion. Struggling as Christians in a world that is so focused on selfish desires, Outcast reminds us that we should always stand up for what's right, regardless of what the mass tries to push us to believe. Outcast is a fun, emotional roller-coaster, with realistic characters and a lot of suspense.” 

~ T. M. Gaouette, author of the Faith & Kung Fu series
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“ROLAND WEST, OUTCAST is both entertaining and timely! Theresa Linden is at her best in capturing Roland’s shy reluctance and Peter’s awkward infatuation. A well-written book for Catholic teens that addresses the social pressure to kowtow to shifting notions of right and wrong (particularly in regard to same-sex attraction) is long overdue. If you’ve ever been silent when you should’ve spoken up, if your beliefs have ever been mischaracterized or misunderstood, if you want to get along without compromising your conscience, then Roland West, Outcast is for you.” 

~ Carolyn Astfalk, author of coming-of-age romance Rightfully Ours

“A courageous, compassionate (and, believe it or not, fun!) story about a topic many of us would prefer to ignore: Same-Sex Attraction and our duty as Catholics to stand up for God's immutable laws, even when to do so is painful. If you're a teen facing this situation, or know someone who is, you need to read this newest novel in Theresa Linden’s award-winning West Brothers Series. This story is difficult to put down and a brilliant handling of a tough subject!” 

~ Susan Peek, author of bestseller Saint Magnus the Last Viking 
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“THIS BOOK RUNS PARALLEL to many events in the book Standing Strong. But we see different aspects of those events. Roland is stuck in a hard place. He is reserved but is pushed to join a new group trying to counter intolerance. But soon he feels like any view but his is acceptable. Linden handles these elements in a masterful way. And they are questions and attitudes that could be taken from the headlines of almost any paper today. An excellent read for teens, and for us older folks that just love a great read!” 

~ Steven R. McEvoy, Book Reviews & More
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Copyright © 2018 by Theresa A. Linden

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events or places is purely coincidental.
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This book is dedicated to everyone who has at one time or another felt like an outcast and to those who have reached out to them. 
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I am grateful for the encouragement and assistance I received from my editor, Ellen Gable Hrkach, and several talented authors, including Carolyn Astfalk, Corinna Turner, Susan Peek, and T. M. Gaouette.

Additionally, I appreciate the suggestions Steven R. McEvoy offered concerning both the story and the cover design; you can really thank him for the inspiration for the book cover because I almost went with something else.

I am very proud to have had the help of two of my boys. My youngest, Cisco, tolerated a photo shoot, giving me the silhouette I used on the book cover. And Justin did an amazing job gathering information about the martyrs in this story, and many more martyrs that I was not able to use but which inspired me nonetheless.

And I am extremely thankful for the insights and suggestions Tina from Courage International gave me. Her ideas helped me develop the character Brice and strengthen important threads in this story. 

Last but not least, I will always be thankful for the love and support of my husband and three boys; I wouldn’t be able to write my stories without them.

“For Jesus Christ I am prepared to suffer still more.”

~ St. Maximilian Kolbe
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“Nothing can happen to me that God doesn’t want.

And all that He wants, no matter how bad it may appear to us,

is really for the best.”

~ St. Thomas More
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“For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.”

~ St. Paul the Apostle
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“I am not afraid . . . I was born to do this.”

~ St. Joan of Arc
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“It is Jesus that you seek when you dream of happiness; He is waiting for you when nothing else you find satisfies you; He is the beauty to which you are so attracted; it is He who provoked you with that thirst for fullness that will not let you settle for compromise; it is He who urges you to shed the masks of a false life; it is He who reads in your hearts your most genuine choices, the choices that others try to stifle.”

~ St. John Paul II
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WITH FISTS CLENCHED AND SWINGING, fear clashing with rage and determination, sixteen-year-old Brice fought her way through the shadows of a nightmare to wakefulness. Her eyes fluttered open to a dark room. Window in the wrong place. Door shut and on the wrong wall.

Oh wait . . . this was her new bedroom. She was safe. She had nothing to worry about. Not like then.

Drenched in sweat and heart pounding, she threw the covers back and sat up, dropping her feet to the carpeted floor.

Sitting hunched, one arm resting on her thigh, she rubbed her face and sucked in a deep breath. The panic of her nightmare continued to course through her veins. 

Inhuman hands latched onto her sister and lifted her up, up, up. Desperate to save her, Brice swung at the hands and tried grasping onto her sister’s legs until she could no longer reach her. 

“Mom, help!” Brice cried, tearing from one room to another. Not in her bedroom, not in the living room. Strangers lay strewn on the furniture, Mom not among them. “Mom, where are you?” she shrieked in anger.  

Brice shoved a hand into her hair and grunted, pushing the thoughts back as far as she could. She wanted to move on. And she was tired of the interrupted sleep. Tired of being tired. She could relax now. That part of her life was over.

Three breaths later, something moved overhead. A patch of yellow light danced on the ceiling. It streamed in through the gap between curtains, making pictures on the ceiling. Dipping, twisting, leaping.  

The hairs on her arms stood up and a chill shuddered down her spine. 

Brice tore to the window and shoved back the curtain. 

Flames licked the branches and engulfed the trunk of the sweetgum tree in the front yard. A trail of flame burned the grass, stretching a few feet, maybe yards, from the tree. Dark smoke swirled above it all, disappearing in the blackness of the night.

The all-too-familiar sense of emergency surged inside her. Brice raced into the dark hallway and pounded on the Escotts’ bedroom door. “Fire! Get up!”

A thump came from inside the room. And the rustle of blankets. “What’s that? Fire?” scraped Mr. Escott’s low voice, and then louder, “Fire!”

Brice flung open the door to the boys’ bedroom, then the girls’ bedroom. “Get up,” she demanded. Then she took off, thumping down the steps and through the living room. Maybe she’d catch the person who’d done it. 

On the back of the couch lay the jacket her foster mother had given her last week, on the first day of school. She grabbed it and opened the front door to a burst of cool, smoky air and the pungent odor of burning leaves and wood. Her gaze snapped to the yellow and orange flames as she staggered barefooted out onto the front porch. A distant siren sounded. A neighbor must’ve called the fire department already. No need to panic. The fire wouldn’t reach the house.

Stuffing her arm into her jacket, she crossed the porch and her foot brushed something soft and cold. A plant?

As her gaze shifted, she took in a scene that made her heart sink. Plants and flowers lay uprooted and strewn in the yard, near the flowerbed, some on the porch. Garbage made a trail from the side of the garage where they kept the cans to the end of the driveway. 

Anger rippled through her, tensing every muscle in her body and making her need to do something. But do what? Brice stomped down the porch steps and to the cold, gritty driveway. 

She stopped between a plastic milk container and a wet pile of junk mail and scanned the two streets that came off the Escotts’ corner lot. Why would anyone do this to the Escotts? Brice didn’t much like living with a foster family, but these people were nice. They couldn’t have kids of their own, so they’d opened their home to foster children. Like the two little boys and the baby girl who had lived with them for the past year or so. And like her, a last-minute emergency placement.

What could anyone have against them?

A smoky breeze ruffled the loose fabric of Brice’s basketball shorts and made goosebumps pop out on her legs.

The flames grew higher, totally engulfing the tree now. 

The front door squeaked. Footfalls on the porch. A pause. “Brice, are you okay?” Mr. Escott pounded down the steps, his eyebrows slanting, his eyes on her. As he neared, he spread his arms as if ready to pull her into a hug or to safety or something.

Brice stiffened and folded her arms across her chest. “I’m fine.”

He stopped four feet away and ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair, giving her a sad smile as he likely remembered her request to not be touched or hugged. “Did you see anyone?”

She shook her head.

“Well, I’m glad you’re okay. No one was hurt.” He made a sweeping gaze of the yard. “Who could’ve done this?”

“And how?” she mumbled. The leaves on the old tree had only started to turn. Someone would’ve needed an accelerant to burn it like this.

Staring out at the tree with a hint of sadness in his eyes, he shook his head. “Stay here. I’ll grab the hose.” He disappeared around the side of the house.

The rest of the family spilled through the front door and drew near, Mrs. Escott holding the little girl on her hip and the youngest boy by the hand, everyone wide awake and staring at the burning tree.

Mr. Escott returned a moment later, dragging the hose. “Not sure the hose is long enough. What a mess, huh?”

Mrs. Escott finally snapped out of it and turned to her husband. “I called the fire department, but they already knew. And Mrs. Abelson. She’s invited us over for the rest of the night, at least until we make sure the house is safe.”

“Oh, good.” Mr. Escott reached for Brice again, as if to guide her to the Abelson’s house next door.

Brice stepped back, her jaw tensing. “No, thanks. I’m fine here.” 

Two firetrucks rounded the corner at the end of the street, their lights on but sirens now off. A few neighbors had stepped outside and stood watching from their driveways and porches. Others watched from their windows.

The Escotts stared at Brice for a moment, probably not liking her answer, but she was sixteen and they needed to respect her choices. There was no real danger here. 

Mr. Escott glanced at the approaching firetrucks and dropped the hose. “That’ll be fine, honey.” He gave his wife a reassuring nod. “Take the little ones over. Brice and I will keep an eye on things here and talk to the firemen.”

Resignation in her expression, Mrs. Escott turned and started across the driveway. Three steps later, she stopped, and her head swiveled to the garage door. She jerked back but then corralled the children past the garage and into the neighboring yard.

Curious, Brice looked to see what had startled Mrs. Escott. Her breath caught, and a shiver ran through her. Suddenly queasy, she stormed away from the garage and into the cool grass of the front yard, moving toward the tree but not intentionally. She wanted to get away from the garage. Away from the vandalism. 

Firetrucks pulled up and firemen swarmed onto the scene, way more than the situation warranted. They probably had nothing better to do. 

Brice strode past them, ignoring a few questions thrown her way. Mr. Escott would talk to them. Picking up her pace, thumping through the yard while her pulse beat in her ears, she left the flaming tree behind and plunged into the strip of woods at the end of the Escotts’ yard.

Dead leaves crunched under her steps. Twigs poked her bare feet. 

Certain no one could see her now, she stopped and flung herself against the rough bark of a thick tree trunk and hid her face with her arm. Deep pain bubbled inside, threatening to erupt. Not ready to release it, Brice turned toward the house and breathed and watched the firemen unwind a hose. And breathed again. Her gaze shifted back to the garage. She could almost read the graffiti from here.

A toxic mix of guilt, anger, disgust, and insecurity assailed her. She allowed one hot tear to escape. But no more. 

The vandalism wasn’t done because someone had something against the Escotts. It was done against her. 

The hard, ugly words spray painted in big black letters on the garage door proved it. Harsh labels, offensive names Brice had hoped to leave behind her. Who would’ve done it? She now lived over an hour from where she’d grown up. No one knew her here, not really. School had only started a week ago. She’d barely spoken a word to anyone. Who would know anything about her? Or did they simply hate what they thought she was? They judged her based on her appearance. The way she dressed, the way she walked, maybe. They put her into a category. Rejected her. Gave her a label to make sure she knew what she was. What she was and always would be . . .

Brice, the outcast.  
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ROLAND’S STOMACH SEIZED UP. A fifteen-year-old shouldn’t have to go through this, but any minute now it would begin.

Mrs. Kauffman sat at her desk next to the windows, the sunlight framing her smooth, shoulder-length dark hair. Whispers and murmurs traveled around the room. The teacher studied an electronic notepad, probably deciding who would go first. She lifted her head and looked out.

Roland tensed and turned to his friend Peter Brandt, who sat next to him, to see if he showed signs of fear or even mild apprehension. 

Peter sat slouched with his legs stretched out, one in the aisle and the other under the chair in front of him. He cleaned a fingernail then bit a hangnail and spit it to the side. Didn’t seem to notice Roland’s glance. Didn’t seem concerned about anything. He could’ve been sitting in his own backyard on a lazy summer afternoon.

Mrs. Kauffman’s chair screeched as she scooted it back. She stood, tugged on her blazer, and flounced to the front of the sunny classroom. Younger than most teachers at River Run High, she always dressed professionally and in the latest styles. Today she wore a dark blazer over a turquoise blue top and tan dress pants. Dangling earrings drew attention to her cheerful face. Confident, approachable, and fearless—at least when it came to speaking to groups—kids identified with her. All the girls loved her, and all the boys tolerated her, probably because of her pretty face.

Her gaze traveled across the room, landing on every student in turn.

Roland shifted his eyes to the folder on his desk. No one could get out of this class, and no one would get out of this assignment.

“Okay, class . . .” Mrs. Kauffman grabbed the projector remote, tapped something on her laptop keypad, and turned to the interactive whiteboard.

Roland sucked in a breath and slumped down in his chair, four rows from the front of the classroom. He should’ve taken a seat in the back by the door. 

Peter looked his way.

He saw it out of the corner of his eye, but he couldn’t get himself to meet his stare. Peter knew Roland’s terror of this class: speech class.

“In an effort to be fair and impartial, I’ve put all your names into a random winner generator to see who gets the honor of going first.” Mrs. Kauffman smiled, giving the same encouraging look she’d given from day one.

“The honor,” Peter mumbled and then chuckled under his breath.

Roland breathed again and finally glanced Peter’s way in a show of solidarity.

“Is everybody ready?” Mrs. Kauffman said with an extra note of cheerfulness.

“Yes,” half the class said in unison. Groans and muttering came from the other half. Silence from Roland.

No, no, no. The words bounced around Roland’s head. He sank down further, the top edge of the chair scraping his sweaty back through his polo shirt.

“Okay, here we go.” Mrs. Kauffman pressed a key on her laptop. Everyone looked at the whiteboard.

Roland cut a glance to Peter, who grinned knowingly as if completely aware of Roland’s fear. Holding his breath, Roland shifted his gaze to the folder on his desk, the folder that held his double-spaced speech typed in twelve-point font with one-inch margins. 

Please, God. Please, God. Please, God. He should’ve stayed home sick. Why did every tenth-grader have to take speech class anyway? When in his life would he ever use this skill? He had no intention of becoming a teacher, a leader, or entering public life. He’d become a detective or something, a private eye who communicated via email and sneaked through the shadows.

“And our first speaker is . . .”

A hush fell over the class as the name appeared on the whiteboard.

“Brice Maddox.” Mrs. Kauffman smiled, her gaze sweeping from one side of the classroom to the other. 

Roland exhaled, relief shuddering through him. Then the name registered in his mind. Brice Maddox, a new girl at River Run High, wasn’t in class today. Had she even come to school? He’d heard rumors about her this morning, something about her house being vandalized and other things he’d tried to tune out. He knew from first-hand experience that kids could be mean, especially to new students.

Mrs. Kauffman’s smile faded and the look in her eyes said she remembered something. Maybe she’d heard the rumors too. “Since Brice isn’t here today, we’ll pick another name.” She turned and tapped a key on her laptop.

Roland squeezed his eyes shut. Please, God. Please, God. Please . . .

Gasps of relief sounded from every corner of the room then laughter from a couple of kids and a few whispered comments. 

“The voiceless one.” 

“Does he even know how to talk?”

Ice-cold dread fell over Roland as he lifted his gaze. He knew before reading his name on the whiteboard, before hearing the teacher announce, “Roland West!”

“Oh, man,” Peter said with sympathy. 

Roland spared him a panicked glance. His body turned to dead weight, his limbs to rubber. His hands trembled like dried leaves fighting to cling to a tree in a hot fall breeze. He couldn’t even visualize getting up from his desk, much less walking to the front of the room. 

“I’ll introduce each speaker before they come up,” Mrs. Kauffman said. “Ready, Roland?”

He wanted to say “no” and beg her to pick another winner, but his eyes only flickered to her. He glimpsed her steady smile and hard look that said she knew his fear but he wasn’t getting out of this.

“Roland West is one of our quieter students, but you’ll soon learn he’s lived an incredibly interesting life of adventure. Let’s welcome Roland to the front of the room where he’ll tell us a bit about himself.” She clapped, everyone in the class following suit.

He wiped his sweaty palms on his jeans. In his peripheral vision he saw faces turning toward him, adding a hundred pounds to the dead weight that he couldn’t fathom lifting from his seat. 

Peter leaned in and grabbed his shoulder. “You got this,” he whispered. He was probably the only one who really knew Roland’s fear, or who cared.

“Roland?” Mrs. Kauffman said with firmness in her tone as she continued to lead the applause.

Making the most of Peter’s vote of confidence, Roland latched onto the desk and forced himself to stand. A sharp pain in his knee made him wince. He’d had a leg cast removed three days ago, so he would need to concentrate on not limping. He slid his speech from the folder with a trembling hand. The applause continued as he strode forward with all the confidence he could muster—oh, God, I’m limping! —past three rows of desks to the front of the classroom and to the podium. He made a mental note not to lean on the cheap maple podium, noticing it had wheels.

He set his papers down, and the clapping stopped. The room grew hot and quiet except for a whispered comment by troublemaker Foster Masson in the back row.

Roland stared at his speech until the words blurred. He was back in ninth grade, his first year in a brick-and-mortar school. He hadn’t found his name on any of the homeroom lists hanging on the wall. So, he’d had to go to every freshman class and ask if he belonged there, introducing himself over and over in front of every ninth-grader in school. He’d been the subject of gossip from the first day, the new kid who’d lost his voice and croaked out his name. The mute. 

And then the spray tan incident a week ago—on the first day of this school year—had renewed all the gossip from last year and added a new dimension. Three kids who didn’t like his pale skin had dragged him, despite the leg cast, into an empty classroom. He’d dropped his crutches, trying to get away. He’d never felt more helpless, humiliated, or vulnerable in all his life. They’d pinned him to a wall and assaulted him with spray tan. His older brother Jarret found out and sought retribution, getting suspended on the first day of school.

Something inside Roland changed that day. All the confidence he’d gained over the previous year had left him.

A bead of sweat traced a path down Roland’s back, under his black polo shirt, bringing him to the present moment. He lifted his head and looked out at faces, most blank, a few sympathetic, and others smirking. He’d barely spoken two words to any of these kids, other than Peter. Thank God his friend Caitlyn wasn’t in his speech class. He’d hate for her to see this.

Roland cleared his throat. He squinted at his speech, trying to bring the first line into focus. He’d memorized the entire thing anyway, practicing it in the mirror every night for a week. 

Now that he thought about it, that first line was lame. It was like a noose that would hang him. Was he really going to say it? Would the speech work if he skipped it? 

He looked out at his classmates. Fiery yellow light messed with his vision, bright splotches appearing on faces. Too bad it didn’t hide them completely. He hated having all eyes on him.

“Roland?” Mrs. Kauffman sat behind her desk, practically invisible with the sunlit window behind her and the yellow spots in front of her. “You may begin,” she said, encouraging him to the noose that would soon hang him.

Roland nodded and planted his trembling hands on the podium. 

He sucked in a breath and made himself do it, stick his head in the noose, read the first line. “There’s gold in them . . . them thar hills.”

Someone snorted, the sound a person makes when trying to hold back laughter. Was it Foster? Yeah. Then he let loose, throwing his head back and guffawing, and everyone else joined in. Even Peter? Peter sat face down on his desk, one hand sunk in his messy blond hair.

The trembling spread to Roland’s entire body. Mouth going dry, he tried to find his place. “In 1849, relatives on my, on my father’s side . . .” 

He bit his tongue, hoping to activate his spit glands or at least draw a little blood to moisten his mouth. 

The laughter subsided, but the fiery splotches increased. He couldn’t see the words of his speech, couldn’t see his classmates. Instead of comforting him, panic set in. His head grew light, and he couldn’t suck in a breath. Someone said something, maybe called his name, but it sounded far off.

Moving as if in a dream, he snatched his speech from the podium and bolted—with a limp—through the moving yellow splotches to the only thing he could see: the door.

~ ~ ~
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SEVERAL THIN STREAMS of water arched into the old sink in the boys’ bathroom. Stomping on the foot pedal, Roland held cupped hands under the pathetic streams and tried to get enough water to splash on his clammy face.

He stared at his reflection in the mirror. He looked like an ordinary kid with average height, weight, and short dark hair. Okay, so maybe his skin was a bit paler than the typical white boy. And the overhead lights made it match the off-white walls so that a ghost looked back at him through the mirror. He wished he could disappear like a ghost or at least blend into the shadows. 

Roland splashed onto his face the little water he’d managed to collect and rubbed his eyes. Lifting the hem of his polo shirt, he dried his face. Then he leaned on the edge of the curved sink and glared at himself in the mirror. 

He sure didn’t feel ordinary. He felt like a freak. Couldn’t even blurt out the speech he’d spent two days writing and almost a week memorizing. Every kid in the tenth grade would end up giving a speech, several speeches. And his story wasn’t boring. His father was an archaeologist who had traveled all over, his grandparents, farmers in southern Arizona, a more distant relative had been a 49er . . .

Maybe he shouldn’t have started with that stupid line from Mark Twain’s novel The American Claimant. Or maybe he should’ve made a Power Point presentation to take the attention off himself.

Aggravation mounting, Roland turned and kicked in a stall door, making it bang against the metal partition. He’d kicked it with his good leg, but his bad leg screamed anyway.

An archaeologist, farmer, and gold digger. . . It wasn’t in his blood to stand up and talk before a group. It rubbed against every fiber of his being and tore at the threads holding him together, causing those fiery splotches that signaled his downfall. What was that about anyway? Low blood sugar? Panic attack? 

He leaned against the wall and ran a hand through his hair, combing the wet strands into place. 

Whatever. He wasn’t going back to speech class today, but he couldn’t really stay in the bathroom for an entire class period. Where could he go?

With a sigh, he strode from the bathroom, turned the corner, and crashed into a boy who must’ve been cruising down the hall.

The boy cussed and shoved him into the wall. “Watch it,” he said, his voice an octave too high. He wore an over-sized white t-shirt under a weathered denim jacket. Messy white-blond hair fell over his eyes, but Roland sensed the bitterness in them.

“Sorry.” Heart racing, Roland lifted his hands, palms out. At least he hadn’t run into a teacher. 

The kid glared for a second then turned and lumbered away with attitude and haste in his steps.

As Roland watched him go, he realized with shock that he was a she. It was the girl everyone was talking about today: Brice Maddox.
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CHAOS DESCENDED UPON THE GYM. Kids streamed in through two sets of double doors and plowed through groups of other kids, everyone talking over one another. A cacophony of chatter, footfalls on the bleachers, and sneakers squeaking on the polished hardwood floor drowned out the teachers’ random commands.

Peter Brandt stood amid the chaos, the sole stationary and silent figure, scanning for a pale kid in black clothes. Not that he remembered what Roland wore today. Peter hadn’t seen him since he’d zipped out of Speech. But it had to be black or something close to black. He rarely wore anything else. 

Peter’s attention kept slipping to kids with short white-blond hair, a strange feeling threatening to take over until he forced himself back to his primary search. He was looking for his friend Roland. Not someone else.

A loud, familiar laugh rose above the chatter. Dominic Miato and Foster Masson sauntered through the wide-open doors, a group of kids around them. Peter liked seeing the two friends back together. They’d reconciled about this time last year, giving Peter a bit of distance from all of Dominic’s gossip. Despite the growth spurt in his spiritual life—the result of a miraculous healing—Dominic had maintained his status as chief gossip-monger. Gossiping always rubbed Peter raw, but he hated it even more now. Especially since it often concerned friends or, in one case, a potential friend.

Peter’s heart spasmed. He took a deep breath. Look for dark hair not blond.

Dominic moved toward the bleachers, but then his head turned, he flipped his shiny black hair out of his eyes, and his gaze caught Peter.

Peter nodded and looked away, not wanting to talk, especially if Dominic had anything to say about the reason for the last-minute assembly. 

Dominic said something to Foster and they parted ways, Dominic now swaggering to Peter. Foster and five other kids climbed the bleachers to the top row.

“Eh, vato, whassup?” he said in Chicano English and punched Peter’s shoulder. Dominic was of Mexican descent and his older family members spoke full-blown Spanish, switching to English only when company came over.  

“Hey, Dominic.” Peter spared a glance but returned to scanning faces. The influx of students had slowed, and three teachers huddled by the podium on the stage. The podium looked exactly like the one in speech class. Had they rolled it down here?

“Let me guess, you are searching for Roland.”

“Yeah, I’m sure he’ll slide in just before the bell rings.”

“He is probably lying low after his speech fail.”

“You heard about that?” Peter glanced over Dominic’s shoulder at Foster on the top row. Foster was in their speech class and had probably told Dominic. 

“I hear everything.” 

“Yeah, well, don’t say anything to Roland. I’m sure he’s still feeling tight.”

Dominic laughed. “He has my sympathy.” His gaze shifted, and he tilted his chin at one of the open doors. “There he is, sliding in last.”

“Please have a seat in the bleachers.” Principal Freeman’s voice boomed through the speakers. Then he mumbled something about volume control to one of the other teachers in his huddle.

Roland, in a black polo shirt and jeans, skulked along the end of the bleachers. He gave Peter the slightest glance and turned to find a seat as if he hadn’t seen him.

“Roland!” Peter shouted. A few kids looked in Roland’s direction. Peter cringed. Roland would hate him for drawing attention, but that’s what he got for pretending he didn’t notice him.

Running a hand through his hair, Roland turned around. Glaring, he shuffled toward Peter and Dominic. He walked stiffly, probably working hard to hide his limp. “Let’s sit down,” he said to Peter, jabbing a thumb over his shoulder.

Peter smiled. Roland’s shyness never ceased to amuse him. He must’ve been hyper-aware that no other students still stood in the middle of the gym. 

“Yeah, I’m over there.” Dominic indicated the opposite side of the gym. “You guys coming to Fire Starters tonight?”

“I think so.” Peter looked to Roland for confirmation. Roland had said yesterday that he might go to the Catholic youth group’s first meeting of the school year.

Never one to commit, Roland shrugged.

“Okay, see ya.” Dominic slapped Roland’s arm. “Don’t be hard on yourself, Roland. First time’s always rough.” He gave a friendly nod and jogged to the bleachers.

Roland’s mouth fell open. “Is he talking about— how would he know?”

“Come on.” Peter jabbed his side to get him moving. “I dunno what he’s talking about.”

They climbed the bleachers, a few kids having to move out of their way.

“Did you get detention for skipping class?” Peter said as they neared the top.

Roland glanced around, no doubt worried who else might’ve heard Peter. No one seemed to have noticed. “No. Not yet anyway. I’m sure I’ll find out tomorrow.”

Now alone on the stage, Principal Freeman’s voice boomed through the speakers again. “So, we’ll get started here. I imagine you’re all wondering what this last-minute assembly is about.”

“Burn, baby, burn!” a boy shouted. The voice came from a group of juniors, one of whom was Gavin Wheeler, one of the rudest kids in school.

At the top row, Roland found a corner where the wall jutted out a foot. Two girls scooted aside, way farther than necessary, letting Peter sit beside Roland.

“Some of you, no doubt,” the principal continued, “have heard about the troubling events that happened in our community over the weekend, what happened to the house of one of our own students.”

A sudden burst of heat struck Peter. He glanced to either side with the insane idea that Roland or one of the girls might’ve noticed him blush. Then he surveyed the bleachers, not looking for pale skin and black clothes this time. Looking for her. She’d come late to Speech, and he hadn’t seen her in Woodworking. Had she gone home early?

“We at River Run High are committed to creating a safe and compassionate environment for everyone. And we want to foster an attitude of tolerance and sensitivity that filters out into the larger community. The hateful behavior over the weekend is a sign that we’ve failed, that we haven’t done enough, that we still have work to do.”

“What’s he talking about?” Roland mumbled.

Peter squinted at him with disbelief. “Are you kidding me? You don’t watch the news? You didn’t hear the gossip all day?”

Roland’s gray eyes shifted to Peter, accusing him. “You listen to gossip?” Last year, the rumors at River Run High had centered around Roland and his older twin brothers. As a result, Roland had grown paranoid and that had almost kept him and Peter from becoming friends. The spray tan incident had Roland back on the rumor radar this year. Bum deal for such a shy kid.

“I didn’t say I believed them, but I’ve got ears.” A hint of guilt giving way to self-righteousness, Peter let Roland’s accusation bounce back. “You’re honestly telling me you’ve heard nothing?” He smirked and cocked a brow in challenge.

Roland’s gaze flickered and he shrugged, his way of admitting he had. He turned his attention back to Principal Freeman on the stage. 

“We live in a world of diversity. The way you choose to live your life is not necessarily the way everyone chooses to live their lives. And just because you think something is right, doesn’t mean everyone agrees. What’s right and true for you might not be right or true for someone else.”

Peter bristled, ten years of Catholic catechism racing through his brain. “That’s a tub of hogwash.”

Roland glanced, looking as unemotional as ever, not even hinting at his opinion. How well did he know his faith?

“There’s only one truth,” Peter whispered to Roland, compelled to know if he agreed. “Objective truth. God’s truth. Am I right?”

Roland nodded but not in a way that convinced Peter of anything.

“We each need to look into our heart,” the principal blathered on, “to see if we have become judgmental and condemning of others. That behavior is not acceptable. We need to learn to be more compassionate, more accepting of differences. Again, there is not one right way.”

Peter folded his arms, agitation making him tense. “Hm. I beg to differ.”

“Yeah, just ignore him,” Roland said. “He’s just trying to say people shouldn’t torch other people’s trees.”

Peter grinned. He’d caught Roland. “Oh, so you do listen to rumors.”

Roland shifted but acted like Peter’s remark didn’t affect him. 

“I am aware,” the principal continued, “that some cliques at school and groups in the community embrace ideas that promote biased and intolerant views. In fact, one group even goes by a name that promotes the very vandalism that happened over the weekend . . .”

Indignation shooting through him, Peter straightened. “What’s he talking about? He’s not referring to the Catholic youth group, is he?”

Roland’s scrunched brows and wild eyes said he wondered the same thing. The Catholic youth group had taken the name “Fire Starters” last year, basing it on Luke 12:49: I came to cast fire upon the earth; and would that it were already kindled!

“In order to bring about change,” Principal Freeman bellowed, “we are in the process of developing a sensitivity program for the entire school. And each of you is encouraged to join Empowerment, our diversity club, to help with this initiative.”

“Our what club?” Peter jerked back.

“The mandatory diversity program will help spread awareness and develop an appreciation of differences.”

Peter and Roland exchanged glances, but then Peter glimpsed movement among the students in the bleachers across the way. And short white-blond hair.

“Again, if you’d like to take part in the development of this program, you’re welcome to join Empowerment, which meets immediately after school.” 

Brice Maddox had been sitting near the special needs kids in the lower rows. How had he missed that? He’d been looking that way earlier because one of the kids reminded him of his younger brother, Toby, the way he stared off into space. But there she was, a towhead with a no-nonsense pixie hairstyle he’d venture to say she cut herself. Taking long confident steps with a “don’t mess with me” attitude, she strode to the end of the bleachers and around the corner. Then she slammed open a door and left the gym. 

Peter’s heart thumped like mad, and he’d broken out in a cool sweat. As he took a deep breath and turned back to the principal, he realized Roland was staring at him.

“What?” Peter said, feeling a mix of guilt and hostility. Not ready for anyone to know.

The faintest smile crept onto Roland’s pale face, a knowing look in his cool gray eyes. He shrugged and turned toward the stage.

Roland didn’t know anything. There was nothing to know.
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ROLAND GLARED OVER HIS SHOULDER then slung his backpack over his back and limped to the front of the bus, Peter stomping behind him. A weight lifted as he thumped unevenly down the steps and dropped a boot to the Brandts’ driveway. The kids in the back of the bus would have to find someone else to trash talk. Had they all heard what happened in speech class? Didn’t seem possible. 

Giving a speech didn’t seem possible either. Maybe he could talk to Peter about some of the things in his speech and it would get easier.

The bus door squeaked shut, and the bus took off rumbling down the road.

“Hey, I got something to show you.” Peter passed Roland and mounted the front stoop.

Roland followed Peter inside. His stomach lurched in expectation of a crowd. The Brandts operated the Forest Gateway Bed & Breakfast and guests often lingered in the over-sized dining room, sitting at one of the three booths against the wall or the long table in the middle.

Finding the dining room empty, Roland breathed and exhaled. A warm pastry aroma hit him, and his mouth watered, reminding him he’d skipped lunch. Not wanting to face anyone after speech class, he’d sat alone behind the big oak tree in the back of the schoolyard. 

“Stop rewinding it,” Mrs. Brandt shouted. Wearing a white bandanna and an apron over a casual flower-print dress, she stood between the kitchen and living room, looking at Toby over the couch.

Three feet from the television, Peter’s nine-year-old brother, Toby, wielded the remote and rewound a cartoon. He made no sign that he’d heard her. But he probably had. He was autistic not deaf.

“Toby, you’re driving me mad.” Mrs. Brandt propped her hands on her hips. “I don’t want to hear that—” 

The screen door slammed behind Roland, and Mrs. Brandt’s frown lifted to a smile as she turned to them. “Oh hey, boys. Is it that time already?” She twisted and glanced over her shoulder, maybe at a clock in the kitchen. “Are you hungry?”

“Nah, what is that, pie?” Peter dropped his backpack onto the loveseat and motioned for Roland to do the same.

“Your Aunt Lotti and I made cherry, apple, peach, and mincemeat. Go on and have some. I bet Roland’s hungry.” She smiled at Roland.

Not wanting to admit his weakness, Roland shrugged, but his gaze snapped to the pies cooling on the kitchen bar counter.

“Nah, I’m gonna show Roland my Durango.” Peter shuffled toward the front door.

“Your what?” A tinge of jealousy teased him. Peter had just turned sixteen. Roland would have to wait another year. Would Papa help him get a car the way he’d helped Jarret, one of his older twin brothers? Of course, Keefe, the other twin, still didn’t have a car and he was seventeen. 

“What’s the hurry? Have some pie first.” Mrs. Brandt paused then gave a sly smile, showing a side of her Roland had never seen before. “Your beater’s not going anywhere.” 

“Ha ha.” Peter smirked. “It will soon. You’ll see.”

She gave Roland a sweet, motherly smile. “What’s your favorite kind of pie, Roland?”

“Uh.” Roland squirmed, feeling put on the spot. How could he ever give a speech in front of his class when it rattled him to answer a simple question from anyone other than family and close friends? Forget the pie. He needed to talk to Peter about his speech. They wouldn’t have the chance later, since they were going to the Fire Starters meeting.

“Oh, and I was thinking,” Mrs. Brandt continued. “If you boys want to practice your speeches afterward, Lotti and I would love to be your audience.”

Roland’s mouth fell open and his temperature spiked. He shot his betrayer with a death glare.

Peter laughed and grabbed him by the sleeve. “Come on, my paranoid friend. Out to the garage.”

The cooler air hit him as Peter dragged him back outside. Forget sharing his speech with Peter. Maybe he could find a way out of speech class entirely. His brothers didn’t have to take it. Why should he? Of course, they were seniors so it wasn’t the same. “So, you called your mom, huh,” he said, his tone accusing, “told her about speech class?”

Still laughing, Peter yanked the garage door open. “You’re as vain
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