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        Hi, I’m Jonah. Good to finally meet you.

        

        Beautiful day, isn’t it? Sun’s out, the park’s buzzing. Let’s walk a bit—maybe jog if you’re up for it. I like meeting new people here. Feels safe, out in the open. For a long time, I didn’t have that.

        

        Thing is, I hope you’ve got a safe place to land. Took me a while to find this pocket of calm. Even now, with this dragonfly tattoo on my arm, I still catch myself glancing over my shoulder. Old habit, I guess. You’ll understand why soon enough.

        

        Let’s pick up the pace. Some of what’s ahead is hilarious. Even embarrassing. Some might make you wince. And some will claw at you in the dark. If it gets to be too much, take a breath, step off the path, touch the grass. Call a friend—I’ll wait.

        

        Because sharing this wild gut-punch of a journey keeps me breathing, keeps me believing in something greater—when so many voices insist we are less than enough. Maybe, if you stick with me, it can do the same for you.

        

        My coming-out didn’t start with courage. It started when I was just a kid in a town where religion still flows from the tap—until one spellbinding picture changed everything. Sounds innocent, right? But it flipped my whole world—left me anxious and thirsty for something I couldn’t talk about, something water couldn’t quench—LOVE.

        

        We’re all warmed up. I’ll race you to the end.
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            TRYHARD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Parents lie to kids, churches lie to kids, and kids lie to themselves

      

      

      The clock on the wall watched the books. The books stared back. So did Jonah. The library stacks towered above his third-grade frame; higher than his reach or his schooling. Still, every kid knew without being taught—some books were hands-off, subjects not talked about. Secrets hidden in homes, left along roads, buried in fields.

      Jonah’s grin hit full volume the second Eden showed up in the library reading room—alone, as though fate were listening. Golden hair and navy eyes made Eden popular in elementary school. Every kid wanted to be his friend—and no kid more than Jonah.

      Biting the side of his tongue, he held his breath and watched Eden through the stacks. This was the opportunity he’d wished and waited for since the start of third grade. Jonah’s hundred-and-fifth bedtime prayer had finally been heard. God gave in at last. Jonah had kept count; turns out persistence paid better than faith.

      Time raced. Jonah’s heart did too. He put his plan in motion, telling himself it would work, and with seventeen minutes before the bell, he waved Eden over. His legs tingled, butterflies dancing in his stomach.

      What if Eden thought he was weird? What if he didn’t want to be friends? Jonah tried not to think about it, but the fear of rejection kept sneaking back.

      Time slowed to a crawl; everything felt surreal—dreamlike, almost haunting. He fussed with his hair, then gave up, a smile breaking through the nerves.

      “Hey, Jo,” Eden said with his own quick smile, his hands fidgeting in his pockets.

      Jonah’s butterflies turned into bats, then into flying dragons. “Hi, Eden…” His voice caught. Urgency twisted his arm—a nosy parker could wreck his plan at any moment.

      “Wanna see something crazy?”

      “Cool.”

      “But our secret?” Jonah needed a promise.

      Eden bobbled his head in agreement.

      The musty old book on Renaissance art thudded against the table—a treasure trove of master paintings, one so weird Jonah hoped it would impress his classmate for real. He and Eden would become more than school kids, they’d turn into guardians, secret keepers, and BFF’s. Explore the world together. Just them.

      Jonah opened the book to where his finger marked the page and almost came out of his shoes. “Check this out.”

      He pointed to the picture of a grazing deer, a boy underfoot, and a cluster of small animals watching in the grassy foreground. Oils in earth tones and blues gave the scene an enchanted, natural atmosphere.

      Jonah stared wide-eyed—licking his lips, secretly wanting to find this world where such things were possible.

      “What the what?” Eden said. “I’m shook!” He stuffed his hands deeper into his pockets. “That boy’s suckin’. Givin’ the deer a blow job.”

      Jonah felt clueless—almost stupid, even hurt. His hazel eyes scanned the painting for clues. What had he missed that wasn’t obvious before?

      The crouching boy had his back to the world—feeding his hunger. At least, that’s what Jonah thought, but kept it to himself.

      “The deer has antlers!” Eden scoffed. “He’s blowin’ a stag.”

      The pointed horns popped up out of the page—wrecking the picture and Jonah’s plan at the same time.

      His cheeks flushed.

      How did he miss that? Something worse caught in his throat like medicine. Was a blow job—good or bad? Jonah couldn’t read a thing from the buck’s peaceful eyes, but his jittery dragons kept his mouth shut.

      He promised he’d stay awake in English class from now on—maybe some kid braver than him would raise their hand and ask what he couldn’t.

      Luckily, Eden spilled more beans. “My older brother brags about how good his girlfriend is at givin’ blow jobs.”

      Jonah crossed his arms, trying to hide behind them. He hated innocence—the stupidness of it when everyone else already knew things he didn’t. Being an only child made it worse.

      He’d repeatedly asked his parents for a brother—until his father said, No more asking. Jonah learned quickly that adults have limited tolerance for incessant asks. Unlike the Almighty. But blow jobs were caught between secret and sin—something he couldn’t talk about with his parents or God.

      The sudden hush shattered the quiet. Whatever spark had been between them started to flicker out. Jonah had to think fast—before Eden bailed.

      “Lucky Bucky, I reckon,” Jonah said, closing the book… like it didn’t exist.

      Eden laughed back, “You gotta shoot the deer before the deer shoots you.”

      Somehow, Jonah had got in with Eden, and he laughed too—nodding as if he understood, even though he didn’t.

      Seconds later, the sound of dripping water spoiled their fun. A redheaded boy approached, and with a wet click of his tongue, another water drop fell.

      “H-Hey…Tuck.” Eden froze.

      Tucker wedged between the boys.

      “You dodging me, Coz?”

      Sienna freckles splattered his pink face above his puce, downturned lips. His grey eyes fixed on Eden, full tantrum-energy loading.

      “You owe me for those test answers, Coz. I’m cashin’ in today.”

      Jonah watched Eden shift nervously. Tucker smelled like yesterday… and wrong choices. He scrunched his nose but still spotted his chance.

      “Cool hoodie,” Jonah said.

      Tucker grinned, full of brag. “Central High Stingers.” He spun around, showing off the giant yellow-and-brown wasp on the back.

      “I stole it out of a high school sissy’s locker,” Tucker flexed. “The guy didn’t think I was a threat. Like you…” He yanked the book out of Jonah’s hands before he could do anything.

      Tucker rubbed his palm up his nose, and puffed his chest, acting way bigger than he was.

      “Momma says art’s for bleed’n hearts.” His words hit with spit. “Which one of you tryhards is gonna tell me what you’re laughin’ at?”

      Eden gave Jonah an apologetic look and fessed, “A picture of a boy and, uh⁠—”

      Jonah cut in, “I’ll tell you in exchange for Eden’s test answers.”

      Eden shook his head. No.

      Tucker frowned at Jonah, like a bad grade, chewing on the thought for a beat. “Ok, bet!”

      There was no going back. Jonah stood taller and broke his own promise.

      “Check out page 351.”

      Eden clasped his hands over his head, shaking it, his eyes less blue with worry.

      “Big thanks, Jo. Catch up later…” He bounced away fast.

      Jonah imagined a school bus barreling straight at him. Got why crushes hurt.

      Tuck scowled at the picture like it had personally wronged him. He lurched toward Jonah, chin jutting.

      “That’s what your mother does to your father before they fuck!”

      The word sucker-punched Jonah, full of a nasty kind of ugly he didn’t understand.

      “I’m guessin’ your dad didn’t pull out before shoot’n, ‘cause you’re here.”

      Jonah’s eyes twitched, giving away just how clueless he really was.

      “Wait… are you slow or what?” Tucker was all mouth. “Their fucking made you. We’re born that way. Normal and righteous.”

      His nostrils flared.

      “But a boy blowin’ a stag.” His voice rose past the rules with an even nastier sucker-punch. “Is a perv. A queer. Uh… faggot!”

      Tucker’s hate came from a dark place—a mean dog snapping at Jonah.

      “My mom’s guy warned me about queers.” His young face went hot. “Know any?”

      “Nooo…” Jonah gulped, turning his head—straight into the stares of the other kids across the room. The bell rang unexpectedly insane, the air flinching at looming danger.

      “Good thing, tryhard.”

      Tuck drove the book into Jonah’s gut. “They kill stags and fags in these woods.” He flew away like an angry wasp.

      Jonah watched from behind the stacks as the other kids shuffled out of the reading room. Worried about Tucker talking to the other boys—even sensed trouble.

      He slid the art book back onto the shelf, then sank to the floor, shaken and beside himself. Jonah buried his face in his hands—his elementary world shattered for life. Tucker’s truth bomb felt even bigger than his Santa Claus letdown.

      God had brought him into the world—that’s what his parents had told him. Or was that another little white lie? Adults lying to kids must be okay. After all, the Ninth Commandment only mentioned bearing false witness against neighbors.

      Tucker’s other takes burned even hotter in Jonah’s head. Why would his mom and dad do something only wicked people do? Sinners in hiding? Or worse… possessed?

      He had to find out.

      

      
        
        ☨

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            SPLINTERS AND A NEEDLE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Knowing never forgets or heals

      

      

      When the 55 bus pulled out of the school parking lot and onto the main highway, Jonah breathed easy, tucked under the campus walkway. Once the bus was out of sight, he took off on foot—fast—along farm roads lined with corn, tobacco, and soybeans, glancing over his shoulder for boys or dogs that might give chase.

      Life granted him a small break when he finally got home. A note from his mother lay on the kitchen table, saying she’d gone to the mall. The drawn heart and smiley face—her signature touch—somehow felt apologetic, extenuating, even suspicious. Maybe she just didn’t want to be there for him.

      Jonah bolted upstairs to his room, shouting, “Whoohoo!” His dad wouldn’t be home for at least another hour. He had time to get answers.

      He shoved his dirty clothes off the desk and dragged the keyboard closer. Questions had been pricking him like splinters since the library. Now they were impossible to ignore. For instance—why did some words rhyme, have siblings, but not him? Along with that, maybe his parents don’t really have sex or Dad was pulling out?

      Jonah quickly typed ‘blow job’ into the browser and hit enter. The search returned: Restricted Content. He tried different words but all were blocked. He fluttered his lips, tugged at his hair, but kept at it.

      His small size and “clean kid” tag made him an easy target at school—a tryhard, a name he absolutely hated. Desperate to lose. Brains were a skinny kid’s needle—a sharp tool that could pick him out of tough spots, especially with bullies like Tucker. Then he found it—an online dictionary. At least that was something.

      Formal definitions gave Jonah a sweaty, heart-pounding glimpse into an adult world where words stretched and twisted into tangled bodies, clinging tightly to secrets he had yet to learn.

      He climbed into bed with the shocking information, breathing hard beneath the covers. His mouth hung open—not just from the schooling, but from the strange new superpower it gave him over his innocence. Totally thrilling…and completely forbidden.

      Jonah told himself the deer scene wasn’t real, but his imagination is already there. A hand pulls him into the enchanted, surreal, Renaissance world—where anything’s possible. Eden stands next to him with a big smile. Wavelengths of blue-green grass tickle their feet and stretch all the way to a sienna tree waving in the distance.

      “Race you there!” shouts Eden, and off he goes.

      The front door opened downstairs.
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            RACE TO THE TREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Imagination skips class and still gets an A

      

      

      The next day at school, Jonah found the Renaissance picture had been cut out of the book and taped to his locker. Other kids gathered in the hallway, watching and laughing. Some pulled out their phones, took pictures, recorded his reaction.

      The crouching boy had been given his name. Arrows pierced his back and the buck’s, each marked with red wounds. Jonah struggled with his combination lock. Another arrow pierced him every time he missed the number. Smirks, whispers, and laughter—all of it left him exposed and hurt, while everyone played a game around him. Except it wasn’t a game.

      He swapped books, slammed his locker shut, and pressed his thumb to the tape. He wasn’t giving anyone the satisfaction of thinking it had shaken him. The picture had to stay—for now. Not because it belonged there, but because he wasn’t done with it yet.

      “You’ll turn queer if you look at it,” Jonah warned the other kids, pushing through with his head high.

      The day ran twice as long—or at least it felt that way. Jonah seriously considered faking sick, but he stuck it out, survived, and made it home on the bus. A little late, thanks to the heavy rain. Another note from his mother said she was having her hair done.

      With no one else home, his embarrassment and shame stayed at school as his wet clothes hit the bedroom floor. Jonah towel-dried his pale body in the cool air, then jumped into bed and threw the covers over his head.

      He wasted no time unfolding the vandalized picture, which came alive in the beam of his dinosaur headlamp. Heavy breathing warmed him quickly. Captivated, he watches a thousand arrows fly—none touch him, and his friend appears.

      “Come on,” Eden shouts.

      Jonah bolts after him through wavelengths of blue-green grass. The stakes couldn’t be higher as they chase each other fast. He can easily win, but lets Eden tag the tree first—and his victory comes with a dare.

      “I’m the stag and you’re the fag.” The golden-haired boy’s words dance in the wishing-light.

      Jonah knew he’d never outrun that name in the real world—but that doesn’t stop a strange thirst from rising inside him.

      In this moment of mind, time bends softly around them, rewriting the rules so that everything once off-limits is now real. Squirrels and rabbits and chipmunks—all gather to watch.

      Discovery is the best thing ever. Jonah goes for it. He drops onto his knees and looks up at Eden, soaking in his cuteness—just like his mother with his father.
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            SCHOOL SPIRIT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Sometimes, frames of friendship edge toward something more

      

      

      The massive Central High gymnasium swarmed with kids. A hive of yellow and brown. Cinderblock walls shook with wingbeats and venom. Music rattled the rafters. Sneakers squealed against the glossy floor, the air sharp with the tang of fresh paint and polyurethane. School banners swayed overhead, waving silent cheers.

      
        
        CENTRAL HIGH SPIRIT WEEK

        GO STINGERS!

      

      

      Jonah had followed Eden’s mysterious instructions to the minute. His shoulders tensed as he scanned the crowd. The gym had been transformed into a buzzing bazaar—rows of informational tables, posters flapping from portable stands, and student recruiters waving clipboards for every club and cause.

      Stinger, the school’s wasp mascot, weaved through the bodies, photobombing and posing with wildly bugged-out selfies, keeping the energy lit. Jonah couldn’t wait to get a phone—he was tired of borrowing everyone else’s and missing out on everything, especially online.

      He pushed through the horde of classmates, eyes on the lookout.

      “Jo, over here!” Eden shouted, arms flailing.

      Their smiles found each other amid the chaos.

      Jonah jumped the line, bumping fists, then elbows, with his crush.

      “Go Stingers!” Eden said with enthusiasm.

      Jonah knew the event was mostly spectacle, school propaganda, but standing in Eden’s light, he quickly roared, “Go Stingers!”

      A tiny crew of girls whispered behind them, one rolling her eyes like it hurt to breathe. “Bet you think cutting the line makes you famous or something,” she said.

      Eden shot back, “It does. ‘Cuz he’s famous.” He pointed at Jonah, then himself. “And I’m… somethin’.” He flipped his backpack at the girl and her friends.

      Jonah smiled at Eden’s confidence, careful to keep his distance while secretly wanting to be closer. The red curtain ahead glowed with every flash and each time it opened, kids stumbled out, waving fresh photo strips like prizes.

      Eden grabbed Jonah’s money and handed their cash to the cheerleader up front. She popped her gum and waved them into the booth.

      Jonah’s heart pounded at the feeling they were sneaking into someplace forbidden. The curtain closed, sealing off the world.

      The machine smelled of bubblegum and plastic. The bench could have held them apart, but lost in innocence, they pressed together, arms and legs brushing, the closeness both tender and teasing the boundary between friendship and something more.

      Eden pulled two getups from his pack. He handed one to Jonah, blue eyes dancing with mischief.

      The screen counted down—3, 2, 1.

      They froze in place, faces caught halfway between grimaces and more-than-friends.

      FLASH!

      First shot: wasp hoods, black wire antennae trembling, oversized emerald compound-eye glasses, and fists clutching plastic dagger-stingers, all leveled at the camera.

      They twisted and shifted for the next pic.

      Second FLASH!

      Back-to-back, Jonah and Eden pressed closer, hoods snug, plastic stingers raised at an unseen foe. Their faces held the kind of fearlessness kids summon when guarding something precious.

      More moving. Splitting. Attacking!

      Third FLASH!

      Hands locked over plastic stingers, faces hot with the intensity of make-believe battle. Two heroes in a showdown. Fighting for victory. Then, in perfect sync, they dropped their weapons before the final flash lit the booth.

      The last photo captured it all—shoulder to shoulder, arm in arm, Stinger hoods together, blond and brown, blue and hazel, antennae touching, smiles bright from ear to ear.

      Seconds later, two identical color strips slid out, still warm. Jonah took one; Eden the other. They said nothing, just stared at the tiny row of pictures—sighs, almost-whispers, the quiet language of an unspoken secret.

      “We look crazy,” Jonah grinned, soaking up the moment even though he knew it was over. At least the pics would keep it alive.

      Eden leaned in, kissed Jonah’s cheek, then tucked a small rubber smiley-emoji ball into his hand. “Here,” he said, for real. “Life stressing? Bounce it—and think of me.”

      Jonah went quiet. The kiss still tickled, and he was already smiling. The curtain opened—and in that instant, everything changed.
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            JUNE 28TH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Blindness reads between the lines others don’t see

      

      

      Jonah woke up late. He could already feel the unsteady tightrope between childhood and everything that comes after nine. His body was taller, hair curlier, but his heart still didn’t quite fit his sneakers—quick to notice what others walked right past.

      He yawned hard, his lanky frame stretching to the end of the bed. Rubbing sleep from his eyes, he fumbled for a crumpled sock on the floor—stiff with yesterday’s scent and the sort of guilt he didn’t want to think about.

      A grimace tugged at his mouth, shame pressing against his ribs like the sharp edge of a failed promise. It hadn’t been malice—just the desperate fallout of a sleepless night, tangled in nervous excitement.

      The clock blurred. The room blurred. Even his hands in front of his face seemed out of focus, like they didn’t belong to him. His stomach dropped away. What had he done?

      “No! No! No!”

      Jonah forced his legs free of the covers to kneel. Elbows dug in, fingers clenching tight. He thought fast—and slammed his eyes shut, battling the fear of what might be happening.

      
        
        Hey God…

        It’s Jonah Laidley, down here in Franklin.

        I messed up. Feel really bad but don’t know how to fix it.

      

      

      His prayer falters—too late. Desire swallows it.

      Eden yanks him back onto the bed, dragging Jonah into another round of their night reverie.

      They wrestle together, tickling and losing themselves in laughter. Giggles fade to something heavier. Jonah straddles Eden in a playful tumble, holding him down with all his strength, trading innocence for knowing. He leans close, and their eyes meet, saying everything words can’t.

      As time crawled closer to morning, Jonah gave in to mental exhaustion. Sweat dampened the sheets. His body trembled, sticky and excited. Breath hitched in ragged gasps and he involuntarily released into his sock. Utterly spent, he surrendered to the relief and unthinking sleep.

      
        
        God, please, please, don’t punish me with blindness. I don’t know why I do these sinful things. My mind’s all mixed up.

      

        

      
        We read about Icarus in class. I feel like him—flying too close to myself, then falling. Burning into nothing before I hit the ground.

      

      

      Shaken with guilt more than shame, then shame more than anything, Jonah was a box of messed-up parts—a DIY project missing instructions. Even now, his body acted out, betraying everything his mind tried to control, and Jonah awkwardly pushed down the swelling in his plaid pajamas.

      
        
        God, tell me what I can do. I’ve been good up to now. Earned better grades. Haven’t talked back. Just do what I’m told. I’ve kept up with my Bible studies and even learned some Latin phrases from your time. That has to count for something, right?

      

      

      “Jonah!” his mother called from downstairs.

      
        
        God, if you’re still with me, please help! I don’t want to be blinded—not to what’s good, not to your truth, not to the life you have planned for me.

      

        

      
        But it feels like I’m balancing on a tightrope I can’t hold. I don’t want to be scared all the time. I just want to be… normal.

      

        

      
        Deo juvante

      

      

      Jonah prepared for the inevitable, made peace with himself, and slowly opened his eyes. Dust particles danced in the morning light pouring through the window. He sighed deeply, knowing he’d been spared—at least for now.

      It was already past 10 a.m. The race to his own birthday party had begun without him. He quickly got dressed in his favorite jeans and a T-shirt that read Future Genius! Wearing it made him feel invincible.

      Jonah opened his bedroom door—and froze. The air in front of him warped. Something had been there. Listening. Breathing. The anomaly vanishes. But he’s seen it. He’s sure.

      “Mama?” Jonah called out. Scared.

      No answer.

      Only the creak of the attic stairs.

      

      
        
        ☨

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            GERMAN CHOKLIT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Behind every flame waits a wish

      

      

      Jonah rubbed his eyes as he shuffled into the living room. His mother sat on the sofa, larger than life. A mythical being—part human, part goddess, part saint—able to heal with a touch, read his mind with a glance, and control the world with her moods.

      She inflated a white balloon from a small tank. The hiss raked Jonah’s conscience. The balloon was a promise, a hope, a parental wish stretched to the breaking point of his future.

      Caught between sleep and magic, Jonah shook off his nerves about his conversation with God—and the anomaly outside his bedroom door. Or were they the same?

      “Wake up, birthday boy,” his mother insisted.

      She brushed her brown hair from her face and slipped the balloon ring between her pinched, rosy lips. Air whistled into her mouth; her cheeks swelled, round with anticipation. She held her breath and patted the cushion.

      Jonah plopped down beside his mother, crinkling his nose at her overbearing gardenia perfume. He preferred his father’s aftershave and sometimes dabbed a little on his cheeks before bed. Maybe he should wear some to surprise Eden.

      His mother hummed a melody and harmonized with delight.

      
        
        “You’ve grown another year older, but life isn’t always fair. In a short time, you’ve made it to nine…but still only halfway there!”

      

      

      Her voice squeaked and soared, high and ridiculous, balloon come to life, and they burst out laughing.

      Most days, his mother seemed preoccupied, sometimes worried, but always in command. Taking advantage of her good mood, Jonah asked, “Can I try?”

      “Alright, just this once, but don’t go pushin’ it. Helium can make you dizzy.” The slight distortion in her voice eased any hiding worry. “Pick a color.”

      Jonah reached into the bag and pulled out a pink balloon.

      His mother narrowed her eyes slightly at his choice. “I think this one has a hole, Jonah.” She set the balloon aside and chose one for him. “Let’s go with blue. You like blue…” she said, avoiding his questioning gaze as she placed the rubber sac onto the valve.

      The balloon expanded with a whoosh, and she handed it to him with gentle direction. “Strong as the Lord’s breath. But take your time. Let the air in slowly.”

      Jonah forced the blue ring between his lips and teeth, filled his cheeks full, and flashed a big grin. “What did the whisker say to the razor?” His voice squeaked, cartoonish and silly.

      His mother tried to keep a straight face and shook her head.

      “Chin expecting you,” he giggled, rubbing his chin, giving her a mischievous look, convinced that turning a year older granted him new wisdom. “What did the razor say back?” he chirped, voice warbling higher.

      His mother shook her head again, not knowing.

      “My friends call me Dull, but my name’s Nick!”

      She burst out laughing, cupped his young face, and tickled his ribs. “How did you get so clever?”

      Jonah melted with laughter.

      His mother reached behind her. “I have a special present, before your friends get here. I’ve been waiting to give you this.”

      Jonah’s eyes brightened the second she handed him the gift. “Is it a new lunchbox?”

      ‘No,’ she murmured. “This is your keeper. A small wooden chest for my tender-hearted boy.”

      “Oh… cool,” Jonah said, pretending to care. He traced the carved initials—JHL—on the lid with his finger, then flipped the box over, a flicker of disappointment hidden beneath his curiosity. He’d hoped it might light up or reveal some hidden electronic magic.

      His mother placed her hand on the top, smiling. “Inside are little reminders of your story—keepsakes from every year since you came into the world, into our lives. Starting today, it’s yours to fill.”

      Ding-ding-ding!

      Jonah handed the box back in a flash, his expression practically glowing. “I’ll get it!” he shouted, bolting for the door before she could stop him. Every cell in his nine-year-old body seemed to say, Eden. He turned the doorknob with both hands, as though his strength required it.

      Outside, a small group of kids stood in the thick summer heat, their voices rising in unison with Happy Birthday. They weren’t really his friends—just faces from church he barely knew.

      His mother came up behind him and welcomed the kids and other mothers into the cool air-conditioning.

      Jonah fake smiled and stopped listening. He stepped out into the intense sun, hands in his pockets, eyes squinting, heart thumping. Steaming air stole his breath. Cicadas whined over the hum of a neighbor’s lawnmower. But Fair Oaks Street stretched empty and quiet. A total letdown in both directions.

      Jonah clicked his tongue. Maybe Eden was held up—or lost in the maze of oversized houses. His eyes watered against the brightness. Across the street, a man hung an American flag. Insects screamed louder, raising an alarm. Jonah frowned, stole one more look at the empty street—big sad energy—then went back inside.

      Kids had left gifts next to a large rectangular present in the living room. Laughter and guesses swirled around him, but Jonah couldn’t even care. His eyes and ears were on the front door.

      His mother’s voice called out, “Jonah, please take your friends into the dining room for cake.”

      “But Eden isn’t here yet,” Jonah protested, uneasy. It was too soon.

      Quickly annoyed, his mother pressed her lips and raised her tone. “Let’s not keep everyone waiting. We’ll save him some cake.” Her smile returned.

      Jonah gave a small, defiant sigh before escorting the kids into the other room. They settled around the table, and he climbed into the birthday chair, tethered to a cluster of rainbow-colored balloons. They swayed with the faintest currents of air, drifting excitedly, while he sat motionless. Other balloons bounced across the confetti-covered table, and kids swatted them back and forth with enthusiasm.

      Sitting in his father’s chair didn’t make up for him not being there, and Jonah couldn’t fathom how work could matter more than his birthday. A balloon popped suddenly, and the table erupted in shrieks and laughter. It was a wake-up call. His mother was right—life wasn’t always fair. His dad was too busy and Eden wasn’t coming. Maybe this was God’s way of punishing him.

      His mother pushed through the kitchen door with the candlelit cake and set it down in front of him.

      German Choklit, that’s what he called it. Even in his sour mood, the rich smell of chocolate, mixed with fire and melting wax, made his mouth water. Nine candles flickered, each one teasing him with the promise of a wish to come true. He’d thought about nothing else for months—but there was one big problem.

      “Make a wish, Jonah,” his mother beamed.

      Everyone sang.

      He flipped his hair back and rubbed his hands together with fake excitement. At the end of the song, Jonah took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and blew until he was out of breath.

      Nine trails of smoke rose up from the cake, and a smile broke through his lingering letdown. But then the unexpected happened—a wick sparked and flickered back to life. The joke hit, and Jonah’s heart nearly popped. He blew again and again, but the flame wouldn’t go out.
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