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“ANYBODY HOME?” MATT poked his head in the doorway, and Tom jumped off the couch to greet him.

“Hey, welcome. Come on in.”

Matt opened the door farther and dumped a large duffel bag on the floor as he looked around. Tom followed his gaze, hoping his friends liked the place. It had been his home for a year now, and he hadn’t thought about what Matt and Eric would think about it. It was a plain apartment, with no decorations and mismatched furniture, but it was clean and served its purpose well enough. It was home.

“Nice,” Matt said. “Is Eric here yet? I can’t wait to meet this guy.”

“Not yet. He and Sam come in tonight. Where’s Dana?”

“I dropped her at the dorm. I hope she and Samantha hit it off. I’m not sure it was such a good idea for them to room together. They may tell tales about us.”

Tom laughed and closed the door as Matt wandered into the living room and lay on the sofa. Since his arm was still in a heavy cast, broken this summer, Tom didn’t offer to pick up the bag, instead leaving it in the doorway.

“How did it go in the mountains?” Tom asked. Matt shook his head.

“My parents are still a mess. I had an incredible summer in Mexico with you and Dana and Seth. I mean, I came back so changed, with a girlfriend and new roommates and a new life, practically. I guess I thought everyone had changed. But I think they’re still going to divorce.”

“I’m sorry,” Tom said. “Did it help to have Dana there?”

“Immensely.” Matt sat up and looked around, grinning. “It’s a little too neat in here, but I wouldn’t expect less from you, Van der Haas.”

“And you’re the only person I know who can sleep in a hammock with one blanket and make it look messy,” Tom teased. “You brought more than that, I assume?”

“A little. I left a couple small boxes in the car. I thought I’d buy all my school stuff after I got here. Dana had a ton, so there wasn’t much room for mine.”

Tom smiled and scratched as far as he could reach into the cast on his arm. He’d been told one more week, and then the nasty thing would come off. It had been almost unbearably hot to wear it in Cancun, where they’d spent the summer working in a children’s Christian camp.

“I thought that would be gone by now,” Matt said, glancing at the cast with a scowl. “I’m sorry about it.”

Tom grinned and let go of his arm. “Like you forced that horse to throw me into a ravine. I’m not sure what would have happened if you hadn’t been around to pull me out of there.”

Matt nodded, looking uncomfortable, and he ambled into the kitchen. He opened the fridge and took out a soda, downing it in two drinks. When he turned back he was grinning again.

“So, what do we do with these three days before classes start?”

“From the look on your face, I’m assuming we get into trouble,” Tom said, shaking his head. “I don’t know. My first years here I did what Maggie wanted, and last semester I just disappeared into my school work.”

“This semester will be different,” Matt said, tugging on his earring and picking up his duffel bag. “Which room is mine?”

“Take your pick,” Tom said. He followed Matt as he dumped the bag in the first empty room.

“Nice.” He walked to the window and looked out. They were on the second floor, and the view out the window included a small parking area and some campus administration buildings. The main campus was down the street, barely visible through the trees. “We’re pretty close to the girls here. I bought a meal card so I can eat with Dana a few times a week.”

“And they’re welcome to come here, too,” Tom said. “I’m glad things are working out with you two. You make an interesting pair.”

Matt laughed. “Great. I love to be called interesting. You don’t think we can make it?”

“I don’t know. I’m not the expert, remember. You’re different, but you complement one another.”

Matt nodded. “What about your cousin and the girl coming with him?”

“They’ve been friends forever. I don’t think they’re a couple. At least, he says they’re not. He’s a great guy, but he’s a little young. Naïve, maybe. Samantha is, too. They’re strong Christians, though.”

“Good,” Matt said. “I need to be surrounded by all the strong Christians I can. No more disasters this year.”

Tom left Matt to unpack and started lunch. Matt had been a Christian all his life, but almost two years ago his dad had been paralyzed in a climbing accident, and Matt had been involved. Matt had blamed both himself and God, and he had run from God for a while. But now he was back, and he and God were better, and Matt was proving to be a wise man of God, wiser than he gave himself credit for.

Tom had also had a hard time with God recently. He’d been engaged, and right before the wedding she had decided to love someone else. It had taken him a long time to let himself grieve, and in Mexico he and Matt had helped each other deal with things.

After lunch they took a walk to campus to pick up Dana, and Tom gave them the tour. Matt was interested in the gym. Although neither he nor Tom could play any team sport known to man, Matt had been an expert mountain climber and wanted to stay in shape, hoping to climb again. He’d given it up after the accident, but he was ready to try again.

“It’s a beautiful campus,” Dana said. “I love the trees. Take me to the nursing building.”

To get there they had to take a campus bus, and Tom took them to the closest stop. The nursing building was about six blocks off the main campus in the heart of the little town.

“I didn’t realize you’d be so far,” Matt said, holding her hand as they wandered along the city streets. “Be careful if you’re here at night, okay?”

“Yes, Dad,” she teased, rolling her eyes. “I wouldn’t have guessed you had this overprotective side to your character.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Matt said. “Just be careful.”

She gave him a mock salute.

“You two haven’t changed since Mexico,” Tom said, grinning. “The great part of being in this building is that you’re next door to the best Chinese place in town.”

“Chinese,” Dana said, nodding. “It’s been forever since I had Chinese. All summer it was Mexican, and I’ve had nothing but good old American meat and potatoes since then. Matt’s dad is an excellent cook, by the way.”

Matt smiled and shrugged. “We Tuckers are very talented.”

“He and his dad are frighteningly similar in the charm department, as well.” Dana laughed. “I’ve never been flirted with so much in my life.”

“And you loved every minute of it,” Matt said, wrapping one arm around her. “So, Tom, how does your semester look?”

“Pretty rough, but not more than usual. How about you two?”

“This school is picky about transfers,” Dana said. “Three of my five classes are simply classes I took last year with different names. Should be easy enough.”

“Same here,” Matt said. “They want me to repeat things I took freshman year. I may have extra time on my hands this semester.”

“And that could get us all into trouble,” Dana said with a chuckle. Tom enjoyed the couple, especially their teasing. He and Maggie had never teased. They had laughed and had fun, but Maggie was sensitive, and it took very little to upset her. They had fought often. So far, Tom hadn’t heard Matt and Dana fight at all.

Dana went back to the dorm room to unpack and decorate, and Matt and Tom went home. Matt unpacked, a process that took him about ten minutes, and then he went shopping. Tom stayed to make dinner and wait for Eric. When the doorbell rang, just after six, he opened it and smiled at his cousin.

“Eric,” he said, offering a hand and then deciding this was worth a hug. He hadn’t seen Eric in over a year. “Come on in. Where’s Sam?”

“I dropped her off first. She and Dana are going to be great together, by the way. They were already comparing me to Matt when I left.”

“Matt was worried about that,” Tom said, ushering Eric inside. “Where’s your stuff?”

“I’ll get it later. I just want to sit a minute. That drive is too long.”

“This from the man who drove across the country this summer.”

“Believe it or not, the RV was more comfortable to drive than the pickup.”

“Pickup? You own a truck?”

“Yeah. I brought my bike. Sam will keep the pickup, at least until she can find something cheap to drive.”

Tom looked at Eric, at the red scars across one arm and leg and the long scar down his face. Eric turned away, clearly embarrassed.

“This is a nice place.”

“Thanks. Mom told me about the accident, by the way.”

“I’m assured the scars will fade closer to skin color in a few months. I suppose a few scars are better than death, which is what should have happened. To slide into a truck with a motorcycle and come out of it with no broken bones and only a mild concussion is a miracle. I know that, and I’m thankful, but it’s still hard to look in the mirror and realize I’ll never look like I did.”

“Gives you some character,” Tom said with a grin. Eric rolled his eyes.

“I don’t know if I want more character. So, where’s this Matt Tucker?”

“Shopping. He didn’t bring much. Let me show you your room.”

Eric seemed happy with the place, and they spent some time unloading the pickup. Eric had brought more than Matt, but he still didn’t have much. Tom liked the bike, a small, sporty-looking motorcycle, but he couldn’t picture Eric on it. He realized he knew almost nothing about his cousin.

“I’ve got dinner ready,” Tom said when they got back inside. “I hope you like pasta.”

“I’m easy,” Eric said. He went into the kitchen and looked around. “Point me to the plates, and I’ll set the table.”

They sat down to eat, and after Tom said a blessing, Eric looked around again. “Can I ask a dumb question?”

“Shoot.”

“How do we do this? I’m used to living alone, basically. Who cooks? Who shops? I feel a little lost.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Tom said, amused at the distress in his cousin’s face. “We’ll decide all that when Matt shows up. Usually it depends on schedules. For instance, I have classes until five, so I probably won’t be in charge of fixing dinner this semester. We can just fend for ourselves, or we can eat dinners together. I forget you haven’t lived in an apartment before. I’ve done it all different ways with different roommates.”

“At home, I just did what needed done,” Eric admitted.

“My mom and I talked before you showed up today,” Tom said. “I’m sorry about your dad, that he got so distant after your mom died.”

“In the past few weeks he was getting better. My brother came home for a few weeks, and we were almost a family again. Now Aaron has gone to the Middle East for the year for school. I told him to go, but it’s hard knowing I won’t see him for an entire year.”

“I bet. School will keep you busy. Although I understand you’re quite the student—valedictorian, full scholarship.”

“Yeah,” Eric said, again looking uncomfortable. “So, what else did Aunt Kate say about me?”

Tom heard the irritation in Eric’s voice and shook his head. “Nothing, really. Why?”

“I don’t know. I’m at a disadvantage. I don’t know much about you, and I don’t know this Matt guy at all. Do you think we’ll get along?”

Ah, Tom thought. That’s what this is about.

“Matt gets along with everyone. Let’s see... What kind of tales can I tell on Matt before he gets back? He rides horses like he was born on one, and he climbs. When I fell and broke this arm, he pulled me out of a ravine. He’s a Christian, but he’s just coming back after a time of struggling. That one I can relate to, because when Maggie left I spent a lot of time questioning God, too.”

“I did it after Mom died,” Eric said. “Sometimes I wonder if I would have made it without Sam.”

“I remember seeing her at the funeral, but she was only thirteen years old,” Tom said. “She held your hand the whole time.”

Eric grinned. “She’s changed a lot in five years. She’s pretty, and she’s smart, too. God has been good to me, sending her to be my best friend.”

Tom smiled, wondering if these two were really just friends.

“So, you’re saying Matt’s a nice guy,” Eric said. The door opened, then, and Matt walked in. Tom grinned.

“Yeah, Matt’s a nice guy.”

“You bet,” Matt said as he walked into the living room wearing his standard grin. 

Matt shook Eric’s hand and gazed a long time at the scars on his face and arm. “I get the feeling I’m looking at a story here.”

Eric shrugged, looking uncomfortable. “Motorcycle accident.”

“Ooh.” Matt took a seat and gestured Eric to follow. “Motorcycle. Sit. Spill. I want to hear this story. Personally, I’m not all that brave.”

“You climb mountains,” Tom said, joining them, seeing Eric relax when it appeared Matt wasn’t going to push.

“I ride a mean horse, too,” Matt said thoughtfully.

“I can vouch for that,” Tom said, holding up his arm.

“Hey,” Matt teased. “That horse wasn’t mine.”

“But the one that gave you a concussion was.”

“I think,” Eric said, smiling from one of them to the other, “we have some mutual storytelling to do.”

Tom did more listening than telling. He watched the guys interact, silently willing them to get along, and it seemed they were going to. Eric told of his trip across the country, mentioning his motorcycle accident in passing, how they’d offered to take a young woman home after her car died and how she had then robbed them, and afterward Eric had wrecked the bike going after her.

“I got on the bike and took off. No helmet, no long pants, no sense.”

“Well, I had an accident like that once, too,” Matt said. Tom was surprised to hear him bring this up so soon and realized real healing had occurred this summer. Of course, Eric appeared harmless, and it was easy to want to confide in him. “I rigged a rope, and Dad and I fell. He won’t walk again because of it. Hardest thing I’ve ever experienced.”

Eric nodded as though he understood, and Tom knew he did. His mom had had an accident five years ago, but instead of suffering paralysis, she had died. Matt didn’t know this, and Tom wasn’t going to tell him. He hadn’t talked to Eric in a long time and didn’t know where he was in the long process of grieving. Tom felt a strange wash of gratitude, because his parents were alive, together, and happy.

“Have you seen the campus yet?” Matt asked.

“Only Sam’s dorm. I met Dana. I think they’re going to enjoy talking about us.”

“After this summer Dana has some good stories, too,” Matt said, rolling his eyes. “I smell food.”

“I left it out,” Tom said. Matt wandered into the kitchen, absently spinning his earring, a tiny cross they had bought in Mexico. 

“I found out the gym has a climbing wall,” Matt said. “Tom, Eric, do you want to try climbing with me?”

“Sure,” Eric said. “Is the gym nice?”

“I don’t know. Looked nice enough. I’ve never spent much time in gyms. I rode and climbed, and for that all you need is to go outside.”

“What do you look for in a gym?” Tom asked Eric. He was surprised when his cousin blushed.

“I, ah, play a lot of things.”

“Like?”

“Soccer. I swim. I like most team sports.”

“You played in high school?” Matt asked.

“I did. Anything I could. My family life was a little, ah, wanting.”

“Oh.” Matt shook his head. “Sorry to hear that. My parents are divorcing this year. It’s rough.”

“Yeah,” Eric said. He looked at Tom, who nodded, wanting to let Eric know it was okay to trust Matt with this. Matt was extremely sensitive about dealing with hard things. “My mom died, about five years ago. Dad just closed himself off, like an oyster in a shell. I have a brother, but he was about to go to college when the accident happened, and he and dad didn’t handle things right, and he took off.”

“Man, I’m sorry,” Matt said. “Look at us, sitting here trading sob stories. We sound pathetic. I guess God knows how to put people together. Can I ask you something, Eric?”

“Sure.”

“Do you like to talk about her or not? I just want to ask now so I don’t make things worse. Like Tom here, who didn’t want to talk about Maggie at all this summer. For that matter, it took me a long time to talk about the accident.”

“I can talk about her. Five years is a long time. My family hasn’t healed as a unit yet, but I’ve healed as a person. I was hoping Tom and I could even share some memories of her. Dad doesn’t like to talk about her.”

“Sure,” Tom said. “I’d like that. I liked your mom.”

Matt smiled, and Eric shot Tom a look of relief. Matt then winked at Tom as though he knew how important it was to him that Eric feel comfortable here.

They sat down that night and looked at schedules, determining who would do what and when. Eric and Matt both liked to cook, and they both got out of class by three every day, so they worked out a dinner schedule.  They wanted to eat together in the evening, and Tom wondered if that was because both of them had been missing that at home, a sense of family.

They also planned shopping schedules and set down some ideas about cleaning, although Tom knew Matt wasn’t much of a cleaner and would likely never do his part. By the time they finished, Tom realized Eric was one of the smartest people he’d ever met. He seemed able to figure a whole schedule in his head in a matter of seconds, and his ability to remember was startling. He accurately recalled everyone’s school schedules, down to buildings and classrooms, after seeing them once.

Matt seemed to like Eric right away. He teased him a little about sports, telling him how neither he nor Tom could play anything.

“We’re so bad it’s scary,” Matt said. “Tom seems to be a bit of a gymnast, though, if I remember. During one game, he wore a clown nose and did cartwheels to distract the other team so Dana and my aunt Olivia could score.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Tom said, hoping he didn’t blush. “I’m just not an athlete.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Eric said. “It’s fun to play, but in the grand scheme of life, it’s pretty trivial.”

“That’s what I said about climbing,” Matt said, “but Dana and Tom both think I should get out there again.”

“It’s like me and a motorcycle,” Eric said thoughtfully. “I fell, and I was afraid I wouldn’t get back on, and it broke my heart. In reality, riding a motorcycle isn’t important. But I think God gives us each little gifts, little habits or hobbies that make life more bearable, more fun. I’d love to climb with you, especially if it will help you get a little joy back.”

“Thanks,” Matt said. “Tom?”

“Sorry,” Tom said, suddenly feeling inadequate, especially in light of what Eric had just said. “Even if I wasn’t nursing a broken arm, I don’t think climbing rocks is for me.”

“I forgot about the arm,” Eric said. “I saw your mom right after you broke it, by the way. It’s odd the way we connected this summer without ever seeing one another. That’s when I found out who Matt was, sort of. I had a name. I knew some guy named Matt had pulled you out of a ravine and was going to be our roommate.”

“Hey, what can I say?” Matt said, spreading his arms in great gesture of cockiness, as though he was posing on stage. “I’m just a hero at heart.”

Tom threw a pillow at him, and Eric chuckled. Yes, Tom thought. Having these two as roommates will make this year work. The first year without Maggie might be bearable after all.
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“THIS IS A BIG CHURCH,” Matt said as they walked into the wide foyer. Dana clung to his hand, and Eric and Sam walked in behind them, looking around with a smile. The pastor stood close to the door, and he moved to greet them.

“Welcome back,” he said to Tom, shaking his hand and then touching the cast. “Busy summer?”

“A little. I went to Mexico and got thrown off a horse. Pastor Branigan, I’d like you to meet my friends. This is my roommate Matt, who helped me after the horse dumped me into a ravine. And this is Dana, who was also in Mexico with us. Eric, my cousin and other roommate, and Samantha, Eric’s friend and Dana’s roommate.” Tom grinned, because it sounded pretty convoluted when he heard it out loud.

“Welcome to all of you,” Pastor Branigan said, smiling. He paused when he shook Eric’s hand, glancing at the marks with sympathy. Eric didn’t meet his gaze. Already Tom realized how big a sore spot the scars were, even after only a day with him. “Did you hear about John Jones, Tom?”

“No. What?”

“He had an accident and hurt his spine. It should heal, but we’re without a youth pastor for the next couple months.”

“Ouch,” Tom said. “I’m sorry. Maybe I’ll go see him.”

Pastor Branigan smiled and moved on to the next people who had walked in, and Tom led his large group to the sanctuary and got them settled. Many people approached and greeted them, and since Matt and Sam had a knack for talking to strangers, Tom didn’t feel bad about leaving them and walking to Barbie Jones, John’s wife, leaning in to talk to her in a pew.

“Hey, Barbie, I just heard about John. I’m sorry. What happened?”

“He took the youth rafting a couple weeks ago. He ended up in the water and got tangled in a tree branch. He’s going to heal, but it will be slow.”

“I’m sorry. Can I do anything?”

“I don’t know. I see you have a whole group of people with you today.”

“Last spring I didn’t know what was going to happen to me, and now I have two Christian roommates. One was with me in Mexico, and the other is my cousin.”

“I’m glad you’re smiling again, Tom Van der Haas,” Barbie said. “I wasn’t sure we’d ever see that smile again. Your friends are Christians?”

“Strong ones.”

“You asked how you could help. Think about something for me. Pray about it. We have nobody to lead the youth this fall. It’s not an easy job, and I don’t know if you have the time, but if you could lead a Bible study once a week, or even once a month, it would help. John hates to let things go while he’s out, and we know you. We trust you. Even with everything you endured with Maggie, you never wavered. It makes you a better person for the job than a substitute we don’t know.”

“I’ll talk to my friends,” Tom promised. “The girls are strong Christians, too. Matt and Dana say their schedules are light this semester, and my cousin and his friend think their classes will be hard, but they’re only freshman classes, and they’re both brilliant. I think we might be able to help you.”

Barbie leaned in and kissed Tom’s forehead. She was a nice woman, small and plump and about thirty. She and John had always been nice to Tom and Maggie.

“Tell me about the arm.”

Tom did, looking at the cast. When he thought about it, it always itched, so he absently scratched into the end as he told her the story.

“You know, I bet you learned a lot in Mexico the youth would like to hear. This might be as good for you as for the kids.”

“I’ll let you know soon,” Tom said.

When he returned to his seat, the music had started, and during the service he thought about what Barbie had said. When they left, the whole group met at his apartment, and as Matt and Dana started lunch, Tom brought up the subject.

“I talked to the youth leader’s wife this morning,” he said, not sure how he wanted them to respond to this request. “Her husband John got hurt this summer and can’t be the youth leader for a couple months. She asked if we could help out. If not, they may have to hire a stranger and don’t want to go through the trouble. They know me, and they trust you all because you’re with me. I don’t know what our semester will be like, but I told her I would ask and we could pray about it.”

Eric looked at Sam, who grinned. The pair had so much history each always seemed to know what the other was thinking. Matt laughed and shook his head.

“Hey, my schedule is pretty simple this year. And having spent the whole summer with kids, I know I’m in if any of you are.”

“I’m game,” Dana said. “I don’t know how much time I’ll have, but I could be at a meeting once a week.”

“How big a youth group is this?” Eric asked.

“Last year they had about forty kids.”

“That’s a big group,” Dana said. “Big groups can be fun.”

“I have a rough semester coming up,” Tom admitted. “I can commit to a weekly meeting and a couple events, but we have to keep it simple unless any of you want to do more.”

“I say we go for it,” Eric said.

“Sure,” Sam said. “They need us, and we’re new here and need to be needed.”

“Should we decide this so fast?” Tom asked, although maybe he hoped they would think it over and decide not to participate. He still wasn’t sure if he wanted to do this or not.

“Well, I have a thought about that,” Matt said. “How soon do they want an answer?”

“I don’t know. There’s no rush.”

“We start our classes tomorrow. At the end of the week we’ll better know what this semester looks like.”

“Good idea,” Eric said. “We can decide for sure at the end of the week. That way we won’t commit to more than we can handle.”

Everyone agreed, and they settled to eat. Tom suspected a week wouldn’t matter. Seemed to him they’d made up their minds, and he didn’t think anyone here was great at changing his or her mind.

***
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THE SEMESTER OPENED without fanfare. When Tom left on Monday, Eric was up with coffee made, and Matt was still asleep. Tom had early classes every day, while the other two never started until nine or ten.

“Nervous?” Tom asked his cousin, sitting down with a glass of juice.

“Very. Can I be honest?”

“I hope so.”

“High school wasn’t easy for me.”

“You got a full ride. Why do I have trouble believing that?”

“No, not that. The classes were easy. But I ruined curves. I was on every team, and I was the best on every team. I don’t know why God gave me these talents, but it was hard. People didn’t always like me because of that. Sam says to be myself, but when people know me, they tend to stay away. Of course, this year they may stay away because I look like something out of a Frankenstein movie.”

“I get the feeling most of the girls will still think you’re pretty nice to look at. At least, that’s what Dana told Sam yesterday after church. And this isn’t high school.” He paused, thinking about the words. “I never thought talents could make life harder.”

“Nobody does. I’m just glad you’re here. It’s nice to have family around. It took me a whole summer of fighting with my brother to say that, too. And Matt—I don’t think he would ever hold it against me that I can do anything better than him. I think he’s proud of his sport deficiencies.”

“He is.” Tom smiled. “You don’t have to worry about Matt. If people give you trouble, just tell them your older cousin and his friend will come after them.”

Eric laughed, and Tom shook his head.

“It will be fine, Eric. Everyone you meet today will be new and lost. It’s part of being a freshman. And however it goes, when you get home it will just be us. And we’ll let you stay even if you can play basketball and dazzle the ladies with your charm. Sam said that, by the way. She and Dana are scary together. We may regret introducing them.”

“In high school, she and I had another friend who was a girl. Girls are great friends, but they can be a lot of work. I had to be careful about how I touched them, how intimate conversations got... I don’t think they realize how hard it can be. They never held anything back, but I felt I had to. I have a lot of protector in me, maybe.”

“I never had too many girls as friends. Maggie was a romance, and she took most of my time. Dana and I are friends, I guess, but we weren’t in high school. We knew one another, but nothing more.”

“Well, you may see a lot of Sam and Dana this semester. You’ll see what I mean. I wouldn’t trade Sam for the world, but I’m looking forward to some guy time with you and Matt.”

Tom appreciated Eric’s honesty. He didn’t know his cousin well, his memories all old, but he was remembering how much he liked him. Eric and Aaron had always been adventurers, always coming up with ways for the youngsters to get into trouble at reunions and family events. He saw his cousin had matured greatly, but his bike and his sports made Tom realize he might still have some adventurer in him. He looked forward to getting to know him again this semester.

The day was long, and Tom came
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