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“AND FINALLY,” TOM SAID, slinging his last bag over his shoulder, “this is for you.”

He held out his apartment key and dropped it into Jake’s hand. To Jake it felt heavy, filled with freedom and maturity and responsibility and escape, and he wrapped his hand around it and smiled.

“Thanks,” he said. Tom shrugged, looking a little bit undone.

“Not a problem.”

Matt stood beside Jake, and Tom pointed at him. “Don’t. So help me, Tucker, if you say something here that makes me cry all the way to Florida, I’ll never speak to you again.”

Matt shrugged and stepped forward, pulling Tom in for a hug. Tom sighed and pulled back, glancing into Matt’s face.

“Yeah, I’ll miss you, too,” Tom said. “But hey, we’ll see each other again. I mean, looks like we’ve both got girls, and I’m pretty sure that will lead to weddings down the road, and now that Eric set the bar, we’ve got to have good ones with lots of friends.”

Matt smiled at this, quieter than Jake had ever heard him, and he nodded once and took a step back. Stephen moved close and gave Tom another hug, and when he stepped back he laughed.

“Knock ‘em dead, Tom,” he said. “I once said you’d be a great teacher because you have this uncanny ability to get a person to be honest with you just by looking at him. Use that superpower wisely, and you’ll be the best teacher ever.”

Tom nodded, and without another word he turned and left, about to start his journey toward Florida, where he was teaching this year and waiting for his girl to finish college. Jake was now going to be the third roommate, and he was excited, but he also felt the pain and loss in the room. Matt, especially, got close to his friends, and he and Tom had one of those guy friendships that would go the distance.

“You realize you’re not over,” Stephen said to Matt.

“He’s right,” Jake said. “Ten to one you’ll end up living in the same town once you all get this schooling out of the way and get yourselves settled.”

Matt took a deep breath and nodded. “Thanks. I hope that’s true. Now, I guess it’s time we got you moved in here, Jake. Your parents are expecting us, right?”

“They are. Let’s go.”

Matt grinned at that, and they got into Eric’s truck, which they’d borrowed today, and drove to Jake’s house, where his mother stood in tears at the door.

“I know you’re old enough to go,” she said, “and I’m glad for this, but there’s still something about the first one leaving the nest that’s rough.”

Jake rolled his eyes and then grinned at his mom, hugging her while Stephen and Matt walked past her to head toward his room and the boxes he had waiting. Tom’s apartment room was furnished with a bed, dresser, desk, and chair, so Jake wasn’t bringing much. Within thirty minutes his boxes were in the truck, and he stood at the door saying goodbye to his mom and siblings. Dad was doing something at the church, so he was absent. As he was the pastor, that was true most of the time.

“So, you ready?” Matt asked as he turned over the engine and pulled out of the driveway.

“I was ready a year ago,” Jake said. “So, yes, I’m ready.”

“And tomorrow you start your job,” Stephen said. “Not a bad week for you, then.”

“Nope.” Jake grinned and then glanced at Matt, realizing for him this was still a rough week, that having Tom finally go was going to take a toll for a few days or weeks, not a few hours. “And Matt, I’m sorry. I mean, that Tom is gone.”

Matt shrugged. “Yeah. I’m glad he stayed around for the extra months, though. And we did a good job this summer of hanging out and all. Last summer I was in class, and it was awful. But by slowing down so much, I added time before graduation. I’m just about desperate to get finished. I’ve been in college forever.”

“I must say watching you struggle through school has made me a little bit thankful it wasn’t an option for me,” Stephen said. Jake glanced at him, knowing that wasn’t exactly true, the part about it not being an option. Stephen had pretty severe dyslexia and had never learned to read, but they’d found a few programs specifically designed for that problem where everything was aural. Stephen, happy with his construction job, had no desire to get a degree, although he’d struggled with his inability to read. Even the experts he’d seen had told him it would likely never be possible. Jake couldn’t quite imagine what that might be like.

Unloading the boxes didn’t take long, and then Jake spent some time organizing his room and adding a few of his items to the common areas of the apartment, dropping his toothbrush in the bathroom, his shampoo on the edge of the tub, and a favorite mug in the kitchen.

“There,” he said, standing back and looking around. “I now live here.”

Stephen laughed at him. “Sounds like you’re trying to convince yourself of that. I promise it’s true.”

“I know, but it doesn’t feel real.”

“It will feel real when it’s your turn to do the dishes and clean the bathroom,” Matt said. “Welcome, by the way. I know I’m having mixed feelings about things today with Tom leaving, but I’m glad you’re here. Hard to believe a couple years ago this place was Eric, Tom, and me, and now I’m the only one left. But God sent Stephen and you, and it’s just cool to watch things change.”

“I’ll try to be a good roommate,” Jake said. “I promise.”

“Never doubted it,” Matt said. “And now, to celebrate, I say we head out for dinner. My treat.”

***
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“THIS IS GREAT,” JAKE said when they sat down at Pizza Tavern, a pasta and pizza place just off campus. Jake had never eaten here before, but he didn’t eat out much. His dad had never been wealthy, and he had three siblings, so money had been tight. Mom also believed in real food and good home meals, so she’d never found eating out to be as satisfying as some. Possibly because of this, Jake thought eating at a restaurant was a huge luxury.

The place was small, and since it was fairly early on a Tuesday night, it was mostly empty. A pretty waitress met them at the door and smiled brightly, dressed in black pants and a white button down, her dark hair in a knot on her head. She looked vaguely familiar.

“Hey, Matt, Stephen, Jake. Come on in.”

“We eat here a lot,” Matt admitted as they followed her to a red booth across the room.

“But how does she know me?” Jake asked. Stephen shook his head.

“Dude, she goes to church with us.”

Jake nodded. He didn’t really know her from church, but it was common for people at church to know him when he didn’t know them. The congregation had grown to over eight hundred people, and he simply didn’t know most of them, busy with his life. But because his dad was high profile, everyone knew Jake. And because his dad liked stories, a lot of them knew personal things about him. Not embarrassing things—Dad never did that unless he asked permission first—but just things. Things that most people didn’t share, because a lot of average real life events made great examples in sermons even if it wasn’t stuff that would come up in normal conversations.

“So, what can I get you to drink?” the girl asked. Her nametag said she was Tess, and Jake wished he could remember her. She was about his age, so he figured he should know her, and he hated it when he had to admit he didn’t know people, thinking it somehow made his dad look bad.

“Water with lemon,” Stephen said.

“Coke,” Matt said.

“Ah, iced tea for me,” Jake said, taking the menu Tess handed him.

“Great,” she said. “The special pizza today is prosciutto arugula, and we have minestrone soup and bread as the daily special. Everything else is on the menu.”

She left with a smile, and Jake turned to the menu. “Ah, guys, what is arugula? Prosciutto is meat, right?”

Matt laughed. “And arugula is a green.”

“Ah,” Jake said. He looked over the food, decided to get ravioli, and closed the menu. “So, I’ve spent a lot of time at your place, and I think I know how it all works, but do you have any rules you want me to know?”

Matt glanced at Stephen, who shrugged.

“Not really. It’s best not to have family members show up who hit your fellow roommates,” Stephen said, something that had happened to him when his brother had come a year ago.

“And don’t get kidnapped,” Matt said, something that had happened to Eric. 

“In other words, be normal,” Stephen said. “But normal is hard, so we’ll cut you some slack. Matt and I are pretty laid back. Tom was, ah, zealous about keeping the place clean, so we’ll probably miss him.”

“I’m pretty neat,” Jake said.

“Good,” Matt said, grinning. “You can crack the whip and keep us in line.”

“Are you nervous about your job?” Stephen asked. Jake shook his head.

“Not really. For the first few weeks or months, I work with a guy who knows what he’s doing.”

“And what are you doing again?” Matt asked. “I’m not sure how I missed this. I know you got a certificate in something...electronic?”

“Yep. And tomorrow I start to check security systems. Installations, trouble-shooting, removing, upgrading.”

“Wow,” Matt said. “So one of you can build a house, and the other one can play with electricity and not get killed doing it, and what can I do? The only one of us here to get a college education? Nothing at all.”

“You love your job, don’t you?” Stephen asked, sounding surprised.

“I love my job,” Matt said. He worked on a horse farm, leading rides and helping with the farm in general. “But it uses skills I had when I was ten years old and living next to a horse stable.”

“For you, the degree is a stepping stone,” Jake said. “Right?”

“I hope so,” Matt said, “although I dread the thought of more school. Some churches will take a youth pastor without any seminary training, and more and more I think I should look in that direction. Anyway, I’m proud of us. We all have jobs we enjoy, and that’s not always the case.”

“Well, we have yet to see if I’ll like mine,” Jake said. “I met the guy I’ll be working with, though, and I like him, and I kind of like that it’s not a big customer service job. As a pastor’s kid, I’ve always been expected to be outgoing and friendly, but I’m not really that way.”

Jake hadn’t meant to say it. Rarely did he complain about being a pastor’s kid, because he had a lot of respect for his dad and the position, and his life wasn’t really that hard because of it. But there were a few details that got hard, like people knowing him when he didn’t know them, and always having to be friendly, even on days he just wanted to disappear into the crowd and be nobody.

“Okay,” Tess said, sliding back to the table, her pencil and pad in hand. “Are you ready to order?”

Everyone did, and Tess gave him a long smile as she collected the menus.

“By the way,” Jake said, “I don’t think we’ve ever really met, although I know you go to my church.”

Tess blushed. “Ah, I’m Tess Antonopoulos. Ah, it’s Greek.”

“And are you in school?” he asked.

“No,” she said, her smile dimming. “Just working.”

“Working is great,” Stephen said. He smiled, and Tess paused. Stephen was Italian, and he wore dark clothes and was built well since he worked construction, and somehow he managed this bad-boy vibe. Girls seemed pretty smitten.

“Ah, I should turn in your orders,” she said, looking flustered as she turned to go. Matt laughed and slapped Stephen on the arm.

“Stop that,” Matt said.

“Stop what?” Stephen said. “What did I do?”

“I think he means stop charming the ladies,” Jake said.

“I don’t charm the ladies,” Stephen said. “I said three words.”

“Still,” Matt said. “You’ve got a girl, so tone it down a notch.”

Stephen chuckled, and Jake wondered what it was going to be like to live with these two this year. Matt wouldn’t be around for long, likely until spring. He would graduate in December, and his girlfriend Dana was done in May, and everyone expected them to get married immediately after that, although for some reason he hadn’t proposed yet. Stephen would be around a long time, perhaps, although he, too, had a girl, so at any time he might get married and find a place of his own, although likely he’d stay in town, since he had a job he loved.

Jake, though, was alone. He’d dated a little since high school, but not much, focusing on getting his certificate more than anything else. That hadn’t been an easy decision. For some reason, the idea that the pastor’s son hadn’t gone to college upset some people. His parents had been great about it, but he knew others struggled with his choices, thinking him irresponsible and unwise. But he’d been in the church his whole life and knew there was always someone who had a problem with everything anyone did. He told himself he didn’t care about that, but sometimes he wondered if girls at church would be more interested in him if he’d gone to school like they’d expected.

Eventually Tess returned with the food, plates balanced on her arms. She deftly handed out the plates, and then she stood back and smiled. “Anything else?”

“No,” Matt said, glancing at the others, who agreed.

“Good, then,” she said. “Call me if you need anything.” She glanced at the room, where only two other groups were seated. “I think I’ll be able to hear you.”

With another pretty smile, she was off.

“So you guys know her, and I don’t,” he said. “Why is that?”

“She just comes to church, not to any of the groups or events,” Stephen said. “So she really knows us from here.”

“Because Amy loves this place,” Matt said, speaking of Stephen’s girlfriend. “Not that the rest of us don’t, too, but she goes nuts over their specialty pizzas. The more bizarre the combination, the more she likes it.”

“You eat out a lot?” Jake asked.

“Not really,” Stephen said. “Earlier in the summer the A/C went out in the building for two weeks, and we hated to cook and heat the place up, so we ate out a lot. Normally it’s just a couple times a month.”

“I never ate out much,” Jake said. “With a big family and moderate income, say nothing of a mother who likes homemade food and doesn’t trust restaurants, we stayed home.”

“We usually cook,” Stephen said. “Matt’s a better cook than me, but I get by.”

“It’s okay,” Jake said. “I like this. It feels decadent.”

Matt laughed. “Jake Branigan, I think you’re going to bring a great perspective to our group. And I look forward to that.”

***
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“NOT GETTING POWER,” Walter said, leaning over his equipment. Jake saw the problem and corrected it, but apparently his correction wasn’t right, because a siren blared through the building, and Walter laughed. “Okay, we’re getting power now.”

Feeling rather frantic, with the siren blaring and making it hard to concentrate, Jake took a deep breath. He knew how to do this. He hit a switch and shifted another wire, and the sound died away. Glancing up at Walter, he saw the man’s amused smile, which he’d seen way too much today. At least the guy didn’t get mad.

“Okay, we’ve got power and no siren, which was the goal,” the man said. “Looks good from here. Let’s close it up.”

Jake shut up the control panel, and Walter started the paperwork to say they’d found and fixed the bug in the system. As they walked through the halls, he realized nobody looked angry or upset about the siren, and that made sense, since the reason they’d been called was because it had been going off randomly for over a week.

Jake opened the back of the van and put the toolbox inside, tucking it into its cubby, and he climbed into the passenger seat and sighed. Once again, Walter laughed at him.

“Cut yourself some slack,” he said. “It’s your first day, and we fixed every bug we found. Now this afternoon is fun, because it’s an installation. I’ll do most of it, since we don’t want to mess that up, and you’ll get a feel for it fast.”

Jake wasn’t sure of that. Applying his electronics knowledge to real life was harder than he thought, especially with someone looking over his shoulder and sirens blaring every now and then. He wanted to do this well, and he feared he was failing. Mostly, he wanted to prove he’d been right to choose this path. Not going to college had been a huge deal to his parents, to his friends, and if he failed, he wasn’t sure he could show his face again.

“I brought lunch,” Jake said.

“Okay. I didn’t, so I’m going to stop and grab something, and we can eat, ah, maybe at Sheffield Park. It’s close to the next job.”

As they ate, Jake went over the morning in his head. He’d almost overslept because he’d forgotten to set an alarm, because at home his mom had always poked her head into his room in the morning when she got started with her day. Then, in his rush to get going, he’d run into Stephen in the kitchen and spilled apple juice on both of them. Stephen had changed, but Jake only had one uniform so far, and so he’d had to clean it off and had shown up to work with a damp spot on his chest.

Then the work itself hadn’t been as easy as he’d expected. At school he’d excelled, so he’d arrived this morning thinking it would be simple, and he would be impressive. Instead, he’d gotten just about everything wrong, although Walter said he was fine. Normal. Jake was tired of being normal.

No, that wasn’t fair. Normal was fine. Stephen had grown up in a family that had shown him no love. Matt’s dad had been injured in a climbing accident, and it had almost destroyed him. Cherokee Jones, a friend who worked with Matt, had lost a friend to suicide. Any one of them would kill for Jake’s boring, normal life, so he knew he couldn’t complain.

And yet, all those guys had great friendships, insights, wisdom, and a heap of character that Jake didn’t share. He didn’t know how to set his own alarm, let alone navigate grief and regret and loss like they did. And they all had ladies. It seemed girls liked guys with character who’d overcome difficulty, and that wasn’t Jake.

He was white bread surrounded by a lot of fancy whole-grain stuff, and he hated that. Today he’d been expecting to stand out from the crowd, but once again he was just...normal.

The afternoon went better than the morning. Installing the system was challenging, but Walter was good at his job, and he explained everything as he went, so Jake thought he would be able to do this well when it was his turn. And then, to make things better, Walter almost missed a connection just before the project was finished, and Jake got to point that out to him.

“Nice save,” Walter said. “It would have taken me time to figure that out, too.”

Walter let Jake run all the checks, and the system worked as expected, so Walter drove Jake back to Integron Security Systems, where he’d left his car.

“So,” Walter said. “Think this is something you can do for the long haul?”

“I think so,” Jake said. “I mean, I plan to work hard and make it happen.”

Walter smiled. He was tall, thin, and starting to bald, maybe in his late forties, and his eyes were lined with smiles. Jake was glad he’d been paired with this guy, because he knew another guy here, Kevin Withering, and he wasn’t as easygoing. So again, Jake had been blessed.

“Good man,” Walter said. “And I’ll see you here in the morning. Tomorrow we do a few routine checks and then install yet another system, which means business is good.”

Jake drove home, tired from the long day. Last summer he’d worked construction with Stephen, and that had been physically exhausting, especially on the hottest days. This job wasn’t nearly so physical, but he felt mentally wiped out from working so hard all day to prove himself, and he was thankful that he didn’t have to go home and answer his mother’s questions and get in the middle of sibling fights and do all the other things that had been driving him crazy for the past year. No, tonight he was an independent man coming home to his apartment, where he could do whatever he wanted to do, and he was good with that. At this moment, he thought he might even like to live alone and be responsible for nobody at all.

When he got home, the apartment was empty, and he walked to the refrigerator and got himself a glass of milk, sitting at the kitchen table to drink it. The apartment was silent and still. No parents, no siblings, no church guests stopping in to say hello. Nobody in this whole building knew who he was, and he wondered if he could keep it that way for a while, be anonymous.

Stephen came home next, because most of Matt’s trail rides were in the evenings, and tonight Matt was supposed to help with a group of eight riders, so he’d be late. When Stephen came in, he instantly walked to the bathroom to shower, and then he fell onto the recliner and leaned way back.

“Good to be home,” he said. “It’s strange to sit here. This was always sort of Tom’s chair. Anyway, how was the first day?”

Jake shrugged, not sure how to answer. Stephen was his friend, but Jake wasn’t sure he could understand his life. “Okay.”

“Try again,” Stephen said. “If it’s going to be a one-word answer, I want good or bad.”

Jake laughed. “Okay, then, good.”

“Well, that’s good,” Stephen said. “I don’t really believe you, but I’ll take it. Ideas for dinner? We could fend for ourselves or go all out and cook. I’m game either way.”

“Let me cook,” Jake said. “I have very little kitchen experience, but I want to learn. And then, maybe, I don’t know, let’s go out somewhere. I just feel like living a little bit tonight, doing things I don’t normally do.”

Stephen grinned. “Any specifics?”

“No,” he said. “I have no ideas at all. What do adult guys do after a long day of work when they want to be adventurous?”

“I have no idea,” Stephen said. “I’m afraid I’m not very adventurous.”

“You lived on a beach for a while,” Jake said. “Trust me, you know more about adventure than I do.”

Stephen nodded thoughtfully. “I really don’t know. We can go out and just see if something strikes us, but first we need to eat. Better yet, you need to make dinner without burning the kitchen down, and then we can go be two independent men on the town.”

Jake grinned, liking the sound of that. “Deal.”
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“YOU’RE SURE YOU’RE still up for an adventure,” Stephen said as they finished cleaning the kitchen.

Jake looked at Stephen sheepishly. “Yeah. And sorry about dinner.”

“Apparently, when you said you didn’t know the basics, you were telling the truth,” Stephen said, shrugging. Jake had been browning ground beef, but he’d turned it too high and then walked away for a few minutes while Stephen had been on the phone with Amy, and he’d returned to blackened lumps stuck to the bottom of the pan.

“I’m not sure we’ll get it off,” Stephen said, staring at the pan. “Anyway, maybe the adventure should start with dinner.”

“I’ll buy,” Jake said. “My apology for not listening to you.”

“Raising the heat level isn’t always the best idea,” Stephen said. “Wait until Matt’s here—he’s a great cook. Tom was good, too.”

“Do you miss him?” Jake asked.

“Tom? Sure. Eric told me they call him the world’s big brother, and he is. Since I never had a big brother, I thought it was pretty cool to let Tom take the role, at least for a year.”

“And how is Matt doing with him leaving?”

Stephen shrugged. “Not great. He’ll be fine. So, let’s get this adventure on the road.”

Stephen didn’t drive since he couldn’t read, so Jake drove them across campus and then toward the main drag in town, where there were stores and a mall. As he drove he watched, but he didn’t know what he was looking for. And, since he’d lived here all along, he wasn’t sure why he thought he’d find something exciting tonight that he’d not have seen a week ago when he was living at home.

“Chinese,” Stephen said, pointing to a little hole-in-the-wall place in a run-down plaza. “I know it doesn’t look it, but that’s one of the best buffets in town.”

When they started eating, Stephen gave Jake a long look. “So, what happened at work today to put you in adventure mode? Was it the most boring job ever?”

“No, it’s good,” Jake said. Stephen raised his eyebrow, and Jake felt compelled to elaborate. Stephen was probably his best friend, especially since all his high school friends had left town for school, and although Stephen might not understand a lot since he had such different history, he knew Jake well enough to know when he was keeping things from him.

“Okay, it was hard. Satisfied?”

“That your job is hard? Why would I want that?”

“I was top of my class in school,” he said. “Yes, it was a tech school, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t work, that I wasn’t allowed to be proud of that. They all expected me to become nothing because I didn’t go to college, but I was in the top of my class and ready to prove them wrong.”

“And?” Stephen said when he paused.

“Today I just did okay. Set off a building alarm, got a few things wrong, just like anyone on their first day at a new job. And it was disappointing.”

Stephen looked baffled. “Jake, it’s okay to have a hard first day.”

“It’s normal,” he said, knowing he made the word sound like a curse word. “Normal Jake doing normal things in a normal job. Boring and predictable, the guy everyone thinks they know because his dad tells all his secrets on Sunday morning.”

Stephen’s eyes narrowed. “Oh.”

“No,” Jake said. “Don’t sit there being insightful and figuring me out. I just want to rant.”

Stephen grinned. “Well, then, go right ahead.”

Jake had to laugh. “Now you ruined it.”

“So we’re out here tonight to be someone other than the Jake everyone knows.”

“Maybe. And don’t point out to me how nobody knew you your whole life and it was lonely and I should be thankful for what I have. Got that. And I am thankful, but can’t I be thankful and not boring?”

“Probably,” Stephen said. “I’m not sure anyone considers you boring.”

“I do, and I have to live with myself more than anyone else does.”

“Okay. But you realize I carve models and knit scarves in my spare time. I’m probably not the person to go to for unboring evenings.”

“But you’ve been through a lot,” Jake said. “You have character, and...” He shrugged, wishing he could put this entire conversation back in the bottle. “You can brown ground beef.”

“I couldn’t when I moved in. Matt taught me. And he’s a gifted teacher and can teach you, too.”

Jake shook his head, thinking he’d totally lost control of this conversation.

“Anyway, I still want to find something to do. It’s time to make a few memories.”

“Okay,” Stephen said. “But first, I’m eating dessert.”

“Sure,” Jake said. “It’s nice in here. No alarms.”

Stephen raised his eyebrow, and Jake grinned. He had this tendency to link thoughts together with no verbal context. His mom called them quantum conversational leaps.

“Yeah, today I set off a few alarms. Really startling.”

“I bet.”

When they were stuffed to the bursting point with Chinese food, they left the restaurant and walked into a wall of still, hot, sticky air, common in early August. Jake shook his head.

“This weather is nasty,” he said. “And you worked in this today, didn’t you?”

“Yep. Which is why I took a shower straight off. So, what now?”

Jake had no idea. He had less than no idea. He felt restless and upset and just wanted to fix it, but he didn’t know how. Standing in the parking lot, he spun and looked at the plaza, which held the restaurant, a bar, a tattoo parlor, and a convenience store.

“Tattoos,” he said. “Have you ever considered a tattoo?”

Stephen rolled his eyes. “I have no problems with tattoos. Matt has a mountain on his shoulder that’s pretty much a work of art. But don’t get one on a whim because you had a bad day.”

Jake frowned at Stephen and walked toward the tattoo place, curious. He remembered when Matt had been in trouble at his church because he’d given a talk about divorce, and a guy whose parents were divorcing had complained. While Matt had been under scrutiny, some of the elders had questioned a man with a tattoo leading youth. Looking at the images of tattoos in the window, he realized he was only considering one to cause trouble, and Stephen was right. Doing this on a whim was a bad idea.

He heard yelling from inside the tattoo parlor, and he pushed open the door. Because he was a big guy, most people left him alone, so he didn’t think to be afraid, and he walked in and found the tattoo artist, a tall, slender, young woman, facing off with a very large, heavy, older man and a tall, curvy woman.

“I can’t give you a tattoo while you’re drunk,” the artist said firmly, although she looked scared. “It’s against shop policy.”

“I’m fine,” the man said.

“But the tattoo isn’t for you,” the artist said again. Jake glanced at the tall woman and realized she was indeed drunk, struggling to stand upright. “Until she’s sober, she’ll have to wait.”

“She’s just drunk because she’s afraid it will hurt,” the man said, his voice deep and angry and more than a little menacing. “I’m her husband, and I know what she wants, and I’ll accept responsibility for her.”

“I still can’t help you,” the woman said. “I’m sorry.”

Jake doubted the man was completely sober, because he took two angry steps toward the artist, every muscle in his body screaming a threat, and Jake moved closer and put his hand on the man’s arm.

“Is there a problem?” he asked. The artist looked at him and then Stephen, who’d come in behind him, and she looked relieved.

“Ah, I think we’re okay,” the artist said, although her eyes called for help.

“Good to know,” Stephen said. He used his bad-boy vibe to the fullest as he swaggered in and looked at the images on the wall like he didn’t have a care in the world.

“Excuse me,” the man said angrily, pulling his arm away from Jake. “We were here first, and she’s not finished with us yet.”

The tattoo artist took a step closer to Jake. “I’m sorry, but I am finished with you for now. You’re welcome to come back later.”

The man growled and took another step toward the artist. Jake put out his hand, stopping him, and the guy swung.

Jake was a big guy, but he’d never been in a fight. He’d never put himself in a situation like this before, and suddenly he realized he was kind of stupid to be here now, but he couldn’t just leave. He put his arm up instinctively to block the punch, but the guy swung his other arm around and hit Jake on the shoulder. The hit had anger and power behind it, and Jake took two steps back, startled and hurt.

“Call for help,” Stephen said calmly behind him, and then Stephen stepped forward and stood at Jake’s side. The guy was really angry now, and he swung with his right again, clipping Jake in the jaw. Jake’s head snapped back, and he closed his eyes against the pain and the fear of this whole thing. He heard and felt Stephen move next to him. 

When he opened his eyes, the man was staggering back, and Stephen was frowning, his eyes dark. Jake realized he’d hit the man back. The man stumbled and then lunged forward again, cursing, and Jake reached out his foot and tripped the guy, who took two dancing steps to the side, caught his balance, and grabbed Stephen around the middle, knocking them both to the ground. Stephen hit on his back, groaning, and Jake grabbed the large man and pulled him off.

What nobody had counted on was the tall woman joining the fight, but suddenly Jake felt a hit at his kidneys, and he let go of the large man and put his hand to his side, startled by the ache. In movies a fight didn’t look so painful, and he wasn’t sure how real fighters kept going when everything hurt.

The tall woman had provided enough distraction for her husband to rally, and he was moving toward Jake with murder in his eyes when Stephen found his feet and grabbed for the guy, swinging him to the side, the man’s own angry momentum dragging him into the lobby chairs, where he went down with a crash, clipping his chin on a chair on the way down. His wife grabbed a pencil can off the desk in the corner and threw it, and it hit Stephen across the forehead, cutting into his face.

At this point the police arrived, and everyone froze except the poor, drunken wife, who burst into tears and pulled up her shirt, pointing to a spot on her hip.

“I just wanted a butterfly right here,” she wailed, and Stephen caught Jake’s eye and grinned. Jake felt as far from grinning as he’d ever felt before, but he tried to smile back.

It took a few minutes to get things back to order. The police talked to everyone, offered to call for medical care for Stephen, who refused, and finally took the drunken couple out. Jake collapsed into a chair beside Stephen and cringed, because Stephen’s forehead had bled a lot, and his face was a gory mess.

“Ah, let me clean you up,” the tattoo artist said. They’d found out after the police arrived that her name was Vera. “And thanks, both of you. I’m usually not here alone so late, but my partner got a migraine this afternoon and had to leave. Um, if either of you wants a tattoo, I’m happy to do one on the house. Or more than one.”

“No, thanks,” Stephen said. He sat very still as Vera found a cloth and some peroxide and cleaned his head. He winced, and Jake swallowed down a lump of guilt, because this was his fault. If he’d just stayed home tonight, Stephen wouldn’t be hurt and bleeding. 

“You?” Vera asked Jake.

“I don’t know,” he said. Vera smiled. She was young, maybe early twenties, and she had light hair and eyes. She was dressed in a colorful skirt and white shirt and looked very bohemian. And pretty. She was very pretty.

“Fair enough. No time limit on the offer.”

Stephen cringed again, and Jake scowled at the injury.

“I’m thinking stitches wouldn’t have been a bad idea,” Jake said.

“Ah, it’s fine,” Stephen said. “But tomorrow night, we teach you to knit.”

Jake grinned at that, thinking it was good if Stephen could tease him, because he was afraid of losing a friend here.

When Vera finished, Stephen stood and took an uncertain step, but then he seemed fine, and he headed for the door. Vera gripped Jake’s arm before he left, and she stood on tiptoe and planted a kiss on his jaw.

“Thanks again,” she whispered. “Both of you.”

Stephen headed straight to the car and fell into the passenger seat, saying nothing, squinting. Jake got into the driver’s seat and closed the door, bathing them in darkness.

“Um, sorry about that,” Jake said. Stephen grinned.

“You mean that wasn’t on purpose? A grand adventure?”

“Nope. Your head hurts?”

“Oh, yeah,” Stephen said. “Please don’t suggest we go skydiving now to liven things up.”

Jake wasn’t sure of Stephen’s tone. “Are you angry?”

Stephen laughed. “Vera was in trouble, and we helped her. How could I be angry? Anyway, Amy will get all maternal on me. Since my own mom didn’t do maternal, I admit I like to get a little pampering sometimes from my girlfriend.”

Jake took a deep breath, which hurt. His side hurt, and his jaw, but he knew he’d be okay.

“Ever been in a fight before?” Jake asked. Stephen raised his eyebrows, and Jake shook his head. “Right. I’ve seen you post-fight. It was a first for me. Hurts more than I expected.”

“Yep,” Stephen said simply. “You okay?”

“Sure,” Jake said, but suddenly he was ready to go home and never have another adventure again.

When they got home, Matt was lounging in front of the TV, and he looked them over
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