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Jack Sullivan opened his front door and glared at his 15-year-old nephew. “You’re late.” But at least he could physically see the boy, and his terrified heart rate was calming.

Jackie, named for his uncle, shrugged as he started up the front walk. “How do you know? This is my first day.”

“Charlie’s one of my poker buddies,” Jack said, talking about Jackie’s bus driver.

Jackie rolled his eyes. “Isn’t that great?” he asked sarcastically. “You really do have spies everywhere.”

Jack ignored that for now. “What happened?”

Jackie shrugged again. “I don’t know. I don’t drive the bus, I just sit on it. We were late leaving the school I guess. God, quit freaking out,” he said, widening his blue eyes dramatically as he crossed the threshold.

Jack closed the door behind him and crossed his arms over his wide chest. “Get used to it. This is the next three years of your life, pal.”

Jackie’s eyes widened again, this time in shock. “Are you serious?”

“Damn straight. Until you graduate high school and head for college, I own you. Which means no slacking off, no coming in late, all your homework better be done, and you have chores that will be finished before dinner.”

Jackie grit his teeth, his jaw working as he glared at his uncle. He hated this. He wanted his mom. Too bad, buddy. Mom’s dead. And he’d never known his father, and no one else in the family was willing to take in a trouble-making kid with more issues than Sports Illustrated. He was lucky Uncle Jack had taken him in, considering he was a 32-year-old single man who probably went out all the time and likely had girls parading in and out of his room at all hours of the day and night.

Jackie couldn’t screw this up. As pissed off as he was at the world, he didn’t want to mouth off to Uncle Jack and wind up in a foster home. They scared the hell outta him. His best friend Jake at his old school had been in and out of them since he was five, and had shared all kinds of horror stories about them, some of which made Jackie’s skin crawl. He knew they weren’t all like that, but he was just scared enough not to risk it.

Sighing deeply, Jackie set his backpack down near the door with a soft thud. “Okay.”

Jack’s eyes narrowed. “Okay?”

Jackie nodded. “Yeah. Okay.”

When Jack still stared at him, blue eyes intense, Jackie started to squirm. “What?”

“I’m just trying to figure out what your angle is. You’re usually firing off at the mouth. Your easy acquiescence worries me.”

“Don’t worry. I’m sure I’ll be back to my old self as soon as I start on my chores.”

Jack looked almost relieved. “That’s better. Take your backpack up to your room and then come down and take the garbage out.”

Jackie held his gaze for a minute, then nodded and moved to do what he’d been asked. He was halfway up the stairs before Jack spoke again.

“Hey, what did you mean when you said I had spies everywhere?”

Jackie half turned on the stairs. “Miss Frost, my English teacher? I walked into second hour, she took one look at me, and said, ‘You must be Jack’s nephew!’” He rolled his eyes again, and Jack wanted to knock him upside the head so his eyes never moved again. “It’s not enough that Mom named me after you, but I look like you, too.”

As he turned and headed up to his room, Jack called after him, “Hey! One day soon you’ll be glad you have a strong, masculine name like Jack, and even more glad you look as good as I do. Girls will be falling all over you.”

Jackie waved his hand in Jack’s direction as if to brush him off, but as he closed his bedroom door Jack was sure he saw a grin on his nephew’s face. It made Jack wonder if maybe the girls hadn’t already started giving him attention. Fifteen wasn’t too young for sexual attraction. His stomach churned at the thought that he might have to give him ‘The Talk’.

Naturally, thinking of sex brought him around to his own sex life, and how it had dwindled since Jackie had come to live with him a week ago. Typically Jack had a companion at least a couple nights a week. He had several female friends who didn’t mind getting together for ‘booty calls’, which was perfect for him, as he didn’t have a regular schedule that allowed for anything more.

Not that he minded having the kid there. Jackie was the last tie Jack had to his sister, Laurie, who’d died only weeks ago in a car crash while on a date. They’d always been close growing up, and even into adulthood when they’d lived hundreds of miles apart. Jack had been thrilled when Laurie had named her son after him, had always enjoyed having a nephew, even when he was causing Laurie trouble. Jack had jumped at the chance to have Jackie with him when his elderly parents refused to take the boy.

But since he’d moved in, Jackie had been smart-mouthed and sarcastic. Jack understood the boy was hurting, missing his mother, hating the world, and he tried to give him leniency. But too much, he knew, and the kid would run rampant before he could get a hold of him. He’d been told that chores and a curfew were the best things at first, giving the child structure in a world that seemed to have gone insane.

Sighing quietly, Jack headed back to the kitchen to figure out what was for dinner. He hadn’t eaten at home so much in years. Usually he was out on a date for dinner, or at a dinner meeting. But with Jackie living with him, he found he actually had food in the house, and not just coffee and frozen dinners. Like, actual food.

He looked in the fridge, took out the hamburger he’d put there to thaw, decided on bacon cheeseburgers. Jackie was a growing boy, nearly 6 feet tall, only four inches shorter than Jack, and ate as much as Jack himself did. Jack thanked the gods that he’d been saving his money for most of his life, because he’d cut back on his work, and it would take a lot of cash to house, feed, and clothe the boy until he was able to do so on his own.

At the advisement of Jackie’s case worker, Jack had taken him to get a complete physical. The doctor had told him that Jackie would be at least as tall as Jack, if not taller, before he stopped growing. He would likely be as big, too, if his muscular growth was monitored as closely as Jack watched his own. Overall, Jackie had been perfectly healthy, which Jack knew. Laurie may have been a bit of a flake about life in general, but she’d cherished her son.

The similarities between Jack and Jackie didn’t stop at their names, nor at the possibility of Jackie being Jack’s size when he’d finished growing. Jack and Laurie had both had the same midnight black hair and blue eyes they’d gotten from their Irish father, which had both been passed to Jackie. But Laurie had their mother’s feminine features, and very small and diminutive frame, hiding a sarcastic attitude and fierce determination. Jack, and likewise, Jackie, had Jack’s father’s frame, tall and broad, with his solid, square jaw and high cheekbones.

Jack was aware that now that Jackie lived with him, anywhere he went he’d hear questions about being the boy’s father, though he was barely old enough to be so. He would be telling people left and right about his sister, constantly dredging up the pain of her loss for both of them.

He heard Jackie coming down the stairs and got back to making dinner, unaware that he’d stopped in the middle of the kitchen while thinking. “Take that bag there,” he told Jackie when the boy came into the kitchen, pointing to a full bag of trash near the garbage can. “There are two cans in the garage. Take them down to the curb. It’s garbage day tomorrow. You’ll do this every Wednesday night.”

Jackie nodded and grabbed the bag, then headed out the back door. By the time he came back a few minutes later, Jack was frying hamburger patties in one pan, and bacon in another. “Will you get the cheese slices out of the fridge, please?”

Jackie did as he was asked, setting them beside the stove on the counter, then leaning back against it to watch Jack.

“Are you gonna want onions?” Jack asked, knowing Laurie had loved them.

Jackie shook his head, and Jack nodded. “Good. Me, neither. I hate the things.”

“Me, too,” Jackie said. “But mom loved them.”

“I remember.”

“She always used to tell me she didn’t know how she’d ended up with a kid who hated onions when she craved them during pregnancy.”

Jack smiled. “She craved them all the time.”

Jackie’s responding smile was sad. He didn’t say anything else, but sat at the kitchen table with his math book to work on his homework while Jack finished dinner. When they sat down to eat, it was in silence.

Suddenly Jack remembered something he’d wanted to mention. “I’m gonna get you a key made tomorrow.”

Jackie’s brows rose in surprise. “Really?”

“Yeah. I might not be here when you get home sometime, and I don’t want you to have to sit out on the porch until I get back. While I’ve taken a break from work for now, I still have things to do outside the house. Why are you so surprised?”

Jackie shrugged. “Not everyone would give a kid my age a key, I guess.” Jake’s foster parents hadn’t.

“You’re not just any kid; you’re family. And this is your home now. So you should have a key.” When Jackie gave him a lopsided smile, Jack said, “But-”

“I knew it.”

“Just listen. I’m gonna get the key, but there are a few rules that go along with it, okay?”

Jackie just stared, not ready to agree to anything without hearing it first.

“One: No friends over without asking. Ever. Two: You come in, do your homework and your chores, just like if I were here. Three: No girls in your room if I’m not here, even if you have permission to have them over. And four: Stay out of my office, and the liquor cabinet. If I catch you drinking my alcohol I’ll kick your ass.”

Jackie waited for the ‘out’ to come at the end of that sentence, but it never did. After a few seconds, he said, “Okay. I can do those things. They’re basically common sense, anyway.”

“Common sense and teenager rarely go hand in hand,” Jack said darkly.

A week later, Jack was in his office, checking his emails. He had several offers for jobs, but every one of them would take him out of the country, possibly for days, and he couldn’t leave Jackie alone. He deleted the emails without responding, then reached for the phone when it rang.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Sullivan?” an unfamiliar female voice asked.

“Yes?”

“This is Claire, the secretary from Main Street High School. There was an incident with your nephew.”

Jack’s heart stuttered in his chest. Please, god, let him be okay, he thought
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