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“I hope you don’t mind driving out early,” Seth said as he turned onto the highway. “I know it’s fun to caravan with the rest, but Ben really needed help setting up, and you and I are the only two done with classes by ten on Friday.”

“Seth, you’ve apologized five times. Do I usually get angry when plans change?” Shawn asked, grinning.

“No.” Seth laughed. “Sorry. I just want you to enjoy this weekend.”

“I will enjoy this weekend. I promise. How could I not? The beach, the sun, you and Alex asking to sing crazy songs...”

“I suppose Alex and I do like to have fun.”

Shawn chuckled and sank back into the car seat. He’d been looking forward to this retreat all week. Although he’d only known Seth and been part of the church group for a couple weeks, it had been a life-changing couple weeks. He’d heard of God and gone to church a time or two in his youth, but when Seth had told him about Jesus, the words had resonated with him. Recently he’d lost himself, and he knew it, and the idea that Jesus wanted to find and rescue him—well, the idea felt too good to be true.

But he was a little nervous about this trip, too. For years he’d spent most of his time alone, working and studying. Being surrounded by people wasn’t easy, but for the next two days he had no choice but to be with them. Worse, all of them seemed to know things about God and the Bible he didn’t. They were never mean about it, but sometimes he just felt hopelessly lost in all of it.

“You don’t need to be nervous,” Seth asked.

“What makes you think I’m nervous?”

“You’ve twisted that paper into a knot.”

“Sorry,” Shawn said, smoothing the page in his lap, the sheet he’d picked up when he signed up for the trip, all the information about the weekend. “I’ve barely met these people. I’m not always so good in a group.”

Seth nodded. He was one of the most extroverted people Shawn had ever met, so he doubted Seth really understood, but he couldn’t be sure. Although he’d known Seth longer than anyone else this weekend, they’d still only met about three weeks ago. They had a long way to go to really know each other. 

“Tell me about that girl who took our registration forms on Wednesday,” he said, looking out the window and not meeting Seth’s gaze. The girl had smiled and greeted him warmly when they’d met, and in the chaos of the registration line, he’d not gotten to say more than hello. That warm smile had occupied his mind for two days now.

“Jenny Clearwater?” Seth said, chuckling. “I’m not sure you want to fall for that one, my friend.”

“Why not?” Shawn asked, a little irritated by his friend’s patronizing smile.

“She doesn’t date. She and her family have decided to try courtship.”

“Courtship?” Shawn ran a hand over his short hair. “And that means—?”

“Hard to explain. It takes physical purity between a girl and a guy a step farther. Emotional purity, I guess you could say. I’m not sure how I feel about it. I can give you an article that explains it. For a while it was a big trend among Christian families. Now it’s not, but the Clearwaters decided they liked the idea. Not sure it’s the best thing for Jenny, but who knows.”

“Courtship. I will never learn all the customs and lingo of the Christians.”

“You will,” Seth said with certainty. “Remember, God had his hands on you long before you met me and then accepted Him.”

“I suppose. What about the girl who was with Jenny?”

“Julie Lopez,” Seth said. “Where you see Jenny, you see Julie. It’s been that way forever.”

“Is this a bad thing?” Shawn asked, not sure about his friend’s tone.

“No, it’s great. I’ve known these two since we were all in the nursery together, you know? I tease them a lot. No, their families are loaded, which can be intimidating, but they’re never big-headed. Great Christian ladies. Both of them.”

“Jenny’s really pretty,” Shawn said absently.

“I suppose. I can’t think of her that way. She’s like a sister. I have an article in my Bible about courtship if you want it.”

“Figures,” Shawn said, laughing. Seth’s Bible was a wreck. Papers filled it, breaking the binding and falling out every time he opened it. He liked to keep every note he took, and he wasn’t much for organization. 

“I don’t know,” Shawn said. “Sounds a little radical to me. I’m having enough trouble with the traditional stuff. So Jenny and Julie go to South, too.”

“Yep. Jenny studies Religion, and Julie is Elementary Education,” he answered, nodding.

They drove in comfortable silence a while longer, and then Shawn leaned down and picked up the Bible, leafing through until he came to the article Seth had mentioned. He read it slowly, and then he read it again, not sure what he thought about it. He shuddered at the thought of approaching a girl’s parents, especially since he had no father to join him. It sounded old fashioned, almost like arranged marriages, and just reading about it made him uncomfortable.

“It’s different,” Seth said as Shawn tucked the page back in the Bible. “Like I said, I’m not sure what I think about it. But, Jenny’s parents are pretty discerning. They don’t jump into anything without giving it thought and prayer.”

Shawn nodded, although the tone of Seth’s voice said he thought Jenny’s parents were crazy. Suddenly he felt more nervous. If he knew nothing whatsoever about this, how many more things did he know nothing about? How many things had he never heard of? What if they found him so different they wouldn’t want him here at all?

Ben’s truck was already at the hotel, and for two hours they set up sound equipment and chairs. Ben was about fifty, although he didn’t look it, and he was strong, lifting things Seth couldn’t. Shawn knew he was strong himself, putting himself through school working construction every summer. To stay in shape off season he went to the campus gym, and although this summer he’d been promised a job in the computer lab, the gym was a habit he’d continued. It was nice to know he was still strong enough to be useful.

Seth was tall and almost painfully thin. His hair was long, below his shoulders, usually tied neatly at the nape of his neck. Ben teased him about getting it cut, but Seth pointed out his job was to speak Spanish over the phone, so nobody ever saw him. Ben just rolled his eyes. Although Seth wasn’t terribly strong, he kept all three of them laughing, and he helped Shawn relax. The youth leader intimidated him, but after listening to him and Seth banter and tease all afternoon, he realized the man was just a normal man. A normal man who loved college students and wanted them to know God better. So maybe normal wasn’t the right word, Shawn thought, but he was down to earth and no longer intimidating.

They finished an hour before the group was supposed to arrive, and Ben and Seth decided to swim in the hotel pool. Shawn opted out, wanting just to shower, and his roommates left the room with towels in hand. When they were gone he took off his sweaty shirt and dug in his pack for his shampoo, opening the curtain so he could see. The view was amazing, eight floors up, and he glanced down to watch the beach.

Early in the season, the ocean water was cool, and the sand was bare of tourists. With the room so bright, Shawn pulled out his clothes, all T-shirts and jersey shorts, and put them in drawers so the cotton shirts wouldn’t wrinkle. He knew he didn’t dress fancy, but at least he could show up unwrinkled. He was surprised at how worried he was about the weekend, and he took a deep breath and hoped this whole event wasn’t a really bad idea. 

When the door opened, Shawn spun around and grabbed a shirt, not expecting Seth to return. His friend glanced at the scars across Shawn’s shoulder and raised an eyebrow, and Shawn slipped the shirt over his head and looked away.

“Forget something?” he asked, hoping Seth would just let it go and return to the pool.

“My shades,” Seth said, looking uncomfortable. He grabbed his sunglasses off the TV and slipped them onto his head. “You were in a fire.”

“A long time ago,” Shawn said. “Have a good swim.”

Seth shook his head and left, and Shawn sat on the bed, suddenly feeling drained. He took off his shirt again and looked in the mirror, wondering what Seth thought when he saw it. Nobody but the hospital personnel had ever seen the marks left by the fire. Even Seth hadn’t seen the worst of it; not only did the scars run from his right nipple over his shoulder, but they covered sixty percent of his back as well.

He stared at the grisly disfigurement for a full minute before getting into the shower. He wished he could take back the past few minutes. He desperately did not want these people—or any people—to know what he had experienced. There would be questions and looks of pity and disgust. He’d seen enough of that in the hospital to last a lifetime. He didn’t want to explain it all and go back there again. Life had just become new to him, with God and church and the college youth group, and he wanted to stay here in the newness and not think about old times.

Why didn’t you protect me from that, God? he asked as he rubbed soap over the rough skin. I haven’t had a friend like him in a long time, and this could ruin it all. I don’t think I could handle the disappointment of going back to my old life now that I’ve tasted something new. I hope that isn’t what you have planned for me. 

Shawn made sure he wasn’t in the room when his roommates returned. Instead, he walked on the beach, staying within sight of the hotel so he could see the others when they arrived. The surf was loud in his ears, the waves rough, and he imagined a storm had hit these waters somewhere off the shore. Now choppy water and a lot of loose seaweed were the only reminders. The beach smelled strongly of salt and fish, and he took a deep breath, loving the smell. As a child he’d come here a lot, and he missed it. He hadn’t had time to go anywhere, really, since his dad had died. He’d certainly never gone swimming. For a moment he wondered how he’d do it this weekend, what they’d say when he stayed dressed, if he should just avoid the pool altogether. He’d blown it once, but he didn’t plan to repeat that. He didn’t want to be different, and he wondered once more if coming on this trip was a good idea.

The church group was hard to miss, six cars with horns blowing and Christian rock music blaring from open windows. He had to laugh at them, a bunch of college students drained from too much schoolwork and ready to relax for a weekend. He jogged up the beach and greeted them, and Alex, the most boisterous of the group, hugged him and lifted him off the ground. His six-foot-plus frame had no trouble lifting Shawn’s five-nine. As he set him down, Seth walked out of the hotel, his long hair still dripping. Shawn didn’t meet his gaze.

“Man, you missed a good trip,” Alex said.

“Hey, we were working,” Seth said, laughing. “When we sing those wild songs of yours tonight, you’ll thank us.”

“We’d have been here earlier, but Miss Lopez thought she knew more than the GPS and got us lost,” Thom said, playfully rolling his eyes. He was Alex’s smaller, younger brother. “She has no trouble finding her way through the Bahamas, but a trip to the beach we take four times a year had her stumped.”

“Play nice,” Jenny said, wrapping her arm protectively around her petite friend.

“Jenny, Julie, I’d like to introduce you to Shawn Carpenter. He’s a Computer Science major at South,” Seth said, shooting Shawn an odd look.

“Pleased to meet you, Shawn,” Jenny said. She had lovely dark eyes and dark hair, and her smile was a knockout. “I’m glad you’re here this weekend. It’s a great way to get to know everybody. So, how did you meet Seth? I didn’t know he could even turn a computer on.”

“Hey,” Seth laughed.

“I help a grad student with one of the beginning computer classes,” Shawn said. “Were you writing that little bit of code from the third assignment?”

“I was trying,” Seth said, running his hand over his long, fine hair. “I tried to act like I had some idea what I was doing and uninstalled something very important, although I couldn’t tell you what. Shawn spent a good hour getting everything running again.”

“So Seth took me out for coffee. I think he felt bad.” Shawn smiled at Seth, who laughed.

“I guess you could say that. I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life. Shawn was a trooper, though. Never once complained.”

“Seth,” Julie scolded, grinning. She was as pretty as Jenny, and Shawn was almost jealous of the comfort level between the three of them. When had he last felt anything like that, he wondered. But he knew the answer. It was the same answer for all the changes in his life, that horrible night everything had changed and his world had fallen apart. “So, Shawn, was it the free coffee or Seth’s winning personality that made you befriend him?”

“Well, it was good coffee,” Shawn said, laughing.  

“So, did your trip up here go all right?” Julie asked.

“Fine. No problems at all. The rooms are great, by the way. We’re on the eighth floor—great views,” Shawn said.

“What did you do with Ben?” Thom asked.

“He took a swim. He’ll be down for dinner. I peeked at our menu this weekend, and it looks great.”

“They always treat us well here,” Julie said, looking at Alex. “And they’ll continue to do so, if we can behave.”

“I always behave,” Alex said, looking innocent and hurt and then breaking into a grin. “I want to shower before dinner.”

The group checked in, and Mandy and Bob asked him to show them the sound equipment so they could prepare for the night’s session. When Shawn returned to the lobby, Seth met him, his brow furrowed.

“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,” he said, wearing the same look all the hospital staff had worn. Shawn forced a smile and willed his feet to remain still. Running away would make this worse.

“Seth, it happened ages ago. Don’t worry about it. We’re here to enjoy ourselves.”

Shawn smiled, trying to make the entire thing seem as light and silly as possible. Apparently it worked, or Seth just decided to play along, because he smiled his most child-like smile and laughed. When he smiled like that, he looked like he was about ten years old, and the face looked strange on someone over six feet tall.

“Sorry. I don’t mean to obsess. Ah, I saw Thom and Alex. They’re rooming next door, along with Mark and Noah, so we may not sleep tonight.”

“I had three tests this week and then lugged around sound equipment this afternoon,” Shawn said. “I’ll sleep.”

“You should have come to the pool. Really works out the muscles.”

“I’m hungry,” Shawn said, still wanting to avoid talk of swimming since he hadn’t figured out how to deal with it. “Let’s be the first in line in the dining room.”

“Done,” Seth said, leading the way. “I like your style, buddy.”

Dinner was excellent, and afterward they moved to the large conference room for the evening’s meeting. He and Seth took seats near the back, and he watched Jenny and Julie pass them, along with a large group of girls. They moved to the front of the room and laughed as they took a whole row. Wearing a brightly colored tank top and jean shorts, Jenny was pretty. Earlier he’d seen her with her hair in messy knot on her head, but now it was loose, long and dark. She wasn’t as dark as Julie, a petite girl with short hair and lovely Hispanic features, but she was darker than Shawn. 

Ben moved to the front of the room to call order. This was actually two college youth groups, so there were nearly two hundred of them, all sitting in padded folding chairs waiting to hear God’s Word. Two months ago Shawn hadn’t even been aware meetings like this existed, and in his wildest dreams he didn’t think he’d ever attend one. It amazed him how quickly one little outing for coffee had changed his whole life.

Ben started the meeting with prayer, and then Bob and Mandy, a married couple, pulled out guitars and led them through some songs. They gave the group a chance to choose songs, and Alex chose a couple with wild hand motions. The other college group didn’t know the songs, so Alex and Seth went to the front to lead them. When they finally finished and sat down, everyone was laughing and breathless, and although Shawn knew they looked like kids at camp and not college students, he was completely enjoying himself.

Ben then gave a message, and Shawn opened his Bible—a gift from Seth—and took careful notes. Being so new to Christianity, he desperately wanted to know everything he could about God. Shawn wondered if he would ever catch up and know as much as anyone here. He struggled to find passages in the Bible, whereas everyone else seemed to know how to find it all, and he took a deep breath and reminded himself if God loved him enough to save him, he loved him enough to be patient as he learned. It was hard, though, to be reminded how different he was. Most people here didn’t realize just how different, and he meant for it to stay that way.

Ben talked of gifts and purposes and the importance of living for God in his whole life, not just on Sunday and Wednesday, and Shawn thought about that. He liked the idea that he had some purpose. For years now life had been a blur of work and school and nothing else, nothing satisfying. Some days he struggled just to get out of bed, never feeling what he did had value. Now Ben stood before him and assured him there was indeed purpose in his life, and he felt some very old tension slip away as he hoped this was true.

After Ben spoke, a group of guys went to the front to get ready for a skit, and Shawn watched Jenny smile and chat with the people around them, her eyes sparkling with friendliness unlike any he’d ever seen. 

“You know,” Shawn whispered to Seth, “Jenny Clearwater really is beautiful. I’m surprised you can’t see it.”

Seth chuckled, digging into his Bible and pulling out the rumpled article on courtship. He smiled slyly as he pressed it into Shawn’s hand.

“More power to you,” he said.

[image: image]

SHAWN COULDN’T SLEEP, and he read through the article for the fourth time, sitting in the small lobby of the beach high-rise. At first reading he’d been fairly shocked, but now that he’d had some time to think about it, he could see the idea behind it. Instead of dating and getting thirty broken hearts before finally marrying, courtship was a way to put the choice of a mate into the hands of God and one’s parents. A man who felt he wanted to court a girl first approached his parents, and if they agreed with the match, he approached the girl’s father. If he got the blessing of those parents, he then asked for the girl’s permission to convince her he was a strong Christian man. After that, they spent time together in public or in private with a nearby chaperon. At some later point they were allowed emotional commitment and marriage. 

To Shawn, it sounded fairly cold and ordered, but he saw how it could appeal to some Christian families. Not belonging to one of these, and being a new Christian himself, he also thought it was a way to keep people like him away from the Jenny Clearwaters in the world.

He wadded up the article and tossed it. As much as he loved being a Christian, he often felt like he’d gotten to a movie halfway through. He didn’t know even the most basic Bible stories, and he had trouble with the jargon of his new friends. They were all nice enough about it, which kept him from getting too frustrated, but things like this courtship made him feel small and insignificant. He’d felt too much of that in his life.

“Okay, God,” he said quietly. “Ben said tonight that every part of the body has a purpose. Help me know what that means for me. You saved me, so you must want me for something. Let me know—I’m willing to do anything. I just don’t see too many gifts yet. I feel different now, knowing you care, but it hasn’t changed the hard things.”

He glanced down at the balled article in the garbage, thought about Jenny’s purely joyful smile when he’d said he was coming on the retreat, and decided he needed to get back to bed. If he was going to enjoy the beach, he needed to sleep. He pulled the page out of the can and moved toward the elevator, thinking Seth would be laughing if he saw him right now, clinging to this strange idea that the lovely Jenny Clearwater would ever have eyes for him. He didn’t have the time or energy for any of that, not with all his responsibilities. And how could he ever struggle through this courtship idea if she did? It was meant to keep him away, to make sure guys like him didn’t slip into the fold.

But he knew that wasn’t true. That didn’t fit with anything else he’d learned about God. But sometimes the stuff he knew about God and the things the people of God did didn’t match up. Maybe that was just life, though.

Unfortunately, Shawn was tired of life. He hoped knowing God really would change things, because lately he didn’t know how he would keep going if the life he had been leading was all there was to hope for.
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Spitting sand, Shawn rolled to his back and laughed. His knee hurt, but he felt too ridiculous to worry about it. He closed his eyes a moment and sighed deeply, smelling the familiar scents of the ocean.

“Great save,” Mark said, offering his hand and pulling Shawn to his feet. Shawn opened his eyes and smiled at the younger man, a freshman undecided major he’d just met today.

“It would have been, if the ball had gone over the net,” he said.

“Well, there is that.” Mark laughed. The other team had won, and the group broke up, tired from three games. Wincing, Shawn brushed sand off himself.

“You okay?” Mark asked.

“Twisted my knee, I guess.”

“How about a swim?” Mark asked.

“I’ll be there,” Shawn said, letting him go ahead. Shawn looked around for Seth, who sat at the edge of the pool with Violet, a tall, slender redhead. Shawn knew how interested his friend was in the girl and decided not to bother them. Instead, he walked down the beach to Ben and several girls who sat or lay on chairs in the sand.

“Hey, good games,” Julie said, smiling broadly.

“We lost,” Shawn said, shrugging.

“You’re limping,” Ben said, raising his eyebrow. “And bleeding.”

Shawn looked down at himself. Apparently he’d hit a rock, for blood streamed down his calf. 

“Yuck,” he said.

“I’ve got the first aid kit,” Jenny said, reaching under her chair and pulling out the box. She wore a visor and dark sunglasses today, along with a bright pink one-piece suit and swim shorts, and she pushed hair out of her face as the breeze loosened it from around the visor.

“What’s going on over here?” Seth asked, approaching from behind them.

“Shawn really gets into beach volleyball,” Julie replied.

“Oh?” Seth sat on the chair across from Shawn and scowled, taking the kit out of Jenny’s hand.

“I can do it,” Shawn said as his friend pulled out peroxide and a cotton ball.

“No, it’s okay,” Seth said. “Gotta get my servant points for the day. Dare I ask if you won?”

“We lost. Pretty badly, too. Ow.”

“Sorry,” Seth said. He rubbed off the blood and put on a little antibiotic cream. “It’s not so bad now, is it? Just a scratch.”

“So, Seth, why aren’t you out there playing volleyball?” Julie asked, grinning cruelly.

“Sports and I have never quite gotten along,” Seth said.

“He isn’t kidding,” Julie agreed, wrapping an arm around the tall man. “But we love you for your other talents.”

Shawn watched them interacting, and he watched Seth smeared ointment on his knee like what he was doing really mattered, and he was suddenly overcome with emotion. That was unlike him, the guy who could back burner most emotion because he had to get things done. He didn’t have time to be sentimental. He realized he’d never imagined being part of a group like this, and he wished the moment could last forever. And wow, for a non-sentimental person, that was a pretty sentimental thought.

“There,” Seth said, pulling away and looking over his handiwork. “I do believe he’ll live. Care to swim, anyone? It’s hot out here.”

“Sure,” Julie said. “Jenny?”

“Sounds good to me,” she said. “Come on, Shawn.”

He followed them, realizing he’d twisted his knee more than he thought, and he tried not to limp. Leaving his shirt on, hoping nobody said anything, he slid into the water at the deep end. The cool water felt good, but he didn’t move much, hanging onto the edge and watching the group around him. Jenny and Julie splashed a while, and Seth went back to Violet’s side. Eventually Julie drifted into a large group of girls, and Jenny approached Shawn.

“Do you sunburn?” Jenny asked.

“What?” 

“The T-shirt. Most guys take off their shirts the minute it’s appropriate.”

“We fair-skinned people have to be careful,” Shawn said, uneasy with her questioning.

“Are you enjoying yourself? Except for the knee?”

“It’s great,” Shawn said, relaxing. “I like the worship sections, and Ben’s teaching, and especially the food.”

Jenny laughed. She had a beautiful smile.

“So,” she said, “have you been a Christian long?”

“No. Just a few weeks. After Seth and I went for coffee, he called me and asked me to go to a concert with him. It was a Christian group, and I accepted Christ that night. I have zero background in it. Sometimes I’m overwhelmed by those of you who grew up with it.”

“We’re lucky, I know, but sometimes it takes new Christians like you, with your zeal and enthusiasm, to remind us to be the same.”

“You see me as enthusiastic?”

“You watched Ben last night, and you listened and took notes like what he was saying really mattered. And it does, but sometimes I feel like I’ve heard it all before. The Bible is powerful. There are verses that say it’s alive, that it’s much more than we know. But I treat it like a book, just another book. I admit watching you last night made me squirm. Nobody wants to admit they’re taking God for granted. Anyway, thanks for reminding me to listen and hear what Ben was saying and not just let the words slide off.”

Shawn wasn’t sure what to say to that, and before he could respond Julie, Seth, and Violet swam over.

“I do believe, from the looks on your faces, you two are having a very serious discussion here,” Seth said. “Isn’t this playtime?”

Jenny slapped the water and splashed him, and he grinned. “If you’ll let us in on it, we’ll join you.”

“We were talking about losing and regaining perspective,” Jenny said. “We can talk about something else. Is anyone ready for finals?”

Everyone moaned, and Jenny laughed.

“I have to create an entire portfolio,” Violet said, “and I’ve hardly started. I shouldn’t have come this weekend, but it’s always so nice.”

Violet was a senior graphic artist. She’d designed several bulletins for youth and college events, which Seth had on his wall at home. She was very talented. Shawn found it especially impressive since he didn’t have an artistic bone in his body.

“I may spend all next week at the library,” Julie said. “My brothers are too noisy.”

“She has five younger brothers,” Seth explained. “I think we should trade.”

“Four sisters get to you?” Julie asked.  “You’re lucky, though, to have an apartment. I know my parents and I agreed it was a good idea for me to live at home for now, but sometimes I envy you.”

“It isn’t always easy,” Seth admitted. “Remembering to pay bills and get repairs done.... Living with a roommate can be hard sometimes, too.”

“I like living at home,” Jenny said. “Of course, since I have no siblings, it’s pretty quiet. Where do you live, Shawn?”

“With my mom and brother. He’s eleven. I don’t mind it. Mom needs the company and the help, and when it gets rough I crash with Seth.”

“The best of both worlds,” Violet said, smiling at Seth.

“Exactly,” Shawn said. It wasn’t really true, but he wasn’t going to say that to them. Sometimes it was the worst of all worlds, being responsible for so much and never quite feeling like he was giving anything his best. Right now was no time to get into any of that. If he had his way, he would never get into any of that.

When the group swam off, Shawn decided to get out. His wet T-shirt stuck to his skin uncomfortably, and his knee hurt. It neared dinnertime, and he thought a shower and a nap might be in order before the evening session. He pulled up on the side, but his knee didn’t hold his weight, and he sank back into the water, hissing at the pain.

“Whoa, there,” Seth said, appearing like a guardian angel. He helped Shawn out and frowned at his swollen knee. Jenny swam back over and shook her head.

“You did more than scratch it,” Seth said, gently touching a particularly red and swollen spot. Shawn cringed and pulled away.

“I twisted it. Maybe I twisted it a lot.”

“It really hurts, doesn’t it?” Jenny asked. She hopped out of the water and walked down the beach, and Shawn watched her move. She looked strong, and he wondered if she worked out like he did. Maybe someday they’d meet up in the school gym.

“Shawn,” Seth said, grinning. “You’re staring.”

Shawn shook his head. “You really don’t see it.”

“I know she’s beautiful. Julie, too. But I don’t see it like you do. You read the article?”

Shawn shook his head. “Not for me. I can’t imagine dating like that, so formal and emotionless.”

Seth nodded and looked at Jenny in the distance. “Maybe. I don’t know if I like the idea, but that doesn’t mean anything. If you’re going to stare at her all the time, maybe you need to think about...more.”

Shawn shrugged, not willing to say how much the idea scared him.

Jenny returned in a moment with Ben in tow, and Shawn winced, wishing he wasn’t getting this kind of attention.

“I think we need to take him to the doctor,” Seth said.

“I’m fine,” Shawn insisted. Just the thought of a hospital made him feel sick.

“Then walk up to our room,” Seth said, smiling slightly. Shawn grimaced, realizing he couldn’t do it without limping. They were right, but he didn’t want to admit it.

“Go ahead and get it checked,” Jenny said. “If nothing else, they can give you a good painkiller until it heals.”

“Okay, okay,” Shawn said. “I surrender. I’ll go.”

Seth and Thom helped him to the car, and Seth drove him to the hospital ER, just a few minutes away. 

“So, it looks like you and Violet are hitting it off.”

“I really like her. Miss Lopez seems to have eyes for you.”

“I thought she might,” Shawn said. “She’s nice, and she’s pretty, but—”

“You have thoughts of Jenny,” Seth said, laughing.  “I can see you two together. You both think too much.”

“Thanks,” Shawn said dryly.

“Oh, it’s really not a bad thing,” Seth said with a wicked grin. “How’s that knee?”

“Swollen. It’s hot and tight. I wish I’d at least gotten the ball over the net.”

Seth laughed. “You athletes. Just can’t figure you out.”
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SHAWN DIDN’T EXPECT TO REACT like he did to the ER waiting room. He let Seth fuss over him while he checked in, and then he sat in an uncomfortable chair and tried not to smell the antiseptic scents or listen to the familiar sound of hospital bustle.

“You okay?” Seth asked. “I guess it really hurts?”

“It’s fine,” Shawn snapped. He took a deep breath. “I don’t think we need to be here, Seth. I probably just twisted it. They’ll tell me not to play volleyball until it’s better. They won’t be able to do anything for it.”

Seth leaned back. “It looks really bad. But I won’t make you stay if you don’t want to. We just didn’t want you to hurt.”

Shawn ran his hand over his face. “Sorry. It does hurt. And it’s swollen. I guess it’s worth having them look at it.”

“I know it’s no fun to sit and wait,” Seth said. “Not when everyone else is at the retreat.”

“It’s not that,” Shawn said. Then he cringed. He hadn’t meant to say that. Let Seth think it was all about waiting. That sounded a lot less pitiful than the truth. “Okay, I hate to wait. I’ll try to sit here and be good.”

Seth frowned at him. “Oh.”

Shawn closed his eyes. Yeah, Seth was crazy insightful, and look on his face said he’d just put a few pieces together. “Those scars. You had to be in the hospital, right?”

Shawn shook his head. “I don’t want to talk about that. It was forever ago. I just don’t like hospitals. A lot of people don’t like hospitals.”

Seth looked like he would say something, but instead he closed his mouth, and when he opened it again he had changed the subject. Shawn felt terrible for snapping and lying and avoiding the truths here, but he couldn’t do that. He didn’t need to go back there, and Seth sure didn’t need to make that trip with him. This was a new life, and that meant a chance to start over. That wouldn’t happen if he wallowed in the past.

A couple hours later found them back at the hotel. Shawn was exhausted from spending the time nervous and pretending everything was fine, and his stomach was still tied into knots.

“Are you sure we can’t just go home?” Shawn asked, standing uneasily at the door of the conference room. 

“No, buddy. What do you think will happen in there?”

“I feel stupid,” Shawn said, leaning on the crutches. The doctor said he’d strained the knee pretty badly and should stay off it for several days and then take it easy for several weeks. He thought the crutches were a bit much, but the nurses and Seth had given him little choice, and he’d have agreed to anything to get out of the hospital.

“Come on. Quit worrying.”

The group was singing praise songs, and Shawn moved slowly to a chair in the back row. Seth pulled over another chair so he could put his leg up, and he was relieved so few people turned to watch him.

He’d not gone back to his room to get his Bible, so he just listened to Ben’s talk, hoping to remember all that was said, but he didn’t hear it as well as he normally did. He found himself distracted, a little foggy from the painkiller, watching people in the hope they’d ignore him. When the session broke up it startled him, and soon the group spread out for a time of chatting before bed.

“Hey, I guess you really do get into volleyball,” Alex said, the first one to approach. He sat down and grinned. “What’s the prognosis?”

“Seth likes to humiliate people,” Shawn answered, tapping the crutches and smiling.

“The doctor made me promise to make you use them,” Seth said defensively. “Oh, look, there’s Violet. She appreciates me.”

He left with a chuckle, and Shawn stayed in his chair and accepted both sympathetic questions and teasing barbs as everyone moved through the room and worked their way back upstairs. The group had gotten too much sun, and they were tired and less rowdy than normal. When Jenny came over, with Julie at her side, he smiled. With the painkiller in his system, he wondered if it was a goofy smile.

“So, what did they say?”

“Not much.  I strained it and have to take it easy for a while. No volleyball for a few weeks.”

“I’m sorry,” Jenny said. “I hope you won’t let this stop you from being part of our group. This kind of stuff doesn’t happen often.”

“You all can’t get rid of me that easily,” Shawn said, wincing as he moved his leg and picked up his crutches. “Ladies, I’m beat.”

“It hurts, doesn’t it?” Julie asked.

“Seth has the pain medicine. It works pretty well until it wears off.”

“He just left here with Violet,” Julie said. “I’ll go find him.”

“You and Seth are close,” Jenny said, sitting down in the row in front of him, resting her arms on the back of the metal chair. “Closer than he’s been with anyone in a long time. That’s nice.”

Not sure what to say to this, Shawn just shrugged, and Jenny grinned.

“Sorry. I forget guys don’t discuss things like this. Julie and I talk about friendships and relationships all the time.”

“We talk about them,” Shawn assured her, “but not all the time. Seth introduced me to Life. I suppose that’s a good foundation for a friendship.”

“One of the best,” Jenny said. “Today was nice, don’t you think? Everyone needed a chance to relax. Sometimes we have weekends like this later in the summer where we share our faith with people on the beach. Seth and Alex are always amazing in those situations. Julie and Violet, too, but I’m not bold enough.”

“Seth didn’t say anything to me about God the first couple times we met. When he finally did, he managed to say everything without making me feel like...I don’t know. God is important to him, and so he figured it could be important to me, too, if I understood it. He said it like I mattered. Not getting me to church, but just getting me to understand. I didn’t think Christians were like that. I had some image of you all like headhunters collecting scalps. Maybe you got brownie points for bringing other people to church.”

She laughed, her dark eyes sparkling in the fluorescent lights of the room.

“I’m glad Seth changed your opinion. He’s the most consistently driven person I’ve ever known. He decided when he was ten he would someday be a missionary to Spanish-speaking peoples, and he has never strayed from that plan.”

“My ears are burning,” Seth’s voice said from the doorway. “Somebody must be talking about me, and when you deep thinkers get together, it can’t be good. Miss Lopez here says I need to drug my roommate and get him to bed. Sounds a little harsh to me.”

Julie came in behind him and rolled her eyes. When Seth got closer, he nodded at Shawn, the teasing gone from his eyes.

“Pain medicine wore off?”

“Very much.”

“Okay, my friend, let’s get you to our room. Ladies, we’ll see you in the morning.”

He gave Shawn a hand, and in moments they were upstairs. While Seth was in the bathroom, Shawn slipped into another shirt and climbed into bed. Since Seth had seen it, he supposed it didn’t matter if he saw the scars again, but he was used to hiding it. Anyway, he wanted his friend to forget about it. It was a nightmare from another life, and he didn’t want it to come up in his new life. Being on crutches was embarrassing enough.

He lay in the dark a few moments listening to the surf and thinking about Jenny and Julie, Alex, Seth, and all he’d learned this weekend. He was looking forward to the summer, when he’d have no studying and more time to be with this group, more time to read his Bible and learn about this God, maybe catch up in areas where he felt so behind.

Then he thought about his reaction in the hospital, how it had made him feel sick. But Seth had stuck with him, and nobody had hurt him, and eventually he’d relaxed. It helped to have a few people to lean on. He hadn’t had that in so long he’d forgotten what it was like.

Life was changing for him in ways he never could have imagined, and he looked forward to the things to come, something he hadn’t really dared for a long time. 
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“You look like you just lost your best friend, but since I’m here and fine, it must be something else,” Seth said with a grin as Shawn sat down. Shawn had bought a full lunch, but he really wasn’t hungry, and he put his backpack on Seth’s in an empty chair and pushed his tray away.

“My summer job was cancelled. Finals are a week away, and I have no job and no time to look for another one.”

“Oh.” Seth’s face fell into lines of sincere sympathy. “What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know. I need to spend every minute of the next week with my nose at a computer screen. Even if I had time to look, most summer jobs are already gone.”

“What happened?”

“Last minute changes in budget,” Shawn said, shaking his head. “I was hoping to make enough this summer to get me through next semester and get Mom’s car worked on. I don’t like the way it sounds.”

“Makes me wonder what God’s up to,” Seth said thoughtfully. The words made Shawn cringe.

“I suppose I hadn’t thought about that. I just figured it was the way things go for my family.”

“It takes time to change your whole way of thinking,” Seth said, taking a bite of burger. He and Shawn met for lunch Tuesdays and Thursdays at the campus cafeteria. The room roared around them as usual, but for the first time ever Shawn found the noise grating on his nerves.

“So, is God going to skywrite what He wants me to do now?” Shawn said, frustrated and uncertain.

“Probably not, although wouldn’t that be nice? I can’t tell you how it will come together, only that it will. What do you plan to do?”

“Check the campus employment office, but mostly hold off until finals are over.”

“Sounds wise to me. Doing what God wants doesn’t usually mean answers fall in your lap. You’ll need to look for work, but you don’t have to worry about it. He does the organizing. You know, Thom and Alex are great with cars. They can look at your Mom’s car.”

“I couldn’t ask them to do that,” Shawn said, shaking his head.

“But I can. If one of your friends needed help with a computer project, would you be offended if they asked for your help?”

“No.”

“And if anyone needs something translated into Spanish—which happens more often than you might think—I don’t mind. We like to have our gifts in use. These two get a major kick out of working on cars. Anyway, I think your Mom needs to see us united. See our togetherness in action.”

Shawn grinned and rolled his eyes. But Seth was right. The pair had gotten together to pray once a week since Shawn had accepted Christ, and one prayer that hurt Shawn’s heart above all others was concern for his mother and brother’s souls. Neither understood the changes in Shawn’s life.

“Okay. If they won’t mind.”

“They’ll be delighted to show off their expertise,” Seth said. “So, how’s the knee?”

“Fine. The occasional twinge, but it’s only been two weeks.”

“Good. Ben has told me three times how glad he is you keep coming back after he let you get hurt on your first retreat.”

“Let me?” Shawn laughed. “It never occurred to me to blame him for it.”

“Good. I thought it was a little odd, too, but he thinks of all of us as his children, I guess. He’s very protective. So, ready for finals?”

“No. Well, maybe. I haven’t been moving around as much because of my knee, and when I get stir crazy I don’t think very well. I was planning to go to the gym today and work out a little and then do a marathon study session. Might help me stop worrying, too. I know God doesn’t want me to worry, but I’m not sure how to stop.”

Seth nodded. “It’s not easy. I have areas where I worry, too. It doesn’t really help that Ben canceled group these past two weeks to give us all study time. We need to hang out together a little bit.”

Shawn nodded. He’d missed everyone. Not everyone in the college group went to the church that sponsored it, so he hadn’t seen a lot of people recently. Also, pain had driven him home two Sundays ago before Sunday school, so he’d only seen Jenny, Julie, and Alex once since the retreat. “I agree. I haven’t seen Jenny in a while. Or anyone else.”

Seth grinned. “Or anyone else, huh? You’ve really got it bad for her, don’t you?”

Shawn shrugged. “I’ve been housebound a lot since the retreat. What else is there to do but worry about my summer job and think about pretty girls?”

“Well, I’m telling you not to worry about your job, because God is working it out for you. Which I guess means you’ll have more time to think about the pretty girls, but I’d recommend you find better things to do. Maybe study for finals?”

Shawn laughed. “I’ll try.”

“Good,” Seth said. “Now eat. You’re making me feel like a pig here.”

Shawn laughed at his skinny companion and took a bite of his pizza. Somehow Seth had made a disastrous morning feel like a learning experience. He didn’t know how it would work out. He wasn’t even sure he trusted that it would work out. But it helped to share his fears with someone and not feel all alone.
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“LET’S GO MEET JENNY’S PARENTS,” Seth said when the service was finished. “You’ve put this off long enough.” The church was large, with at least five hundred people in attendance. Although Seth lived in a small apartment near campus, his family lived here in town, and he and Shawn sat with them for the worship time. Shawn always saw some familiar faces from group, but the number of faces he didn’t know overwhelmed him.

“Where are they?” Shawn asked. He saw Jenny and Julie during Sunday school, but he never kept track of anyone in the huge sanctuary.

“Front and center. Always. Her dad’s an elder.”

“Maybe another time,” Shawn said, looking forward and watching the large blond man beside Jenny laughing and shaking hands with other important-looking people. A tiny dark woman stood with them, clearly Jenny’s mom.

“Don’t be shy,” Seth said with a grin, gripping Shawn’s arm and pulling him forward. He boldly entered the group and shook Mr. Clearwater’s hand.

“Mr. Clearwater, I’d like to introduce Shawn Carpenter. He’s new to our college group.”

“Welcome, Shawn,” the man said in a deep baritone. He was larger in person, well over six feet tall and put together like a stately pro football player. He spoke formally, a man used to commanding great respect. “You’re the young man who gets excited about volleyball?”

“Daddy,” Jenny scolded, moving ahead of her father and shaking Shawn’s hand. “It’s good to see you today, Shawn. Seems like it’s been a long time. The week before finals drags on forever.”

“Thanks. I feel the same way.”

“Do you attend South?” Mr. Clearwater asked.

“Yes, sir. Computer Science. One year to go.”

“Computer Science.” His eyebrows went up, and he smiled. “Can you build files or databases or whatever it is that organizes my business files on my home machine?”

Shawn grinned. “Yes, sir.”

“He met Seth by fixing a computer in the school lab after Seth wrecked it,” Jenny said.

“Hey,” Seth said. “I think I’m going to start telling people we just sat together in a math class.”

“It’s okay,” Mrs. Clearwater said with an affectionate grin, putting her arm around Seth’s shoulders. “Mr. Clearwater and I still remember rotary phones and took forever to buy personal computers. We’re not computer geniuses, either.”

“Shawn, would you look at my system for me? I need to figure out how to bring some of my databases home and tie in some of Jenny’s work, too. I’ve had several softwares recommended to me but have no idea how to do any of it.”

“And I can make you dinner. You and Seth both,” Mrs. Clearwater said.

“You’ll bake cookies?” Seth asked.

“I will.”

“Deal,” Seth said. At Shawn’s look he shrugged. “Once you taste her cookies, you’ll understand.”

“This is finals week,” Shawn said. “I’d be happy to help you next week.”

“Very good,” Mr. Clearwater said. “Yes, Jenny’s been hiding in her room studying these past days as well. I must say I don’t miss college.”

When the group broke up, Shawn scowled at Seth as they went to his car. 

“How do I let you get me involved in these things?”

“It’s my charm,” Seth said, smiling. “I’ve seen the way you look at Miss Clearwater, my friend. If you plan to have any type of relationship with her, you have to go through her father. This is a great way to impress him with your skills. It’s harmless. They’re very friendly.”

“I’m sure they are,” Shawn said, shaking his head.

“Don’t worry. Hey, would you like to stay for lunch? Vinnie left yesterday for the summer—Hancock U had finals last week. It takes a while to get used to the quiet. You know, you could come stay all summer if you want.”

“Mom needs me at home. Tony, too. It’s tempting, but I can’t go yet.”

“Shawn, you’re twenty-one years old. What happens when you do have to move on?”

The question seemed out of place, and Shawn looked at Seth a moment, realizing he seriously wanted to know more about this.

“I don’t know. Dad died suddenly a few years ago. Six years now, I guess. Mom and I have been struggling together a long time to make sure Tony has everything, a good life.  I have to stay as long as I can.”

“I’m sorry,” Seth said quietly. “You just said he was gone. I never realized—“

“It’s okay,” Shawn said. He smiled and wondered if it looked real. “Six years is time enough to get over it, more or less. Anyway, as you like to tell me, God will work things out when the time comes. It just hasn’t come yet.”

“Yes, I suppose I would say that.  I was just hoping for company this summer.”

“Well, I’m sure I’ll be around. For that matter, you have a standing invitation to come my way, too. It’s not far from the phone company.”

“True,” Seth said, smiling again. He worked in customer service, dealing with Spanish-speaking customers, and he enjoyed his job. “Wait until you taste Mrs. Clearwater’s cooking. And her cookies are...there are no words.”

Shawn rolled his eyes, wondering what he’d done before Seth. And yet, now he was trapped, with no choice but to perform for Mr. Clearwater. And it felt like a performance, too. He’d not been able to get the courtship article out of his head, and he knew the first step to spending time with Jenny lay with her dad. It scared him to think so much was riding on his ability to help the man with his computer. At the same time, though, he knew he was never going to court and marry Jenny Clearwater, so he just needed to relax, enjoy her family, and partake of her mom’s cooking. And, apparently, her cookies. This was a visit, something regular people did all the time. Shawn paused, thinking it rather amusing that he didn’t really consider himself a regular person. He hadn’t felt regular for six years. 

Unfortunately, as much as he enjoyed church, sometimes being here made him feel even less regular than normal.
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“Tony,” Shawn called as he came into the house. “Tony?”

Nobody answered, and he walked to the kitchen calendar and checked everyone’s schedules. Today, Tony was to come home from school directly and work on dinner. So where was he?

Shawn was tired. Finals were draining, and he had no patience left. Although his summer job had been cancelled, until Friday he still worked in the lab, and graduate students had come out in force this week, finishing and printing papers, so the lab had been open more hours. Between the extra hours working and the extra hours studying, he wasn’t sleeping, and he was tired and easily irritated. To keep this up through finals he needed to eat, and Tony was supposed to have dinner ready. 

“I don’t need this today,” he mumbled, dropping his backpack on the table and opening the refrigerator. He needed to pick up some food. Mom was working through dinner tonight, so maybe he’d take Tony out for Chinese. Maybe Italian.

Of course, first he had to find him. He’d probably gone out to play basketball at the park. Although he was supposed to leave a note when he did that, he didn’t always remember.

Yawning, Shawn changed into old jersey shorts and a clean T-shirt and strolled into the park one street over. The day was warm with a comfortable breeze, and many voices drifted from the fields. Groups played volleyball, baseball, and tennis, and children squealed on the playground. However, the basketball court was not in use, and none of the neighbor kids were at the baseball diamond.

As Shawn looked for Tony, he began to panic. Tony never disappeared. He understood how busy Mom and Shawn were, and he knew he needed to help them keep track of him. Normally he did a good job of letting them know where he was. So where was he? 

Shawn jogged home, not sure what to do next. Perhaps Tony had called Mom. Of course, if he hadn’t and Shawn did, she would panic. He decided he had to call her regardless. Surely Tony had changed his plans, called her for permission, and simply forgotten to leave a note for him.

“Mom,” he said when she answered, “where’s Tony tonight?”

“Oh, he called,” she said. “He’s at Bob’s. He didn’t say if he was staying for dinner or not. How are finals?”

“Okay, I guess. He was supposed to make dinner tonight; I could have used it.” Shawn heard the irritation in his voice and didn’t like it. He sounded whiny.

“I’m sorry, honey. I didn’t even think. Oh, I have another call.”

“It’s okay. I’ll see you tonight,” he said. He put down the phone and looked at it. Were all families like this?

He looked up Bob’s phone number and called, wanting to know if he should wait for Tony or just go get something on his own. When Bob’s mom told him Tony wasn’t there and hadn’t been there in several days, he said a polite thank you and sat down hard in a kitchen chair.

His first thought was that Mom had the wrong friend. His second was to wish they could afford a phone for Tony, but that wasn’t in their budget. So, he picked up the phone and began to call around. As each parent assured him Tony hadn’t been over today, the earlier knot of panic returned to his gut and grew. When he ran out of phone numbers, he called the number he knew best.

“Seth, I think I have a problem,” he said without greeting.

“Shoot,” Seth said.

“I can’t find my brother. He told Mom he’d be at a friend’s house, but he lied. I don’t know how to find him. He’s never done this before.”

For a moment Seth said nothing, and Shawn tried not to imagine all the trouble Tony could be in.

“Pray, Shawn Carpenter. I’ll be right over. We can look together.”

Shawn sat down and took a deep breath. Seth was right; Shawn wasn’t alone anymore. When things got hard, he could call on God. And he was part of something, a church, a youth group, so he could call on other people, too. He wondered how long it would take for that to feel natural. Maybe it never would.

For fifteen minutes he rested his head on folded arms in the kitchen and talked to God about Tony. 

“God, it’s really hard,” he admitted. “We’re not a normal family. I don’t want Tony to grow up thinking he missed something, but he misses a lot. When I was his age, Dad wasn’t much, but he was here. And Mom was here. I couldn’t disappear for hours and not be missed. Help us, God. Mom and Tony need you. Nothing else can help us.”

Seth came in, not bothering to knock, and sat at the table across from Shawn.

“Any word?”

“No. He never does this. I don’t know what got into him.”

“May I say something offensive?” Seth asked, frowning.

“I don’t know,” Shawn said. “I suppose.”

“I’ve only met Tony a few times, but he seems a little, um, angry. I don’t know how else to say it.”

“I hate to admit it, but I’ve been too busy to notice. We keep him fed, dressed, and sheltered. Sometimes it doesn’t go much farther than that.”

“Well, let’s see,” Seth said. “You tried the park.”

“Yes.”

“Should one of us stay here by the phone?”

“I could leave the machine on,” Shawn said. “I wish we had smart phones, but it’s out of our budget.”

“Lots of teenagers like the mall,” Seth said with a shrug.

“He’s not supposed to go to the mall. A few months ago he got into trouble there. He was hanging around with these older guys and.... Oh. I’ll set the machine. Let’s go.”

Shawn said nothing on the drive. He thought about what Seth had said and Tony’s first run-in with trouble at the mall. He’d been caught being boisterous and insulting mall employees. Somehow, since it had only happened once, and Tony had seemed scared and repentant about the whole thing, Mom and Shawn had forgiven him and let it be over.

But maybe it wasn’t over at all.

It had been awhile since Shawn had been to the mall in the evening, and he had to laugh. The bad boys walked around with their baggy pants and backward caps. Girls wandered in groups wearing enough perfume to choke a person, strutting like they were on the runways in Paris. He was glad to be past this age and wished Tony was a little farther long. Middle and high school were rough. 

“You know, I don’t miss high school,” Seth said. Shawn laughed since he was thinking the same things. “Let’s check out the food court. I could use a soda.”

The court was crowded, noisy and alive with old and young people alike, and Shawn scanned the crowd as Seth stood in line for his drink.

“I see him,” Shawn said suddenly. Seth looked, nodding; Tony sat across the court with four older guys. The group laughed loudly, and from the looks of people who passed, Shawn guessed they were hassling the passersby.

“Do you know the guys with him?” Seth asked.

“No.”

“Let’s go scare them a little,” Seth said, grinning. “Just let me get my drink.”

Although impatient, Shawn waited with Seth, never taking his eyes off his brother. The group continued to hassle people, and Shawn wondered how long it would take mall security to stop them and what the consequences would be this time.

In a couple minutes they crossed the court, Seth leading. Nearly a head taller than Shawn, Seth would easily tower over the boys. Shawn stepped back as they neared the table, curious to see what Seth would say.

“Hey,” he said firmly. All five boys looked up. Two looked frightened, and two looked defensive. Tony looked guilty. “Tony, little man, I thought I might find you here.”

Seth sat down at the end of the table and smiled. Shawn sat a couple tables away.

“How are we doing tonight, gentlemen?”

“Who is this?” the biggest boy asked. “Tony, who is this guy?”

“Pardon me,” Seth said, extending a hand. “Seth Roberts. Tony’s brother’s parole officer.”

“Parole officer?” one of the guys asked, looking awed. “Your brother was in jail?”

“Um,” Tony said, frowning.

“Shawn’s looking for you, little man. We don’t want to upset him, do we?”

“I guess not,” Tony said.

“What did he do?” another guy asked. They all looked at Tony with new respect. Shawn rolled his eyes.

“Sorry,” Seth said. “Can’t discuss it. I don’t think you boys will be seeing Tony around for a while. You know, it isn’t nice to harass people at the mall.”

“What a wimp,” one guy said. Seth stood and pulled Tony to his feet, standing over them and using his height to his best advantage.

“Gentlemen, I may see you again. Maybe we’ll do business someday. I enjoy juvenile court cases.”

Shawn had to laugh as Seth took Tony’s shoulder and led him away. The boys sat like stones for a moment, and while they were quiet mall security walked past, eyeing them suspiciously.

“Well, we got you out just in time,” Shawn said as Tony sat down.

“Parole officer?” Tony said with disgust, rolling his eyes. “I thought you Christian guys weren’t supposed to lie.”

“Hey, I didn’t want to ruin your reputation,” Seth said, shrugging. He sat down and sipped his drink. “I can’t believe they bought that.”

“You lied to Mom,” Shawn said, angry. “You called her on the phone and lied to her. I suppose it wasn’t the first time.”

Tony said nothing, and Shawn leaned back in his chair.

“We can go,” Seth said.

“No, let’s stay a minute,” Shawn said, trying to rein in his anger. Tony was safer here surrounded by people than he’d be if Shawn took him home right now. He took a deep breath and looked hard at Tony, wondering how to handle this.

“Will you tell Mom?” Tony asked. The longer Shawn stared at him, the more repentant Tony appeared. He squirmed and looked around, focusing on anything but his brother.

“I should.” He took another deep breath. “What would you do?”

“What?” Tony asked, looking surprised.

“You’re working and going to school. You’re too busy, but you don’t see any choice. Your brother, who usually has a good head on his shoulders, has been sneaking out and causing trouble. Now you wonder how many lies he has told. You wonder how you can trust him again. You don’t want to lock him in his room, but what can you do?”

Tony looked at Seth, who shrugged and returned to his parole officer voice.

“So, little man, what do you do?”

“I’d quit going away so much,” Tony said. 

“What?” Shawn asked. This wasn’t the answer he’d expected. “Where do I go?”

“All those church things. You’re gone on Wednesdays and Sundays, and you go out all the time with your new friends. It’s like you’ve forgotten about Mom and me.”

Shawn had no words. Tony was right, but Shawn didn’t have any answers. He had to be with Christians to learn how to obey God, to know what God wanted. But he couldn’t abandon Tony to do it. 

“Tony,” Seth said gently, “let me ask you something. How many hours a
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