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        TO MY SON,

        NEVER FORGET HOW MUCH I LOVE YOU.

        As you grow older you will face many challenges in life, just do your best and keep your eyes on God.

        He’s got you!

        Life isn’t about waiting for the storm to pass, it’s all about learning how to dance in the rain.

        Every day may not be good, but find something good in every day.

        Laugh, love, live, and listen.

        Follow your dreams, believe in yourself, and live with purpose.

        I’ll always be with you.

        LOVE YOU FOREVER, MOM
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        Jesus answered, "Don’t you know me, Philip, even after I have been among you such a long time?”

        John 14:9

        (NIV)
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      A mother knows. At least, that’s what everyone told her. That she’d know when something was wrong. Feel it. Deep inside as if there was an invisible cord that had stayed behind the day she brought her son into this life.

      

      Well, they were wrong. Dead wrong.

      

      She didn’t know her son at all. But then, he didn’t know her either.
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      The rhythmic ticking of the clock on Jake Foley’s nightstand slowly picked at his nerves as he waited for his parents to go to bed. He had been lying in his bed for hours, biding his time in the stillness of the night. He stared at the full moon that streamed in through his bedroom window. Waiting had never come easy to him. A trait his mother always said he got from her. But this was one time he had to be patient—he couldn’t risk getting caught. Not tonight. There was too much riding on it.

      The house was quiet and from where he lay on his bed, he stared at the narrow gap beneath his bedroom door, looking for any signs that his parents might still be awake.

      His dad, stepdad, in fact, was one of the church elders, and when on occasion their pastor couldn’t deliver the sermon and the duty fell on his stepdad, he would often stay up late to work. But Jake had checked the family calendar on the refrigerator earlier that day, just to be sure he was not preaching that Sunday. His mom was good at keeping the calendar up to date and that gave him the peace he would be in the clear.

      In the next room, his younger brother would be fast asleep too. Teddy was his stepbrother but he had never thought of him as anything less than the brother he had always wanted. Jake was only seven when their parents married. Teddy was three. There were only four years between them, at least double that since the car accident that claimed the life of Teddy’s birth mother when he was just a few years old. And although Teddy had survived the near-fatal crash, the accident had caused too much damage to his brain. Teddy’s neurons were no longer firing properly and by the age of eight, he’d regressed in age, keeping him from stringing more than a few sensible words together when his thoughts got stuck in a loop. That was happening more often as he’d gotten older but for the most part, Teddy was easy to be around. The part that wasn’t as easy, was the constant care he needed. Care that had over the past ten years left its mark on his parents' marriage and slowly drained most of their savings—and Jake’s college fund.

      As Jake’s thoughts ran away with him, doubt suddenly tugged at his emotions and he shoved it aside before it persuaded him not to go through with his plans. His mind was telling him he had to. He had no choice.

      He turned to see if it was time to go yet, straining to read the old-fashioned clock’s hands in the dark. Quarter past two. Close enough, he thought and gently peeled away the bedcovers. Picking up his worn red Converse sneakers with one hand, he slowly inched toward his bedroom door. There was no need to change; he’d cleverly gone to bed in his black hoodie and dark jeans.

      The floorboard creaked just as he got close to the door and he bit down on his lip and froze in place. He stood there for a short while, listening. When it seemed the coast was clear, he opened his door and carefully popped his head around the corner. The house was quiet. In his parents’ room at the end of the short, dark corridor, his stepdad’s peaceful snores gave him the all-clear and he gently shut his bedroom door behind him.

      Tiptoeing toward the front of the house, he passed Teddy’s room and briefly glanced sideways at his bed. Only to find his thirteen-year-old brother sitting upright, his eyes staring directly at him.

      “Can I come too, Jacob?” These days only his family called him by his birth name.

      Jake’s insides turned as Teddy called out to him and he glanced back over his shoulder to see if his mom had woken up.

      “Shh,” he said placing his forefinger over his mouth. “Go back to bed, Teddy.”

      But Teddy wouldn’t have it and already had one leg swung over the side of his bed.

      Jake’s heart jolted as he took two leaps toward his brother.

      “No, Teddy, go back to sleep.”

      “Why not? Why not?” Teddy’s mind had gone into a loop, precisely what Jake had feared might happen.

      Jake pinched his shoes under one arm and tried pushing Teddy down into his bed but Teddy’s pleas got louder.

      “Everything is fine, Teddy. Just go back to bed, okay? Heroes need their sleep, remember?” Jake forced a smile, hoping it would console his brother enough for him to go back to bed.

      “I want ice cream,” Teddy said, still louder than Jake would have preferred but at least Teddy had somehow found another distraction.

      “Fine but keep it down. You’re going to wake mom up and then you can forget about getting any ice cream.”

      Teddy mimicked the gesture to be quiet.

      “Stay here. I’ll go get you some ice cream,” Jake whispered. “And if you keep this all secret, I’ll add some of those nice chocolate buttons on top.”

      Visible in the soft glow of the moonlight, Teddy’s big eyes stretched even wider as he nodded. Guilt and shame set into Jake’s conscience. It was a big secret to keep for a thirteen-year-old, much less when he had the mind of an eight or nine-year-old. But he had no other choice given the circumstances and, if he didn’t hurry, he was going to be late.

      Dropping his shoes on the foot of the bed, Jake quietly hastened to the kitchen. He snatched the tub of Ben & Jerry’s from the freezer, tucking it under one arm as he reached for the chocolate buttons and a spoon. He couldn’t be bothered scooping it into a bowl; there wasn’t time. So, he dashed back to Teddy’s room. Jake dropped the tub into Teddy’s lap where he was now quietly rocking back and forth in his bed, his small head light now in place above his brows.

      “Here, but don’t eat it all, okay? We don’t want you waking up with a tummy ache. Hide the tub under your bed when you’re done. I’ll put it back in the freezer later.”

      It seemed to satisfy Teddy’s untimely craving and with a near crisis now safely averted, Jake picked up his shoes and snuck off down the passage.

      By the time, Jake had managed to successfully sneak out of the house and leaped off their front porch, his heart was pounding inside his chest. He was late. That could cost him everything.

      With no time to spare, he pulled his shoes on mid stride as he headed across the front lawn toward the small woodland footpath a little farther down the street. The front of their house bordered a narrow patch of dense, leafy trees that were hedged in by thick shrubs on all sides and the path would take him through to where his ride would be waiting for him at the other end. At least, he hoped Aaron would still be there.

      The cold winter air cut across his cheeks and he pulled his hoodie over his head. Fresh, salty ocean air mingled with the scent of the surrounding earthy foliage filled his nostrils as the wind pushed at him from the front. "Please be there," he murmured, sending a hazy cloud into the cold air. He ran the path in half the usual time, shooting out between the tall bushes on the other end of the residential woodland.

      As agreed, Aaron’s slick white BMW was parked up just ahead.

      “You’re late!” Aaron yelled as Jake dropped into the front seat next to him.

      “Yeah, I know. I had trouble getting out of the house.”

      Aaron’s foot flattened the accelerator, leaving his car’s wheels to screech as he pulled away.

      “It’s not just your life on the line here, Jake, it’s mine too. Do you have any idea what it took me to pull this off? I vouched for you, you know.”

      “Yeah, I know, sorry.”

      With Aaron’s annoyance now at bay, he snuck a quick sideward glance at Jake from behind the wheel.

      “Where’s your skims?”

      “My what?”

      “You’re gonna need a ski mask, dude. Trust me, you don’t want these guys to see your face.”

      Aaron’s words left Jake cold. He hadn’t thought of that. Why didn’t he think of that? What if someone recognized him? Weyport was too small for him to go unrecognized.

      “Chill out, dude. I have a spare.” Aaron popped his chin out toward the glovebox and turned the car’s nose toward the old highway that ran along the coast.
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      Roughly two miles outside of town, Aaron turned his car off the highway onto a narrow road that wound between the sand dunes toward the beach. The car slid sideways as the wheels hit a thick, sandy patch in the road, adding to the tension that already sat heavy in Jake’s stomach. Where he watched the headlights beam across the grassy dunes, Aaron suddenly slowed the car down.

      “Put it on. The skims,” he clarified when Jake stared at him with a blank face, then, slipped his own mask over his head with one practiced hand.

      Lacking Aaron’s finesse, Jake did as Aaron said and pulled the black ski mask with the small red dragon embroidered on one side over his head. The fabric was thin and felt just as ridiculous as the stretchy fabric of his school wrestling suit. His mother thought joining the wrestling club would add bulk to his stringy body. She was wrong. It made him look like a dork instead. Uncomfortable with the mask over his face he tugged at it, eventually giving up after it made no difference at all.

      “You’ll get used to it, dude. The first time is always weird,” Aaron said, leaning across to reach into the glovebox from where he took out a large silver kitchen knife Jake had somehow missed seeing earlier.

      The blade glistened past Jake’s nose before Aaron buried it inside one of his sleeves. When Jake stared at it a bit too long, Aaron was quick to notice.

      “Chill, dude. It’s just in case. I told you. These guys mean business. One can never be too relaxed around them. I never come here unprepared.” He paused when he saw that Jake was still tense and unsettled next to him, then added, “It’s too late to back out now, dude. Time to put your big boy pants on. Trust me. I’ve been where you are. If you want to make a lot of bucks fast, this is the easiest way. Just let me do all the talking and everything will be cool.”

      Jake nodded even though he suddenly wasn’t so sure about it ever being cool. Nothing made sense to him anymore. How did he even get caught up in this? He and Aaron were scarcely friends. Had it not been for Aaron sitting behind him on the school bus every day, he would have never so much as spoken a single word to him. Aaron was a second-time-around senior with a bad reputation. And he, a junior with good grades who had never so much as gotten a speaking to since he first set foot in kindergarten. He had never done anything like this. Never needed to. But his stepdad was right. He was seventeen now. He needed to grow up and stand on his own two feet. If he wanted to help his family and go to college, this was the only way.

      

      Their car pulled up to a small clearing conveniently tucked behind a large sand dune where about a dozen other cars were parked. Some of them were even more expensive than Aaron’s and Jake couldn’t help but stare at them as they parked up.

      “One of those could be yours soon, dude.” Aaron elbowed Jake. “Didn’t I tell you there’s big money to be made?”

      “Is that why you’re able to afford this car?” Jake asked with caution.

      “Yep, except I can’t be telling the world about it so keep it to yourself. I pretend it’s my dad’s to avoid any suspicion on me.” Aaron changed the subject and pushed his chin out to show him a luxurious black sedan.

      “That’s the boss’s car, Moses. He bought that with cold, hard cash, and that’s just one of them.”

      “Impressive.” Jake paused. “Is the guy’s name really Moses?”

      Aaron made a snorting sound, the mask tracing the outlines of a wide grin.

      “No way, dude. No one goes by his actual name. He picked the name for himself. Said he was leading us to the Promised Land or something. I guess you'll know more about these religious things than me. Your old man runs the church, doesn’t he?”

      Jake didn’t correct him.

      “And for the record, don’t call me Aaron in front of them. Around here my name is Dragon.” He lifted his sweatshirt to reveal a large dragon tattoo across his chest. “I had it done from my first cut, as a reward, you know.”

      He didn’t know, Jake thought. Getting a tattoo had never been on his list of rewards.

      “I don’t have a name,” Jake responded instead, to which Aaron quickly replied, “That’s easy, man. At school, we all call you Sasquatch, after that time you came to the school costume dance trying to look like Chewbacca. You looked hilarious, dude. Talk about a costume gone wrong. That’s part of the reason why I picked you. You’re a total geek. No one will ever suspect you. Now let’s go. We’re already late.”

      Mortified by Aaron’s insulting confession, his cheeks flushed with embarrassment, Jake watched as Aaron jumped out of the car. He would have liked to tell him how much he hated his comment but there was no time. Instead, he got out of the car and hustled after Aaron where he had already started down a sandy footpath. The path wound between the grassy dunes to where it eventually stopped at the beach. After another minute’s jog along the shore toward the river mouth, they pushed their way through dense water-lined foliage to where a houseboat quietly bobbed in the calm water.

      As they drew closer to the boat, Jake could barely feel his legs beneath his scrawny body. He looked nothing like Aaron, all ripped and beefy like an All-Star quarterback. If these guys wanted to they could snap him in half like a toothpick. He wanted to pray, ask God to protect him but how could he? God wouldn’t approve of this. Why would He protect him?

      With shaky knees, Jake soon found himself inside the boat next to Aaron, tightly flanked by about two dozen more people. All, except one guy with some seriously crazy hair who stood in the middle of the room and about five others directly behind him, wore ski masks or other types of face coverings, some of them color-coded, some of them wearing custom logo jackets. Gangs.

      The guy with the crazy combed-out Afro-looking hair wasn’t from there. He’d know if he saw someone like that in Weyport. He looked Mexican, or perhaps Cuban. He couldn’t be sure. His frizzy hair was a brownish-blond like it had been bleached by the sun and his clothes were casual as if he had just come back from a surf. Although his eyes were hidden behind red-tinted Aviators, Jake knew he was definitely older. His stepfather’s age. He could tell by the gray stubble on his face. And judging by the way everyone stood like diligent minions listening to the guy go on about loyalty and teamwork, it was evident he had to be this Moses guy Aaron had mentioned.

      They hid at the back of the small crowd, hoping not to draw any attention to themselves.

      But Moses had noticed and he stopped mid-sentence, his eyes now fixed on the two latecomers.

      “You’re late,” he said, his voice surprisingly calm; almost friendly but with a definite chill to it.

      Aaron delivered a short, contrite apology, mimicking that of a soldier to his sergeant. Was he scared of this guy? Aaron McGee who strutted around school as if he owned it. The same Aaron who used to steal everyone’s lunch money and somehow got away with it.

      Moses summoned them with one long, curly finger on which he wore a wide, unembellished silver ring.

      Dragon swore under his breath and yanked Jake by his sleeve. Singled out, they stood silent in front of Moses as his eyes ran up and down Jake’s body, settling on his bright red sneakers before he looked up at Aaron.

      “Is this the new guy?”

      Aaron confirmed with a simple, “Yes”.

      Moses’ eyes were back on Jake.

      “Do you have a name, kid?”

      “Jay… Squatch.” Jake quickly corrected himself, choosing to drop the first part of the ridiculed nickname.

      Moses smiled.

      “Well then, Squatch. Even though I don’t tolerate latecomers I’ll let it slip this once, because you’re new and Dragon is one of my best. But next time you’re late, I’ll throw you in the bear pit.”

      “Won’t happen again,” Aaron said, then turned and dragged Jake back to their spot.

      “What’s the bear pit?” Jake whispered to Aaron.

      Aaron shot him a stern glance.

      “You don’t want to know, dude, but keep quiet. Moses doesn’t like us talking when he’s up there.”
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      The rest of the meeting dragged on for another twenty minutes with Moses going on about up-selling and maximizing opportunities. Sounding much like one of his mother’s boring Tupperware parties, it was clear that Moses was indeed as serious about his business as Aaron had said. At the point where it nearly became unbearable for Jake to listen to one more spiel about how there’s no I in the word TEAM, Moses announced his speech was done and, as if a starting pistol had just gone off, everyone split into small groups. Jake followed Aaron to one of the groups where they were each handed a list of entries by one of Moses’ unmasked men. No names. Just phone numbers. Next, they got given a small, black zipper pouch for which they had to sign a receipt with their call signs.

      As soon as Jake got his, he pulled the zipper open to find a disposable phone buried among countless small plastic sachets half-filled with white powder. He drew back a sharp breath. There it was. The moment everything suddenly became real. The very instant he knew his life would never be the same again.

      “You steal from me, Squatch, and you won’t have the pleasure of seeing another sunrise.”

      Moses’ voice was suddenly in Jake’s ear and even with his ski mask covering his nose, Jake could smell the sharp aroma of onions on his breath.

      Fear shot through Jake’s scrawny body. Turning to face Moses, he simply nodded in response.

      “Good. Dragon says you know your way around Weyport.”

      Again, Jake nodded.

      “Business is picking up in the neighboring towns. I need to move my runners farther afield so I guess that’s where you come in. Sheriff Hutchinson was instrumental in keeping things going around here and now that he’s gone… well, let’s just say my sales have hit a downward curve.” He grinned, clearly enjoying the corporate metaphor.

      “So, Squatch, Dragon tells me you are just the man for the job. Can I believe him?”

      Jake wanted to say no, shout that he couldn’t do it anymore, but he’d seen too much already. He’d never get out alive. So he just nodded again.

      “Can I trust you?”

      This time Jake managed to get the word out.

      “Yes.”

      “Then, mi casa es su casa!” Moses stretched one arm out with a theatrical wave before he rested it on Jake’s shoulder.

      “I have high hopes in you growing my numbers in this small town of yours, kid. And of course, you’ll reap the rewards if you do it properly. Keep your head down and your mouth shut and we will get on just fine. Dragon will fill you in on the finer details.”

      His hand squeezed down on the back of Jake’s neck as if Jake needed to be reminded not to cross the guy. Moses finished with a hard pat on Jake’s back then turned and injected himself into another nearby small crew.

      His commanding words lingered in Jake’s ears long after Moses had left and it took every grain of courage for Jake not to turn and run for the dunes. Certain he had wet his pants he glanced down, thankful when he saw he hadn’t.

      “I got you, dude, chill. He can be a bit scary I know. But there’s not much to this job. You call them up, always use the burner, agree on a time and place, and make the sale. The more you sell, the more you earn. It’s that simple, man. Insider tip: always check your money. And oh yes, you get a bonus if you sell out before the one-week deadline.” He winked, a broad smile shaping underneath the mask.

      “And if I don’t?”

      “Dude, he takes it off your cut and adds it onto your next run. Compounding is what he calls it.”

      “But there’s a lot of bags in this pouch,” said Jake.

      “Chill, bro! I’ve seen you around school. You’re smart. I’m sure you’ll figure it out. Time to bounce. My old man will knock me senseless if I’m not back to wake him up in time for work.”

      Jake frowned as they walked back to the car, pouches in hand.

      “Your dad knows about this?”

      “Heck, yeah, it’s what pays for his liquor and gambling habits.”

      

      It was nearly five thirty in the morning by the time Aaron dropped Jake off in the same spot he had picked him up. He was shaving it fine and he ran up the path to his house. His mother was an early riser and usually up by six a.m. He’d have to be careful of getting caught.

      He held back behind the tall oak tree at the edge of the garden, checking first if the kitchen light was on. Satisfied that it wasn’t, he proceeded with stealth across the front lawn until he reached the porch, the pouch still clamped in his hand. The house seemed quiet and he bent down to get the spare key from underneath one of the planters, now holding the pouch between his teeth. From the other side of the door, he heard shuffling and before he knew it, the front door was flung open.

      “Jacob?” His mother’s voice came at him.

      “What are you doing out here so early, son?”

      Jake snatched the pouch from his mouth and quickly hid it under his sweater behind his back, his insides trembling.

      “Hi, Mom. I couldn’t sleep so I came out looking for the newspaper. We have a school project coming up so I thought I’d get an early start.”

      He was rambling, he knew, but it was all he could think of at that moment.

      He put the key back under the pot, desperate to hide his eyes. Even though half of his blabbered answer was the truth, his mother had the uncanny ability to sniff out his lies in an instant.

      “And what’s that behind your back?” His mother’s eyes pointed at his back.

      Another jolt shot through his heart.

      “Nothing.” He pulled his hoodie down over the small of his back.

      She looked at him with suspicion but then stepped aside.

      “Come on then. You’re letting the cold air come in. And just so you know, the paper is never here before six thirty. I’m making your favorite breakfast though; oatmeal. Want some?”

      Jake told himself to act normal.

      “Sure, just have to feed my fish.”

      He darted past her. It was as good an excuse as he could come up with under the circumstances and as soon as his bedroom door shut behind him, his knees gave beneath his body and he collapsed onto the floor. As he knelt there on the floor, desperate to make sense of the emotions that ripped through his insides, his eyes fell atop his Bible next to his bed. Shame, guilt, anger, regret… he felt it all in one fleeting moment. He hated lying to his mother. Hated doing this. But he hated seeing his mother broke and stressed even more. He lurched himself toward his nightstand, snatched his Bible, and tossed it in the drawer of his nearby desk. Perhaps one day he could face God again, but not now, not today.

      He willed his mind away from his self-inflicted condemnation and instead pulled the pouch out from behind his back and took out the list and phone. Searching around his room he soon found just the spot to hide the pouch. Another rummage around in his school bag delivered the sandwich bag with the leftover lunch he had taken to school the day before. Cramming the half-eaten cheese sandwich into his mouth, he shoved the black pouch inside the plastic bag, sealed it, and taped it to the underside of his fish tank’s lid.

      Feeling somewhat victorious that he had managed to escape being caught, he crammed the client list and phone inside his pants pocket and set off to find his mother in the kitchen.

      He’d done it. He’d managed to find a way to help his parents with Teddy’s bills and hopefully, a way to pay his way through college.
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      A few days had passed since Jake received his first consignment. So far, it had been an easy job. Using the assigned mobile phone, he had sent a generic text to all the numbers first, introducing himself as their new contact and letting them know he had a limited supply of treats, as he put it. The FOMO tactic he had seen his mother use a thousand times before when she had a new product hit the Tupperware catalog, seemed to work like a charm, and within a few hours of sending the messages, the orders started pouring in. Excitement coursed through his veins with each new order. Perhaps he could do this after all. He had watched his mother many times before, often helping her prepare her orders before she went out to deliver them. Approaching his business in the same way she did made perfect sense. He had even photocopied one of her order sheets and used it to keep track of his. A genius idea he surmised none of the other runners could have possibly thought of. At one stage, he caught himself wondering if it would make Moses proud if he saw how resourceful he was. But just as quickly as his desire for approval came, the thought repulsed him and he shook his shoulders in reaction to it as a shiver ran over him. Why would he want to make Moses proud? The man was a criminal. A drug dealer who had already threatened to throw him in a pit and feed him to bears if he messed up. Why would he want his praise? What was wrong with him?

      He shifted his focus back to the messages on his phone. He had decided to keep the drop-off point well within walking distance from his house since he didn’t have a car, at least not yet. Once he had enough money, he’d buy himself a cheap one and put most of his earnings toward the medical bills and his college fund.

      Recalling Aaron’s warning words to make sure he got rid of his full batch before the next houseboat assembly, he staggered each meet-up with a ten-minute gap between each scheduled time; just in the event someone ran late. If everything went according to schedule, he should get through the batch in three days and well within Moses’ deadline.

      As far as he was concerned, he had thought of everything. He’d identified where the surveillance cameras were and where it was best to meet without being seen; on top of the small pedestrian bridge that ran over the river between the back of the church and the cemetery. He’d even come up with a plan to dodge Teddy’s new midnight ice cream craving by leaving a small tub in a cooler under his bed. They’d agreed to keep it a secret between them, between two heroes. At first Jake felt guilty about roping his younger brother in on his criminal activity, but then somehow he'd managed to convince himself that what he was doing was heroic. He was saving his parents from losing everything they had. That was a good thing, right?

      

      Tonight the moon wasn’t as bright. Perfect, he thought. It will help him stay unnoticed once he got outside. As before, Jake lay in his bed, waiting until his parents went to bed and the house was quiet. When he was certain they’d fallen asleep and his stepdad’s snoring had once again given him the go-ahead, he snuck out of the house. This time with ease since Teddy hadn’t woken up yet. It was one a.m. He had planned it perfectly.

      Taking just what he needed to fulfill the night’s orders, he had transported some of the contents from the black zipper pouch into his stepdad’s travel pouch which he had dug out from the back of one of the drawers in his desk when he wasn’t looking. Of late, they hardly traveled anywhere so he was certain his stepdad wouldn’t even notice that it was gone. With it now safely strapped to his belly underneath his sweatshirt, he pulled his hoodie over his head, tucked his cold hands inside his pockets, and set off toward the church that was less than ten minutes walk from their house.

      The neighborhood was dark and quiet and before long, he had made it to the bridge without any trouble. With his ski mask now covering his face, he kept his head down and waited for his first customer.

      In the distance, he heard an owl, its hooting drifting on the thin layer of fog that hovered between the gravestones. He had never been out there at night and it was downright eerie, to say the least. But he told himself to keep his head. It was no different from being there in the daytime.

      Thirty minutes went by and two of his customers didn’t show. Were they just late, or had they changed their minds? Nerves suddenly bubbled up from the pit of his stomach. If he didn’t move his product he’d face the bear pit; what that meant he still didn’t know. All he knew was that he didn’t want to find out.

      He pulled the cell phone from his pocket and sent off a text to both customers. From somewhere behind him, a twig snapped and he spun around. At the foot of the bridge, on the cemetery side, a dark, lanky figure stood facing his way. Dressed in black clothes from top to bottom, a wool balaclava covering his face, he stood waiting with his hands in his pockets. Jake’s heart skipped a beat. Keep it together, man, he told himself, simultaneously wondering if he was meant to make the first move. When he didn’t, a gruff voice drifted toward him.

      “You Squatch?” The guy asked.

      “I am,” Jake answered, desperate to not let his voice show his fear.

      The man took a few steps forward, stopped to look around, then walked right up to Jake and held out the cash between his index and middle finger. It had caught Jake off guard and he stared at the cash.

      “You got it or not?” The gruff voice came again, this time sounding a bit more aggressive.

      Jake snapped back to the present and fumbled with the zipper of his travel pouch. When his lack of experience exposed the entire contents of his pouch, he suddenly realized he was at risk of being robbed by this guy. He wouldn’t stand a chance against him. With numb fingers he pulled out a sachet, quickly dropping his sweatshirt back over the pouch.

      “I’ll have more next week,” Jake said, hoping it would distract the guy from helping himself to his entire batch, even though he had no idea if he could make good on his promise.

      But as soon as the exchange was over the guy turned and disappeared between the dark shadows of the gravestones.

      Stupid! He told himself as he tucked the money inside one of the other sections of his pouch.

      Before long, his next customer arrived and this time he was prepared. He had taken a few bags out ahead of time and kept them inside the pocket of his jeans. This he repeated as the night went along, topping up between each transaction.

      By the end of the night, all but one customer turned up according to his carefully laid out schedule, which ran like clockwork. As planned, it was nearly four thirty when he slipped back into his house, sporting a grin so wide it hurt his cheeks. After he safely hid the cash inside his fish tank, he climbed into bed. Everything had gone according to plan. Aaron was right. It was an easy job. One he had managed to do without any trouble.
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      Angus Reid pushed his chair back from his desk and lifted his cup of cold coffee to his lips. Becoming a sheriff had been all he strived to be ever since that fateful day. It’s what was needed. To rid his guilt. To keep looking.

      Every day, every endeavor, it had all built up to this moment. His perfectly crafted plan to pin the star to his chest so he could finish what he started all those years ago. He had made an oath to himself. Back when it happened, and now to the people of Weyport: fighting for justice, saving the helpless, and serving the people. Even when it had cost him his marriage. And now more than ever, he had every intention to make true on all of it.

      He glanced down at the seven-point star on his chest. He should have been happier than ever. He’d achieved his goal and killed two birds with one stone when he took Pete Hutchinson’s post as Sheriff of Weyport while serving him the justice he deserved. But somehow, the joy he should have felt escaped him. Not because he was ungrateful or particularly disappointed in how it happened, but because for the last month, since he became the town’s sheriff, he’d been discovering just how deeply corrupt Pete Hutchinson was.

      He glanced at the pile of folders on his desk. He had pulled all the open case files dating back a year. Case files that should have been closed by now had Pete done his job properly. Case files that presented more questions than answers. Case files that were riddled with secrets and lies. Weyport was in trouble and he had no idea where to begin.

      “Looks like you might need another cup there, Sheriff. I just made a fresh pot. Want some?”

      Tammy Simmons’ face beamed pure sunshine when she popped her head inside his office door.

      “You must have read my mind, Tammy. I should have tossed this one hours ago. Thanks,” he added.

      She walked over and took the cold coffee from his hand.

      “It’s no trouble at all, Sheriff. I’ll make sure you’re taken care of.” She flashed him a smile that nearly made him blush before she turned and set off toward the coffee machine.

      Nearing her thirties, Tammy was a pretty girl. Tall and slender with big green eyes that she knew how to use to her advantage. But beyond all her beauty, Angus had so far mostly been impressed with her work ethic. She’d been the administrative assistant for the Weyport Sheriff’s Office going on six years now and seemed to be well respected in and out of the office. If he was to clean up his town, he could do with a helping hand who knew her way around the office and townsfolk.

      “Here we go. One fresh cup of hot coffee.” She smiled again, handing him his coffee.

      “Smells great, thanks.”

      She lingered, her eyes trailing the contents atop his desk.

      “You sure you don’t need help going through all these cases, Sheriff?”

      Angus shook his head midway through a big mouthful of coffee.

      “I think it’s best I go through them myself, thanks. Helps if I see the information first-hand.”

      “Sure thing, Sheriff. Oh, that reminds me. Old Mrs. Richardson called again. She’s insisting that she saw someone wearing a black face mask run past her house in the middle of the night. But I checked. We haven’t had any reports of any burglaries anywhere in the neighborhood. Not even a triggered car alarm. What would you like me to say to her? She won’t stop calling.”

      Angus scratched the back of his head.

      “I’ll take care of it. I’ll pop around and show my face. Can’t have one of the town’s oldest citizens complain that the new sheriff isn’t taking her seriously. Besides, I could do with the distraction.”

      “Good call. Mrs. Richardson is renowned for creating a stink if things don’t go her way. I’ll send her address through to your phone.”

      Tammy spun around and returned to her desk and barely a minute later, the message sounded on Angus’s mobile.

      

      The front door to Mrs. Richardson’s house was flung open the instant Angus pulled up in his brand new marked Durango. In her late sixties, her petite frame hurried down the garden path toward him.

      “It sure took you long enough, Sheriff. If you want to be this town’s sheriff you had better react a bit quicker. I could have been dead by now.” She wagged her arthritic finger in front of his face.

      Stifling his amusement at her admonishing as if she decided his fate as town sheriff, he greeted her.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Richardson. I got here as soon as I could. Why don’t we step inside and then you can tell me all about it?”

      His words seemed to appease her and she turned and made for the front door. Once inside, she walked straight to the window, explaining that this was where she stood when she spotted the masked man walking down her street.

      Angus pushed the delicate, white curtain to one side and peered out into the street before dropping it back into place.

      “Do you recall roughly what time this was when you saw him, Mrs. Richardson?”

      “Of course, Sheriff Reid. I made a note of it.” She reached back to pick up a writing pad on the nearby dining table.

      “See, here, four twenty-three a.m.” She handed him the note.

      “That’s quite precise.”

      “Yes, it is. The clock is right there, see?” She pointed to the antique grandfather clock in the far corner.

      “Indeed it is. May I ask if something woke you up? Why were you up so early?”

      “I’m always up at four a.m., Sheriff. Every day for the past forty years. That’s how I manage to keep my house in tip-top shape without neglecting my other duties. You should try it, Sheriff.”

      She was hinting at his tardiness.

      “I’ll take that to heart, thank you, Mrs. Richardson.” He glanced back through the house.

      “And Mr. Richardson? Any chance he saw the guy too.”

      “Oh, he won’t notice a bear if it pokes him in the eye. Besides, he’s not an early riser like me. He was lifting the rafters until nearly eight thirty. That’s when he usually sits down for his breakfast.”

      “So he didn’t hear or see anything.” Angus double-checked.

      She looked at Angus through squinted eyes.

      “You think I made a mistake don’t you, Sheriff? I can tell that’s what you’re thinking. I’m old, probably have bad eyesight, it’s dark, yada yada yada. I might be old but I’m not senile. I know what I saw. Take it from me. I’ve been around long enough to know when something suspicious is going on in my neighborhood. And this guy was definitely suspicious. Who runs around with a mask on his head in any event?”

      Angus couldn’t deny her point.

      “Yes, that does seem odd except we ran an incident report. There were no burglaries or breaking and entering of any kind anywhere in the neighborhood last night. Could it be that it might have been someone going for an early morning run and the light hit his face wrong? It’s still pretty dark at that time and I’m assuming you would have had a light on inside the house then. That would make it a bit harder to see outside, especially if these curtains were still drawn.”

      He knew he was risking Mrs. Richardson’s wrath but he needed to say it.

      At first, Mrs. Richardson didn’t speak as she now glanced out at the street.

      “I suppose so,” she said, the fire in her belly now somewhat subdued.

      “Tell you what I’ll do, Mrs. Richardson. I’ll take your advice and get up early tomorrow morning and I’ll drive through the neighborhood myself on my way to work. I have a ton of work to get through anyway. Sound good?”

      She nodded, her hands suddenly on his arm and the fire back in her belly.

      “I made a fresh batch of granola cookies this morning. Wait, let me give you some.”

      She hurried to the kitchen and was soon back with a plate of cookies and pushed it into his hands.

      “You have one of these with your coffee when you wake up. It’ll give you an extra boost. It’s an old family recipe full of goodness. Not this rubbish you young people put into your bodies these days.”

      Satisfied that her new sheriff was living up to her expectations, she ushered him out onto the porch from where she watched Angus drive off before she disappeared back inside her house.
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      Success tasted good, Jake thought as the last of his customers turned around and disappeared between the gravestones. He shoved the guy’s cash inside his concealed belly pouch, now bulging with notes, and walked toward the church. Somehow, he had managed to sell out his entire quota in just two days. Something he thought he’d never be able to do. Could it really be that easy, he wondered. He’d never been this successful at anything in his life before. Even though he tried his hardest, his grades were average. He had long since accepted he was not the academic type. He didn’t play any kind of sport either. Jake Foley was nothing but an average Joe. In every possible way. And although college was the next tier on the education ladder to success, he still had no idea what he wanted to study.

      But the prospect of having his own little business changed everything. This he was good at. This he did with hardly any effort at all. This made him feel empowered.

      He kicked at a stone with his shoe when his conscience poked at his soul. Under ordinary circumstances, he’d thank God when things went right in his life but he knew full well this couldn’t be one of those times. This he knew God would never approve of. Suddenly he knew exactly why Adam and Eve hid from God and he wondered if God would ever forgive him. As quickly as the thought came he ejected it from his mind. He didn’t want to feel guilty. He didn’t want to be thinking about his faith right now. Didn’t want to face God. Surely God knew he was only doing this to help his family.

      He shoved his hands deeper inside his pockets, tucked his chin into his chest, and set off through the churchyard. He wasn’t going to do this forever. Just a short while, until he saved enough for college and settled Teddy’s medical bills. He’d already decided how he would get the money to his parents without them knowing that it came from him. He would simply leave a church donation envelope with cash in their mailbox. Perhaps he would add a note that said it was to help with Teddy’s bills. His parents would assume it was just another gracious church member's donation, except this time it wouldn’t be coupons for food or clothing. This time it would be a fat wad of notes. The thought brought a smile to his face and he could almost imagine seeing the relief on their faces when they opened the envelope. And if business continued like this, there might even be a little extra for that holiday his mom had always dreamed of.

      With a smile still etched on his face he felt like he was on top of the world. Finally, he was in a position to help them. Finally, his stepdad would see there was nothing average about him. And it felt good. Really good.

      As he crossed the dark quiet street a block away from his house, his cell phone suddenly buzzed against his belly and he pulled it out from between the cash. Crouched down in the shadows of two trashcans that had been left for collection later that morning, he read the text message. It was from one of his customers from the night before. He was asking for more treats. This time double the amount he delivered the night before. Jake texted him back. Tomorrow he’d ask Aaron to take him back to Moses for another batch. He glanced at the time on his wristwatch. It had just gone four twenty-five. He was right on time.
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        * * *

      

      True to his promise to Mrs. Richardson, Angus had set his alarm for four a.m., instantly regretting it when the shrill sound went off and yanked him from a deep sleep. He slammed his hand down atop the clock radio and groaned into the darkness. If he were a dishonest man, he’d turn around and carry on sleeping. Except he wasn’t. He also knew that Mrs. Richardson would without doubt be standing at her window looking out for him driving by. And having her wrath come down on him was the last thing he needed.

      The sobering thought had him instantly awake. He flicked the covers off and swung his legs over the side of the bed, rubbing his palms across his face. It’s only for today, he consoled himself.

      Ten minutes later, he was dressed in his uniform, his thermos and two of Mrs. Richardson’s granola cookies in hand. As he stepped out into the B & B’s small parking area and walked toward his car, The Mill’s signage flickered on and off above his head. Time to find a place of his own, he thought as he dropped the thermos in the cup holder between the seats and drove toward the center of town.

      The entire town was still in slumber when he slowly drove the car down the three blocks toward Mrs. Richardson’s street. Apart from the local bakery’s lights being on, all the other shops were still closed. As he approached her neighborhood, he passed the church and decided to pull over in front of it. He’d been meaning to drive by to see what time the Sunday service started and now was as good a time as any. He rolled down his window and from inside his car scanned the poorly lit notice board out front. Making a mental note of the time, he paused when he thought he saw something move along the side of the building. With his vehicle lights now switched off, he sat forward in his seat and stared out into the dark space to where he could just see the edge of the cemetery.

      Something was definitely moving in the distance and he looked at it with more intent. A second later a raccoon darted off across the street and soon disappeared into the nearby bushes. "False alarm," he murmured to himself and relaxed back into his seat before he slowly drove his car down the quiet road. Careful not to let the engine wake up the neighborhood, he gently turned up into one of the side streets, deciding to crisscross through the small neighborhood. The slow drive allowed him to properly survey the dark corners between each house as he passed them, scanning up and down each driveway. It seemed Mrs. Richardson was right. There was something so calming about being up before the rest of the world started their day. At this rate, he’d be behind his desk before sunrise, which would give him at least a three-hour head start before Tammy clocked in. More importantly, he’d gain the respect of one of Weyport’s esteemed residents. Something he desperately needed if he was to gain the townsfolk’s trust.

      When he neared the street where Mrs. Richardson lived, he drove a little faster, suddenly eager to get to the office. From the corner of his eye, as he passed one of the side streets, he caught an odd-looking shadow moving next to some trash cans and he slammed on the brakes. He threw his car into gear and backed up until the spot came back into view.
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      As Jake got up from between the trash cans, tires screeched somewhere to his right. He looked up and saw the red taillights from a vehicle backing up fast. Under the glowing overhead streetlight, the markings on the car came into full sight. It was the new sheriff’s car! He dashed back and hid behind the trash cans, his heart beating so fast he thought he was going to faint. Perhaps he didn’t see him, he reasoned. But as soon as he saw the sheriff’s car turn into the street, its headlights now on full, he knew he had been spotted.

      Still crouched down behind the trash cans, Jake turned to find an escape route. If he could clear the fence at the end of the narrow alleyway that ran between the two houses behind him, he might be able to cut through Mrs. Richardson’s garden. Out of time, he had to make his move.

      To his right, the headlights were approaching fast, now aimed directly at the trash cans. Thinking he had better hide his face, he yanked his ski mask over his face and made a run for the fence behind him.

      The car’s tires screeched to a halt behind him. He ran. As fast as his scrawny legs that now felt like jelly would take him. When he reached the nearly six-foot high fence, he leaped onto it. His sneakers slid down and he was back on the ground. Adrenaline surged through his veins as his mind fought to find another way to clear the fence.

      “Stop!” He heard the sheriff yell from somewhere behind him then heard his car door slam.

      But Jake didn’t stop or look back. His mind was working too hard to find an escape.

      To his right, an empty planter stood atop a wheelbarrow and he reached to pick it up, hardly feeling the full weight of the clay pot as his body reacted to the surge of energy that pushed his muscles into overdrive.

      The sheriff’s feet slammed onto the concrete driveway behind him.

      Jake dropped the giant planter onto the ground, hoisted himself over the fence, and slammed down the other side.

      “I said, stop!” The sheriff’s voice echoed into the darkness on the other side of the fence.

      Jake’s body was operating at maximum, his heart sitting tight in his chest. He sprinted across the lawn toward the slightly lower fence that separated this house from Mrs. Richardson’s. This time it was much easier to clear the fence and he jumped into Mrs. Richardson’s back yard. The garden light went on, blinding him for an instant. Shielding his eyes, he kept running and bumped into one of her wrought-iron garden chairs. Pain stabbed at his thigh but he kept running.

      Behind him, Mrs. Richardson’s fence rattled as the sheriff cleared it.

      Jake pushed his body forward, still not looking back.

      He burst through the small garden gate and ran out onto the front lawn before turning right to sprint the last few meters to his house. He had to hurry. Before the sheriff caught up and saw him disappear into his house.

      One. Last. Sprint.

      His feet slammed down on the sidewalk.

      His lungs felt as if they were going to explode.

      He pushed his body harder than he had ever needed to before.

      Just when he thought he couldn’t go any farther, he reached the bottom of his driveway. Ever so briefly he turned back to see where the sheriff was, relieved when he didn’t see him.

      Ducking underneath the low branches of the tree, he turned, ran across his front lawn, and leaped onto their front porch. The timber landing thumped loudly under his shoes but he couldn’t worry about that right now and nearly exploded through the front door. Thankfully, he had left it unlocked behind him when he slipped out earlier. As he shut the door behind him, now a bit more cautious not to be making more noise than he already had, he heard his mother’s whispers sound from their bedroom as she attempted to wake up his stepdad.

      Yanking the ski mask off his face, he made one last stealthy dash toward his room. With mere seconds to spare, he slipped inside his room and quietly shut the door behind him.

      It took less than two seconds for him to pull his shoes and clothes off before he jumped into his bed, the pouch of cash still strapped onto his body. He snatched a T-shirt off the floor, and pulled it on, wiping the beads of sweat from his face in the process before he pulled his bed covers up to his chin.

      Outside his door, he heard his parents shuffling down the corridor to the lounge. Still out of breath, he lay very still, praying the sheriff didn’t see him run inside his house. But his fears soon became a reality when there was a soft knock on the front door.

      Jake wanted to cry. Wanted to scream. Or run. But he couldn’t do any of it so he kept his emotions at bay and shut his eyes as tight as he could.

      Moments later he heard his bedroom door creak open and sensed his stepdad’s presence at his door. He froze. Lay deadly still.

      The door quietly shut again and he heard his stepdad’s voice announce that his son was sound asleep in his bed. That it couldn’t have been him running through the neighborhood. That he was a good kid and that he’d be the last person on the planet to do something as stupid as that.

      And as Jake listened and the sheriff left, he could finally breathe again.

      When the house quieted down and his parents had gone back to bed, reality kept Jake up for the rest of the night. He had so nearly been caught tonight. Narrowly escaped the jaws of the law. Nearly destroyed his family.

      And for the first time since he ventured down this dark path, Jake realized just how dire the stakes were. How risky his little business venture truly was.

      But instead of heeding the silent warning, instead of listening to the small voice that cautioned him to turn away, Jake decided to continue. Because for the first time in his life, Jacob Foley felt what it was like to live on the wilder side of life.

      And he liked it.
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      Mary-Jean Foley, or MJ as most people in Weyport called her, tackled her role in the church with vigor. As with everything she’d done in her life. In her mid forties, she was the proverbial Proverbs 31 woman: virtuous, strong, and selfless; character traits she was immensely proud of.

      An early riser from as far back as she could remember, she didn’t wait to be served but instead allowed her servant's heart to live her life tending to the needs of others over her own. It had become her purpose, the very thing that turned the cogs of her soul and gave her life meaning. But that was ripped away when her first marriage to Jacob’s father tragically ended after he died of colon cancer. High school sweethearts, taking care of him and their baby boy, Jacob, was her entire life, her incentive for leaving some good behind on this earth. But when her first husband passed away and took along with him the very core of her being, she suddenly found her soul craving for more. Apart from the joy Jacob brought her, she sought new meaning to her life, so it then came as no surprise when she met Jacob’s stepfather, Joe—short for Jonathan—that she was more than ready to become someone’s wife again.

      She met Joe in Portland at a single parents' grief-counseling group. They had both turned to it for help after tragedy plunged them into the single parenting sphere. Jacob had just turned four and showed signs of needing a father figure in his life. In turn, Joe’s young mentally disabled son needed extra care. It was as if God sent MJ new purpose and not long after, MJ and Joe got married and once again, MJ’s dream of having a family was realized.

      Joe was a firm Christ follower and it was he that had led MJ to discover an entirely different purpose to life she had never even known existed. And for the first time in her life, serving Jesus was far more enriching than anything she had ever done before. It was as if she was created for that purpose alone.

      So when the opportunity arose for Joe to help plant a new church in Weyport, the pair had no hesitation in accepting and MJ embraced all that serving the Weyport community had to offer with verve.
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        * * *

      

      Jake squeezed into his usual seat in the front of the church. Next to him, Teddy was busy on his electronic doodle board, a nifty tool his therapist suggested they used to help focus his mind and keep him calm.

      From where they quietly sat waiting for the service to start, Jake watched as his mother moved from person to person like a frog jumping between lily pads in a pond. She was great at what she did, always smiling and making sure everyone was happy. In the opposite corner his stepfather and a few other elders
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