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Dedicated to

My husband, in honor of his fourteen years as a varsity basketball coach. You have suffered much this past season, but always you held your head high and believed. “God has a plan,” you would say, leaving me and everyone else awestruck at your faithfulness. Without a doubt you are the most honest, most loyal man I’ve ever known. How blessed I am to be your wife . . . truly. Your character stands as a shining beacon for all who have had the privilege of even the briefest contact with you. Yes, my love, God has a plan. And one day in the not-so-distant future, the name Coach will ring once more, and you’ll wear the whistle again.

I have two prayers for you. First, that we savor every minute of this season of rest. For the basketball program’s loss is most certainly our gain. And second, that the loving legacy of your coaching days will change forever the lives of those boys who called you Coach.

Kelsey, my precious little teenager, whose heart is so close to my own. I watch you on the soccer field, giving everything you’ve got, and I am grateful for the young woman you’re becoming. Nothing pushes you around, sweetheart. Not boys or friends or the trends of the day. Instead you stand at the front of the pack, a one-in-a-million sweetheart with a future so bright it shines. Wasn’t it just yesterday when you were teetering across our kitchen floor, trying to give your pacifier to the cat so he wouldn’t be lonely? I can hear the ticking of time, my daughter. The clock moves faster every year . . . but believe me, I’m savoring every minute. I am blessed beyond words for the joy of being your mother.

Tyler, my strong and determined oldest son. Since the day you could walk, you wanted to entertain us. Singing, dancing, doing silly tricks. Whatever it took to make us laugh. And now here you are, tall and handsome, writing books, and learning to sing and play the piano, putting together dramas in a way that glorifies our Lord. All that and you’re only ten years old! I’ve always believed God has a special plan for your life, Tyler, and I believe it more all the time. Keep listening for His lead, son. That way the dance will always be just what He wants it to be.

Sean, my tender boy. I knew when we brought you home from Haiti that you loved God. But it wasn’t until I saw your eyes fill with tears during worship time that I realized how very much you loved Him. “What’s wrong, Sean?” I would whisper to you. But you would only shake your head, “Nothing, Mom. I just love Jesus so much.” I pray you always hold that special love in your
 heart, and that you allow God to guide you to all the glorious plans He has for you.

Joshua, my can-do child. From the moment I met you I knew you were special, set apart from the other kids at the orphanage. Now that you’ve been home a year I can see that all the more clearly. God has placed within you a root of determination stronger than any I’ve seen. Whether you’re drawing or writing, coloring or singing, playing basketball or soccer, you steel your mind to be the best, and then you do just that. I couldn’t be prouder of the strides you’ve made, son. Always remember where your talent comes from, Joshua . . . and use it to glorify Him.

EJ, our chosen son. Yours was the first face we saw on the Internet photo-listing that day when we first considered adopting from Haiti. Since then I’ve been convinced of one thing: God brought you into our lives. Sometimes I think maybe you’ll be a doctor or a lawyer, or maybe the president of a company. Because the things God has done in the one year since you’ve been home are so amazing, nothing would surprise me. Keep your eyes on Jesus, son. Your hope will always only be found there.

Austin (MJ), my miracle boy, my precious heart. Is it possible you are already five? A big strapping boy who no longer sees the need for a nap, and who has just one more year home with me before starting school? I love being your mommy, Austin. I love when you bring me dandelions in the middle of the day or wrap your chubby arms around my neck and smother my face in kisses. I love playing give-and-go with you every morning. And wearing my Burger King crown so I can be the Kings and you can be the Bulls in our living room one-on-one battles. What joy you bring me, my littlest son. You call yourself MJ because you wanna be like Michael Jordan, and truly, I don’t doubt that you will be one day. But when I see you, I’ll always remember how close we came to losing you. And how grateful I am that God gave you back to us.

And to God Almighty, the Author of life, who has, for now, blessed me with these.




One

THE KID MADE COACH JOHN REYNOLDS NERVOUS.

He was tall and gangly, and he’d been doodling on his notebook since sixth period health class began. Now the hour was almost up, and John could see what the boy was drawing.

A skull and crossbones.

The design was similar to the one stenciled on the kid’s black T-shirt. Similar, also, to the patch sewn on his baggy dark jeans. His hair was dyed jet black, and he wore spiked black leather collars around his neck and wrists.

There was no question Nathan Pike was fascinated with darkness. He was a gothic, one of a handful of kids at Marion High School who followed a cultic adherence to the things of doom.

That wasn’t what bothered John.

What bothered him was a little something the boy had scribbled beneath the dark symbolism. One of the words looked like it read death. John couldn’t quite make it out from the front of the classroom, so he paced.

Like he did every Friday night along the stadium sidelines as the school’s varsity football coach, John wandered up and down the rows of students checking their work, handing out bits of instruction or critique where it was needed.

As he made his way toward Nathan’s desk, he glanced at the boy’s notebook again. The words scribbled there made John’s blood run cold. Was Nathan serious? These days John could do nothing but assume the student meant what he’d written. John squinted, just to make sure he’d read the words correctly.

He had.

Beneath the skull and crossbones, Nathan had written this sentiment: Death to jocks.

John was still staring when Nathan looked up and their eyes met. The boy’s were icy and dead, unblinking. Intended to intimidate. Nathan was probably used to people taking one glance and looking away, but John had spent his career around kids like Nathan. Instead of turning, he hesitated, using his eyes to tell Nathan what he could not possibly say at that moment. That the boy was lost, that he was a follower, that the things he’d drawn and the words he’d written were not appropriate and would not be tolerated.

But most important, John hoped his eyes conveyed that he was there for Nathan Pike. The same way he had been there for others like him, the way he would always be there for his students.

Nathan looked away first, shifting his eyes back to his notebook.

John tried to still his racing heart. Doing his best to look unaffected, he returned to the front of the classroom. His students had another ten minutes of seatwork before he would resume his lecture.

He sat down at his desk, picked up a pen, and grabbed the closest notepad.

Death to jocks?

Obviously he would have to report what he’d seen to the administration, but as a teacher, what was he supposed to do with that? What if Nathan was serious?

Ever since the shooting tragedies at a handful of schools around the country, most districts had instituted a “red-flag” plan of some sort. Marion High School was no exception. The plan had every teacher and employee keeping an eye on the classrooms in their care. If any student or situation seemed troublesome or unusual, the teacher or employee was supposed to make a report immediately. Meetings were held once a month to discuss which students might be slipping through the cracks. The telltale signs were obvious: a student bullied by others, despondent, dejected, outcast, angry, or fascinated with death. And particularly students who made threats of violence.

Nathan Pike qualified in every category.

But then, so did 5 percent of the school’s enrollment. Without a specific bit of evidence, there wasn’t much a teacher or administrator could do. The handbook on troubled kids advised teachers to ease the teasing or involve students in school life.

“Talk to them, find out more about them, ask about their hobbies and pastimes,” the principal had told John and the other faculty when they discussed the handbook. “Perhaps even recommend them for counseling.”

That was all fine and good. The problem was, boys like Nathan Pike didn’t always advertise their plans. Nathan was a senior. John remembered when Nathan first came to Marion High. His freshman and sophomore years Nathan had worn conservative clothes and kept to himself.

The change in his image didn’t happen until last year.

The same year the Marion High Eagles won their second state football championship.

John cast a quick glance at Nathan. The boy was doodling again. He doesn’t know I saw the notebook. Otherwise wouldn’t he have sat back in his chair, covered the skull and crossbones, and hidden the horrible words? This wasn’t the first time John had suspected Nathan might be a problem. Given the boy’s changed image, John had kept a close eye on him since the school year began. He strolled by Nathan’s desk at least once each day and made a point of calling on him, talking to him, or locking eyes with him throughout the hour. John suspected a deep anger burned in the boy’s heart, but today was the first time there’d ever been proof.

John remained still but allowed his gaze to rove around the room. What was different about today? Why would Nathan choose now to write something so hateful?

Then it hit him.

Jake Daniels wasn’t in class.

Suddenly the entire scenario made sense. When Jake was there—no matter where he sat—he found a way to turn his classmates against Nathan.

Freak . . . queer . . . death doctor . . . nerd . . . loser.

All names whispered and loosely tossed in Nathan’s direction. When the whispers carried to the front of the classroom, John would raise his eyebrows toward Jake and a handful of other football players in the class.

“That’s enough.” The warning was usually all John had to say. And for a little while, the teasing would stop. But always the careless taunting and cruel words hit their mark. John was sure of it.

Not that Nathan ever let Jake and the others see his pain. The boy ignored all jocks, treated them as though they didn’t
 exist. Which was probably the best way to get back at the student athletes who picked on him. Nothing bothered John’s current football players more than being looked over.

That was especially true for Jake Daniels.

No matter that this year’s team hadn’t earned the accolades that came their way. The fact that the team’s record was worse than any season in recent history mattered little to Jake and his teammates. They believed they were special, and they intended to make everyone at school treat them accordingly.

John thought about this year’s team. It was strange, really. They were talented, maybe more so than any other group of kids to come through Marion High. Talk around school was that they had even more going for them than last year’s team when John’s own son Kade led the Eagles to a state championship. But they were arrogant and cocky, with no care for protocol or character. In all his years of coaching, John had never had a more difficult group.

No wonder they weren’t winning. Their talent was useless in light of their attitudes.

And many of the boys’ parents were worse. Especially since Marion had lost two of its first four games.

Parents constantly complained about playing time, practice routines, and, of course, the losses. They were often rude and condescending, threatening to get John fired if his record didn’t improve.

“What happened to Marion High’s undefeated record?” they would ask him. “A good coach would’ve kept the streak going.”

“Maybe Coach Reynolds doesn’t know what he’s doing,” they would say. “Anyone could coach the talent at Marion High and come up with an undefeated season. But losses?”

They wondered out loud what type of colossal failure John Reynolds was to take a team of Eagles football players onto the field and actually lose. It was unthinkable to the Marion High parents. Unconscionable. How dare Coach Reynolds drop two games so early in the season!

And sometimes the wins were worse.

“That was a cream puff opponent last week, Reynolds,” the parents would say. If they had a two-touchdown win, the parents would harp that it should have been four at least. And then John’s favorite line of all: “Why, if my son had gotten more playing time . . .”

Parents gossiped behind his back and undermined the authority he had on the field. Never mind the fact that the Eagles were coming off a championship season. Never mind that John was one of the winningest coaches in the state. Never mind that more than half of last year’s championship squad had graduated, placing John in what was obviously a rebuilding year.

The thing that mattered was whether the sons of John’s detractors were being used at what they believed were the proper positions and for enough minutes each game. Whether their numbers were being called at the appropriate times for the big plays, and how strong their individual statistics appeared in the paper.

It was just a rotten break that the biggest controversy on the team had, in a roundabout way, made Nathan’s life miserable. Two quarterbacks had come into summer practices, each ready for the starting position: Casey Parker and Jake Daniels.

Casey was the shoo-in, the senior, the one who had ridden the bench behind Kade up until last year. All his high-school football career had come down to this, his final season with the Eagles. He reported in August expecting to own the starting position.

What the boy hadn’t expected was that Jake Daniels would show up with the same mind-set.

Jake was a junior, a usually good kid from a family who once lived down the street from John and his wife, Abby. But two years ago, the Danielses split up. Jake’s mother took Jake and moved into an apartment. His father took a job in New Jersey hosting a sports radio program. The divorce was nasty.

Jake was one of the casualties.

John shuddered. How close had he and Abby come to doing the same thing? Those days were behind them, thank God. But they were still very real for Jake Daniels.

At first Jake had turned to John, a father figure who wasn’t half a country away. John would never forget something Jake asked him.

“You think my dad still loves me?”

The kid was well over six feet tall, nearly a man. But in that instant he was seven years old again, desperate for some proof that the father he’d counted on all his life, the man who had moved away and left him, still cared.

John did everything he could to assure Jake, but as time passed, the boy grew quiet and sullen. He spent more hours alone in the weightroom and out on the field, honing his throwing skills.

When summer practices came around, there was no question who would be the starting quarterback. Jake won the contest easily. The moment that happened, Casey Parker’s father, Chuck, called a meeting with John.

“Listen, Coach—” the veins on his temple popped out as he spoke—“I heard my son lost the starting position.”

John had to stifle a sigh. “That’s true.”

The man spouted several expletives and demanded an explanation. John’s answer was simple. Casey was a good quarterback with a bad attitude. Jake was younger, but more talented and coachable, and therefore the better choice.

“My son cannot be second string.” Casey’s father was loud, his face flushed. “We’ve been planning for this all his life! He’s a senior and he will not be sitting the bench. If he has a bad attitude, that’s only because of his intensity. Live with it.”

Fortunately, John had brought one of his assistants to the meeting. The way accusations and hearsay were flying about, he’d figured he couldn’t be too careful. So he and his assistant had sat there, waiting for Parker to continue.

“What I’m saying is—” Chuck Parker leaned forward, his eyes intent—“I’ve got three coaches breathing down my neck. We’re thinking of transferring. Going where my kid’ll get a fair shake.”

John resisted the urge to roll his eyes. “Your son has an attitude problem, Chuck. A big one. If other high-school coaches in the area are recruiting him, it’s because they haven’t worked with him.” John leveled his gaze at the man. “What exactly are your concerns?”

“I’ll tell you my concern, Coach.” Chuck pointed a rigid finger at John. “You’re not loyal to your players. That’s what. Loyalty is everything in sports.”

This from a man whose son wanted to toss his letterman’s jacket and transfer schools. As it turned out, Casey Parker stayed. He took snaps at running back and tight end and spelled Jake at quarterback. But the criticism from Casey’s father had continued each week, embarrassing Casey and causing the boy to work harder to get along with Jake, his on-field rival. Jake seemed grateful to be accepted by a senior like Casey, and the two of them began spending most of their free time together. It didn’t take long to see the changes in Jake. Gone was the shy, earnest kid who popped into John’s classroom twice a week just to connect. Gone was the boy who had once been kind to Nathan Pike. Now Jake was no different from the majority of players who strutted across Marion High’s campus.

And in that way, the quarterback controversy had only made Nathan’s life more miserable. Whereas once Nathan was respected by at least one of the football players, now he didn’t have a single ally on the team.

John had overheard two teachers talking recently.

“How many Marion football players does it take to screw in a light bulb?”

“I give up.”

“One—he holds it while the world revolves around him.”

There were nights when John wondered why he was wasting his time. Especially when his athletes’ elitist attitudes divided the school campus and alienated students like Nathan Pike. Students who sometimes snapped and made an entire school pay for their low place in the social pecking order.

So what if John’s athletes could throw
 a ball or run the length of a field? If they left the football program at Marion High without a breath of compassion or character, what was the point?

John drew a salary of $3,100 a season for coaching football. One year he’d figured it came out to less than two bucks an hour. Obviously he didn’t do the job for the money.

He glanced at the clock. Three minutes of seatwork left.

Images from a dozen different seasons flashed in his mind. Why was he in it, then? It wasn’t for his ego. He’d had more strokes in his days as a quarterback for the University of Michigan than most men received in a lifetime. No, he didn’t coach for pride’s sake.

It was, very simply, because there were two things he seemed born to do: play football . . . and teach teens.

Coaching was the purest way he’d known to bring those two together. Season after season after season, it had worked. Until now. Now it didn’t feel pure at all. It felt ridiculous. Like the whole sports world had gone haywire.

John drew a deep breath and stood, working the tendons in his bum knee—the one with the old football injury. He walked to the chalkboard where, for the next ten minutes, he diagramed a series of nutritional food values and meticulously explained them. Then he assigned homework.

But the whole time there was only one thing on his mind: Nathan Pike.

How had a clean-cut student like Nathan once was become so angry and hateful? Was it all because of Jake Daniels? Were Jake’s and the other players’ egos so inflated that they couldn’t coexist with anyone different from them? And what about the words Nathan had scribbled on his notebook? Death to jocks. Did he mean it?

If so, what could be done?

Schools like Marion High grew from the safe soil of Middle America. Most did not have metal detectors or mesh backpacks or video cameras that might catch a disturbed student before he took action. Yes, they had the red-flag program. Nathan had already been red-flagged. Everyone who knew him was watching.

But what if that wasn’t enough?

John’s stomach tightened, and he swallowed hard. He had no answers. Only that today, in addition to grading papers, inputting student test results in the computer, holding afternoon practice, and meeting with a handful of irritated parents along the sidelines, he would also have to talk to the principal about Nathan Pike’s scribbled declaration.

It was eight o’clock by the time he climbed into his car and opened an envelope he’d found in his school mailbox just before practice.

“To whom it may concern,” the letter began. “We are calling for the resignation of Coach Reynolds . . .”

John sucked in a sharp breath. What in the world? His gut ached as he kept reading.

“Coach Reynolds is not the moral example we need for our young men. He is aware that several of his players are drinking and taking part in illegal road races. Coach Reynolds knows about this but does nothing. Therefore we are demanding he resign or be let go. If nothing is done about this, we will inform the media of our request.”

John remembered to exhale. The letter wasn’t signed, but it was copied to his athletic director, his principal, and three school district officials.

Who could have written such a thing? And what were they referring to? John gripped the steering wheel with both hands and sat back hard. Then he remembered. There had been rumors in August when practice first started up . . . rumors that a few players had gotten drunk and raced their cars. But that’s all they’d been: rumors. John couldn’t do anything about them . . .

He leaned his head against the car window. He’d been furious when he’d heard the report. He’d asked the players straight out, but each of them had denied any wrongdoing. Beyond that there wasn’t a thing John could do. Protocol was that rumors not be given credence unless there was proof of a rule violation.

Not a moral example for the players?

John’s hands began to tremble, and he stared over his right shoulder at the doors of the school. Surely his athletic director wouldn’t acknowledge a cowardly, unsigned letter like this one. But then . . .

The athletic director was new. An angry man with a chip on his shoulder and what seemed like a vendetta against Christians. He’d been hired a year ago to replace Ray Lemming, a formidable man whose heart and soul had been given over to coaches and athletes.

Ray was so involved in school athletics he was a fixture at the school, but last year, at the ripe age of sixty-three, he retired to spend more time with his family. The way most coaches saw it, much of the true heart of Marion sports retired right alongside him. That was especially true after the school hired Herman Lutz as athletic director.

John drew a weary breath. He’d done everything possible to support the man, but he’d already fired the boys’ swim coach after a parent complaint. What if he took this absurd letter seriously? The other coaches saw Lutz as a person drowning in the complexities of the job.

“It just takes one parent,” one of the coaches had said at a meeting that summer. “One parent threatens to go to Lutz’s boss, and he’ll give them what they want.”

Even if it meant firing a coach.

John let his head fall slowly against the steering wheel. Nathan Pike . . . the death threat against jocks . . . the change in Jake Daniels . . . the attitude of his players . . . the complaining parents . . . the inexplicable losses this season . . .

And now this.

John felt eighty years old. How had Abby’s father survived a lifetime of coaching? The question shifted his thoughts, and he let everything about the day fade for a moment. Thirteen hours ago he’d arrived at school, and only now could he do what he wanted more than anything else. The thing he looked forward to more with each passing day.

He would drive home, open the door of the house he’d almost lost, and take the woman he loved more than life itself into his arms. The woman whose blue eyes danced more these days, and whose every warm embrace erased a bit more of their painful past. The woman who cheered him on each morning, and filled his heart when he couldn’t take another minute of coaching and teaching.

The woman he had almost walked away from.

His precious Abby.




Two

ABBY WAS WRITING THE OPENING PARAGRAPH FOR her latest magazine article when it happened.

There, between the third and fourth sentences, her fingers suddenly froze at the keyboard and the questions began to come. Was it true? Were they really back together? Had they actually dodged the bullet of divorce without even their kids knowing how close they’d come?

Slowly, Abby’s eyes moved up away from the computer screen toward a shelf on her desk, to a recent photograph of her and John. Their newly married daughter, Nicole, had snapped the picture at a family softball game that past Labor Day weekend. There they were, Abby and John, side by side on the bleachers behind home plate, arms around each other. Looking like they’d never been anything but happily in love.

“You guys are so cute,” Nicole had said at the time.

“More in love every year.”

Abby stared at the photo, her daughter’s voice ringing like wind chimes in the corners of her mind. There was no obvious sign, really, no way of seeing how close they’d come to losing it. How very nearly they had thrown away twenty-two years of marriage.

But when Abby looked at the picture, she knew.

It was there in the eyes, too deep for anyone but she and John to notice. A glistening of survivor love, a love tested and tried and so much stronger because of it all. A love that had placed its toes over the edge of a cold, dark abyss, steeled itself against the pain, and jumped. A love that had only at the last moment been caught by the nape of the neck and snatched back to safe pasture.

Nicole had no idea, of course. None
 of their kids did, really. Not Kade—now eighteen and in his first year at college. And certainly not their youngest, Sean. At eleven he had no idea how close she and John had come to walking away from each other.

She glanced at the calendar. Last year at this time they were making plans to divorce. Then Nicole and Matt announced their engagement, which delayed their timetable. But Abby and John planned to tell the kids after Nicole and Matt got home from their honeymoon.

Abby shuddered. If she and John had divorced, the kids might never have recovered. Especially Nicole, who was so idealistic and trusting in love.

Baby, if you only knew . . .

And yet here they were . . . she and John, exactly the way Nicole believed them to be.

Abby often had to pinch herself to believe it was true, that she and John weren’t filing for divorce and looking for a way to tell the kids. They weren’t fighting or ignoring each other or on the verge of having affairs.

They had survived. Not only that, but they were actually happy. Happier than they’d been since they’d said their vows. The things that tore so many couples apart had— through God’s grace—made them stronger. One day, when the time was right, they would tell the kids what had almost happened. Maybe it would make them stronger too.

Abby turned her attention back to the computer screen.

The article was one that grew from the roots of her heart: “Youth Coaches in America—a Dying Breed.” She had a new editor at the national magazine that bought most of her work. A woman with a keen sense for the pulse and conscience of American families. In September she and Abby had discussed possible articles. An exposé on coaching had actually been the editor’s idea.

“The whole country’s sports crazy,” the woman said.

“But everywhere I turn it seems another quality coach is calling it quits. Maybe it’s time we took a look at why.”

Abby almost laughed out loud. If anyone could write honestly about the pain and passion of coaching youth sports, she could. She was a coach’s daughter, after all. Her father and John’s had been teammates at the University of Michigan, the school where John played before getting his degree and doing the only thing that seemed natural— coaching football.

Her entire life had taken place around the seasons of the game.

But after sharing the past two decades with John Reynolds, Abby could do more than write a magazine article about coaching. She could write a book. And she’d include it all: parents complaining about playing time, players ignoring character and responsibility, unrealistic expectations, second-guessing, and catcalling from the stands.

Fabricated accusations spouted in behind-the-scenes gossip circles designed to pressure a coach to step down. Never mind the team barbecues in the backyard or the way John used his own money to buy the guys breakfast a dozen times after a Saturday practice.

It always came down to the bottom line: win more games or else.

Was it any wonder coaches were quitting?

Abby’s heart softened. There were still players who made the game a joy, still parents who thanked John after a hard-fought contest or dropped him a card in the mail expressing their gratitude. Otherwise there wouldn’t be a man like John left in the coaching ranks. A handful of players at Marion High still tried hard in the classroom and on the field, still showed respect and earned it by their hard work and diligence. Players who appreciated the barbecues at the Reynoldses’ house and the time and love John put into every season, every player. Young men who would go on to get college degrees and good jobs, and who years after graduating would still call the Reynoldses’ house and ask, “Is Coach there?”

Those players used to be the norm. Why was it that now —for coaches across America—they were the exception?

“Yes,” Abby had told her editor. “I’d love to write the story.”

She’d spent the past few weeks interviewing coaches of longtime, successful programs. Coaches who had stepped down in recent years because of the same troubles that plagued John, the same reasons he came home tired and dejected more often.

The front door opened, and Abby heard her husband sigh as he closed the door. His footsteps sounded across the tiled entryway. Not the firm, crisp steps of spring or summer, but the sad, shuffling steps of a football season gone awry.

“I’m in here.” She pushed back from her computer and waited.

John slumped into the room and leaned against the doorframe. His eyes found hers, and he held a folded piece of paper out to her.

She stood and took it from him. “Long day?”

“Read it.”

Abby sat back down, opened the note, and began to read. Her heart sank. They wanted John’s resignation. Were they crazy? Wasn’t it enough that they harassed him daily? What did the parents want? She folded the note and tossed it on her desk. Then she went to John and slipped her arms around his waist. “I’m sorry.”

He pulled her close, hugging her the way he’d done back when they were first married. Abby relished the sensation. John’s strong arms, the smell of his cologne, the way they drew strength from each other . . .

This was the man she’d fallen in love with, the one she’d almost let get away.

John straightened and studied her. “It’s nothing to worry about.” He leaned close and kissed her.

A ripple of doubt sliced through the waters of Abby’s soul. “It says a copy was sent to Herman Lutz. Athletic directors fire coaches when parents complain.”

“Not this time.” John shrugged. “Lutz knows me better than that.”

“Ray Lemming knew you best of all.” Abby kept her tone gentle. “I get a bad feeling about Herman Lutz.”

“Lutz’ll support me.” He uttered a heavy chuckle.

“Everyone knows I’d never let my players drink or have . . . what was it?”

“Street races.”

“Right. Street races. I mean, come on.” He angled his head. “One or two parents will always complain. Even when we win every game.”

Abby didn’t want to push the issue. “God’s in control.”

John blinked. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means God’ll back you. No matter who else does or doesn’t.”

“You sound worried.”

“Not worried. Just concerned about the letter.”

John leaned against the wall, took off his baseball cap, and tossed it on the couch. “Where’s Sean?”

“In his room.” Their youngest son was in sixth grade. In the past few weeks, girls had begun to call. “His social life’s left him a little behind at school. He’ll be doing good to finish by ten.”

“No wonder it’s so quiet.” He released the hold he had on Abby’s waist and brought his fingertips up along her face, tracing the outline of her cheekbones. “It isn’t supposed to be like this.”

The feel of his hands against her face sent a shiver down her back. “Coaching?”

He nodded. “We won state last year.” His tone was tired, his eyes darker than she’d seen them in a while. “What do they want from me?”

“I’m not sure.” Abby studied him for a moment, then lowered her chin. “I know what you need, though.”

John’s expression softened. “What?”

“Dancing lessons.” Abby could almost feel the sparkle in her eyes.

“Dancing lessons? So we can fox-trot over Jefferson next Friday night?”

“No,
 silly.” She gave him a light push. “Stop thinking football.” Her fingers linked with his, and she waltzed him one step away from the wall and back. “I’m talking about us.”

A quiet moan rumbled up from John’s chest. “Come on, Abby. Not dance lessons. I’m tone-deaf, remember? And not a stitch of rhythm.”

She led him into the room a few more steps, her body close to his. “You dance with me on the pier.” Her tone was pleading, and she did an intentional pout. She sounded like Nicole when she wanted her own way.

“Oh, Abby . . . no.” His shoulders slumped forward a bit, but there was a light in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. “Dancing on the pier is different. Crickets and creaking boards . . . the wind on the lake. I can dance to that kind of music.” He arched his arm and twirled her beneath it. “Please, Abby. Don’t make me take dance lessons.”

She’d already won. Still, she grinned at him and held up a single finger. “Wait.” In a flash she darted to her desk and snatched the piece of newspaper she’d clipped earlier that day. “Look. They’re at the high school.” She held up the article.

With a slight roll of his eyes he squinted at the headline. “Ballroom Dancing for Mature Couples?” He planted his hands on his hips and raised his eyebrows at her. “Great. Not only will I be sashaying for the first time in my life, I’ll be doing it in the company of people twice my age.” His head fell back a notch. “Abby . . . please.”

She pointed to the smaller print. “Forty and older, John. That’s what the article says.”

“We’re not that old.” He was playing with her now, teasing her the way he’d done back when she was a high-school senior, surprised beyond words that this college-age star quarterback, who’d been a family friend forever, wanted to date her. Her, of all people.

A giggle slipped from her lips, and she drew close to him once more. “Yes, we are that old.”

“No.” His mouth hung open for a moment and he pointed first to her, then to himself. “How old are we?”

“I’m forty-one and you’re forty-five.”

“Forty-five?” He mouthed the words, his expression a twist of mock horror.

“Yes, forty-five.”

“Really?” He took the news clipping from her and studied it again.

“Really.”

“Well, then . . .” The article drifted to the floor. This time he took her hand in his and waltzed her toward the doorway. “I guess it’s time for dancing lessons.”

John led them from the center of her office into the entryway. “Mature, huh?”

“Yep.” She loved moments like this, when it felt like she and John shared one heartbeat. They waltzed down the hall toward the kitchen.

“You don’t think I’m mature, though, do you?” As he said the words, his feet became tangled with hers, and he fell backward, pulling Abby down with him. They smacked the wall as they landed, one on top of the other.

The shock lasted only a few seconds.

When it was clear they were both okay, a ripple of laughter burst from both of them. “No, John . . .” Deep waves of giggles sent Abby rolling onto the floor beside him. “No worries. I don’t think you’re mature.”

“That’s good.” He was laughing harder than her, even. So hard there were tears in his eyes. “I wouldn’t want that.”

“But you do need dance lessons.”

“Apparently.” His laughter grew. “It reminds me . . . of the time you . . .” He tried to catch his breath. “The time you fell down the stairs at Sea World.”

“That’s right.” Her ribs hurt from laughing so hard. “I had to get that seat.”

“I’ll never forget the sea lions.” John imitated how the animals had swung their heads in Abby’s direction that day.

“Don’t . . .” Abby sucked in a breath. “You’re killing me.”

“People sticking out arms and legs trying to stop you.” John sat up and rested his elbows on his knees.

She exhaled, finally catching her breath. “We’re . . . quite a pair.”

John struggled to his feet and leaned against the wall. “It worked.” He stuck his hand out and helped Abby to her feet.

“What?” Abby’s heart felt lighter than a summer breeze. How good it was to laugh like this, rolling around on the floor, being silly with John.

“I know you don’t think I’m mature now.” They linked arms and entered the kitchen.

“Definitely not.”

“Starving, maybe.” He rubbed his backside. “But never mature.”




Three

DINNER WAS IN FULL SWING. IT WAS WEDNESDAY, and every seat at the table was taken. John and Abby and Sean filled out one side, while Nicole and Matt and Matt’s parents, Jo and Denny Conley, took up the other.

Abby loved nights like this, when the gang gathered at the Reynoldses’ house, laughing and sharing updates about their lives. Across from her, Abby admired the glow on Nicole’s face. Thank You, God, for bringing Matt into her life. Don’t ever let them go through what John and I did . . .

The group was giggling about something Denny had said, something about a fishing hook getting caught in the pastor’s hairpiece the previous weekend.

“Thing is—” Jo set her fork down, her face red from laughing—“none of us knew about the hair thingy. I mean Pastor stands up there every Sunday as honest as a trout in summertime.” She gestured around the table. “You know what I mean . . . the man’s not one of those big-hair types you see on TV. He’s the real deal. Genu-ine.”

Abby didn’t know the man, but she felt for him all the same. “He must’ve been mortified.”

Denny shrugged, but before he could respond, Jo leaned forward and held up her finger. “Know what he told me. He says, ‘Jo, don’t you go tellin’ no one at church about this. The good Lord took my hair, but that don’t mean I can’t wear a hat.’” Jo slapped the table and the water in her glass jostled over the rim. “A hat! Isn’t that the funniest thing y’all ever heard?”

Abby studied the red-headed woman, tiny and full of fire, a woman Abby never would have chosen for her daughter’s mother-in-law. But Jo had grown on Abby and Nicole, and now they found her charming. A bit talkative, and maybe a little too interested in fishing, but wonderfully real and full of love. Their family get-togethers weren’t the same without her.

Nicole wiped her mouth and looked at John. “Heard anything from Kade?”

“Nothing new.” John shrugged. “School’s going well, football too.”

“He’s a redshirt this year, isn’t he?” Denny anchored his elbows on the table.

“He is. It’ll give him an extra year of eligibility.”

“The whole redshirt thing doesn’t sit well with me.” Jo made a face. “Like a bad bucket o’ bait.”

Abby smiled. “It’s a coach’s call. There’s a lot of talent ahead of Kade on the depth chart. He’s okay with red-shirting.”

“I don’t care.” Jo’s tone grew loud, more passionate. “Young Kade’s good enough to start, after all, and I’d tell ’em so myself if I had the coach’s number.”
 She cocked her head in John’s direction. “You don’t have it, do you?”

Everyone laughed except Jo, who glanced about the table as though they’d all taken leave of their senses. “I’m serious as a thunderstorm on Lake Michigan. The boy’s good.”

“It’s okay, Jo.” John grinned at the woman, and Abby savored the effect. Lately, John’s smile did wonderful things to Abby’s heart. His voice was kind as he helped Jo understand. “Kade agreed to redshirt. He has a lot to learn before he takes the field.”

“Yes—” Nicole looked at Abby—“and he’s coming home soon, right?”

Abby admired the way her daughter handled herself around Jo. In the few months since marrying Matt, Nicole had become expert at dealing with her mother-in-law, knowing when to steer the conversation and how to distract Jo when she became too excited.

“That’s right.” Abby nodded. “Iowa plays at Indiana, October 20. It’s only a four-hour drive from here. The school has that Monday off, so Kade’ll come home with us, stay Sunday, and fly back to school Monday.”

“Yep.” Sean looked up from his dinner. “Ten days and counting.”

“Well, don’t you know I want in on that surer than a flea on a billy goat. Me and Denny, here, why we’ll be tagging along right behind you down the turnp—” Jo gasped. “Wait.” She jabbed her elbow into Denny’s ribs, and the man jumped. “That’s the weekend we have the mission thing, isn’t it?”

Denny thought for a moment. “I think it is.”

Matt looked up, his fork hanging in the air. “Mission thing?” He loved Abby’s cooking and usually spent dinner letting the others talk while he worked on cleaning his plate. Abby had made stuffed pork chops and glazed potatoes, and Matt was already on his third serving. His eyes twinkled as he met his mother’s gaze. “What mission thing?”

“Aw, shucks.” Jo exchanged a look with Denny, then exhaled hard. “We weren’t going to tell you young folks yet. Wanted it to be a surprise.”

Nicole leaned forward so she could see her in-laws more clearly. “You’re taking a mission trip?”

“Actually—” Denny reached for Jo’s hand—“it’s a little more involved than that.”

Abby could feel the anticipation building around the table. After all, Matt’s parents had divorced when Matt was a small child. They’d lived separate lives until Matt and Nicole’s engagement. Then—in a series of events that was nothing short of miraculous—first Denny, then Jo became believers. Two months ago they remarried and got involved at church. Now they spent Saturdays fishing with their pastor.

“Mom—” Matt set his fork down and leaned on the table—“what’re you guys talking about?”

“Dag-nabbit.” Jo shot an apologetic look at Denny. “I must have the biggest mouth this side of a steelhead.” Then she turned and faced her son. “The truth is, your dad and I are thinking about spending a year in Mexico. Working at an orphanage down there and . . .”

For maybe the first time since Abby had known Jo, the woman was silent. The news was so amazing, so unlike anything Jo had ever done, even she could think of nothing to add.

Nicole squealed. “That’s amazing!” She bounced up from her chair and positioned herself behind Jo and Denny, placing an arm around each of them. “You’ll love every minute of it.”

Jo shrugged, her cheeks suddenly red. “Well, it’s not like we can do much for ’em, you know. But we’re willin’. Pastor says that’s what matters.”

Denny cleared his throat. “We’ll help build a second room for babies and do general maintenance. Sort of act as caretakers for the place.”

“Dad, that’s great.” Matt reached out and shook his father’s hand. “I guess I can’t believe it. I never thought my parents would spend a year in mission work.”

John flashed Abby a quick look. “We serve a God of miracles—that’s for sure.”

Abby let her eyes fall to her plate. She understood the secret meaning in John’s words, and at times like this, she wanted desperately to tell the kids about their own miracle. How they’d almost divorced and then somehow, found the way to the old pier in their backyard. How, there and then, in the hours after Nicole’s wedding, God had opened their ears to hear the music once more—the music of their lives—and they’d remembered again how to dance.

The miracle was this: they’d stayed together and made something beautiful of their marriage. It wouldn’t have happened without God’s divine hand, and as such, it was a miracle worth sharing.

But they couldn’t. Abby and John had never told any of them about what had almost happened. The kids would have been too shaken, especially Nicole. No, the kids had no idea. She doubted they ever would.

Abby looked up and let the thought go. Congratulations continued around the table, and Jo and Denny answered a host of questions. If all went well, they would leave for Mexico in July and return a year later.

“They asked us if we could teach the children anything while we were there.” Jo winked at Denny. “I told ’em I’d have those kids baitin’ a hook in no time.”

Matt gave his mother a warm smile, his tone light and teasing. “If I know you, you’ll probably bring back a couple of little fishermen.”

“Right.” The tips of Jo’s smile faded, and her laugh sounded suddenly forced.

The change wasn’t enough for everyone at the table to notice, but Abby caught it. Something about Matt’s mention of the orphans had caused Jo’s heart to stumble. Abby would have to look for opportunities in the coming months when she and Jo could talk. She was almost sure the woman harbored deep feelings on the topic, feelings she maybe hadn’t shared with Matt or Nicole.

“Wait a minute—” Denny nodded his head in Matt’s direction—“your mother and I aren’t looking to be parents again.”

“What he means is, I wanna be a grandma. Sooner the better.”

“A grandma?” Nicole’s mouth hung open in pretend shock. “Sorry, Jo. We’re years away from granting that wish.”

“I’d say.” Matt slipped an arm around Nicole’s shoulders. “I think the game plan is four years, isn’t it?”

“Exactly.”

Abby had to bite her lip to keep from laughing out loud. “If only it worked that way.”

“Yeah.” John narrowed his eyes. “We got married July 14, 1979. And what was our plan on children?”

“Five years, I believe.”

“And when was Nicole born?”

“April 16, 1980.” Abby gave Nicole a quick smile. “But that’s okay, honey. You can pretend you have a plan. Less stress that way.”

On the other side of the table, Jo was still working out the math. Her fingers moved one across the others, then came to an abrupt stop. She gasped and stared at Abby. “You mean Nicole was born nine months and two days after the weddin’?” The light in her eyes was full strength once more. She leaned across Matt’s plate and patted Nicole on the hand. “No wonder you’re so sweet, darlin’. I always thought it was your upbringing.” She sent a quick look John’s way. “And it’s that, too, of course.” She looked back at Nicole. “But I had no idea you were a honeymoon baby. Honeymoon babies are better than a week on the lake. All gushy and drippy and believin’ in happily ever after.”

Jo sucked in a quick breath and shifted her eyes to Matt. “You better take good care o’ her, son. She ain’t
 no ordinary girl. She’s a honeymoon baby.” She lowered her voice, and the others had to strain to hear it. “Good for you, son. You got yourself a catch better’n anything a rod and reel will ever land you. Besides, honeymoon babies beget honeymoon babies. That’s what I always heard, anyway.”

“Excuse me.” Nicole held up her hand, her smile sincere. “This honeymoon baby will not be begetting anytime short of four years.” She leaned against Matt and gazed at his eyes. “My brilliant husband has a law career to launch first.”

It was only then that Abby noticed John’s eyes. They’d grown distant in the past few minutes, like he’d already left them and headed up for bed, leaving his body behind as a means of being polite.

Abby looked harder. No, it wasn’t distance. It was depth . . . depth and pain. Then it hit her. He was thinking about football again. The topic hadn’t come up all night, and Abby was glad. They’d both spent most of their recent days battling the questions all people in coaching have to ask themselves if they stay in long enough: What’s it all for? Why are we involved with this? Isn’t there more to life?

The dinner wound down, and Nicole and Matt left with Denny and Jo behind them. Sean turned in with promises to finish his math homework. Abby followed John up to their bedroom.

“What’s on your mind?”

Only then, when they were finally alone, did his feelings find words. They were words she hadn’t ever expected John Reynolds to say. He simply rubbed the back of his head and studied her. Then in a voice filled with conviction and fatigue, he said it.

“I’m quitting football, Abby. This is my last year.”

The statement knocked around in her mind and rattled its way down to her gut. She had always known the day would come. But she had never expected it to come now. Not on the tails of a championship season. Oh, sure this season was harder than others. But John had dealt with complaining parents before, handled bad attitudes and unexplainable losses. Those things happened to every coach. But the idea that he might hang up his whistle now, with so many years of teaching left, was more surprising than anything John could have said.

Almost as surprising as the feelings rising within her.

All her life, in the cellar of her heart, Abby had dreaded the day when football would no longer be part of her routine. But here, now . . . with her eyes locked on John’s, she felt no dread whatsoever.

She felt relief.




Four

EVEN PARKED, THE CAR LOOKED FAST.

Jake Daniels and a handful of his teammates were leaving practice Saturday morning when they spotted it. A red Acura Integra NSX. Maybe a ’91 or ’92.

Unable to keep from gawking, the group stopped. Casey Parker was the first to recover. It was the nicest car Jake had ever seen.

“Tight, man.” Casey slung his gym bag over his shoulder. “I’ll bet that baby can run.”

The car was so shiny Jake almost had to squint. It had two doors, a spoiler in the front, and a riser across the back. The body hugged the ground, snug against a hot set of Momo wheels.

Suddenly the black-tinted passenger window lowered, and a man waved in their direction. Jake narrowed his eyes even more. What the . . . ?

“Hey, Daniels, isn’t that your dad?” Casey punched Jake in the arm. “Where’s the blonde?”

Jake gulped. It was his dad, all right. He’d showed up at last night’s football game—the first he’d attended since moving to New Jersey. Beside him had been some blonde girl in a spandex shirt, leather pants, and spiked heels. She couldn’t have been more than twenty-five. Big-time bimbo, working a wad of gum and batting her eyelashes.

The other guys razzed Jake about her all morning at Saturday’s practice.

“She available, man . . . or does your dad have first dibs?”

“Your dad into sharing, Daniels? That’s the hottest stepmom I’ve ever seen.”

“She’s not his stepmom . . . she’s his girlfriend. He and his dad take turns.”

The comments had gotten old after the first hour, but the guys kept at it. Still, whoever the blonde was, she wasn’t in the Integra. Jake nodded to his teammates, shouldered his bag, and headed for the car. Normally his mother met him after practice in their old van, faithful and sure, always on time.

But not today.

“Hey . . .” His father waited until Jake was closer before he said anything. “Climb in.”

Jake did as he was told. The car must be a rental. Apparently his dad was making big bucks at the radio station. Back when he worked for the Marion paper, before the divorce, his father never would have rented an Acura NSX. But then, he wouldn’t have had an airhead for a girlfriend either. A lot had changed.

“Well . . . what do you think?” His father’s smile was practically bursting through his skin.

“Where is she?”

His expression went blank. “Who?”

“The girl. Bambi. Bimby . . . whatever her name was.”

“Bonnie.” A shadow fell across his eyes, and he looked older than Mom. They were the same age, but there were more lines on Dad’s forehead now. He worked them with his thumb and forefinger and cleared his throat. “She’s getting a massage.”

“Oh.” Jake wasn’t sure what to say. “Thanks for picking me up.” He patted the dashboard. “Nice rental.”

His dad leaned forward, sunglasses in one hand, his arm resting on the steering wheel. He looked like one of those guys in a Sports Illustrated ad. “What if I told you it wasn’t a rental?”

It took a moment for Jake to remember to breathe. “Not a rental?”

The grin was back on his father’s face. “Remember last summer, that conversation we had about cars?”

“Cars?”

“That’s right.” An unfamiliar chuckle slipped from his dad’s mouth. Something about it made Jake feel like he didn’t know the man. Almost like he was trying too hard to be cool.

“Uh . . .” Jake tried not to be bugged. Where were these questions going, anyway? “You asked me which cars were hot right now, right? That conversation?”

“Exactly. You told me the hottest car would be a used Acura NSX . . . maybe a ’91. Remember?”

“Okay . . .” Jake’s heart rate doubled. It wasn’t possible, was it? After all, he would be seventeen next week. But would his dad really come all the way from New Jersey to bring him a—

He swallowed hard. “Dad . . . whose car is it?”

Moving his arm off the wheel with more flare than usual, his father turned off the engine, pulled out the key, and handed it to Jake. “It’s yours, son. Happy birthday.”

Jake’s mouth hung open a moment. “No way.”

“Yes, way.” His dad grinned again and slipped on the sunglasses. “I’m busy next weekend so I brought it down now. That way you’ll have it for your big day.”

A million thoughts crowded Jake’s ability to think. Was his father serious? A car like this had to cost forty grand! And what about Jeni and Kindra and Julieanne? For that matter what about Kelsey? The superbabes would all be after him once they got a look at this thing. Man, she could probably do zero to sixty in five flat. Probably reach one-thirty, one-forty in a street race.

Jake gulped. What would Mom think? She didn’t want him owning any car yet—let alone the hottest street racer this side of the Illinois state line.

His
 father was staring at him, the grin still in place. “Well . . .”

“Dad, it’s awesome. I’m in shock.”

“Yeah, well . . . it’s the least I can do.” He removed the sunglasses again, his eyes serious. “I’ve missed a lot, being gone, son. Maybe this’ll make it up to you. At least a little.”

“A little? How ’bout a lot.” Jake’s fingers and toes tingled; the flesh on his arms and legs all but buzzed with excitement. He wanted to stand on the roof and shout it to the world. I own an Acura NSX! His dad might have changed, but the man did love him, after all. He must. And Jake loved him too. Especially now.

His father was watching him again, waiting. But what could Jake say? How did a kid thank his dad for something like this? He lifted his shoulders a few times. “I don’t know what to say, Dad. Thanks. It’s perfect. I . . . I can’t believe it’s mine.”

His dad laughed again, the kind of polished laugh he probably did often on his radio program. “I think you’re in my seat, son.” His father released the hood latch and climbed out. Jake did the same. They met near the front of the car, and Jake couldn’t resist. He slipped his fingers beneath the hood and popped it open. Jake pulled in a sharp breath. No way! He cast a quick glance over his shoulder. Did his dad know this wasn’t a stock engine? Act normal, he told himself. Don’t give it away.

The engine block was raised, with a reshaped combustion chamber and a custom intake manifold. Forget fast. This car was going to fly.

“Good stuff, huh?” His dad patted his shoulder and left his hand there. The feel of it made Jake miss the old days. Back when there wasn’t this . . . this awkwardness between them.

“Yeah . . . nice.”

His dad did a little cough. “It’s a fast car, son.”

Jake twisted around and met his father’s eyes. He probably had plans to take the engine back to stock first thing next week. “Yes, sir.”

“Let’s keep that little detail from your mother, okay?”

“Really?” Jake’s mouth was dry. What would the guys say about this? They’d want to hang with him every weekend, for sure. He’d be the most sought-after kid at Marion High. Mom would be furious if she knew how fast it was . . . or how much it cost. But Dad was right. No point bothering her with the details. “I won’t say a word.”

Dad raised a finger and pointed it close to Jake’s face. “But no tickets, now, you hear?”

“Not a one.” Jake nodded, serious and certain. This was a car he could have fun with, but he’d be careful. No risk taking. No street racing. Well . . . maybe a little street racing, but nothing dangerous. A few of the guys on the team had started racing lately. But even if he did, it wouldn’t be much. Once a month, maybe. Besides, he had a reputation for being one of the safest drivers at school. “You can trust me, Dad.”

“Good.” His father dropped the sunglasses back in place and glanced at his watch. “Better get you home. Your mom’ll wonder what took us so long.”

Besides, Bunny—or whatever her name is—is waiting. Jake let the thought go. He moved to pass his father en route to the driver’s seat. It was a moment when, in years past, Jake would have hugged his dad hard, or crooked his elbow around his neck and given him a few light, playful punches in the gut.

But not now.

Since his parents’ divorce, everything had changed. First his father’s address and job title, then his clothes and the ways he spent his Saturday nights. Girls like what’s-her-name were a dime a dozen for his dad. And why not? His dad was a looker. Handsome, strong, former jock, smooth voice . . .

Girls liked men like his dad.

What Jake didn’t get, though, was what his dad saw in the girls. Especially with someone as wonderful as Mom living at home alone.

With each passing second, the moment grew more awkward, and finally Jake thrust his hand forward. His dad did the same, and the two shook hard. “Thanks again, Dad. It’s awesome.”

Jake made his way around the car, climbed in, and started the engine. As he drove back home, careful to keep to the speed limit, the car felt like one of those racehorses chomping at the bit in the moments before the big event. Something told him his Integra wouldn’t hit stride until it was cruising well over a hundred.

Of course, he didn’t share that thought with his dad. In fact, he doubted he’d share it with the guys. This car would blow away anything they drove, so what was the point? Racing would only get him in trouble. It was enough merely owning a car like this. He smiled. His father had nothing to worry about. He would be the most careful Integra NSX driver ever.

The moment his mother walked out of the house, her feelings were obvious. First shock, then awe, then a fierce and pointed anger aimed directly at his father. She barely shot a look at Jake as the two of them climbed out and anchored themselves on either side of the car.

“What’s this?” She gestured at the car the same way she gestured at his math papers when he fell short of a C.

“This?” Dad looked from the car back to Mom. “A birthday present for Jake. I’m out of town next week, so I brought it a few days early.”

“You mean the cruise you and Bonnie are taking?” His mother’s smile made Jake’s skin crawl . . . it was practically evil. “Your girlfriend talked, Tim. Word gets around.”

Jake winced at the pain that cut him deep in his gut. It’s because of Mom’s tone, he insisted to himself. Not because his father would rather take a cruise with some blonde than be there for his own son’s birthday. He lifted his eyes in his father’s direction.

Dad’s mouth hung open, and he seemed to search for something to say. “How’d you . . .” He crossed his arms. “Look, what I do on my own time is my business, okay?”

“So that’s what this is.”

“What?”

“The fancy sports car.” Jake’s mother laughed once, but there was nothing funny in her voice. The pain in Jake’s gut worsened, and he thought he might be sick. He hated when she acted like this. His mother waved at the car and continued. “I get it, Tim. It’s some kind of atonement for everything you’re not doing for Jake this year. A makeup for all the hours you’re spending with the girlfriend.”

“You have no right saying that in front of—”

“In front of who? Jake? Like you care.” She huffed. “No boy Jake’s age should be driving a car like that.”

Wait a minute . . . Jake wanted to interject, but one look at his mom’s rage-filled face and he decided against it.

“You’re crazy, Tara. The car’s perfect.”

“What do you take me for, a fool? That’s an Integra.” Her voice grew louder. Jake clutched his stomach. His parents were acting like kids fighting over some stupid toy. Only he was the toy—and it wasn’t so much that they wanted him, really, but that they each wanted to win.

“So what?”

“It’s too fast, that’s what.” She paced a few steps back toward the apartment and then spun around. “If you want him to have transportation, Tim, buy him a Bronco or a truck.” Her eyes narrowed. “But an Integra?”

Jake had heard enough. He swung his bag over his shoulder and slipped past his parents without either of them seeming to notice. This was why they’d divorced. The fighting and yelling. The name-calling. Jake hated it, especially today. Hated the way it shot darts at his good feelings.

He flopped on his bed and buried his face in the pillow. Why couldn’t they love each other like they used to? And why’d they have to fight all the time? Didn’t
 they know how much it hurt him? Other kids had divorced parents, but at least they tried to get along. Not his parents, though. Every time they were together it was like they hated each other.

Jake rolled over and stared at the ceiling. Why was he letting their problems ruin the day? Nothing would change the thrill of what had just happened. The car was his, and it was a dream. Tons better than the heap of rust that dork Nathan Pike drove.

His parents’ fights were their problem. No matter how determined they were to ruin the weekend, Monday would be the greatest day of Jake’s life for one simple reason.

He was the proud owner of a shiny red Integra NSX, a car faster than just about anything in Illinois.
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