WHAT READERS ARE SAYING ABOUT KAREN KINGSBURY’S BOOKS
Karen’s book Oceans Apart changed my life. She has an amazing gift of bringing a reader into her stories. I can only pray she never stops writing.
Susan L.
Everyone should have the opportunity to read or listen to a book by Karen Kingsbury. It should be in the Bill of Rights.
Rachel S.
I want to thank Karen Kingsbury for what she is doing with the power of her storytelling—touching hearts like mine and letting God use her to change the world for Him.
Brittney N.
Karen Kingsbury’s books are filled with the unshakable, remarkable, miraculous fact that God’s grace is greater than our suffering. There are no words for Ms. Kingsbury’s writing.
Wendie K.
Because I loaned these books to my mother, she BECAME a Christian! Thank you for a richer life here and in heaven!
Jennifer E.
When I read my first Karen Kingsbury book, I couldn’t stop.… I read thirteen more in one summer!
Jamie B.
I have never read anything so uplifting and entertaining. I’m shocked as I read each new release because it’s always better than the last one.
Bonnie S.
I am unable to put your books down, and I plan to read many more of them. What a wonderful spiritual message I find in each one!
Rhonda T.
I love the way Karen Kingsbury writes, and the topics she chooses to write about! Thank you so much for sharing your talent with us, your readers!
Barbara S.
My husband is equally hooked on your books. It is a family affair for us now! Can’t wait for the next one.
Angie
I can’t even begin to tell you what your books mean to me.… Thank you for your wonderful books and the way they touch my life again and again.
Martje L.
Every time our school buys your next new book, everybody goes crazy trying to read it first!
Roxanne
Recently I made an effort to find GOOD Christian writers, and I’ve hit the jackpot with Karen Kingsbury!
Linda
When Karen Kingsbury calls her books “Life-Changing Fiction,” she’s merely telling the unvarnished truth. I’m still sorting through the changes in my life that have come from reading just a few of her books!
Robert M.
I must admit that I wish I was a much slower reader … or you were a much faster writer. Either way, I can’t seem to get enough of Karen Kingsbury’s books!
Jillian B.
I was offered $50 one time in the airport for the fourth book in the Redemption Series. The lady’s husband just couldn’t understand why I wasn’t interested in selling it. Through sharing Karen’s books with my friends, many have decided that contemporary Christian fiction is the next best thing to the Bible. Thank you so much, Karen. It is truly a God-thing that you write the way you do.
Sue Ellen H.
Karen Kingsbury’s books have made me see things in ways that I had never thought about before. I have to force myself to put them down and come up for air!
Tabitha H.
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To Donald, my Prince Charming …
How I rejoice to see you coaching again, sharing your gift of teaching and your uncanny basketball ability with another generation of kids—and best yet, now our boys are part of the mix. Isn’t this what we always dreamed of? I love sitting back this time and letting you and God figure it out. I’ll always be here—cheering for you and the team from the bleachers. But God’s taught me a thing or two about being a coach’s wife. He’s so good that way. It’s fitting that you would find varsity coaching again now—after twenty years of marriage. Hard to believe that as you read this, our twentieth anniversary has come and gone. I look at you and I still see the blond, blue-eyed guy who would ride his bike to my house and read the Bible with me before a movie date. You stuck with me back then and you stand by me now—when I need you more than ever. I love you, my husband, my best friend, my Prince Charming. Stay with me, by my side, and let’s watch our children take wing, savoring every memory and each day gone by. Always and always … The ride is breathtakingly beautiful, my love. I pray it lasts far into our twilight years. Until then, I’ll enjoy not always knowing where I end and you begin. I love you always and forever.
To Kelsey, my precious daughter …
You are nineteen now, a young woman, and my heart soars with joy when I see all that you are, all you’ve become. This year is a precious one for us because you’re still home, attending junior college and spending nearly every day in the dance studio. When you’re not dancing, you’re helping out with the business and ministry of Life-Changing Fiction™—so we have many precious hours together. I know this time is short and won’t last, but I’m enjoying it so much—you, no longer the high school girl, a young woman and in every way my daughter, my friend. That part will always stay, but you, my sweet girl, will go where your dreams lead, soaring through the future doors God opens. Honey, you grow more beautiful—inside and out—every day. And always I treasure the way you talk to me, telling me your hopes and dreams and everything in between. I can almost sense the plans God has for you, the very good plans. I pray you keep holding on to His hand as He walks you toward them. I love you, sweetheart.
To Tyler, my lasting song …
I can hardly wait to see what this school year brings you, my precious son. Last year you were one of Joseph’s brothers, and you were Troy Bolton, and Captain Hook—becoming a stronger singer and stage actor with every role. This year you’ll be at a new high school, where I believe God will continue to shape you as the leader He wants you to be. Your straight A’s last year were a sign of things to come, and I couldn’t be prouder, Ty. I know it was hard watching Kelsey graduate, knowing that your time with your best friend is running short. But you’ll be fine, and no matter where God leads you in the future, the deep and lasting relationships you’ve begun here in your childhood will remain. Thank you for the hours of music and song. As you finish up your sophomore year, I am mindful that the time is rushing past, and I make a point to stop and listen a little longer when I hear you singing. I’m proud of you, Ty, of the young man you’ve become. I’m proud of your talent and your compassion for people and your place in our family. However your dreams unfold, I’ll be in the front row to watch them happen. Hold on to Jesus, Ty. I love you.
To Sean, my happy sunshine …
What a thrill it was watching you play tackle football for the first time this past school year. No question you were the fastest receiver on the field, always open and ready for a touchdown catch. Your papa would’ve loved watching you and Josh play under the lights, but I still believe he has a window, that somewhere in heaven he has a great seat with a perfect view. New things are just around the corner for you, Sean. I can hardly believe you are starting high school in the fall, taking on a host of new adventures in the process. Always remember who you are and whose you are as you venture into that next step. One of the things I love most about you, Sean, is your beautiful smile and the way your eyes light up when we’re together as a family. Keep that always. You are a bright sunbeam, bringing warmth to everyone around you.
One thing that will stand out about this past year is your crazy ping-pong skills. I absolutely love playing against you, Sean. You’re quick as lightning and it makes me a better player. Of course … I never really thought I’d be hoping for a win against my little boy. But then, you’re not all that little anymore. I’m proud of you, Sean. I love you more than you know. I pray God will use your positive spirit to always make a difference in the lives around you. You’re a precious gift, Son. Keep smiling and keep seeking God’s best for your life.
To Josh, my tenderhearted perfectionist …
The weeks of this past school year have flown by, and you have grown right along with them, my precious son. So many memories will remind me of your eighth grade year, but some will always stand out. The week, for instance, when you scored five touchdowns in your team’s city championship—three rushing, two on interception returns. Then that same week you turned around and scored a total of eight goals in two intense soccer games against the top teams in our state. Amazing. No wonder I’m always seeking to make our devotions about staying humble!
Seriously, sweetheart, God has given you tremendous talent in sports. I have no doubt that someday we will see your name in headlines and that—if God allows it—you’ll make it to the pros. You’re that good, and everyone around you says so. Now flash-back to that single moment in a broken-down Haitian orphan-age. There I was meeting Sean and EJ for the first time when you walked up, reached up with your small fingers and brushed back my bangs, and said, “Hi, Mommy. I love you.” It might’ve taken six months, but I knew as you said those words that you belonged with us. The picture becomes clearer all the time. Keep being a leader on the field and off. One day people will say, “Hmmm. Karen Kingsbury? Isn’t she Josh’s mom?” I can’t wait for the day. You have an unlimited future ahead of you, Josh, and I’ll forever be cheering on the sidelines. Keep God first in your life. I love you always.
To EJ, my chosen one …
Here you are in the last few months of seventh grade, and I can barely recognize the student athlete you’ve become. Those two years of homeschooling with Dad continue to reap a harvest a hundred times bigger than what was sown, and we couldn’t be prouder of you. But even beyond your grades, we are blessed to have you in our family for so many reasons. You are wonderful with our pets—always the first to feed them and pet them and look out for them—and you are a willing worker when it comes to chores.
Besides all that, you make us laugh—oftentimes right out loud. I’ve always believed that getting through life’s little difficulties and challenges requires a lot of laughter—and I thank you for bringing that to our home. You’re a wonderful boy, Son, a child with such potential. Clearly, that’s what you displayed the other day when you came out of nowhere in your soccer qualifiers and scored three goals. I’m amazed because you’re so talented in so many ways, but all of them pale in comparison to your desire to truly live for the Lord. I’m so excited about the future, EJ, because God has great plans for you, and we want to be the first to congratulate you as you work to discover those. Thanks for your giving heart, EJ. I love you so.
To Austin, my miracle boy …
Here it is, baseball season again, and once more I smile when I see you up to bat. You take your sports so seriously, but even more than that, you take your role as our son seriously. The other day we were driving somewhere and you said that your friend Karter made an observation. “Austin,” he said, “I think you’re going to grow up to be just exactly like your dad.” You shared that story proudly and beamed at us from the backseat. And up in the front seat, your dad had tears in his eyes.
Yes, Austin, you are growing up to be like your daddy. There could be no greater compliment, because your dad is the most amazing man. The bittersweet of knowing that every morning you stand a little taller is juxtaposed with the joy of knowing that Karter is right. You’re a little more like your dad every day. I love your tender heart, Austin, the times late at night when you come to me, tears in your eyes, and tell me you’re missing Papa. The other kids miss him too, but I don’t hear it from them as often as I hear it from you. Papa’s still cheering for you, Son. As you soar toward your teenage years please don’t forget that or him. You’re my youngest, my last, Austin. I’m holding on to every moment, for sure. Thanks for giving me so many wonderful reasons to treasure today. I thank God for you, for the miracle of your life. I love you, Austin.
And to God Almighty, the Author of Life, who has—for now—blessed me with these.
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NO BOOK COMES TOGETHER WITHOUT A great and talented team of people making it happen. For that reason, a special thanks to my friends at Zondervan who combined efforts to make Above the Line: Take One all it could be. A special thanks to my dedicated editor, Sue Brower, and to my brilliant publicist Karen Campbell, and to Karwyn Bursma, whose creative marketing is unrivaled in the publishing business.
Also, thanks to my amazing agent, Rick Christian, president of Alive Communications. Rick, you’ve always believed only the best for me. When we talk about the highest possible goals, you see them as doable, reachable. You are a brilliant manager of my career, and I thank God for you. But even with all you do for my ministry of writing, I am doubly grateful for your encouragement and prayers. Every time I finish a book, you send me a letter that deserves to be framed, and when something big happens, yours is the first call I receive. Thank you for that. But even more, the fact that you and Debbie are praying for me and my family keeps me confident every morning that God will continue to breathe life into the stories in my heart. Thank you for being so much more than a brilliant agent.
A special thank-you to my husband, who puts up with me on deadline and doesn’t mind driving through Taco Bell after a basketball game if I’ve been editing all day. This wild ride wouldn’t be possible without you, Donald. Your love keeps me writing;your prayers keep me believing that God has a plan in this ministry of fiction. And thanks for the hours you put in working with the guestbook entries on my website. It’s a full-time job, and I am grateful for your concern for my reader friends. I look forward to that time every day when you read through them, sharing them with me and releasing them to the public, lifting up the prayer requests. Thank you, honey, and thanks to all my kids, who pull together, bring me iced green tea, and understand my sometimes crazy schedule. I love that you know you’re still first, before any deadline.
Thank you also to my mom, Anne Kingsbury, and to my sisters, Tricia, Sue, and Lynne. Mom, you are amazing as my assistant—working day and night sorting through the mail from my readers. I appreciate you more than you’ll ever know.
Tricia, you are the best executive assistant I could ever hope to have. I treasure your loyalty and honesty, the way you include me in every decision and the daily exciting website changes. My site has been a different place since you stepped in, and the hits have grown tenfold. Along the way, the readers have so much more to help them in their faith, so much more than a story with this Life-Changing Fiction™. Please know that I pray for God’s blessings on you always, for your dedication to helping me in this season of writing, and for your wonderful son, Andrew. And aren’t we having such a good time too? God works all things to the good!
Sue, I believe you should’ve been a counselor! From your home far from mine, you get batches of reader letters every day, and you diligently answer them using God’s wisdom and His Word. When readers get a response from “Karen’s sister Susan,” I hope they know how carefully you’ve prayed for them and for the responses you give. Thank you for truly loving what you do, Sue. You’re gifted with people, and I’m blessed to have you aboard.
A special thanks also to Will Montgomery, my road manager. I was terrified to venture into the business of selling my books at events for a couple of reasons. First, I never wanted to profit from selling my books at speaking events, and second, because I would never have the time to handle such details. Monty, you came in and made it all come together. With a mission statement that reads, “To love and serve the readers,” you have helped me supply books and free gifts to tens of thousands of readers at events across the country. More than that, you’ve become my friend, a very valuable part of the ministry of Life-Changing Fiction™. You are loyal and kind and fiercely protective of me, my family, and the work God has me doing. Thank you for everything you’re doing, and will continue to do.
Thanks too, to Olga Kalachik, my office assistant, who helps organize my supplies and storage area, and who prepares our home for the marketing events and research gatherings that take place there on a regular basis. I appreciate all you’re doing to make sure I have time to write. You’re wonderful, Olga, and I pray God continues to bless you and your precious family.
I also want to thank my friends with Extraordinary Women—Roy Morgan, Tim and Julie Clinton, Beth Cleveland, Charles Billingsley, and so many others. How wonderful to be a part of what God is doing through all of you. Thank you for making me part of your family.
Thanks also to my forever friends and family, the ones who have been there and continue to be there. Your love has been a tangible source of comfort, pulling us through the tough times and making us know how very blessed we are to have you in our lives.
And the greatest thanks to God. The gift is Yours. I pray I might use it for years to come in a way that will bring You honor and glory.
WHENEVER I RECEIVE THE COMPLETED paperwork for a Forever in Fiction winner, I read through the details of the life being honored in fiction—whether the person is alive or dead—and I am touched by the real-life stories that come my way. That was especially true when I heard about Rachel Baugher.
Rachel was the third of four children born to Dan and Sharon Baugher in Chestertown, Maryland. She was kind and loyal, deeply responsible and intelligent. Rachel gave her life to the Lord at a young age and lived out her faith daily. She had an understanding of God and a relationship with Him that went beyond that normally seen in young people. Rachel had brown eyes and long shiny brown hair that fell in gentle layers around her pretty face. Everyone knew her for her smile.
During her high school days, Rachel attended Chestertown Christian Academy where she graduated with a 4.0 and was valedictorian of her class. Her classmates and teachers remember her as the perfect blend between the Bible’s Mary and Martha, a young woman who could be serene and reflective while reading or studying the Bible, but who was the first to roll up her sleeves and help out when a project was due. She loved learning and reading, and I was her favorite author.
Rachel kept a quote book where she jotted down inspirational thoughts and words of wisdom—from teachers and her parents, from friends or politicians, from Scripture and from my books. Everyone who knew her, knew of her quote book—the carefully kept words that inspired her on a daily basis.
After graduating from high school, Rachel was accepted to the nursing program at Pensacola Christian College and completed one year—determined to someday be the best nurse ever, a nurse who would’ve spent her life serving her patients and showing them Christ’s love.
Tragically, Rachel never had the chance to live out her dream here on earth. She was killed in a car accident on August 7, 2007, at the age of eighteen. Not long afterward, Dave and Sheila Smith of Chestertown, Maryland, came up with the idea to honor Rachel by having her placed in one of my novels—Forever in Fiction.
For those of you who are not familiar with Forever in Fiction, it is my way of involving you, the readers, in my stories, while raising money for charities. To date, Forever in Fiction has raised more than $100,000 at charity auctions across the country. Obviously, I am only able to donate a limited number of these each year. For that reason, I have set a fairly high minimum bid on this package so that the maximum funds are raised for charities.
Sheila, the development director at Chestertown Christian Academy, wanted to offer Forever in Fiction at the school’s auction, but she was concerned that even if someone met the minimum bid, they would likely want to name their own friend or family member as a character in one of my upcoming books. So Sheila took a different approach. She offered the item at the auction in honor of Rachel, explaining that everyone who donated money toward the item—any money—would be mentioned in the front of one of my books, and that in the process they could meet the minimum bid, and the entire community could honor Rachel Forever in Fiction.
The community responded beyond Sheila’s wildest imagination.
At the auction, the donations toward Rachel’s name Forever in Fiction poured in and nearly $10,000 was raised for the school. Rachel’s memory lives on in Chestertown, Maryland, and now her memory will live on in the pages of this novel, and the entire Above the Line Series.
I chose to mirror Rachel’s life in her character in this novel, making her the deceased friend of one of my main characters—Andi Ellison. In Above the Line: Take One, Andi will be deeply hurt and troubled by Rachel’s death. Rachel’s character will have been a very genuine friend for Andi, and now Andi is questioning her faith in light of Rachel’s accident. The actual quotes from Rachel’s quote book—copies of which were handed out to all who attended her funeral—will be used occasionally in the Above the Line Series as a way of giving Andi a look back at the roots of her faith, a way of helping Andi find the answers that will often elude her through the early telling of this new series.
The death of a young person is difficult—especially the death of one with so much love and joy, so much potential and faith. I believe all of us will learn something about the value of life—however long or short—while traveling the pages of this novel alongside Andi as she processes the loss of Rachel, and the way Rachel’s life truly did make a difference.
I pray that Dave and Sheila Smith, and the community of Rachel’s family and friends in Chestertown, Maryland, will always see a bit of their precious Rachel when they read her name in the pages of this novel, where she will be Forever in Fiction. I also pray that her character in this series will deeply honor her memory, and the memory of all the lives she touched along the short journey of her life.
Rachel was survived by her parents, Dan and Sharon; her older sister Janet and brother-in-law Butch Singleton, and their children Grace and Luke; her older brother Daniel and sister-in-law Beth; and her younger sister, Rebekah.
A special thanks to the following people who helped place Rachel Forever in Fiction: Ron, Julie, Eddie, and Tricia Athey; Dolly and Robin Baker; Benjamin and Sarah Baugher; Dan and Sharon Baugher (Dad and Mom of Rachel); Daniel and Beth Baugher;Joe and Katie Baugher; Joe and Debbie Baugher; John and Dianna Baugher; Rebekah Baugher (in memory of Stuart and Sara Baugher); Curtis, Derikka, Tatiana, Andrew, Quinn, Genevieve, and Aurora Baughman; Amber Beach; Lynn Beauchamp; Mark and Becky Botts; Shannon Boyle; Pete, Joyce, Jared, Sam, and Kenley Brice; David and Jamie Brindley; Jim, Susan, James, and Sam Brindley; Pastor, Jeannette, Bill, and Emily Brindley; Helen Bryden; Daniel, Angela, and Tyler Cerniglia.
Also Lee, Chris, and Shelby Clough; Lewis and Norma Clough; Gordon and Sue Collison; Nathan and Cindy Cronquist; Larry and Brenda Cryder; Frank, Becky, Catherine, Elizabeth, Lydia, Allison, George, and Elizabeth Davis; Mr. and Mrs. Joe DelCiotto; Kurt, Connie, Mason, and Megan Dill; Aunt Alice and Uncle Jack Douglas; Joe and Julie Dugan; Greg, Cyndi, Cody, and Caleb Eichler; Thomas and Helen Elville; Mommom Faulkner; Andrew and Stephanie Feehan; John, Lois, David, and Karyn Foxwell; Madison Gibson; Todd, Missy, Elizabeth, Amber, and Thomas Green; Ruth Haines; Lois Haines; Lyle Hammer and Melyn Rhodes; Carl, Jennifer, Carl-David, and LeAnna Hardin;Harry and Pam Harrison.
Also Ray and Anna Harrison; Ken and Edie Hearn, and James Bugaj; Esther Heatwole; Leonard and Jerry Herring; Ken and Jan Hibbs; John and Gale Holland; Uncle Sonny; Joe Holmes; Sandee Baugher Holmes and Alon Holmes; Mr. and Mrs. Henry Ingram; Marion and Marilyn Ireland; John and Deb Jones; Trenton Kersey; Larry and Judy Leonard; Diana Long; Dickie, Heidi, Ryan, and Logan Manning; Michael, Ruthie, and Elizabeth Marine;Don, Cindy, Kristen, David, and Brianna McFarland; Wayne and Barbara McFarland; Charlie Miller; Kelly Mills; John and Debra Mullens; Lesley Murray; Ken and Tammy Newton; Frank, Robin, Leah, and John Plummer; Lauren Plummer; Dolly Pratt and family; Marian Quick; Peter and Tracy Raymond; Vicki Rhodes; Dave and Cheryl Richardson; Rick and Diane Rokita; George Rust; Mr. and Mrs. Wayne Rust; Ben and Nancy Baugher Sauselein.
Also Jason, Brandi, Savannah, and Barron Scott; Norman and Donna Scott; Victor and Susie Shepard; Mike Singleton; Butch, Janet, Grace, and Luke Singleton; Barbara Smith and Gracie, Dave, and Sheila Smith; Al and Nikki Snover and Kathryn Shaw; Chris, Fiona, and Katrina St. Remy; Jonathan, Jennifer, Emma, Kendall, and Jonathan Stoltzfus; Richard, Marian, Allysa, and Dillon Stoltzfus; Thomas and Lourdes Suarez; Stephen Swift and family; Aunt Joanne and Uncle Carl Taton; Jennifer Todd and family; Matt, Torie, Austin, and Ashley Troyer; Tommy, Bonnie, Amanda, and Tommy Tucker; Taylor Walker; Frank and Linda Williams; Jen Wilson; John, Josie, and Jonathan Wiltbank and Dorothy; Grayson and Beilin Zia.
In addition, a special thanks to Jessica Bryant who won Forever in Fiction at the Christian Youth Theater auction in Washington State. Jessica chose to honor her deceased mother, Janetta Drake, by naming her Forever in Fiction. Janetta had blonde hair and blue eyes and an extraordinary love for God and the people He placed in her life.
She was married twenty-three years and raised three children—Jordan, Jason, and Jessica—all of whom are young adults. Janetta spent her younger married years traveling the country doing evangelism events for children. Later she became a nurse and spent time as the head of a nursing home. She loved playing the piano and writing, and once penned a children’s book called Jessica’s Special Angel. Janetta loved children, and was happiest when she spent time with her family—children and grandchildren. People often said of Janetta that she loved all children as if they were her own.
Janetta’s character in Above the Line: Take One is that of an actress in the first movie being produced by my main characters. In the fictional world of the actors and actresses that make up the cast of my producers’ first film, there is much arrogance and self-indulgence, many difficult people. In that arena, Janetta’s character is a bright light, a quiet example to others, and one of the main reasons the producers feel encouraged to continue in their work.
I pray that Jessica will see the memory of her mother deeply honored by her gift and by Janetta’s placement in Above the Line: Take One, and that Jessica will always see a bit of her mom when she reads her name in the pages of this novel, and in subsequent novels that make up this series, where she will be Forever in Fiction.
If you are interested in having a Forever in Fiction package donated to your auction, contact my assistant, Tricia Kingsbury, at Kingsburydesk@aol.com. Please write Forever in Fiction in the subject line.
CHASE RYAN DOUBTED THERE WAS ENOUGH oxygen in the plane to get him from San Jose to Indianapolis. He took his window seat on the Boeing 737, slid his laptop bag onto the floor space in front of him, and closed his eyes. Deep breaths, he told himself. Stay calm. But nothing about the job ahead of him inspired even a single peaceful feeling. On Monday Chase and his best friend Keith Ellison would set up shop in Bloomington, Indiana, and start spending millions of dollars of other people’s investment money to make a film they believed would change lives.
Even during the rare moments when that fact didn’t terrify him, Chase could hear the quiet anxious voice of his wife, Kelly, splashing him with a cold bucket of reality. “Only two million dollars, Chase? Seriously?” She had brought it up again on the way to the airport. Her knuckles stayed white as she gripped the steering wheel. “What if you run out of money before you finish the film?”
“We won’t.” Chase had steeled his eyes straight ahead. “Keith and I know the budget.”
“What if it doesn’t go like you planned?” Her body was tense, her eyes fearful. She gave him quick, nervous glances. “If something happens, we’ll spend the rest of our lives paying that off.”
She was right, but he didn’t want to say so. Not when it was too late to turn back. The actors were arriving on set in two days, and the entire film crew would be in Bloomington by tomorrow. Plans were in motion, and already bills needed to be paid. They had no choice but to move ahead and stick to their budget, trusting God that they could make this film for two million dollars, and illustrate a message of faith better and stronger than anything the industry had ever seen.
Failure wasn’t an option.
They reached the airport, but before she dropped Chase off, Kelly turned to him, lines creasing the space between her eyebrows. She was only thirty-one, but lately she looked older. Maybe because she only seemed to smile when she was playing with their two little girls, Macy and Molly. Worry weighted her tone. “Four weeks?”
“Hopefully sooner.” He refused to be anything but optimistic.
“You’ll call?”
“Of course. Every day.” Chase studied her, and the familiar love was there. But her anxiety was something he didn’t recognize. The faith she’d shown back when they lived in Indonesia, that’s what he needed from her now. “Relax, baby. Please.”
“Okay.” She let out a sigh and another one seemed right behind it. “Why am I so afraid?”
His heart went out to her. “Kelly …” His words were softer than before, his tone desperate to convince her. “Believe in me … believe in this movie. You don’t know how much I need that.”
“I’m trying.” She looked down and it took awhile before she raised her eyes to his again. “It was easier in Indonesia. At least in the jungle the mission was simple.”
“Simple?” He chuckled, but the sound lacked any real humor. “Indonesia was never easy. Any of us could’ve been arrested or killed. We could’ve caught malaria or a dozen different diseases. Every day held that kind of risk.”
The lines on her face eased a little and a smile tugged at her lips. She touched her finger to his face. “At least we had each other.” She looked deep into his eyes, to the places that belonged to only the two of them and she kissed him. “Come on, Chase … you’ve gotta see why I’m worried. It’s not just the money.”
He caught a quick look at his watch. “You’re afraid we won’t finish on time and that’ll put us over budget and—”
“No.” She didn’t raise her voice, but the fear in her eyes cut him short. “Don’t you see?” Shame filled in the spaces between her words. “You’re young and handsome and talented …” Her smile was sad now. “You’ll be working with beautiful actresses and movie professionals and … I don’t know, the whole thing scares me.”
She didn’t come out and admit her deeper feelings, those she’d shared with him a week before the trip. The fact that she didn’t feel she could measure up to the Hollywood crowd. Chase ached for her, frustrated by her lack of confidence. “This isn’t about the movie industry. It’s about a bigger mission field than we ever had in Indonesia.” He wove his fingers into her thick dark hair, drew her close, and kissed her once more. “Trust me, baby. Please.”
This time she didn’t refute him, but the worry in her eyes remained as he grabbed his bags and stepped away from the car. He texted her once he got through security, telling her again that he loved her and that she had nothing to worry about. But she didn’t answer and now, no matter how badly he needed to sleep, he couldn’t shake the look on her face or the tone of her voice. What if her fears were some sort of premonition about the movie? Maybe God was using her to tell Keith and him to pull out now—before they lost everything.
Once on the plane, he tightened his seatbelt and stared out the window. But then, Keith’s wife was completely on board with their plans. Her father was one of the investors, after all. Besides that, Keith’s daughter, Andi, was a freshman at Indiana University, so the shoot would give Keith a window to Andi’s world—something he was grateful for. Andi wanted to be an actress, and apparently her roommate was a theater major. Both college girls would be extras in the film, so Keith’s entire family could hardly wait to get started.
Chase bit the inside of his lip. From the beginning, all the worries about the movie came from him and Kelly, but now that he was on his way to Indiana, Chase had to focus not on his fears, but on the film.
He ignored the knots in his stomach as he leaned against the cold hard plastic that framed the airplane window. The movie they were making was called The Last Letter, the story of a college kid whose life is interrupted when his father suffers a sudden fatal heart attack. The kid isn’t sure how to move on until his mother reveals to him a letter—one last letter from his father. That letter takes Braden on a quest of discovery in faith and family, and finally into a brilliant future Braden had known nothing about.
The story was a parable, an illustration of the verse in Jeremiah 29:11: “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.’” The verse would be their mantra every day of the filming, Chase had no doubt.
He closed his eyes, and in a rush he could hear the music welling in his chest, feel the emotion as it filled a theater full of moviegoers. He could see the images as they danced across the big screen, and he could imagine all of it playing out beyond his wildest expectations.
But the way from here to there could easily be a million miles of rocky back roads and potholes.
They were still at the gate, still waiting for the plane to head out toward the runway. Chase blinked and stared out the window, beyond the airport to the blue sky. Every day this week had been blue, not a cloud in sight, something Chase and Keith both found fitting. Because no matter what Kelly feared, no matter what pressures came with this decision, here was the moment Chase and Keith had dreamed of and planned for, the culmination of a lifetime of believing that God wanted them to take part in saving the world—not on a mission field in Indonesia, but in packed movie houses across America. Oak River Films, they called themselves. The name came from their love of the first Psalm. Chase had long since memorized the first three verses:
Blessed is the man who does not walk not in the counsel of the wicked or stand in the way of sinners or sit in the seat of mockers. But his delight is in the law of the Lord, and on his law he meditates day and night. He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in season and whose leaf does not wither. Whatever he does prospers.
Oak River Films. That everything he and Keith did would be rooted in a delight for the Lord, and a belief that if they planted their projects near the living water of Christ, they would flourish for Him. Chase shifted in his seat. He silently repeated the Scripture again. Why was he worried about what lay ahead? He believed God was sending them to make this movie, right? He pressed his body into the thinly padded seat. Breathe. Settle down and breathe.
In every way that mattered, this film would make or break them in the world of Hollywood movie production. Easy enough, he had told himself when they first began this venture. But as the trip to Bloomington, Indiana, neared, the pressure built. They received phone calls from well-meaning investors asking how the casting was going or confirming when the shoot date was. They weren’t antsy or doubtful that Chase and Keith could bring a return for their investment, but they were curious.
The same way everyone surrounding the film was curious.
Keith handled these phone calls. He was the calmer of the two, the one whose faith knew no limits. It had been Keith’s decision that they would make the film with money from investors rather than selling out too quickly to a studio. Producers who paid for their projects retained complete creative control—and the message of this first film was one Chase and Keith wouldn’t let anyone change. No matter how much easy studio money might hang in the balance.
Moments like this Chase worried about all of it. His wife and little girls back home, and whether the production team could stick to the aggressive film schedule they’d set. Chase massaged his thumb into his brow. The concerns made up a long list. He had to manage a cast of egos that included an academy award winner and two household names—both of whom had reputations for being talented but difficult. He had to keep everyone working well together and stick to his four-week schedule—all while staying on budget. He worried about running out of money or running out of time, and whether this was really where God wanted them—working in a world as crazy as Hollywood.
Chase took a long breath and exhaled slowly. The white-haired woman next to him was reading a magazine, but she glanced his way now and then, probably looking for a conversation. Chase wasn’t interested. He looked out the window again and a picture filled his mind, the picture of an apartment building surrounded by police tape. The image was from his high school days in the San Fernando Valley, when a major earthquake hit Southern California. The damage was considerable, but the Northridge Meadows apartment symbolized the worst of it. In a matter of seconds, the three-story apartment building collapsed and became one—the weight of the top two floors too great for the shaken foundation.
A shudder ran its way through Chase.
That could be them in a few months if the filming didn’t go well, if the foundation of their budget didn’t hold the weight of all that was happening on top of it. Chase could already feel the weight pressing in along his shoulders.
“Excuse me.” The woman beside him tapped his arm. “Does your seatback have a copy of the SkyMall magazine? Mine’s missing.”
Chase checked and found what the woman wanted. He smiled as he handed it to her. “Helps pass the time.”
“Yes.” She had kind blue eyes. “Especially during takeoff. I can usually find something for my precious little Max. He’s a cockapoo. Cute as a button.”
“I’m sure.” Chase nodded and looked out the window once more. Pressure came with the job, he’d known that from the beginning. He and Keith were producers; with that came a certain sense of thrill and awe, terror and anxiety, because for every dollar they’d raised toward this movie, for every chance an investor took on their film, there was a coinciding possibility that something could go wrong.
“You ever wonder,” Chase had asked Keith a few days ago over a Subway sandwich, “whether we should’ve just stayed in Indonesia?”
Keith only smiled that slow smile, the one that morphed across his face when his confidence came from someplace other-worldly. “This is where we’re supposed to be.” He took a bite of his sandwich and waited until he’d swallowed. He looked deep into Chase’s eyes. “I feel it in the center of my bones.”
Truth and integrity. That’s what Keith worried about. The truth of the message when the film was finally wrapped and they brought it to the public, and integrity with the cast and crew, the investors and the studios. For Keith, every day was a test because God was watching.
Chase agreed, but the pressure he felt didn’t come from being under the watchful eye of the Lord. That mattered a great deal, but God would accept them whether they returned home having completed their movie mission or not. Rather Chase worried because the whole world was watching to see what sort of movie the two of them could make on such a limited budget. And if they failed, the world would know that too.
They were in the air now and the woman beside him closed the SkyMall magazine and handed it back to him. “I’ve seen it all before. Nothing new for Max.” She shrugged one thin shoulder. “I’ve been making this trip a lot lately. Trying to sell my house in Indiana.”
Chase still didn’t want to talk, but the woman reminded him of his grandmother. She had a warmth about her, and something else … a sadness maybe. Whatever it was he felt compelled to give her at least a little time. “Moving to San Jose?”
“Yes. It’s time, I guess.” She looked straight ahead at nothing in particular. “Lived in Indiana all my life.” Light from the window fell on her soft wrinkled skin, and for a few seconds her smile faded. She had to be eighty at least, but she seemed a decade younger. Then, as if she suddenly remembered she’d begun a conversation with a stranger, she grinned at Chase again. “What about you? Heading home?”
“No.” He angled himself so his back was against the window. “Going to Bloomington for business.”
She looked delighted that he was talking to her. “Business!” She raised an eyebrow. “My husband was a businessman. What line of work?”
“I’m a producer.” Chase fought with the sense of privilege and headiness that came with the title. “We’ll be on location four weeks.”
“Produce! Isn’t that wonderful.” She folded her hands in her lap. “My great nephew works in produce. Got a job at the grocer not too far from his parents’ house and now he unpacks tomatoes and cabbage all day long.”
Chase opened his mouth to tell her he was a producer, and not in produce, but she wasn’t finished.
“He’s only been at it a few months, but I don’t think he’ll end up in produce long term. He wants to finish school.” She angled her head sweetly. “Did you finish college, young man?”
“Yes, ma’am. But—”
“Well, of course you did.” She laughed lightly at herself. “You must be a produce manager, heading to the farms of Bloomington for harvest season, making sure the crop’s coming up good and going out to stores across the country.” She gave as hearty a nod as she could muster. “That’s a mighty important job.” Her finger gave a quick jab in his direction. “The public takes it for granted, the way we need produce managers. We walk into a store and just assume we can buy a pound of red apples or Vidalia onions.” She settled back in her seat, but she looked straight at him. “Farming’s the American way.” Her grin held a level of admiration. “Thanks for what you do for this great nation … what’d you say your name was?”
“Chase. Chase Ryan.”
“Matilda Ewing. Mattie.”
“Nice to meet you, ma’am.”
“Well, Mr. Ryan,” she held out her bony fingers. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too. But what about your family back home? Four weeks is an awful long time to be apart. My son nearly lost his marriage once because of that. He was in sales … had to figure out a different territory to save his family.” She barely paused. “You do have a family, right?”
“Yes, ma’am. It’s hard to be away.” He was touched by the woman’s transparency. “My wife, Kelly, is home with our little girls. They’re four and two.”
She sucked in a surprised breath. “And you’ll be gone four weeks! You must have a peach for a wife. That’s a long time to tend to a family by yourself.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Chase wondered if the woman was slightly confused. Seconds ago she was singing his praise, claiming the virtues of his being a produce manager, and now she was practically chastising him for daring to take such a long trip.
“Don’t get me wrong,” she was saying. “Farming’s a good thing. But be careful. Fences pop up when you’re away from each other that long. Nothing on the other side of the fence is ever as green as it seems.” She chuckled softly. “Even in produce.”
The flight attendant peered into their row. “Something to drink?”
Matilda ordered ginger ale, and in the process she fell into a conversation with the person on the aisle. The diversion gave Chase the chance to stare out the window again and think about the old woman and her wisdom. Never mind that her hearing was a little off, Chase almost liked the idea that the kind woman thought he worked producing vegetables and not movies. But more than that, her words were dead on when it came to his family back home. Especially the part about fences.
With all his concerns and worries, he hadn’t thought about how the four weeks away would feel to Kelly and their girls.
He must’ve fallen asleep as he thought about his conversation with Matilda, because in no time she was tapping him on the arm again. “Mr. Ryan, we’re landing. Your seatback needs to be up.”
He stretched his legs out on either side of his laptop bag and did as he was told. “Thank you.”
“My pleasure.” She adjusted the vent above her seat. “You were sleeping pretty hard. You’ll need that rest when you hit the fields.”
“Yes, ma’am.” Chase rubbed his eyes and ran his fingers through his hair. When he was more awake he turned toward her again. “So … why are you moving to San Jose?”
At first she didn’t seem like she intended to answer his question. She pursed her lips and stared down at her hands, at a slender gold wedding band that looked worn with age. When she looked up, the sadness was there again. “My husband and I were married fifty-eight years.” She wrung her hands as the words found their way to her lips. “He passed away this last January. My girls want me to live closer to them.” She smiled, but it stopped short of her eyes. “We’re looking for an apartment at one of those … senior facilities. Somewhere that’ll take Max and me, both.” Her expression told him she was uncomfortable with the idea, but she wasn’t fighting it. “I can get a little forgetful, and, well, sometimes I don’t hear as well as I used to. It’s a good idea, really.” A depth shone from deep inside her. “Don’t you think?”
“I do.” He wanted to hug the woman. Poor dear.
“My girls say I’m dragging my feet.” She shifted her gaze straight ahead once more. “And maybe I am. When I close up that house and shut the door for the last time, that’ll be that.” She looked at him through a layer of tears. “We spent five decades in that house. Every square inch holds a hundred memories.”
“Leaving won’t be easy.”
“No.” Matilda sniffed. “That’s why I’m saying,” her composure gradually returned, “look out for fences, Mr. Ryan. Produce or no produce, home’s the better place. Kids grow up and God only gives us so many days with our loved ones.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
The captain came on, advising them that they’d be landing soon, and the announcement stalled the conversation with Matilda. She started talking to the passenger on her left once more, and not until they were at the end of the jetway did she turn and flash her twinkling eyes his way. “Good luck with the produce, Mr. Ryan. And remember what I said about fences. The greenest grass is back at home.”
Chase thanked her again, and then she was gone; between the gate and baggage claim he didn’t see her again. He rented a Chevy Tahoe and headed for Bloomington. Once he arrived, the first thing he did was call Kelly.
“Hello?”
“Honey … it’s me.” Chase felt a sense of relief. His words spilled out far faster than usual. “There’s something I should’ve said, back at the airport when we were saying goodbye. I mean, we stood there all those minutes, but I never really told you what I should have, so that’s why I’m calling.”
She laughed. “Someone’s had too much coffee.”
“No.” He exhaled and slowed himself. “What I mean is, I appreciate you, Kelly. You have to handle the house and the girls for a very long time, and I never … I never thanked you.”
For a few beats there was no response. “You really feel that way?” A tentative joy warmed her tone.
“I do.” Another picture flashed on the screen of his heart. The two of them holding hands in front of a church full of family and friends, and Chase knowing that in all the world he could never love anyone as much as he loved the beautiful bride standing before him. “I love you, Kelly. Don’t ever forget that, okay?”
“Okay.” She laughed and the sound was wind chimes and summer breeze, the way it hadn’t been for a while. “You don’t know how much it means … that you’d call like this.”
“I miss you already. Give the girls a kiss for me.”
“Okay. Oh, and Chase … one more thing.” She laughed again. “Go get ’em tomorrow … I know you can do it. I’ve been praying since you left and I feel like God cleared some things up for me. This is going to be bigger than Keith and you ever dreamed.”
Her confidence breathed new life into his dreams. “Seriously?”
“Yes.” The sound of the girls singing about Old McDonald’s Farm came across the lines from the background. “I believe in you, Chase. I promise I’ll keep believing.”
“Thank you.” He thought about old Matilda and how she would smile if she could see the conversation Chase was having with his wife. “Okay, then … I guess I’m off to the harvest.”
“The harvest?” Kelly still had a laugh in her voice. “What on earth?”
“Nothing.” He chuckled. He told her again that he loved her, and he promised to call that evening to tell the girls goodnight. After he hung up, he caught himself once more drawn back to the sweet woman’s words. In some ways he really was headed out to the fields, out to a crop that needed harvesting—the crop of human hearts and souls that might only be found if they created the best movie possible. But more than that, he thought about the fences.
With Keith and him producing, the months ahead figured to be crazy at times. But no matter how bumpy the ride, he vowed to stay on the same side of the fence as Kelly and the girls. Because Matilda was right.
God only gave a person so many days with their family.
IT WAS AFTER MIDNIGHT, AND THE house was quiet when Keith Ellison finished packing and headed into the small study off the kitchen in their two-story tract home in south San Jose. The study was the only room that gave any indication of the world they’d left behind, the villages and tribal people from the different regions of Indonesia where Keith and Lisa and their daughter, Andi, lived for more than a decade.
Keith flipped on the standing lamp, the one that cast just enough light across the small room to see the pictures that hung on the wall. He stopped at the first one, always a favorite, and smiled as he let it take him back. The picture was from their first month on the mission field. On the left side an eight-year-old Andi stood boldly next to Lisa, hands on her hips ready to tell the entire tribe about Jesus. Lisa’s eyes were a little less lively. She’d been sick that week, but more sure than ever that Indonesia was where they were supposed to be.
Chase and Kelly—newly married—were on the right side of the picture. Determination shone in both their faces, as brightly as the love they had for each other. And in the middle, more than a foot shorter, were three leaders of the tribe. Keith laughed quietly to himself as he remembered the conversation they’d had just before the pictures were taken.
Through a translator from Mission Aviation Fellowship, the leaders explained why they hadn’t beheaded the missionaries on their first visit into the bush. “You came off the plane,” the chief leader explained, “and we knew you wouldn’t go back home alive. But then …” his eyes grew big, “your guards came off the plane behind you. Big men. Ten feet tall with shining golden hair and long swords. You were our honored guests after that.”
Both Lisa and Kelly had lost a few shades of color in their face as the full meaning of the story became clear. They brought no ten-foot guards with them. The tribal leaders could only have seen angels, heavenly protection visible only to the tribal leaders and sent by God so that Keith and Chase and their families might get the job done. After that, Keith never once felt concerned for their safety. Like the Bible said, if God was for them, who could be against them?
Even now. When the mission field was no longer Indonesia, but the hard and mostly dried ground of Hollywood.
“Hey.”
Keith turned to see his wife’s silhouette in the doorway. “I thought you were asleep.”
“No.” She came to him and eased her arms around his waist. “I’m too excited for you. I can’t believe it’s finally here.”
“Me either.” He leaned down and kissed her forehead. “You sure you can’t come with me tomorrow?”
“I want to.” She swayed with him, her eyes never leaving his. “I’ll be there Wednesday.”
“And you’ll stay for the entire shoot?”
“Most of it.” She touched her lips to his, and for a while their eyes did all the talking. “I’m so proud of you, taking this step.” She eased away from him and turned to the same photo he’d been looking at, the first one on the study wall. With her fingertips, she brushed off some of the dust that had accumulated on the frame. “I loved every minute we spent with those people. But even back then I used to ask God how we wound up in Indonesia when you were born to make movies.” She looked over her shoulder at him. “I don’t think there’s another producer out there like you, Keith. I mean that.”
“Babe, there are lots of producers.” He put his arm easily around her shoulders.
“Not like you.” She leaned her head on his shoulder. “I’ve seen what you can do. You’re amazing, Keith. The films you made in college blew everyone away, remember?”
“Not everyone.”
“Your professors.” She pulled away just enough to make eye contact. “They wanted you to submit a couple of those films to Sundance.”
“I guess.” Those days felt like they’d happened to someone else, a lifetime ago at least.
She slipped her arm around his waist and snuggled close to him again. “No one has your talent and passion for a life-changing message. I can’t wait to see what God’s going to do over the next month.”
“Remind me of that.” He smiled at her, at the fierce belief she had in him. “Remind me when I feel like giving up, okay?”
“God brought us this far.” She had nothing but utter confidence in her voice. “He won’t let you give up now. Neither will I.”
They were quiet a moment, studying the other photos on the wall, the pictures of Andi at age twelve, sitting in the cockpit ready to fly the bush plane on her own, and the one of Lisa holding two babies born to village women who had given their lives to Christ. Chase and Kelly performing minor surgery on a man whose leg had been cut open, and a photo of two tribes who had come together for a Bible study after decades of warring against each other.
“The job we had to do, it was all so black and white back then.” He removed his arm from her shoulders and lifted a framed photograph of their daughter from the cluttered desk. “I worry about Andi … if she’ll make the transition well.”
They’d been home from Indonesia for almost two years, and Andi had finished her high school education at King’s Way Christian, fifteen minutes from their new home. As always, she’d been a bright light, but sometimes her enthusiasm and zest for each day crossed the line from exuberance to daring. Something wild and adventurous shone in Andi’s eyes, and more than once Keith and Lisa had prayed fervently for their daughter, begging God to protect her and to use her charisma and curiosity for good.
“She loves life.” Lisa smiled. “She can’t get enough.”
“But she needs to love the life God wants for her.”
“She will.” The strength in Lisa’s eyes was unwavering. “And if it takes a little time, we’ll just love her through it.”
“Right.”
Lisa kissed him once more. “See you upstairs.”
After she left, Keith stared a little longer at the picture of their only child, their precious daughter. As a young girl, Andi’s unbridled love for God had led countless people into a relationship with Jesus. The tribal people were drawn by her blonde hair and blue eyes and the innocent full-hearted way she sang songs of praise and raised her hands in prayer.
From the time she could walk, Andi had been fearless around strangers, showing them unrestrained attention and concern and making friends as easily as she breathed. One time when she was thirteen, she hadn’t shown up for dinner so they quickly formed a search party. Half an hour later they found Andi talking about her faith with the women of the neighboring tribe, telling them in their native tongue about the grace and mercy of Christ.
But as she neared sixteen, Keith and Lisa had to admit that their daughter might not be safe in the bush. She was willowy and long-legged, her straight blonde hair hanging in a single sheath halfway down her back. So much time outdoors had given her a honey-colored complexion, and rather than seeing her as the delightful pixie she’d been as a child, the village people began treating her differently—like there was something almost mystical or special about her. The men especially took extra notice of her wherever she went.
Keith and Lisa directed her to wear men’s pants and baggy shirts, but even so, Andi had a way of making people catch their breath when she walked up. Now, dressed in fitted jeans and stylish sweaters, Andi was a stunning, fresh-faced beauty, wide-eyed and innocent, afraid of nothing. Keith could only imagine the impact she was having on the freshmen boys at Indiana University.
And what about her interest in acting? Ever since he and Chase determined to come back to the States and make movies that might influence the culture, Andi had been driven to appear on the big screen. Keith and Chase had met at USC’s film school, and both of them had been around enough young actors to recognize talent. There was an “it” factor that was absolutely essential for young people looking to make it in the movies. That indefinable something.
Whatever that something was, Andi had it. Keith and Chase both agreed. But so what? She could be the next Reese Witherspoon or Kate Hudson, but how would that make a difference for eternity? And what about Andi’s faith? Could it survive the movie industry, the fame and attention, the ridiculous scrutiny?
Keith set the photo back on the desk. Sometimes he wished they could all move back to Indonesia, back where life truly was simpler, and the activities of their days were clear-cut and singly focused. Before the contemporary American culture could change Andi. But there was no turning back now. This was where she wanted to be, and Keith and Lisa had no choice but to let her follow her dreams—including her desire to embrace all of life—to experience it.
Whatever the lessons involved might cost.
Keith was grateful he’d have the next four weeks to interact with her, to meet her roommate, and see how she was settling in at college. But even so he felt a heaviness in his heart. Keep her safe, Lord … please. She has to grow up, and we have to let her … but keep her on the right path. Please.
A line from last week’s sermon sounded again in his heart. “Don’t worry about your children,” the pastor had said. “Raise them in the way they should go, pray for them, and trust them to Jesus. He loves them even more than you do.”
Yes, Keith told himself. That’s true. He and Lisa had done that, hadn’t they? They’d raised Andi in the way she should go, and they’d prayed for her. Now, in her first year of college at Indiana University, they had to trust her to Jesus. That meant they had to believe that the roommate she’d been assigned to was exactly the right person for this new season in both their lives. They knew the girl’s name now, and Keith had been praying for her as often as he prayed for Andi. She was a local girl, the daughter of an NFL coach and the oldest of six kids. A theater major like Andi, whose faith was important enough to list on her housing application.
A girl Keith believed would not only be a great roommate for Andi, but something far more than that.
An answer to their prayers.
THE WEEKEND HAD BEEN WONDERFUL, BUT now it was Sunday night and the first full week of classes at Indiana University would begin in the morning. Bailey Flanigan stood in her family’s driveway and hugged each of her younger brothers, saving her goodbye to Connor for last. She was only three years older than Connor, and the two of them had always been close—especially because of their involvement in the town’s Christian Kids Theater group.
Connor was taller than her now, so she stood on her tiptoes and hugged him around his neck. “It’s not like I’m going across the country.”
“I know.” Connor smiled, but his eyes stayed glum. “But you’re not down the hall.” He raised a single shoulder. “It’s not the same.”
Bailey felt her heart sink. “Things are never the same when you grow up.”
“Right.” He found a grin for her. “Just come back next weekend, okay?”
“I will.” She moved on to her dad, and then to her mom.
Connor and the other boys headed back inside, talking about their coming football season and the homework their teachers were already handing out even though it was just the first week of school. Bailey loved the familiarity of their voices mingled together. This was why she hadn’t chosen a college farther away. She loved her family and these weekends home were something she would look forward to. Still, the time on campus would be good for her. She smiled at her parents. “It was the right decision, moving onto campus.”
Her dad put his hand on her shoulder. “I agree with you, honey.” His eyes filled with pride for all she was doing. “You’re ready for this. If you want to experience college life, you have to be there.”
Her mom nodded. “Even if the college is only fifteen minutes away.”
“Right.” Bailey smiled, grateful for their understanding. She’d earned nearly a full scholarship based on her grades and her audition for the drama department. Now that she was living on campus she could handle a full load of courses and still participate in school plays and get involved in student activities. She could practically feel her eyes sparkling with all that lay ahead. “I’m excited about Campus Crusade too. The first Cru meeting is Thursday night.”
“You’ll love it.” Her dad put his arm around her mom. “It’s a great way to meet other kids.”
“And keep your focus.” Her mom’s look went deeper than her dad’s, the way it often did. Bailey had always considered her mom her best friend, and these early days of college life hadn’t changed that. “I have a feeling you’ll be a very bright light for Campus Crusade.”
“Me too.” She hugged her mom once more. “I better get going. Andi will be looking for me.”
“You have auditions this week, right?” Her mom wasn’t stalling, just getting every last bit of conversation in before Bailey had to leave.
“On Tuesday, for the whole season.” Bailey raised her eyebrows. “First show is Scrooge.” She made a nervous face. “Pray for me. I’ve always wanted to play Isabel.”
“You’d be perfect for the part.” Her dad leaned in and kissed her forehead. “You certainly have the talent and experience for it. After all those CKT shows. The director’ll probably beg you to take the part.”
“Dad.” Bailey laughed and shook her head.
“I’m serious. Indiana University doesn’t know how lucky it is to have you.”
“Not yet, anyway.” Her mom joined in. “Seriously, sweetheart. You’ll be amazing.” She hugged Bailey once more. “Are you babysitting for Ashley this week?”
“Wednesday and Friday.” Bailey didn’t have time for a real job, but a few times a week she watched the three kids of Ashley Baxter Blake and her husband, Landon. Ashley was an amazing artist, and she’d even helped out with sets for a number of CKT shows. These days she was painting landscapes again, and two afternoons a week she needed a few quiet hours to work. Her kids were great—Cole and Devin, and their baby sister, Janessa. The family lived in Ashley’s old house, the one where Bailey and her family had joined the Baxter family for a number of celebrations.
Someday when God brought the right person into her life, she hoped she had a marriage like her parents or a marriage like Ashley and Landon’s. In some ways, Ashley was like an older sister, always willing to listen or spend an extra few minutes talking. For now, Bailey figured babysitting the Blake kids wasn’t only a job, it was one of the best ways to pay back Ashley’s kindness.
She walked to her car and her parents followed. “Drive safely,” her mom folded her arms against the cool night breeze. The smell of burning leaves and damp grass mixed in the air the way it did every fall.
“Call us when you’re in your room.” Her dad winked at her. “Bring down the house at the audition.”
Bailey laughed. They said another round of goodbyes and then she was on the road. She checked the time on her car radio. It was just after nine. Her roommate Andi should be back in the dorm by now. Her dad had flown in today for the movie he was filming in town and on campus over the next few weeks. The two of them were supposed to have dinner, and then Andi needed to get back to finish setting up her side of their dorm room.
An easy smile lifted the corners of her lips. She’d only met Andi Ellison a week ago, but already she could see the two of them becoming good friends. Andi was striking, but she wasn’t into herself or stuck up like she could’ve been. Instead, she was anxious to connect with Bailey and quick to share her own experiences on the mission field and in her final few years in high school. And she was always wanting to know more about Bailey’s life in Bloomington.
“What about love?” Andi had asked after they turned out the lights their second night together. Her bed was beneath the window, and Bailey’s was near the door, but the room was so small they could easily talk in whispers and hear each other. “You ever been in love?”
Bailey’s heart beat a little quicker at the question. “Well … you know, I’m sort of dating Tim Reed. I told you about him. The guy I did Christian Kids Theater with all those years.”
“Yeah, I know.” Andi kept her voice low since the walls were thin. “But you didn’t say you were in love with him. So … have you ever been in love?”
Bailey sighed because this was exactly what she wrestled with at least once a day. Was she in love with Tim, or were the two of them only following some script that their CKT friends had practically written out for them? Tim was the natural choice for her, right? Wasn’t that what she’d always believed? But if so, then how come she didn’t see his face in her mind as she lay there in the dark?
Instead, the face that took over her thoughts belonged to Cody Coleman, the boy she still couldn’t forget—no matter how hard he tried to convince her to move on. Cody was two years older than her. He’d lived with their family when she was a sophomore and junior, and though he’d had his struggles, in the end he’d learned much about life from his high school football coach—Bailey’s dad. More than a year ago Cody joined the army, but after a few months in Iraq he’d been captured by enemy forces. During his escape, he was shot, and when he returned this past summer, he was missing his lower left leg.
Bailey didn’t think him any less for his injuries. But despite her feelings for him, Cody had been adamant when he stopped by her house his first day back in town. It was the Fourth of July, and even though his eyes had told her his real feelings for her, his words said something else. “You deserve better than me, Bailey.” He had hugged her close, and clearly neither of them wanted to let go. “Tim’s good for you. The sort of guy you deserve. You and I … we can be friends, nothing more.”
Cody had stuck to his determination, keeping his visits to the Flanigan house brief and rare, and maintaining a distance with Bailey. But no matter how hard he worked at it, Bailey knew better. Because there was something else he’d told her that day when he returned home from war. Something that would always stay with her.
“Bailey?” When the silence lasted too long, Andi giggled. But her whispered tone was sharp with impatience. “Come on. Tell me if you’ve ever been in love.”
“I’m not sure.” Bailey answered quicker, because she wasn’t ready to talk about Cody. Maybe one day she’d tell Andi. If they became close enough. But for now only her mom knew about her feelings for Cody. “What about you?”
“Nah.” Andi laughed again. “There were no guys in Indonesia, and once I came home everyone had their friends and cliques. It was all I could do to finish school with decent grades.”
“Really?” Bailey was surprised. A girl as pretty as Andi, and she’d never been in love? “So you didn’t date or anything?”
“A couple times. No one special.” She sighed, and there was a dreamy sound in her voice. “I have a feeling I’ll meet him here. Like somewhere out there on the big campus of Indiana University is my own Prince Charming.” She yawned. “Now all I have to do is meet him.” She hesitated. “Has Tim kissed you?”
“Just once. After prom back in June.”
“Was it amazing? I mean, I haven’t had my first kiss so I’m scared to death about it,” she giggled. “But still … I know it’ll be amazing. So was it?”
Amazing? Bailey let the question drift slowly through her mind and into her heart. She enjoyed being with Tim, and that night at the prom they’d had a great time laughing and dancing. The kiss left her with butterflies, and she’d never forget it as long as she lived. But amazing? “I don’t know.” Bailey stared at the ceiling, searching for the right words. “It was my only kiss, so I guess.”
“Hmmm.” Andi rolled over onto her side and peered at Bailey through the dark shadows. “If you have to think about it that hard, it couldn’t have been too amazing.”
After that, Bailey had found a way to change the subject, and though they talked every night, true love didn’t come up again. Bailey was glad. Now she could hardly wait to get back to her dorm and hear the details of the movie Andi’s father was about to film.
She stuck to the speed limit, but she pulled her cell phone from her purse. Her dad had installed the hands-free unit in her car so she’d be safe. A conversation would make the drive feel shorter. She thought for a few seconds about who to call, and a wild idea came to mind. Cody Coleman. She should call Cody, just so he’d know he couldn’t hide from her forever. But before she could hit the first number, her phone rang. It was a song by Taylor Swift—“Teardrops on My Guitar.” The song was about a girl who loved a guy she could never have. Tim Reed must’ve heard her ring tone a dozen times when they’d hung out, but he hadn’t made the connection.
She kept her eyes on the road and slid her phone open. As she did, she caught Tim’s name in the caller ID. With one hand, she pressed the hands-free button. “Hey …” her tone softened. She cared for Tim, really she did. Sometimes she thought she might be in love with him. He’d been around as long as she could remember, and for years she had dreamed of dating him. He was the theater group’s leading man, the best singer and actor, the guy every girl in CKT dreamed of dating. He was comfortable. And now Tim was calling her. That had to mean something. She leaned back in her seat. “You’re up late.”
“Finished my homework in music comp.” He released a long breath. “No mercy. Especially in music.”
“I know. I mean, it’s the first week.”
“You driving?”
“How’d you know?” She liked the easy way they had with each other, how every time they talked on the phone, she felt like they were in the same room.
“You have me on speaker, for one thing.” He laughed. “And I called your dorm. Andi told me. She said you should be home anytime. I sorta hoped I’d catch you before you got back.” He paused. “You know, so I can have you to myself for a few minutes.”
Bailey smiled. “You have me that way when I’m in my dorm. Andi’s always doing her own thing—homework or texting friends back home.”
“Yeah,” he drew out the word. “I guess this is just better. You and me. Hey, so did you hear?” His tone was instantly more up-beat. “Auditions for this year’s musicals are Tuesday.”
“I know.” Bailey could hardly wait. “Andi’s going to audition too.”
They talked for a few minutes about Scrooge, and how the leading roles were fairly small. “Which is good,” Bailey stifled a yawn. She was almost back to campus. The thought of Tim and Andi and her joining a bunch of college kids from all over the country in daily rehearsals for an actual Indiana University production was more than she could imagine. The competition was bound to be intense. “Smaller leads give a lot of kids the chance to make the adjustment to college theater. Anyway, I’m not worried about a lead. I just hope we all get in.”
“Come on.” A smile hung in Tim’s voice. “We’ll get in. You know that.”
“Not really. This isn’t CKT.”
“Yeah, but you and me? We’re ready for this.” He sounded more intense than before. “And you’re right about the smaller leads, but there is one main role. I hope they’ll at least consider underclassmen.”
Something about Tim’s competitiveness, or maybe the direction of the conversation, shot a blast of cold air over the moment. “So … you want Scrooge? The main role?”
“I’m gonna try.” Tim laughed but the sound felt a little awkward. “It’d be great on a résumé. It’s all I’ve been thinking about.”
Bailey pulled into the dorm parking lot and found a spot. She suddenly wanted to get off the phone. “Hey, so I’ll see you at auditions.”
“Pray for me.”
“Yeah.” She hesitated. “For all of us, right?”
“Right. Of course.” Tim’s laugh sounded forced. “That’s what I meant.”
As Bailey hung up she took a last look at her phone and shook her head. That was the trouble with Tim. He was more about himself than anyone else, and at times like this she wondered if she was wasting her time dating him. She sighed and slipped her phone into her jacket pocket. The call to Cody would have to wait since she didn’t want Andi asking about him. Her roommate knew about Tim, but Cody … Cody wasn’t someone Bailey was willing to talk about yet. What could she say? Right now things with Cody were weird. They hardly saw each other, so Bailey couldn’t even say he was her friend.
She walked quickly through the well-lit parking lot, past the security guard who was always on duty, and up the stairs to her building. Cody was living off campus with a few friends he’d played football with at Clear Creek High. Bailey saw him last week on campus, but their paths didn’t exactly cross. Cody seemed like he kept things that way on purpose.
He would probably not admit that. He’d tell her he was busy with class and his newest thing—training for a local triathlon. He wore a prosthetic beneath his jeans and no one could’ve guessed about his injury. Bailey wasn’t surprised that Cody was going all out to become once more the athlete he’d been before going to war. Years ago Cody had nearly died from alcohol poisoning. The ordeal changed his life and made him determined to make the most of every day he’d been given. Whether on a battlefield in Iraq or recovering from his battle wounds, his quiet determination was one of the reasons Bailey was so drawn to him.
A group of girls from the dorms across the hall from Bailey and Andi were sitting on the couches just inside the front door, and Bailey talked to them for a few minutes.
“Hey … some really cute guy came by earlier asking for you.” The girl with the news sat on the arm of one of the sofas. She was tall and thin—a freshman forward for the IU women’s basketball team. She raised her eyebrow. “I mean, really cute.”
The other girls nodded their agreement, and one of them giggled at the others and then at Bailey. “Seriously. He was hot.”
Bailey thought back to her conversation with Tim. He’d been studying all night, so then who? “He asked for me?”
“Definitely.” One of the girls elbowed a cute blonde sitting on her right side. “Bimbo here tried to convince him she was you.”
The blonde shrugged. “He wasn’t interested. He only wanted you.”
“It wasn’t that dark-haired guy who comes around now and then. What’s his name? Tim something?”
Bailey was almost afraid to ask, as if it might be better to privately hope that the guy who’d come by was Cody, rather than to find out it had only been some classmate looking to exchange notes on their history class. “Did he say his name?”
“Nope.” The tall girl stood and stretched. “Believe me, we tried to get it out of him. He said it didn’t matter. Not much of a sense of humor. Very intense.”
The blonde rolled her eyes. “Yeah, and when you weren’t here, he just left.”
“Hmmm.” Bailey wasn’t even sure about the names of the girls. She was hardly going to give any hints about who she hoped the guy might be. “Maybe he’ll come back.”
“We hope.” Several of the girls giggled again.
Bailey laughed too, and she waved at the group as she headed down the hall to her dorm. So far, attending Indiana University was everything Bailey had dreamed. Her classes were interesting—even when she disagreed with her professors. Her classmates were outgoing and easily engaged, the dorm life felt a little like a giant slumber party, and the freedom of planning her own daily schedule was making her feel more grown up. She thought about the mystery guy and figured he couldn’t have been Cody. Not when Cody was determined to stay out of her way, to give her a life without him. No, only one thing about college wasn’t how she dreamed it would be.
She wasn’t experiencing it with Cody Coleman. He wasn’t her boyfriend the way she’d once dreamed, and he wasn’t even her friend. No matter how often she thought of him, she had to be honest with herself.
Cody was nothing more than a stranger now.
ANDI ELLISON KNELT ON HER NARROW dormitory bed and positioned a nail just left of the small boxy window that overlooked a pretty courtyard. The girls across the hall had asked her to come hang out later, but first she wanted to finish setting up her room. With the hammer she’d borrowed from the RA, she tapped the nail into place. She had nearly all her photos hung on the wall, but she’d forgotten this one.
The picture of her with Rachel Baugher.
Andi studied their faces as she straightened the framed photograph on the wall. Graduation day. They both wore blue caps and gowns, their grins stretched across their faces, arms around each other’s necks, happier than they’d ever been. Rachel and Andi. Two best friends, all of life laid out before them.
“We’re really going to do it,” Rachel had shouted that night over the noise of a hundred celebrating graduates. “God’s going to help us make all our dreams come true!”
“It’s going to be a wild ride, Rach … you’ll be a nurse and I’ll be an actress.”
The two joined their friends for an all-night grad party in the high school gym, and when their energy ran low, they sat in the bleachers and talked about the future, about their hopes and dreams and the kinds of men they wanted to marry someday. With Rachel, Andi could talk about anything at all, because Rachel had a gift of listening that few people had.
The picture looked great on that part of the wall, and it took Andi back to that night, to the joy and sorrow the girls both felt at graduation. Andi stared at the photo. Rachel was the first friend Andi made when she and her family returned home from the mission field of Indonesia. They shared a passion for life and a faith in God that meant everything to them, and together they pushed each other to a senior year of straight A’s. Rachel was valedictorian, and Andi was runner-up—the two girls an inspiration to their friends at Chestertown Christian Academy.
Their hard work paid off, and when it came time for college, Andi’s top choice was Indiana University because of their theater department. Rachel was accepted to Pensacola Christian College’s nursing program, and though they wouldn’t be at the same university, they would stay in touch and travel to Europe the first summer they had enough money, and one day they planned to be in each other’s weddings. Rachel was organized and responsible, and as loyal as a friend could be. But she was also a dreamer, a girl who saw the deeper side of life and longed to be the best at whatever she attempted.
Andi ran her fingers over the image of Rachel’s smiling face, her long brown hair and bright hope-filled eyes. Once in a while Andi would do this, search deeply into her friend’s expression for some sort of sign. But there was none, no indication that in only a few months she would be gone. The car accident was fast, Rachel’s death, instant. And just like that heaven gained one of the most brilliant, unforgettable lights Andi had ever been around.
Heaven’s gain, and Andi’s loss.
She smiled at the picture the two of them made on that happy day. “I miss you, Rach … every day.”
She set the hammer down on her nightstand and stared out the open window into the dark night. Her smile faded. All her life she’d been taught that God was faithful, that He had plans for His people. Good plans. But what about Rachel? She had wanted to be a nurse so badly, she could hardly wait to get through school. So why hadn’t God been faithful to her?
Andi wasn’t sure what to make of herself when her feelings led her down this path. If God wasn’t faithful to Rachel, then maybe God wasn’t faithful at all. She felt terrible, totally guilty for thinking such a thing, but she couldn’t stop herself. Maybe everything they’d taught the people in Indonesia was only one glorious and great-sounding story. A fairy tale like the kind her daddy used to tell her before bedtime when she was a little girl. She could almost hear her father’s voice telling her the story of God as she’d always believed it. Only instead of the words sounding true and right, the way they did from the pulpit, they sounded silly and sing-song. Like one more bedtime story. The words ran flippantly through her mind. There is a God. He made you and the whole world. Love Him and live for Him, and He’ll rescue you from your sins. Your life will be special because He has good plans for you, and then one day you’ll die and go to heaven.
“And everyone lived happily ever after,” she muttered against the window screen. Unless you’re sitting in the passenger seat of a friend’s car one sunny August day and you die in a sudden car accident. Or unless you get murdered or sick or lose your job and have to live on the streets. Unless you’re born in Kenya and both your parents die of AIDS before you’re two years old. “What about those people, huh, God?” She lifted her eyes to the sky, but it was too dark to make out any stars, and the moon was nowhere in sight.
She hated when her thoughts went this way. Her stomach hurt and her heart beat faster than usual. Every breath felt tighter than the one before it. Because this was her very deep, dark secret—the thing no one knew about her.
Andi Ellison had doubts now. Her perfect faith in God was riddled with subtle cracks and shifts.
Her elbows pressed harder into the windowsill and she remembered once when she was eight or nine in Indonesia, waiting for a Mission Aviation Fellowship plane to fly in with supplies for the village. She loved the old runway, because it was the most open stretch of land anywhere, and she and the village kids would run along it, racing each other and watching the sky for the first sign of the plane.
But that day one of the kids discovered a snake on the run-way, and in no time Andi and the others gathered around and watched it, amazed. The snake was shedding its skin. Gradually, it moved and writhed and eased itself free of the old dead skin and moved on into the brush—sleek and beautiful and brand new.
Andi felt a little like that now, like the faith that had clothed her all these years was dried up and old. Like it didn’t fit anymore. She could almost feel herself making her way free of it, ready to move on with a sleek, new exterior of her own design. The feeling was one more thing she couldn’t tell anyone. She was Andi Ellison, missionary kid, after all. Everyone expected her to be the perfect Christian, the girl with the unwavering faith. No one could’ve guessed how she was really feeling.
Voices sounded outside and she watched two guys make their way into view and head down the path toward the dorm building. At first Andi couldn’t hear what they were saying, but as they came into view she saw something that still shocked her. The guys were holding hands.
“You need to tell your dad,” the one on the outside of the path sounded frustrated. His voice was the louder of the two.
The quieter one said something Andi couldn’t quite understand.
“It doesn’t matter.” The first one stopped, his tone frustrated. “We love each other, and love is a beautiful thing. People have to get over their old-fashioned views of homosexuality and embrace us the way we are.”
Another couple—a guy and a girl—were walking in the opposite direction, and the two pairs passed each other just as the one guy made his statement about people getting over their old views. The second couple gave the first a thumbs-up sign and the girl said, “Preach it, brother. Live and let live!”
Live and let live. That sounded pretty good, right? As long as no one was hurting anyone else? Her sociology teacher had said basically the same thing Friday during class discussion on the signs of a healthy culture. More love than hate—whatever form love happened to take wasn’t important. Just more love than hate. The two couples had stopped and they were talking to each other, laughing and making easy conversation.
Andi didn’t want to be caught watching them, so she slid back down onto the end of her bed and leaned against the wall. She’d been taught to believe the Bible, and the Bible was clear that homosexuality was wrong. But was it? Was it really so bad for two people of the same sex to love each other? There had to be worse things. Like anger and hatred and racism, right? Murder and the harming of little children?
She closed her eyes and tried to organize the whirling thoughts in her mind. No one loved God more than Rachel Baugher. If she could be killed without reaching her dreams, then maybe God wasn’t really there at all. And then what would it matter how a person lived, as long as they were treating others with kindness? All around her—on TV and across campus—people were coming out in favor of gay relationships. Not only that, but celebrities rarely got married, choosing to have babies and live together instead. Christians were the only ones who seemed to have a problem with the change in morals, which made people of faith seem old-fashioned and out of style. Worse, it sometimes made Christians seem narrow-minded and judgmental.
Andi liked guys, but in these first few days of school she’d seen several same-sex couples. In her science class she sat next to a guy named Julian who talked nonstop about his attraction to other guys. Andi even found herself agreeing with him over which guys were hot and which guys weren’t. Julian was kind and funny and interesting. He gave her his cell number and promised to take notes for her when she missed class. He fussed over her pretty hair and was—by far—the nicest person she’d met on campus besides Bailey Flanigan.
Was he going to hell just because he liked guys?
She breathed in deep, and the smell of old leaves and fresh-cut grass mixed in with the cool air. Across the hall she heard a group of girls laughing and someone running from one room to another yelling about free pizza. She kept her eyes closed. Dear God, I’m so confused. How can I know what’s real and what’s not? Show me that You’re there, that You care about me … please, God.
“You praying or sleeping?” The voice was Bailey’s.
Andi’s eyes flew open and she shot forward, her back suddenly straight, slightly breathless from the surprise. She’d been so caught up in her thoughts that she hadn’t heard Bailey enter the room, and the timing … how weird was that? She asked God for a sign, for proof that He was there, and just at that moment Bailey mentions prayer?
A chill ran down her arms. She’d have to analyze later whether God was trying to tell her something. Bailey looked sort of funny at her as she tossed her bag on her bed and peeled off her jacket. “Seriously … were you praying?”
“Uh …” Andi could feel the heat in her cheeks. Could her friend see how great her doubts were becoming? She cleared her voice. “Sort of.” She raised up onto her knees once more and adjusted the picture of Rachel a final time. “Lots on my mind, I guess. Still unpacking the last of my stuff.”
“More pictures?”
“Just one.” Andi set the hammer down on her nightstand. She studied the photograph again. “Rachel was my best friend once we came back from Indonesia.”
Bailey set her bag down on her bed and came closer. “You haven’t talked about her.”
“It takes me awhile.” Andi sat back on her heels. “She was killed in a car accident in August.”
Shock changed Bailey’s expression, and she looked again at the photo. “That’s terrible.”
“I know. She was with another friend of ours. He was driving.” Andi recited what she knew about the accident, but the details were never enough, never what any of them needed to make sense of it. “Sunny day, middle of the afternoon. For some reason he lost control and hit a tree. He lived, but Rachel … she died at the scene.”
Bailey looked at the picture a little longer and then backed up until she dropped slowly to the edge of her bed. “Wow, Andi. That’s so sad.”
Andi thought about being honest, telling Bailey about her new struggles with faith, but she couldn’t bring herself to voice them. Not yet, anyway. She looked at the picture of Rachel. “She left behind a quote book.” Andi opened the second drawer in her nightstand and pulled out a small spiral-bound notebook. Rachel’s photo was on the front. “Everyone got one of these at her memorial service. A copy of her exact quote book, written in her own printing and everything.”
“A quote book.” Bailey leaned back on her elbows. “That’s such a cool idea.”
“Here.” Andi sat on the edge of her bed and flipped the book open. She hadn’t looked through Rachel’s quote book since she arrived in Bloomington, but she was glad she kept it close by. Reading the things that meant something to Rachel made Andi feel like the two of them could still be friends. Even if Rachel was in heaven. If there was a heaven, anyway. She stopped when she found what she was looking for. “Here’s one of my favorites:‘God is more concerned about our character than our comfort. His goal is not to pamper us physically, but to perfect us spiritually.’” She glanced beneath the quote. “That came from some guy named Paul Powell.”
“Hmmm.” Bailey positioned her pillow against the wall and slid back against it. “God is more concerned with our character than our comfort.” She smiled. “I can definitely relate to that.”
Andi pictured Rachel so full of life, so excited about the future. Suddenly she didn’t want to spend another minute remembering her friend or looking through her quote book. Not another second thinking about God or His concerns for people or somehow attaining a perfect sort of spirituality. She set the collection back in her drawer and took a quick breath. “Enough of that.” She pulled one knee up and hugged it to her chest. “How was your weekend at home?”
“Great.” Bailey smiled, though some of the sadness about Rachel remained. “We went to my dad’s game this morning, and they won. So that was good. They’re doing better than last year.”
“Yeah, I heard on the news.” She bounced up off the bed and flipped on the radio. She didn’t want to sit around feeling sad. God or no God, Rachel never would’ve wanted that. “What about your cute little brothers? They had soccer, right?”
“They won. BJ scored a goal and Justin scored two. Shawn was named defensive player of the game.” Bailey laughed. “Just another day on the soccer field for those three.” She jabbed her finger in the air. “And don’t forget about Ricky, our little football player. He’s only eleven, but he threw for two touchdowns.”
“Maybe he’ll play for your dad one day.”
“That’s all he talks about. Being a Colt and playing for my dad.” Bailey laughed. “It’s like a circus at my house. Always something going on.” Her smile was genuine. “You have to come home with me one of these weekends. See for yourself how crazy it is.” The kindness in her eyes was genuine. “What about you? What did you do over the weekend?”
“My dad and I met for dinner. He’s excited about his movie. A lot riding on it, that’s for sure.” She felt her eyes light up. “He said we could both be extras. He might even have a line or two for us, depending on how it goes.”
“I can’t wait.” Bailey angled her head. “So come home with me, okay? Maybe next weekend?”
“I’d probably never leave.” Andi grabbed a water bottle from a case on the floor beneath their desk. “I always wanted a bunch of sisters and brothers. It wasn’t so bad in Indonesia, because all the kids felt like my family.” She twisted off the bottle cap and took a swig of water. “But back here it’s boring being an only child.”
“Speaking of not being bored …” Bailey jumped up and took a bottle of water for herself. “I grabbed a flyer from the Campus Crusade booth before I left for the weekend.” She sorted through a stack of papers on her nightstand and then held up a blue piece of paper. “Here. Every Thursday they have CRU at eight o’clock. Singing and a message. I guess a couple hundred kids go.”
“Really?” Andi took the flyer and looked over the details. She pushed her doubts as far down as they would go. “Yeah, I meant to find out about that last week. You wanna check it out?”
“Definitely. The guy I talked to said it’s great. They have small group Bible studies too.”
Andi nodded. “I’d love that.” When it came to matters of faith, the dialogue came so easily she might as well have been reading a script. No matter how she was feeling inside. “Monday night would work for a small group. For you too, right?”
“Definitely.”
“Depending on the auditions and whether we make it into Scrooge.” Andi felt a batch of butterflies zip through her middle. “I’m scared to death for Tuesday. I can’t believe you talked me into it.”
Bailey laughed. “You’re tall, thin, and gorgeous. You have a personality bigger than the IU campus and you want to be an actress.” She took a long sip of water. “What’re you afraid of?”
“I want to act, not sing!” Andi stared at herself in the small mirror that hung near their bathroom door. “I hope they don’t laugh me off the stage.”
“We’ll pray about it before we go.” Bailey heaved her back-pack onto her bed and dug through it until she pulled out an advanced algebra book. “You have your song yet?”
“I found the music for “Tale As Old As Time” from Beauty and the Beast.”
“That’s perfect.” She sat cross-legged on her bed and pulled out her binder. “Ugh … I have about a hundred math problems to finish.”
“That stinks.” Andi turned away from the mirror. “What about you? What are you singing?”
“I don’t know.” Bailey’s blue eyes looked deep and innocent. “Probably something from Last Five Years. Every song in that play’s so emotional.” She released a long breath. “Don’t you have homework?”
“I did it already.” Andi remembered her earlier invitation from the girls across the hall. They were going to watch the latest Reese Witherspoon movie, just out on DVD, and they asked her to join them. Andi finished her water and tossed the empty bottle in a recycling bin. “I’ll be across the hall. That way you can get your work done.”
“Okay.” Bailey smiled. “I can’t wait for CRU.” She raised her eyebrows. “Maybe that’s where you’ll meet him.”
“Who?” Andi blinked.
“Your Prince Charming.” Bailey laughed. “Remember? You said he’s somewhere on this campus.”
“Oh, him.” Andi let her own laughter mix with her roommate’s. “I guess we’ll see on Thursday.”
Andi left, but not until she was alone in the hallway did she realize how phony she felt, talking to Bailey about Campus Crusade and small group Bible studies, and agreeing that there was a good chance she’d meet her Prince Charming come Thursday night. Andi liked Bailey, and she hoped with all her heart that the two of them could become best friends. But if so, then one of these days Andi would have to be honest about her doubts.
As she opened the dorm room across the hall and joined the half dozen girls who had gathered there, she still couldn’t get a handle on her thoughts or the desperate prayer she’d uttered before Bailey came home. She wanted to live life to the fullest—the way Rachel always wanted to live it. But no matter how strongly she’d once believed, she was no longer sure about God or the reason for praying or the need for Bible study. Truth seemed like something gray without lines or definition, and she could no longer clearly state what she did and didn’t believe. But when it came to her Prince Charming, she was pretty sure about this much.
She didn’t expect to find him at a Campus Crusade meeting.
THE CAST AND CREW WERE SET up in and around an old corner house in downtown Bloomington, ready for the first day of shooting. The actors involved in the first scenes had done their read-throughs, grips and techs were ready, and the cameras and lighting were in perfect position. The set dresser had scoured every inch of the house, even replacing photos that had been on the fireplace mantle with new photos of the movie’s key characters. Every detail had been addressed.
Keith had made sure of it, and Chase had double-checked that every person, every position, was ready for filming to begin. Call was at seven that morning, but most of the cast and crew reported half an hour early, checking in at base camp where the cast trailers were set up alongside a tent-covered outdoor dining area and the oversized food truck that would service meals for the shoot.
It was a few minutes before seven and Keith watched the cast and crew file over from base camp and take their places. He lifted his eyes beyond the orange and yellow tops of the trees that lined the neighborhood. It’s really happening, God … we dreamed about making this movie and now here we are. You are faithful beyond all—
“Somebody better tell me what’s going on!”
The loud angry words stopped Keith short. He turned to see Rita Reynolds—their lead actress—storming toward the set, her face red, her footsteps angry and purposeful. But before he could intercept her, she launched into a tirade like nothing Keith had ever seen. He watched her huff her way over to Chase, who was sitting with the director of photography a few yards away from where Keith was set up.
“Are you kidding me?” she screeched the question as she came up to Chase. Her tone made everyone in shouting distance turn to see what was wrong.
“Rita?” Chase stood, his expression blank. “Something wrong?”
“Yes, something is very wrong.” She tossed her hands in the air and moved closer to Chase. “I asked for salmon, and it’s not here!”
Whatever she said next, Keith couldn’t quite make out, but she remained animated and angry—something none of them could mistake. Keith studied her, their leading lady. She’d already been to makeup and wardrobe, so she wore a pale blue silk cover-up and a matching scarf tied loosely over her platinum blonde hair—a getup that meant no one could mistake her for anything but the star she was. The dark sunglasses had to be at least partly for dramatic effect, because the sky was completely overcast.
Chase was saying something about making a few phone calls, trying to get salmon on the set by dinnertime. Rita shook her head and took three angry steps away from Chase before turning back to him. “Look,” she was yelling again, “I’m supposed to have a filet of salmon every morning. Every single morning.” She flipped her hand toward the food truck. “But the guy in the truck tells me he knows nothing about it.” She put her hands on her hips. “Wild Alaskan salmon, Chase. Does that ring a bell?”
Keith wasn’t sure whether to move closer and rescue his friend, or watch from a distance. He decided on the latter. He knew nothing about the salmon request, and he doubted Chase did either.
“For breakfast?” Chase kept his tone calm. He set his clipboard down on his director’s chair and faced her squarely. “You want wild Alaskan salmon for breakfast?”
“Yes!” The word came out as a shriek. “Check my contract! Wild Alaskan sockeye salmon. Every morning. Every day I’m on the set.” She made an exasperated sound and then realized how many eyes were watching her. She glared at a group of grips. “What’re you looking at?”
Keith felt the hair on his neck rise. Rita Reynolds was one of the finest actresses in Hollywood, but the casting director had warned them. “She’s a handful. Be ready to wait on her.”
Given their budget and the lack of A-list actresses interested in a lesser paycheck, Keith and Chase had told the casting director no problem. “We’ll wash her feet if it comes to that.”
“You might have to,” they were told. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
Keith took a deep breath and held it for a beat. As he exhaled, he resolved that he would find a way to serve Rita—even if it meant cooking her salmon every morning himself. They needed her in this picture. She would play the young mother of the college boy whose story they were about to tell through film, a significant part with featured scenes in every act. But if this was how she handled herself on day one, he could hardly imagine the rollercoaster ride she would put them through over the next four weeks. He picked up his megaphone. “Everyone take five. We’ll start up after that.”
The forty-some people who made up the crew didn’t have to be told twice. They formed cliques of twos and threes and milled across the street to the second truck, the one that would be set up all day with water, coffee, and snacks. Keith didn’t tell them not to watch Rita Reynolds, but clearly they knew. Like with any temperamental actress, if Rita wasn’t working, no one was working. A few of the electricians glanced over their shoulders at Keith, and one of them raised an eyebrow. The message was unmistakable. Whatever the trouble about the salmon, the producers better get things fixed.
Keith drew a steadying breath. Is this how it’s going to be, God? The whole time? He checked his watch. Ten minutes. They hadn’t started filming and already they were ten minutes behind schedule. We’re using other people’s money for this movie, Father … we can’t get behind or we won’t have enough to finish. A verse flashed in his mind, one he’d read early that morning before leaving his hotel room for the set: “In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.” The verse came like a direct answer from God. Of course there would be trouble. He didn’t need to panic, he needed to rest in the greater truth. God was in control. He joined his friend and gave a look that dismissed the director of photography.
Chase locked eyes with him, casting him a baffled look that cried for help.
But before Keith could add any perspective to the conversation, Rita turned her tirade on him. “Tell me you didn’t know about this! I mean, I come down here completely ready because I’m a professional, expecting that everyone else is just as ready for day one. But no one, not one person, has told the guy in the truck about my salmon breakfast.” She used both hands to point to her pretty cheeks. “I’m not a teenager, guys. I need my omega threes every morning if I’m going to keep this skin. Botox can only do so much. I need Alaskan salmon. Every morning. No exceptions.” She made a dramatic attempt to calm herself down. When she spoke again, she was no longer yelling but her eyes and tone still screamed with anger. “Greasy eggs are not good for my face. Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, Rita.” Keith sounded apologetic, but not guilty. He thought about reminding her that anger couldn’t be good for her face either, but he decided against it.
“Now listen,” Chase crossed his arms, his own frustrations beginning to sound in his voice. “This isn’t our fault. If your agent would’ve made it clear, then maybe we could—”
“Hold on.” Keith held his hand up and shot a look of empathy at Chase. Keith had always been the easier going of the two, and now he needed to keep his friend in check or the issue could blow up in their faces. Calm, he told himself. Keep things calm. Keith put his hand gently on his star actress’s arm. “Rita, we’ll find you some salmon. It’ll be here every morning after today.” He managed to maintain a stance of authority despite giving in to her demands. “But Chase is right. I can promise you, we knew nothing about this. The two of us went over every line of your contract and there was nothing about a daily salmon breakfast. The issue never once came up in negotiations with your agent.” “
Are you serious?” She made an exasperated sound. “Great. If this is his fault, I’ll fire him today.” She rolled her eyes. For a few seconds it seemed she might reel herself in, reflect a little on her temper tantrum and the unflattering light it put her in. But then she unleashed another wave at Keith. “Here’s how it is.” Her hands were on her hips again. “Someone gets my salmon here in the next hour, or I walk.”
“We’ll find something.” Keith’s look told Chase to keep quiet.
She tossed her head. “I won’t ask for broccoli. That’d be too much for you people.” A loud sigh rattled in her throat. “I’ll be in my trailer. Let me know when my breakfast is here.” With that she took hard fast steps toward the trailers at base camp, set up around the corner in an empty field.
Chase hung his head and rubbed the back of his neck, his breathing fast and jagged. “This is ridiculous.” He hissed. He kept his voice low, but his words sounded like they were forced through clenched teeth. “It’s seven in the morning. Where are we supposed to find salmon at this hour?”
“Let me think.” Keith could still feel the rest of the cast and crew watching them from across the street. He knew what they were thinking. He and Chase were the producers, and whatever problem came up, the solution had to be theirs. Even the task of finding wild Alaskan sockeye salmon at seven in the morning. Suddenly an idea hit him. “Wait … I just remembered something.”
“It better be good. If our star walks on the first day because of a fish, we might as well just pack our bags and go back to the jungle.” Chase twisted his face in absolute confusion. “I mean, salmon? For breakfast?”
“Okay, listen.” Keith kept his voice down. “Yesterday I was talking with a few of the locals and a guy comes up. Tells me he runs the best restaurant in town and that he’s always wanted to be in a movie. He said he’d treat the cast to steak and lobster if I’d get him or his restaurant in a few scenes. I didn’t think about him until now.”
“If he has lobster, he’s bound to have salmon.” A disbelieving smile worked its way up Chase’s face. “This might work …”
“Right.” Keith glanced at the table. The crew was looking restless, ready to get back to the set and start working. He pulled his wallet from his back jeans pocket and sorted through a small group of business cards until he found the one with the lobster on it. “Here it is. Indiana’s finest lobster,” he read from the card.
“You got his card?” The shock on Chase’s face grew. “No one would believe any of this.”
Keith slipped his wallet back in his pocket, picked up Chase’s clipboard from the nearest chair, and took a quick look at the scene list. Rita was in just about every scene scheduled to be filmed at the house, but there had to be something Chase could get started with. The clock was ticking. If the solution was at hand, good, but they needed to get everyone else busy. “Jake Olson’s ready, right?”
“He is. I saw him way before Rita showed up.”
Jake was the main lead, a good-looking twenty-four-year-old, recently discovered by the tabloids. The camera loved him, and girls across America were just finding out about him. After this movie, he was slated to star opposite Will Smith. The investors figured they were lucky to be getting Jake Olson now while they could still afford him. Keith ran his finger over the list of scenes. “There it is.” He held up the sheet so Chase could see it. “Switch the order, and start with Jake taking the letter outside to the front porch and reading it. Also the scene where he’s in his room looking at the letter a second time, going through photos of his father.” Keith studied the business card in his hand. “I’ll call the lobster guy and see what he can do.”
“Okay.” Doubt darkened Chase’s eyes. He took the clipboard and lifted his own megaphone toward the milling cast and crew. “Jake Olson, I need you.” He scribbled something on the call sheet. “Everyone else, break’s up. We’re shooting scenes four and six. Get to your places, and thanks for your patience.”
Keith had his cell phone out as he crossed the street to base camp. He placed the call as soon as he stepped into their trailer—a no-frills single-wide with a simple table and two bench seats on either side of it. He sat down and waited while the phone rang.
“Bloomington’s finest steaks and lobster, JR McDowell, how can I help you?”
The reason for his phone call would’ve been laughable at any other time but now. “This is Keith from the movie set down the street. We talked yesterday.”
“Oh, yes.” JR chuckled. “You ready to take me up on that swap. Gonna get me in the movies, are you?”
Keith winced. “Actually, let me explain what we need …” Five minutes later when he got off the phone, they had the promise of a hot filet of Alaskan salmon every morning for the next four weeks—starting with the piece he was putting in the broiler even as they spoke. After this morning, JR would even deliver the cooked fish to the set each day at seven. He would deliver it to the food ser vices truck, where it would be kept warm until Rita reported for breakfast. In turn, Keith had promised the guy he could be a professor walking in the background on one of the scenes set to be shot on campus next week.
The salmon wasn’t free, of course. At twenty-five and change per filet, they’d just added more than five hundred dollars to the budget. Keith had no choice. They’d have to find the money somewhere. He climbed into his rental car and headed toward Town’s Square. As he drove, he found a reason to be grateful. Yesterday when they were setting up, dozens of towns people approached him to ask questions about the film. Be kind to the locals, that’s what they’d learned in the mission field. In the two years since then, he and Chase had worked on the set of a new hit reality show, and they’d produced a few direct-to-DVD films for the Christian market.
With each project, Keith had only become more convinced about his philosophy regarding the locals—they’d get a lot farther in their goals if they were extraordinarily nice from the get-go. Loving people the way Jesus loved them. Not only did kindness foster good will among the neighbors and make them more agreeable to the disruption of a film crew taking over their street, but oftentimes producers needed a certain car in a shot, or some yard furniture moved to create a different look. Any of a hundred strange requests, and always the neighbors were more inclined to work with the producers if they’d been shown kindness and respect.
Now they could take the next step toward their goals all because he’d been nice to a local. Keith bounded up the steps of the restaurant, and after only a few minutes, JR handed him a plastic plate with a great-smelling piece of salmon and a heap of fresh steamed broccoli. Keith shook the man’s hand. “I might have to get you in two scenes for this.”
“No problem.” The man tipped his baseball cap. “Glad to be of ser vice.”
Keith pulled up on the set and hurried the hot plate to Rita’s trailer door. He knocked and waited a full minute before she opened it. She was still in her pale blue wrap, and she scowled at him, ready for a fight until she saw the plate in his hand. “Here,” Keith gave it to her. “Salmon and broccoli. The same thing will be here for you every morning from now on.”
Rita studied the plate and her expression softened. “Thank you.” She smelled the plate and a quiet, nervous-sounding laugh came from her. “I don’t mean to be any trouble, Keith. You know that. I didn’t think you’d find salmon this morning, and, well … I wouldn’t really have walked. It’s just … someone dropped the ball—not you and Chase—but someone, and …” another laugh, “I can’t work without salmon.” She smiled again. “You understand, right?”
“Of course.” Keith took a step back and checked his watch. “When can we expect you on set?”
“How about twenty minutes?” Again she looked sheepish. “Sorry if I made a scene. I can be a little … overdramatic at times.”
“We want you happy, Rita.” He tried to see her as a vulnerable human being, not as a spoiled actress wasting precious money and making unreasonable demands. His smile felt genuine as he took a few steps away from her trailer. “We’ll do whatever we can. See you in twenty.”
On the short walk back to the set, Keith thought about the change in his star actress. What if he’d fought with her and chastised her for her demands? This would’ve been the beginning of an adversarial relationship, and everyone on the set would’ve suffered as a result. Instead, she’d actually apologized. This is a mission field, too, isn’t it God? But is it always going to be this difficult?
My son, consider it pure joy whenever you face trials of many kinds. For you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance …
The answer was a quiet whisper, one that danced in the breeze and soothed his soul. He would’ve preferred some kind of assurance that the filming could only get easier from here, but he had a better promise instead. One that was tried and true, straight from the Bible.
He stepped up onto the curb and walked up to the house, but again nothing was being shot. He’d been gone forty minutes, so he could only hope they’d finished at least one of the two scenes with Jake Olson. The electricians hovered over a section of wires off to the right side of the house, and Chase appeared to be deep in conversation with the director of photography and the assistant director.
Keith stopped a grip along the way. “What’s going on?”
“Cameras aren’t getting power.” He motioned to the group working on the side of the house. “Took awhile, but they finally figured out where the problem was. Looks like a cat chewed through a handful of wires.”
For a long moment, Keith stared at the guy as if maybe the man might laugh out loud and admit he was only kidding. Certainly this sort of trouble wasn’t a normal part of shooting on location. At least it hadn’t been for the smaller projects Keith had worked on. He thanked the guy and went to Chase, who confirmed the trouble and the fact that the damage had been done by a cat.
“We patched the wires and the cameras are working again. But the cord to the main light is damaged in several areas.” Chase raked his fingers through his hair and shook his head. “The university doesn’t have one that big, so I have one coming from Indianapolis. It’ll be here in an hour.”
Keith allowed the news to fully register. Then once more he took the clipboard from Chase and scrutinized the scene list. “Ask the DP if we can use two smaller lights and get a few outdoor scenes shot. There are three here that we can work on. One of them doesn’t include Rita. Let’s start there.”
By the time they broke for dinner at five, they had captured just five of the eight scenes slated for day one. Keith wanted to lock himself in the trailer and cry out to God, because this pace would never do. They would have to add another three weeks to their film schedule if they crawled along at this rate. Chase seemed discouraged too, but they wouldn’t have time to talk until they were back at the hotel. He longed for Wednesday, when Lisa would be here and he’d have her arms to look forward to at the end of a day like this.
He was climbing into his car, leaving for the day, when he practically heard an audible reminder of the verse from earlier. Consider it pure joy whenever you face trials of many kinds … He stopped and braced himself against his car. Pure joy … had day one on the set been so bad that he could forget what God was clearly trying to tell him? Ministry of any kind came at a price, and trials were part of the cost. He filled his lungs with fresh air and did one more walk around the base camp, thanking whatever cast and crew were still around and assuring them that tomorrow would be better for everyone.
“You guys are really different,” one of the grips told him when Keith was almost finished making his final rounds. “We’re not on the same team, you and us.” He removed his baseball cap and scratched his head. “But you and Chase, you’re different. It’s like you really care, you know? Ain’t never seen anything like it.”
“Thanks.” Keith grinned at the guy. “And you’re wrong. No matter what the union reps say, as long as we’re making this film, we are on the same team. All of us.”
As Keith drove back to the hotel, he felt a new, deeper joy filling his heart, giving him strength for whatever the next day held. His father used to tell him that when hard times came, they had all the more reason to be excited about the future. “The bigger the mountain, the greater the view on the other side,” he would say. Keith smiled to himself. The mission field in this new venture of filmmaking wasn’t only the audience who would see the movie. It was every cast and crew member who had reported for duty this morning. And if every day was going to bring the sort of mountains that cropped up today, he could only be certain of one thing.
The view on the other side must be breathtaking.
CHASE LIKED THE ANALOGY ABOUT THE mountains and the vistas, but he had a copy of their bank statement in front of him when he and Keith met up in the hotel room. “We can’t do it,” he slid the piece of paper across the small table. “We have enough in the budget for a few days overage, but at this rate?” He released a defeated chuckle. A few delays midway through the shoot was one thing, but this early? “We’ll run out of money before the third act.”
“I’m still making phone calls, contacting people about investing.” Keith kept his tone upbeat.
“What about the investors who’ve already committed? Have you talked to them?” Chase still hoped more money might come from the familiar sources. If they’d already put up five hundred thousand or a million, they might be willing to put up more.
“You know the answer.” Keith sounded like he was trying to be patient.
“Sorry. You’re doing everything you can.” The two of them had been best friends for nearly ten years, and when it came to producing movies, Keith was by the far the more experienced. Chase leaned back in his chair, and with his free hand he tried to rub out the tension in his neck.
“I sent them all letters three weeks ago, suggesting they might want to invest more, increase their returns down the road.” He tossed his hands. “Not one bite.”
“What’s our accountant say?”
“I called him after lunch. He thinks we’re in trouble. Everyone expected at least one of the investors to come up with a few hundred thousand more, but people are nervous. The market’s shaky and investors are playing it safe.”
Chase tried not to look nervous. “Okay … then what are the options?” This was ministry, they’d agreed on that. But if they ran out of money, they’d not only fail in their mission, but they’d be in trouble with their investors. Chase took the paper from Keith again and stared at it for a long moment.
Keith’s tone bordered on dire. “There’s only one option. We find another investor. Someone who can pad us with another three hundred at least. Ten days of on-location filming. Otherwise we’re irresponsible to move forward.”
“I agree.” Chase leaned forward on his elbows. “Our accountant’s looking for someone, right? I thought he had a lead last week.”
“He had four leads. I’m following up on them, but no one’s returning my calls.” Keith massaged his temples with his thumb and fingers. “I’ve got a dozen copies of our portfolio, detailed information on the movie and its distribution channels, the breakdown on how investors will be repaid first and how they’ll benefit from the sale of DVDs. The package is enticing, but in this mar-ket no one’s sure of anything. I need to get the packets into the hands of the people who can help.”
“Exactly.” Chase felt the beginning of a headache. “We only have enough in the account if we stick to the schedule.”
For what felt like a solid minute, neither of them said a word. Then Keith sat up straighter and sucked in a full breath. “Well, then … until I can get a hold of one of these potential investors, we’ll have to stick to the schedule.”
“Come on.” Chase could feel his defeated attitude dragging both of them down, but he couldn’t help himself. They couldn’t make a movie without some kind of cushion in the bank. “That’s crazy, and you know it.”
Keith leveled his gaze across the table. “There we were in Indonesia, trapped on the wrong side of a rising river.” His voice was low and intense, every word hitting its mark. “Three women and twelve tribal children surrounded us, screaming for help. Rain flooding down from the skies.” He didn’t blink. “Can you see us, Chase? Remember how it was?”
Chase felt goose bumps rise along his arms, felt again the nausea that had swept over him at the certain death they all faced in that single moment. He swallowed hard. “We … we cried out to God.” He closed his eyes and he could hear the rushing water, feel the spray against his face. “At the top of our lungs we cried out.”
“And from nowhere a barge sailed up and rescued us.”
“Later, no one knew where the thing had come from or who had sent it.”
Keith exhaled and folded his arms across his chest. “Are you kidding me, Chase, buddy? You’re worried about a little funding for a Hollywood movie?” He lifted his chin, his confidence and faith so strong it dispelled the darkness from the room. “God brought us here. He will see us through to the end. Until then, we can plan and act and take all the prudent steps. But we can’t give way to fear and worry.” He smiled. “We have to believe, same as we did in that storm.”
“Man.” Chase clenched his teeth, flexing the muscles in his jaw. “I beg God to give me a faith like yours.”
“He will. Days like this can only make us stronger.” Keith stood and headed for the door. “Enough doom and gloom. Come with me. There’s fresh coffee in the lobby.”
Chase wasn’t sure about the coffee. It was after eight and call was at seven again tomorrow. He still needed to talk to Kelly about things back home, how she and the girls were doing. But right now he needed time with Keith more than anything. Every hour with his friend made the mountain they were facing seem less formidable.
They sat at a table in the lobby not far from a roaring fireplace. The atmosphere was more open, less oppressive than it had been back in the hotel room. Chase made himself a cup of hot cider and sat opposite his friend. “Doesn’t anything scare you?” He’d seen Keith show fear before. The time in Indonesia when Andi went missing, and another season when it looked like Lisa might be sick. But most of the time the guy was rock solid. Chase breathed in the steam from his sweet-smelling drink. “Don’t you ever wonder why we’re doing this?”
“No.” He grinned over the top of his coffee cup. “I know why we’re doing this. But sure … I get scared sometimes. Scared for our culture, our country. Scared that Andi and your girls will have to grow up in a world where the lines between right and wrong have vanished for good.” He was quiet for a minute, thoughtful. “When I think about all this, about the purpose in making movies with a message, I guess it comes down to conveying one thing.”
“One?”
“Pretty much.” He took a slow sip of his coffee. “We need to tell the world the truth.”
“Not everyone’s lost the truth. Andi has her head on straight. The kids she went to high school with, they seemed pretty strong.”
“For now.” Keith narrowed his eyes. “Sometimes I’m not so sure about Andi. Once in a while she’ll say something and I’ll know she didn’t get that from Lisa and me, and certainly not from anything she learned in the Bible.” He gave a slow, sure nod. “The culture’s a powerful thing. And the culture pays attention to movies.” He stared for a while into the dancing fire. “Everywhere you look, nearly every movie out there has a lie at its core. I want so much more for Andi, for the kids of her generation.”
“And we can help with that?”
“We could.” Keith’s smile was easy. “A couple of willing guys looking to change the world … God’s used less than that in the past. A stuttering recluse to change the mind of the Pharoah of Egypt … a scrawny kid with a stone and a slingshot to bring down the Philistine army.” His eyes shone brighter than before. “A group of fishermen to bring the message of hope to an entire world.”
“They didn’t even have a movie screen.”
“Exactly.”
Chase raised his eyebrows and waited. Keith’s assessment of the culture was bleak, but it was right on. “Truth. The foundations that used to hold up our culture. If we can resurrect those, then the next generation might find the direction it’s missing.” Chase gave a low whistle. “Pretty big mission.”
“Pretty big God.” Again Keith smiled. A couple of electricians from the set walked by and nodded in their direction. When they’d passed, Keith’s expression became more intense. “Here’s the deal. I don’t want to make even one movie unless the message at the core helps our culture find its way to daylight again. Back to truth.”
Chase thought about the film they were making, The Last Letter. Jake Olson’s character was like a lot of college guys, given over to a wrong relationship with his girlfriend and drifting along in a shallow stream of activity without purpose or passion. He had no connection to family, no faith, and no reason to believe in his future. But after his father dies, he receives a letter advising him that he’s the last of the men in his family’s line, the last one who can restore a sense of character and godly principles for future generations. Chase had always seen the movie as good and wholesome.
But until now, he hadn’t seen it as restoring truth. He took a long drink from his cider and studied his friend. “That’s why you’re so passionate about this one.”
“Exactly.” Keith finished his coffee and stood. “I’m turning in. I need to call Lisa and give her the update. She’s been praying all day.”
“You sure?” Chase laughed lightly. “Maybe she got distracted.”
Another easy smile lifted Keith’s lips. “We found the salmon, didn’t we? And the new light came in from Indianapolis.”
“Yeah. I guess.” Chase was tired of his cider. He pushed it toward the center of the table and crossed his arms. No point reminding Keith about the three scenes they didn’t shoot, or how far they’d fall behind tomorrow if they couldn’t keep up with the schedule. “Thanks for the talk.” Chase sat at the table with his cider, thinking about what Keith had said. They’d come through much to get where they were, and they’d done it all for one reason—to bring change to the current culture. Keith was right. God had seen them through dire situations in the past. He would see them through this.
He was about to turn in when Rita Reynolds walked through the front door of the lobby, fixing her hair and pulling her sweater tight around her middle. She was headed for the elevator when she spotted him and stopped. Her expression became humble and apologetic, and for a few seconds she only stood there. Then she released her hold on her sweater and let it open to reveal a white tank top, tight against her middle. Chase crossed one leg over the other and nodded at her, same as he would to any of the cast or crew who might pass by.
But clearly Rita had something to say. She came closer, pulled out the chair where Keith had been sitting, and lifted one eyebrow cautiously. “You got a minute?”
“Sure.” Chase had no idea what she wanted to talk about, but here in the public lobby he had no reason to fear her intentions. After her earlier tirade, she was probably only checking on her breakfast order. “What’s on your mind?”
“You, I guess. You and Keith.” She sat down and rested her forearms easily on the table between them. “I had no right blowing up this morning.” She made a face that suggested she was embarrassed by her actions. “Yes, I like salmon, but the scene I made? Really?” She wrinkled her nose. “I’m sorry, Chase. I was out of line.”
Something in Rita’s tone kept Chase on his guard. She was volatile and difficult, just like they’d been warned. If this was a true apology, it would likely be followed by some other request, something she still wanted and hadn’t gotten. He remained unmoved except for a polite smile. “Apology accepted.”
“Really?” In the shadows near the fireplace she looked younger than her thirty-seven years, more like a school girl seeking attention. “I felt bad all day.”
“Let it go.” It hit Chase that he was sitting across the table talking to one of the country’s favorite movie stars. Rita was blonde and willowy with the ability to play a decade younger or older than her age—depending on the role. She’d won an Academy Award for supporting actress in her teens, and she’d raised the bar in every movie she’d been in since. Chase still wasn’t sure what she wanted. “Tomorrow’s a new day for all of us.”
Rita tapped her fingers lightly on the table, her eyes searching his as if she was trying to see past his position as producer. “So who are you, Chase Ryan? You’re awfully young to be making movies.”
“I’m more the director on this one.” He felt his guard drop a little. Maybe she only wanted to make small talk to repair the damage from earlier. “Keith and I are a team.” He gave a look that said he couldn’t be sure about anything. “We hope this is the first of many movies to come. Our dreams are pretty big.”
She hesitated, and her eyes found the ring on his left hand. “You’re married, of course.” A grin eased the embarrassment that had colored her expression since she sat down. “The best looking ones always are.”
It took Chase a few heartbeats to register what she’d said. Even then he figured she was still only looking to make a connection, trying to erase the impression she’d made at breakfast. “Making points, huh?” He laughed and leaned his head back, trying to read her intentions. On the handful of movies he and Keith had worked over the past few years, he’d been hit on here and there. He couldn’t tell about Rita.
When he didn’t say anything else, she leaned a little closer across the table. “So tell me about Chase … what’s behind those deep brown eyes?”
“You had it right.” He kept his tone easy, but he had no intention of letting her see past his professional exterior. “I’m happily married to Kelly. We have two little girls—Molly and Macy, four and two. Other than missing my family? I love God and my wife and the idea of making movies that pack a message.” He felt his smile cool some. “That’s about it.”
“You know why I took this movie?” She seemed anxious to move on. “I mean, I get a lot of offers.”
“I’m sure.” Chase was curious. They’d put the script out to twenty-some actresses, and all of them turned the part down because of the budget or because Keith and he were untested. Then one day when they were running out of time, a call came into their small office from Rita Reynolds’ agent. She wanted a shot at the lead role. At the time, the phone call and the interest from Rita was one more miracle allowing them to move forward with a movie that would hopefully wind up on the big screen. But they never really knew why Rita had sought them out. “Tell me why.”
“I research the unknown people in this business. Through IMDB’s website and on a handful of blogs and chat groups I check up on.”
Chase remembered the first time he saw their work on the Internet Movie Database, and the thrill that came with feeling like that made them legitimate producers. The warmth from the fire felt good and lent a slow pace to the conversation. “We didn’t have many credits.”
“No, but I caught a few people agreeing that you and Keith could be the next big thing—a pair of producers with talent in directing that was fresh and cutting edge in the industry.” She’d backed off on the flirty eyes and body language. Now she seemed intent only on telling her story. “I got a hold of your direct-to-DVD movie—Finding Mercy. Watched it alone in my house one night, and you know what?”
Chase raised his eyebrows subtly, waiting.
“I was blown away. The quality and camera work, the music and acting. The direction.” She angled her head. “You couldn’t have had much of a budget, but one thing was clear. You and Keith hadn’t compromised on quality.” Her eyes sparkled. “I called my agent the next morning and asked him to find out what you were working on next.” She lifted her hands a few inches off the table and lowered them again. “Just like that, here I am.”
“Well.” He gave a slight nod in her direction. “You did your homework.”
“I get tired of working with the same people, hearing the same names.” Her eyes tried to find a deeper connection, and even when she didn’t find one she didn’t look away. “You and Keith are going places. I saw it in your work, and then today … watching you with the cast and crew. The two of you are different, somehow.” The embarrassed look flashed on her face again. “Even after my tirade.”
Her compliment hit its mark. Especially after a day when they’d finished little more than half of what they intended to get done, and when their finances were so dire there was no guarantee they could finish the film. He clasped his hands and studied her, choosing his words carefully. He didn’t dare tell her how much he needed her kind words. Not when to say so would be an open invitation for whatever else she might have in mind. “I appreciate your feedback. Keith and I have big dreams.”
“You’ll reach them. I can feel it.” Admiration filled her tone. “Three years from now, I have a feeling the whole world will know.” She reached out and patted his hand. “Just remember I told you first.”
Chase almost couldn’t believe this was the same woman who had threatened to walk off the set earlier. He stood and smiled at her. “I’m expecting great things from you too.” He pushed in his chair. He allowed a hint of teasing in his voice. “Especially now that you’ll have your salmon every morning.”
She fell in beside him as they walked to the elevators and waited when Chase pushed the button. “I’m not really tired.” Her smile seemed intentionally innocent-looking. “Do you want to watch a movie in my room? There’s a drama showing and I’d love your feedback.”
“No thanks. Gotta call my wife and turn in.” Chase didn’t let his surprise show. She really was coming on to him, and if he didn’t have his faith, if he didn’t love his wife, then tonight he could make choices that would ruin him. He felt sick at the thought. They stepped into the elevator together. “What floor?”
“Six.” She didn’t look disappointed, but almost humored.
He pushed the six, and the four. Before he stepped off, she gave him a smile that left no guessing at her intentions. “Maybe some other night. We have four weeks to get to know each other.”
“Goodbye, Rita.” Chase smiled, but his tone was cool and impersonal. “Thanks again for the apology.”
“I enjoyed it.”
The last thing he saw as the doors closed behind him was a smile that told him she believed one thing about their time together. He might not be willing to accept an invitation to her room tonight. But he would change his mind.
Chase put the entire conversation out of his mind and hurried into his hotel room for the call to Kelly. They were using a video chat system, one that allowed them to talk through their laptop computers and see each other at the same time. Skyping, it was called. Almost as if they were looking through a window, or sitting across from each other.
The call from Chase was supposed to come half an hour earlier, but the talk with Rita had sidetracked him. Even so, Kelly wasn’t angry. She didn’t even mention it. “I love this.” She must’ve been looking straight into the built-in camera at the top of her computer screen, because her eyes looked deep into his. She’d done herself up for the conversation. Her hair was curled, and she wore enough makeup that her green eyes looked gorgeous—even on his laptop screen.
“You look beautiful.” He longed to reach out and touch her, feel her soft hair beneath his fingers and take her into his arms. “I wish you were here.”
“Me too.” The intimacy between them was far stronger than it had been when he left. “The girls have been talking about this call all afternoon.” Kelly smiled. “We all miss you.” She stood and her orange sweater came into view. “I’ll get them. They’re upstairs.”
Chase waited, glad that the offer from Rita hadn’t even been tempting. He and Kelly were doing better than ever, and this was the only way he wanted to spend his late nights. He couldn’t imagine living like so many in Hollywood, where every movie, every location, brought with it a different affair, a different set of people sneaking into each other’s hotel rooms.
The squeal of his little girls’ voices sounded in the distance, followed by the staccato taps of their feet racing across the floor toward the computer. All at once their faces appeared, each of them vying for a better position as their voices ran together. “Hi, Daddy … love you, Daddy …”
Again Chase’s heart ached that he couldn’t lift them up in his arms and swing them around, the way he would if he were there in person. A lump formed in his throat, but he found his voice anyway. “Hey, girls … you being good for Mommy?”
“Yes, Daddy … yes.” Molly, the older of the two, pushed her way to the center of the screen. “I made you a card today. It has the best ballerina on it, Daddy. The best ever.”
“Me too.” Macy wouldn’t be outdone. She might be only two, but she did everything in her power to keep up with her sister.
“How did the movie go?” Molly blinked her big eyes. “We prayed for you.” She looked up at Kelly, who was almost entirely out of the picture. “Right, Mommy? We prayed, right?”
“We did.” She tilted her face so that only her eyes joined the crowded picture. “Was it a good day?”
“Very good.” Chase laughed at the picture they made, crowding in around the laptop. “I can’t wait to see your card, Molly.”
“Yeah, me too.” She reached out and touched the screen. “I like seeing you, Daddy. I wish you could give hugs through this thing.”
“I know, baby.” The ache in his heart spread. “Me too.”
They talked a few more minutes, and then Kelly asked the girls to go back upstairs. “Bedtime in ten minutes,” she told them. “Brush your teeth, and I’ll be up in a little bit.”
When the girls were gone, Kelly took her place in front of the screen once more. “Really, Chase? How was it?”
He sighed, and in it he heard how worn out the day had left him. “Tough. Rita Reynolds needed salmon before she would work, and then a neighborhood cat chewed up our lighting wires.”
“Salmon?” Kelly looked baffled. “For breakfast?”
“Yep.” He ran his hand over his hair. “Supposed to be in her contract. Salmon every morning or she doesn’t work.”
“Yuck.” Kelly laughed and wrinkled her nose at the same time. “Did you make your goal?”
“Not even close.” He didn’t want to end the day worrying about the budget, but the reality remained. “We need to make up time tomorrow.”
For an instant, worry darkened her eyes, but then she let it pass. “You will. The girls and I will keep praying.” Her smile was genuine and warm. This was where they’d struggled far too often, and Kelly seemed determined to be an encouragement now—however difficult day one had been. “You look tired.”
“I am.” He considered telling her about the conversation with Rita, but he changed his mind. He wasn’t taken by her interest.
No need to worry Kelly about it. “Listen, babe. I need some sleep. Let’s talk longer tomorrow.”
“Okay.” Again if she was disappointed by the shorter call, she didn’t show it. “I’m proud of you, Chase. You’re doing what God wants you to do.” She reached out and put her fingers against the screen. “I can’t wait to see you in person.”
“Me either. If we get on track, I wanna come home over the weekend—not this one, but maybe the next.”
“Okay. Until then I’m here for you.” Her eyes looked shinier than before, and she blinked a few times. “I love you.”
“Love you too.”
The call ended and Chase shut down his laptop. As he brushed his teeth, he studied his look in the mirror and celebrated the great feeling of knowing he wasn’t open to compromise. Sure, he and Kelly had struggled at times. But they loved each other, and no movie shoot was going to change that. Not for him, and definitely not for Keith. They would show the world that a couple of married men could go on location for a month and not be swayed into having an affair. God had given them strength;Chase had felt it keenly in his earlier talk with Rita. He might not be sure about tomorrow’s film schedule, or whether they’d have enough money to complete the project. But no one was going to make him compromise the vows he’d made to Kelly.
He was sure about that.
TWO HOURS INTO THE MORNING, KEITH was thrilled with how much ground they’d covered. Already they were a scene ahead of where he’d wanted to be at this time today, so maybe they really could make up lost time. This was why he hadn’t wanted Chase to worry last night. God knew how much money they had and how many days they could afford to be on location. All morning things had been going right, with Chase moving people in and out of the house and celebrating the quality of acting they were getting on only a few takes.
Before arriving on set, Keith had placed a call to Ben Adams on the West Coast. Word around town was that the billionaire was looking to help fund movies with a moral message, and Keith had the feeling Ben was the answer to their problems. The trouble was, he and Chase weren’t on Ben’s radar, and though Keith had called the man four times in the past two weeks, there’d been no return call.
“May I take a message?” Ben’s secretary sounded almost bored with the process. She probably took phone calls from a hundred would-be producers every day.
“Yes, I’ve called before. My name’s Keith Ellison. I’m working with Chase Ryan, and the two of us are already on the set of a movie we’re making called The Last Letter. I think Mr. Adams would be interested in helping finance the film.”
The secretary sounded a little more interested. “Mr. Adams is out of the country until the end of the month. I’ll give him the message.”
Out of the country. Keith had worked to keep his frustration at bay. The one man who might help them wasn’t in town and so he couldn’t help if he wanted to. Keith was still thinking up ways to get word to him overseas, ways that the message might become urgent enough to pass along to Ben Adams regardless of where he was or what he was doing.
Now it was a five-minute break and Keith was looking over his notes for the next few scenes when Rita Reynolds walked up. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky, but the trees provided enough shade that she didn’t have on her sunglasses. “Hey,” she came up against his elbow and looked at the clipboard. “We’re making good time, huh?”
“We are.” He felt his guard go up. After her temper tantrum over the salmon, Keith wasn’t sure what his star was going to do next. “Want some coffee?”
“No thanks.” She turned slightly so she was facing him. “I talked to Chase yesterday. Told him I was sorry. I owe you the same.”
Keith lowered his clipboard. “It’s okay. You have a right to whatever breakfast you want. It wasn’t your fault someone dropped the ball.”
“Yeah, but … still.” She looked up at the clear blue overhead and took a deep breath. “I’m just glad that’s behind us.”
“Me too.” He smiled at her in a fatherly sort of way. “I was watching the monitors on those scenes this morning. You’re very good, Rita. We’re getting some great stuff.”
“Thanks.” She rocked slightly onto her toes, and her expression told him she had something she wanted to say. “Hey, tell me something.”
Keith glanced at his watch. They had just three minutes left in the break. “Walk with me. I need a bottle of water.”
“Okay.” She kept to his pace as they crossed the street toward the snack table. “Tell me about Chase. We talked for a long time last night, and I can’t stop thinking about him.”
She might as well have kicked Keith in the stomach. He stopped and looked straight at her. It was all he could do to keep his tone in check. “He’s your director and he’s married. Not much else matters.”
“I know.” She waved her hand around in front of her face, as if the notion of Chase being married was nothing more than a troublesome buzzing insect. “Of course he’s married, but … I mean, is he happy? He and his wife?”
“Rita … I find this discussion very awkward.” Keith shifted his weight. “Let’s pretend you never brought it up.” He started walking again. “And yes, Chase is very happily married.”
“Don’t be offended.” Rita laughed, and the sound was just short of condescending. “I figured if he wasn’t that happy you’d tell me. If he is, then fine.” She flipped her hair. “It was just a question.” She patted Keith on the shoulder. “Don’t look too deep into it.”
“Like I said, I’ll forget you ever brought it up.”
She laughed and then turned toward a group of actors gathered near the coffee station. Keith watched her a moment longer, and then moved in the opposite direction and grabbed a cold water bottle from a cooler. He was shocked at Rita’s brazen behavior. And what about her conversation with Chase? How come he hadn’t mentioned it?
Keith snatched a second water bottle and walked quickly back to the set. Chase was still inside, talking over a camera angle with the DP. He looked up when he saw Keith and grinned. “I should’ve listened to you. Today’s been amazing.”
He stuffed the anger churning inside him and tossed Chase a water bottle. “You have a sec?”
“Sure.” Chase’s expression changed. He followed Keith outside to the back of the house. People were walking back from their break, but for now they had a few seconds of privacy. Chase twisted the bottle open, but his eyes were suddenly filled with anxiety. “Don’t tell me something’s wrong. Not now.”
Keith reigned in his emotions. He couldn’t accuse his friend, not without hearing his side of the story. “Did you and Rita talk last night?”
“She sat down with me after you left.” He looked baffled. “We talked about the movie and why she took the part.”
“That’s it?”
“I don’t know.” He shrugged, but there was nothing guilty about his tone or expression. “I thought maybe she was coming on to me. She asked me to watch a movie in her room. I almost laughed at her.”
“You didn’t go, right?”
“Of course not.” Irritation flooded Chase’s voice. “Are you kidding? You honestly think I’d go in some woman’s room to watch a movie?”
“Rita’s used to getting her way.” Keith could feel his heart trying to find its normal rhythm again. He hadn’t considered what could happen if one of them compromised their integrity. Even innocently. “Be careful of her, Chase. A scandal would ruin us.”
“A scandal?” Chase laughed, but it sounded more angry than humorous. “I love my wife, you know that. I’m not interested in Rita Reynolds or any other woman.”
“Okay.” Keith paced a few steps out into the grassy backyard, and then turned and walked back to his friend. He exhaled, trying to find the composure he’d had before the break. “She just asked me about you, said she couldn’t stop thinking about you.” He didn’t hide his disgust. “Wanted to know how happily married you were.”
“That’s ridiculous. I made the answer to that question clear last night.”
“Apparently she wasn’t listening.”
Chase groaned and ran his hand along the back of his neck. “Thanks for telling me. I’ll make sure not to give her a reason to think I’d be interested.”
The situation was awkward, because Chase was still her director. He would need to work closely with her until the shoot was finished.
“Good.” Keith gave his friend a solid pat on his shoulder. “Keep your guard up. A guy with your pretty boy looks could get into a lot of trouble on the road.”
“Listen to you.” Chase laughed, and the sound told Keith he was still baffled by the ordeal. “A couple of the actors say you’re a dead ringer for Kevin Costner.”
“Right.” Keith rolled his eyes as they headed back into the house.
“I’m just saying …” Chase was teasing him now. “As long as you’re watching out for me, I’ll keep an eye your way too.”
By the sounds of it, most of the cast and crew were gathered in front of the house, and as the two producers made their way that direction, they heard a few sharp barks and then the sound of a shrill scream.
“What in the …” Keith took the lead, racing to the front door and flinging it open in time to see Jake Olson grab his arm. At the same time, the dog they were using for the movie scurried to the nearest tree, cowering low to the ground.
Rita’s face was a twist of fear, and she motioned to Keith. “Quick. Someone help him!” A number of actors followed Jake toward the curb, and from the side yard the dog handler ran up to the dog and chained him. Chase flew down the stairs and motioned to a police car parked across the street. “We need a medic. Right away.”
As was normal for a location shoot, an ambulance was parked at the other end of the street, out of the way but ready in case they ran into a medical emergency. The police officer took hold of his radio, shouted something into it, and in seconds the ambulance wheeled into view.
“What happened?” Keith walked quickly toward Jake.
“Jake picked the dog up.” Rita was breathing fast, fighting tears. “He was being a little rough with him, and then all of a sudden the dog ripped into his arm. I mean, there was no warning or anything.”
Keith held his hand up to her. “Thank you. I’ll take it from here.” He cupped his hands around his mouth. “Okay everyone, take another ten. We need to make room for the paramedics.”
As the cast and crew cleared the area, Keith and Chase moved in close to Jake. Someone had wrapped an old T-shirt around his arm, but even so, blood was seeping through. Jake cussed softly under his breath. “It was my fault.”
“What were you doing?” Chase pulled tighter on the T-shirt, creating more of a tourniquet effect over the wound. The paramedics were walking up now, carrying a medical bag and looking concerned.
Jake winced. “I’m a method actor. First half of the film I’m a jerk, you know … always storming off.”
Keith had no idea where their male lead was headed with this story. “How did that involve the dog?”
“I wanted to make him a little afraid of me.” He exhaled and the sound was heavy with pain. “You know, so that when I walked into the room, the dog sort of looked nervous. The way I make everyone feel before the letter.”
“So you picked the dog up in your arms?” Chase looked slightly pale, probably thinking ahead to where this would all wind up.
“Yeah.” Jake tucked his wounded arm in close to his body. “Like I said, I wanted to intimidate him a little.” He looked up at Chase, and then at Keith. “It was my fault. Don’t blame the dog.”
The medics moved in then and one of them unwrapped the T-shirt from Jake’s arm. The few teeth marks weren’t very big, just deep. So deep Keith wondered if the dog had nicked an artery. What else could explain the heavy bleeding? One of the medics tended to the wound, while the other took Jake’s blood pressure and started an IV. Once the needle was in place, he turned a knowing look to Keith. “He needs to get to a hospital.”
“There’s one a few miles from here,” Keith said. “I’ll ride with you, if that’s okay.” He turned to Chase. “See if you can get everyone back on track. There are still a few scenes here without Jake.”
Chase nodded. He looked worried sick, but whatever was going through his mind, he didn’t express it. “Keep us posted.”
“We will.”
The ride to the hospital took almost no time, and by then the paramedic riding in the back had settled Jake onto a stretcher and used a combination of gauze and pressure to slow the bleeding. Keith turned to the driver. “You think an artery’s involved?”
“Could be. If so, he’ll need surgery. He needs stitches, for sure. Might be dealing with shock too. His blood pressure’s a little low.”
They parked out front at the emergency doors. Keith watched while the medics wheeled Jake in on a stretcher, and inside the hospital they were met by a nurse who led them to an examination room. “You’re lucky you came in early. Dr. John Baxter’s on duty—he’s the best in Bloomington.”
Keith silently thanked God for the single piece of good news. He waited off to the side, and in a matter of seconds, a kind man with mostly white hair entered the room and moved up alongside Jake’s bed. Something about the doctor looked familiar. He introduced himself and then peered at the wound on Jake’s arm. “He definitely got you good.” He studied Jake’s eyes for a moment. “How’re you feeling?”
“Not so good.” Jake looked a little greener than before. “But it was my fault.” He was still on his back, still on the stretcher. He covered his eyes with his uninjured arm. “I’m a method actor.”
“Is that right?” Dr. Baxter smiled. “My son is too.”
His son? Keith began putting the pieces together, and suddenly he wondered if the reason Dr. Baxter looked familiar was … “Your son isn’t Dayne Matthews, is he?”
“He is.” Dr. Baxter lifted his eyes to Keith’s. “You’re one of the producers?”
“Yes, sir. Keith Ellison.” No wonder the man had looked familiar. Dayne Matthews was the most recognized actor in the world. Only recently had he stepped down from acting to live here in Bloomington with his wife and baby daughter. Everyone expected that at some time in the future he’d act again, but for now he and his wife ran a kids’ theater group in town. Keith didn’t know Dayne, but he wondered if maybe they’d run into each other during the location shoot.
Dr. Baxter gave him a look as if to say they would talk about their movie connection in a minute. Jake clearly needed the doctor’s help first. He directed the nurse to get a suture tray, and he glanced at Keith again. “What about the dog? Can someone get his current shot record? We need to rule out rabies.”
“Definitely.” Keith stepped into the hall and dialed Chase.
“How is he? We’re filming, but everyone’s worried.”
“The doctor’s working on him. I don’t know anything yet.” Keith explained who the doctor was and that they needed the dog’s shot record.
“The handler already showed it to me. I’ll send him right over.”
“Great. And pray Jake doesn’t need surgery.” Keith didn’t come right out and explain what he was thinking. Surgery would not only be bad for Jake, but if the doctor had to operate, they were bound to lose a few days in the recovery process. He didn’t need to spell out the possibilities. Chase certainly knew the dire situation they faced.
When Keith returned to the exam room, Dr. Baxter was asking Jake when he’d gotten his last tetanus shot.
Jake moved his arm from his face and thought for a moment. “High school, I think.”
“Get me a tetanus booster too, please,” Dr. Baxter told the nurse. “Stat. I want to get him cleaned up and stitched.” He pulled a large magnifying glass down from a machine near the ceiling and positioned it over the dog bite. “I see your concerns about the artery,” he told the medic still in the room. “He nicked it all right, but just barely.” He smiled at Jake. “No surgery this time.”
Jake exhaled long and slow. “I’m so stupid. I was just trying to get into character.” He lifted his head off the pillow and looked at Keith. “Don’t take it out on the dog. He can stay. He won’t bite anyone else.”
Keith didn’t want to upset Jake further, but he was pretty sure the dog would have to be replaced. For now, though, Keith only nodded. “We’ll take care of everything.”
They made small talk while Dr. Baxter worked on Jake. At one point, the young actor grinned at Keith. “Hey, I hear you have a real pretty daughter, Ellison.”
“Oh, yeah.” Keith’s defenses shot up at the mention of Andi. Jake Olson was a wonderful actor, but at twenty-four he’d already left a trail of broken hearts. “Where did you hear that?”
“Some of the grips saw the two of you at dinner last weekend.” He smiled, but it looked more like a wince as the doctor kept stitching. “When do I get to meet her?”
Keith tried to keep his answer serious and light all at the same time. Especially because Jake was probably only making conversation. “She’ll be out at the shoot Friday.” He made a face. “But she’s not your type. Way too young for you.” He tossed his hands. “Sorry about that, Jake.”
Jake laughed, careful to keep his eyes from the repair work being done on his arm. “I’d still like to meet her.”
Half an hour later Jake was cleaned up and stitched, ready to be dismissed. Dr. Baxter gave him instructions to keep his wrapped arm clean and come back immediately at the first sign of infection. “You should be fine. You’re young.” Dr. Baxter put his hand on Jake’s shoulder. “You’ll heal quickly. It could’ve been a lot worse.” The doctor went over a few other details, advising Jake to take ibuprofen only if the pain got worse. “I’m not a fan of pain medication for something like this.”
“Nah.” Jake’s color was back. He looked like he was feeling a lot better. “I hate pain meds. People get messed up bad with those things.”
“Exactly.” Dr. Baxter took a few steps back. “You think you can walk out of here?”
“Definitely.” Jake shook his head. “I still can’t believe I’m so stupid.” He shot Keith an apologetic look. “Sorry about the trouble. I’ll be more careful next time.”
“I’m glad you’re okay.”
The nurse was in the room, clearing away the suture table. “I told you Dr. Baxter was the best.” She smiled at them as she headed back into the hallway.
“I’ll walk you out to the ambulance.” The medic took firm hold of Jake’s good arm and helped him to his feet. “Just in case you’re still a little dizzy.”
When they’d left the room, Dr. Baxter leaned against the nearest wall and looked at Keith. “We’ve been following your story, how you want to make movies that bring glory to God.”
“Yes.” Keith was amazed that this tremendously talented doctor was also Dayne Matthews’ father, and more, that he knew about Keith and Chase and their intentions with the film. “We were missionaries until two years ago. We believe God wants this to be our next mission field.”
“Dayne and I were talking about that same thing last night. We need more films that will express core values, stories that will help restore character where so much has eroded away.” He allowed a slow nod. “We’re praying for you. My whole family’s praying.”
Keith was touched deeply by the doctor’s kindness, and the fact that God had allowed this man to be working at the emergency room exactly at this time—when Keith needed more than a good doctor, but someone who would tell him what he told Chase last night. That everything was going to be okay. They talked for a few minutes longer. Dr. Baxter had six kids living in and around Bloomington—a daughter and son-in-law who were both doctors, and another who was a lawyer—and a dead ringer for Dayne.
“I think I saw his picture in the tabloids a year or so ago.”
Dr. Baxter allowed a wry smile. “That was him. We’ve been through a lot to get to where we are. All of us know the hard road ahead for you and Chase.” He looked like he had a dozen amazing stories playing in his mind. “Maybe we’ll get the chance to talk before you leave town.” The doctor pulled a business card from his pocket, flipped it over, and wrote something on the back before handing it to Keith. “My home number’s there for you. We have Sunday dinner just about every week at my daughter Ashley’s house. You and Chase can join us anytime. It might help to have a few friends on your side.”
Keith thought about all that had happened since they started filming yesterday morning. “Definitely.” Again he was struck by John Baxter’s kindness. “My wife comes into town later this week. I’m sure she’d love a Sunday dinner with your family.”
“You might not have time. I know how these things go.” They moved toward the door together. “Look for Dayne on the set. He told me he was going to stop by and encourage you.”
“Great.” Keith reached out and shook the doctor’s hand. “Not the best circumstances, but I’m glad we met. It helps to know someone else is praying.”
Keith and Jake arrived back on set just before lunchtime, and by then Chase and the others had knocked off a couple more scenes—enough that they were still ahead of the day’s schedule. Keith and Chase were walking across the side street to base camp and the lunch truck when Keith heard a few grips laughing about something directly behind them. One of them was telling a funny story, and at that moment he let out a loud string of swear words—all of which were intended to get a laugh.
“Hey.” Keith stopped and turned around. “Watch your language.”
The offender’s eyes grew wide and he chuckled a few more times. “You talking to me?”
“Absolutely.” Keith wasn’t one to lose his temper. But he didn’t want his cast and crew exposed to that kind of language. Not on the set of a movie with such a great message. “Find a better word choice.”
The guy laughed again, and this time he elbowed the man next to him. “D’ya hear that? Find a better word choice?” He took a step closer and sneered at Keith. “I’ll use whatever words I feel like using.”
“Listen.” Keith held his hands up. “I’m only asking if you’d watch your language.”
The guy held his ground for a few seconds longer, and then backed down. “Whatever, man.” Under his breath he muttered, “Stick to producing and mind your own business.”
Chase had kept quiet throughout the exchange, but he put his hand on Keith’s shoulder. “Come on. We need to eat.”
As they walked on, they heard the guy talking to his friends, cussing every other word and speaking loud enough for Keith and Chase to hear as they walked away. They dished themselves chicken and rice and bowls of salad. Chase directed them to the production trailer. “Come on. We can eat in here.”
Inside, Keith pushed his plate aside and leaned back in his metal folding chair, his eyes staring at the spot where the wall and ceiling met. “Do you feel it?”
“The battle?” Chase whistled low. “I can feel it, all right.”
“I mean, come on.” Keith uttered a desperate sort of laugh. “Our lead actor gets bitten by a dog?”
“And then the below-the-line guys. The guy you were talking to is Steve Jenkins. He could’ve handled himself better.”
“Yeah.” Keith thought about the Scripture verse again, the one he’d drawn on yesterday. Consider it pure joy … He sighed and found his smile. “All in a day’s work, right?”
“At least we’re actually getting a day’s work in today.” Chase took a big bite of his chicken. “I need to check with Jake before lunch is over, see if wardrobe has something that’ll cover his bandage.”
“He can switch to a smaller one tomorrow.” Keith was still composing himself. As they finished eating, he told Chase about Dr. Baxter and his offer for a Sunday dinner.
“I remember their story, how Dayne was raised by a set of adoptive parents who were killed when he was just out of high school.”
“Right. And when he first found the Baxters, the paparazzi were all over the story.”
“It’s nice to know they’re aware of us.”
“And that they’re praying.” Keith took the last bite of rice and dragged his napkin across his mouth. “He said Dayne might come by.”
“That’d be great.” Chase grinned. “For us and the whole cast and crew.” Chase stood and headed for the door. “I’ll see you outside.” He stopped. “Don’t get down about today. Jake’ll heal, and grips are gonna cuss. There’s not much we can do about that.”
“Jenkins could at least show a little respect. I mean, I was polite about asking.” Keith pushed his plate back from where he was sitting. “You imagine what would’ve happened if that dog had gotten Rita Reynolds?”
Chase’s expression darkened. “Thought about it the whole time you were at the hospital. She would’ve called her agent and been on the next plane back to Hollywood.” He snapped his fingers. “Just like that, we could’ve called it a day. No lead actress, no movie. Nothing to repay the investors.”
The enormity of the possibility rested squarely on Keith’s shoulders. “I left another message with Ben Adams. Apparently he’s out of the country. I need to find a way to get on his radar.” He sighed. “Oh, and I talked to the handler. We’ll have a different dog here early this afternoon. The other one will take a week off before he works again.”
“Amazing.” Chase shook his head and left the trailer.
Alone with only the slight buzzing of the air conditioning, Keith stared out the small window at the trees that lined the street where they were filming. God … that was close … we could’ve lost everything.
I’m with you, my son … don’t be discouraged, don’t lose heart. The battle is mine …
Like a gentle breeze on the most stifling summer day, the answer from the Holy Spirit breathed life into Keith’s soul. He thought about Steve Jenkins and the other grips. The crew, everyone who worked behind the scenes, was considered “below the line.” An ongoing strike in Hollywood worked to their advantage this time, since they couldn’t afford union workers for the below-the-line jobs. Every one of the grips and techs and set guys were working for less pay than usual, but because there were no other jobs to take, they were grateful for any work at all. Each of them had signed an agreement attesting to the fact that they wouldn’t receive union wages, and that they understood this wasn’t a union film—at least not for anyone below the line.
The cast, though, was considered above the line, and everyone who would appear on camera was working with union wages and conditions. It was the part of making movies Keith liked least of all—the separation between above and below the line, and the way both cast and crew expected an adversarial relationship between themselves and the producers. The cast and crew wanted an excellent picture, however long it took. The producers needed to keep everyone on track, and make sure that in the quest for excellence, the budget and timeline weren’t compromised.
He pictured Jenkins again, the sneer on his face when he told Keith he’d use whatever words he wanted. How could God want them in an environment where He was mocked, in the quest of making a product where He was marveled at? The contradiction was unsettling, and it rattled the core of everything Keith believed about his decision to leave Indonesia for filmmaking.
They were Davids in an entire industry of Goliaths, true. But Keith couldn’t settle for mediocrity—not in any area of making a movie. It wasn’t enough to make an unforgettable life-changing film. He and Chase needed to be a bright light along the way, pointing people to Christ, to a life different than the one they’d come to know in Hollywood. The goal had to be that the cast and crew no longer saw the distinction between union and non-union, on-screen talent or behind-the-scenes workers. So that no one on their set for a minute saw themselves as below the line, somehow lesser. Keith wanted every single person’s actions and attitudes, their character and commitment—on or off the screen until they wrapped the film—to be one place and one place only.
Above the line.
Period.
AUDITIONS WERE NOTHING LIKE WHAT BAILEY Flanigan was used to. At CKT, a hundred or more kids would gather in a room and watch one after another as their friends took the stage and struggled through a one-minute song. At Indiana University, they’d been allowed to sign up in time blocks, with groups of three other students.
Bailey signed up Tim and Andi to join her for the afternoon audition at 2:10. She and Andi were already there, leaning against a cold brick wall and looking for Tim. Two groups were in line ahead of them, and though they could hear the faint sounds of someone singing in the auditorium, there was no way to tell whether any of the auditions had been great, or what sort of act they were going to follow.
“CKT’s auditions were more fun.” Bailey had her hair pulled back in a ponytail. She’d talked to her mom last night for a long time, telling her the assignments and essays already due in her classes over the next few weeks. That, and how she planned to get involved with Campus Crusade at the first meeting later this week.
“You sure you want to do a play on top of everything else?” her mom hadn’t sounded doubtful, just curious. “It’s a lot for your first quarter.”
But that was why Bailey had moved on campus, and she reminded her mother of the fact. She would get through this busy season, as long as she stayed organized. By the end of the phone call, her mom agreed.
Andi shifted, restless beside her. “What if I throw up?”
“Come on,” Bailey laughed. “You won’t throw up.”
“I might. I want to act, not sing.”
“You’ll do great. You could sound like a dying cat with your looks and you’d still get a part.”
“Thanks.” Andi made a funny face. “I think, anyway.”
They heard footsteps on the stairs and turned to see Tim bounding in their direction. He’d seen a picture of Andi, and she of him, but the two had never really met. Bailey watched him register Andi’s presence, and then turn his attention to her. He was out of breath as he hugged her. “I thought I’d be late.”
“Nah.” Bailey kept her arm loosely around Tim’s waist. “We still have fifteen minutes.” She motioned to her roommate. “This is Andi Ellison. Andi … Tim Reed.”
Andi wasn’t a flirt, but she carried with her a charisma that took over a room. She grinned at Tim. “I’ve heard a lot about you. Lead roles in a dozen plays, killer singing voice, you know … all the juicy details.”
Tim blushed slightly beneath her gaze, and then he seemed to remember Bailey. “She exaggerates.” He tucked his arm around her waist and turned his attention completely to her. “What’re you singing?”
Bailey didn’t mind that Tim was flustered by Andi’s presence. She and Andi were quickly becoming good friends, and Bailey could hold her own around her roommate. Andi couldn’t help the effect she had on guys, and at least she didn’t flaunt herself around them the way some girls did. She eased away from Tim, pulled her piano music from her bag, and handed it to him. “‘I’m Still Hurting,’ from Last Five Years.”
“That’s perfect. Something Isabel would sing, for sure.”
“I heard her practice.” Andi linked arms with Bailey. “She’s amazing. She’ll get Isabel for sure.” She played with a lock of her pale blonde hair. “What about you? There are lots of good parts for guys.”
“He wants Scrooge.” Bailey gave Tim a teasing look. “Only the best for Tim Reed, right?”
“Well …” Again Tim looked slightly embarrassed. “I’d be happy with any part, but … yeah, sure. Scrooge would be amazing.”
The group ahead of them was called in and Bailey peered down the hallway. “Looks like our fourth person didn’t show.”
“Great. I’ll probably have to sing first.” Andi grinned at the two of them. “Don’t make me laugh, okay? I mean, no matter how bad I am, don’t make me laugh.”
They kept the conversation light until it was their turn. Once inside the auditorium, there were six director types sitting in the front row. One man seemed to be in charge, and he waved them up onto the stage where there were four chairs on the far side. On the opposite side, an older woman sat at an oversized grand piano. “Present your music to our pianist, and let’s have you sing in order. Please keep your audition to no more than two minutes.” He looked at his paper. “Bailey Flanigan, you go first.”
Bailey was more nervous than she’d expected herself to be. She handed her music to the pianist and took a spot near the microphone at center stage. The director didn’t have to tell her to introduce herself and her musical selection. After years performing with CKT, that much went without saying. She quietly cleared her throat. “My name is Bailey Flanigan. I’m nineteen, and I’m a freshman.” She explained the song she’d be singing, and then she nodded to the woman at the piano.
Okay, God … please help me do my best. She felt a strength and peace that wasn’t her own as she began. The section she’d chosen was just over a minute and a half, and Bailey sang it as well as she ever had. Along the way, she caught admiration in Tim’s eyes, and surprise in Andi’s. When she finished, she was filled with an exhilaration that came only from performing.
The director thanked her, and then called Tim onto the stage. As Bailey took her spot in one of the chairs, Andi gave her hand a squeeze. “That was unbelievable,” she whispered. “Seriously, I can barely breathe, it was so good.”
Tim was introducing himself, so they turned their attention to him. He sang This Moment from Jeckyl and Hyde, and as the song built and grew, Bailey was reminded again of just how much they’d grown as actors because of their time with CKT. She was glad the theater group was still helping kids, still under the direction of Katy Hart, and her husband, Dayne Matthews. The kids in Bloomington were blessed to have the program here.
When Tim was finished, he took a chair beside Bailey, and Andi flashed them both an anxious look. “Pray for me. I’ll probably trip on my way up to the microphone.”
“Andi Ellison.” The director’s tone was completely void of any humor. “You’re up, please.”
Andi didn’t trip, and she didn’t get sick all over the stage as she took her place. She introduced herself and her music, and then she began to sing. From the moment she opened her mouth, Bailey could only sit back and stare. Andi hadn’t once rehearsed in front of her, insisting that she couldn’t sing, and didn’t want to sing. But here, as she launched into the theme from Beauty and the Beast, her voice sounded like something from an angel.
“She’s good,” Tim whispered beside her.
“So good.” Bailey couldn’t stop watching her. Combined with her looks and grace, and that certain something that couldn’t quite be defined, Andi was bound to get a lead role. Maybe even the part of Isabel. A shadow of jealousy cast itself over the moment, and Bailey fought against it. At the same time, she understood now why Andi was a theater major, why she pictured herself on the big screen one day. The way she commanded a stage, Bailey couldn’t think of anything that would stop her. So strong was her audition, that when she finished, Bailey half expected the directors to burst into applause. They stopped short of that, but their smiles made it clear they had caught what Bailey and Tim had seen.
Andi Ellison was going to be a star.
As they left the auditorium and the next group filed in, Andi was slightly winded from her performance. But rather than wait for feedback from Bailey or Tim, she launched into a story about her dad and the filming they were doing in downtown Bloomington.
“It must be cool.” Tim stuck his hands in his pockets. His look fell just short of adulation. “You know, having your dad be a producer.”
“I don’t know.” The three of them grabbed their things and walked toward the stairs at the far end of the hall. Andi seemed to make sure she kept Bailey in the middle. “My dad’s hard to please. He feels like people in Hollywood are pretty shady.” She gave a look that said she understood where her father was coming from. “I think he’d rather me be a teacher or a writer. Something a little safer.”
As they walked, Bailey could almost feel something sitting on her shoulder, whispering discouragement and making her resent Andi for ever coming to Bloomington and being assigned as her roommate. Was this how it would be, competing against Andi for the next four years? Bailey couldn’t measure up to Andi in any area, so how great would that be? She stared at the floor while they walked, but as they reached the bottom of the stairs and headed out into the sunshine, she remembered that she hadn’t commented on Andi’s audition yet. “You have an unbelievable voice.” She smiled at Andi, hoping it looked genuine.
Andi’s mouth came open and she made an exaggerated sound of disbelief. “Not really. I mean, I sang in choir, but I’m not a singer. Acting is my strength—at least I’ve always thought so.”
“If you can act half as good as you sing, you’ll make it for sure.” Tim’s light laugh expressed his own appreciation for her audition. He peered around Bailey, his tone filled with awe and sincerity. “You were amazing, Andi. Where’d you learn to sing like that?”
“Like what?” She hugged her bag to her chest and kept her eyes straight ahead. “I grew up in the jungle, guys. Choir at my Christian school, and that’s about it. Growing up, the only singing we did was worship songs around the campfire. I don’t know the first thing about performing.”
“You fooled everyone in that auditorium.” Again Tim seemed to remember Bailey. He put his free hand around her shoulder. “I’m gonna go out on a limb here and say I think we’ll all get cast.” He gave Bailey a light squeeze. “You were amazing too.”
“Thanks.” Bailey was still silently fighting the jealousy welling inside her, but outside in the fresh air, she was recovering some. It wasn’t Andi’s fault she was born with a gifted voice. She grinned at her roommate. “How fun would that be, if we’re all cast?”
“I don’t know.” Andi looked genuinely concerned. “I don’t have your experience.”
Bailey wanted to tell her that she clearly didn’t have an accurate picture of her own abilities, but she let the moment pass.
“You know what I’d like to see?” As they walked, Tim made eye contact with Andi and then Bailey. “I’d like to see the two of you play Elphaba and Glinda, you know, if the school ever performs Wicked.”
“Oh, I couldn’t imagine it.” Andi gasped. “That’s the best show ever. Who would’ve thought to make a prequel to the Wizard of Oz?”
“It’s a great show, for sure.” Bailey tried to imagine the two of them cast as the leads in Wicked. “That’d be the best ever.” But even as she kept up with her part of the conversation, she realized that with Andi’s light blonde hair and striking looks, Tim had to be seeing her as Glinda. Which would make Bailey the green witch—Elphaba. It was the bigger part, sure, but not the glamorous one. After dreaming for years that someday she might be considered for Glinda, in Andi’s shadow at IU, there was no way it would happen. Bailey would be lucky to be Elphaba.
“You okay?” Andi nudged her, concern lining her forehead. “You’re too quiet.”
“I’m fine.” Bailey silently chastised herself. What point was there in imagining the casting decisions of a show that wasn’t even on the docket. She drew a long breath and walked a little straighter. “Auditions take everything out of me.” Again her heart warmed toward her friend. Somehow she would learn to shine brightly even next to Andi. Otherwise she’d miss out on the golden friendship God had for the two of them.
“Hey, I need to stop by the library before I go back to the room.” Andi stopped and looked at Bailey and Tim. “You guys go ahead.” She was about to wave goodbye when she sucked in a quick breath. “I almost forgot.” She pulled an envelope from the side pocket of her backpack. “Some guy was looking for you after class today. You left early to get your music, remember?”
“After history?”
“Right.” She handed the letter to Bailey. “He asked if I was your roommate. Told me to give you this.”
Bailey felt her heart lurch as she took the envelope. “Thanks.”
“Hey, and one more thing.” Her face lit up. “My dad needs extras for Friday. They’re filming on campus. You guys wanna do it?”
“Definitely.” Tim’s answer came first. He shot a questioning look at Bailey. “You too, right?”
“Of course.” Again Bailey’s smile felt stale. “We’ll talk about it later.”
“Okay. See you back at the room.” Andi bid them both goodbye, her eyes dancing, cheeks pink and full of life as she turned and ran lightly down the path toward the library.
When she was out of earshot and they were walking across campus again, Tim gave a disbelieving shake of his head. “She has no idea the gift she’s been given.” He couldn’t keep the admiration from his voice if he tried. “I mean, seriously. She has no idea.”
Thanks, Tim. Rub it in, Bailey thought. “Yeah.” She gave Tim a tired smile. She hated feeling this way. Jealousy was as foreign to her as Greek. She worked to sound genuine. “She’s really talented, for sure.”
“You know how people talk about the “it” factor, how a person needs to have that if they’re going to make it as an actress?”
Bailey knew where he was headed, and she wanted to cut him off, finish his thought so she wouldn’t have to listen to Tim spell it out. Instead she nodded absently and lifted the envelope up so she could read the face of it. If she’d wondered at first, she had no doubts now. The letter was from Cody. After a year of getting his letters from Iraq, she would’ve recognized his printing anywhere.
Tim didn’t seem to notice her interest in the letter. He looked over his shoulder in the direction where Andi was still in sight, still heading for the library. He laughed again, clearly struck by what he’d seen in Andi. “All I can say is that girl has it … the “it” factor, ten times over.”
“Yeah.” Bailey gave him a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “You should tell her. I’m sure she’d love to hear that from you.”
“Bailey …” Tim took hold of her arm and the two of them stopped, facing each other. A group of students passed them on either side, so Tim waited until they had a private moment. “What is it? Why are you acting like this?”
“Like what?”
“Bugged. I mean, come on. You and I both thought she’d fall flat on her face—if not literally then figuratively—as soon as she opened her mouth. You have to admit she was good.”
“Very good.” Bailey shrugged. “I don’t know, I guess I’m just ready to talk about something else.”
His expression changed, and it was clear in his eyes that he knew what was wrong. “You’re jealous.”
“I am not. I’ve never been jealous of other girls.” Bailey was telling the truth. She shared her thoughts and feelings with her mom, and whenever another girl had come across prettier or smarter or better somehow, her mother always convinced her that God had only made one Bailey Flanigan, one girl exactly like her, and that no one could ever compare with the perfect way she was—no matter who else came along. That’s why her feelings now were so foreign. “I’m not jealous. It’s just … I’m not sure how to compete around Andi.”
“Silly.” He leaned in and kissed her forehead. “You’re one in a million, Bailey. You’re gorgeous and talented, and your love for God shines in your eyes. Andi’s eyes are more … I don’t know, more ready to take on the world.” He started walking again. “She can sing, that’s all.”
Bailey slipped the letter into her back jeans pocket and stared at the path in front of them. She wasn’t about to read something from Cody here, with Tim walking beside her. She would save it for later when she was alone, after she’d had time to work through her strange and unattractive feelings.
“Who’s the letter from?”
“Cody.”
Tim let that sink in for a minute. They walked past a group of students chatting on a bench and crossed a narrow service street before he gave her a brief glance. “You two have talked?”
“No. Not at all.” Bailey was able to find a more upbeat tone. Never mind about Andi. She had no reason to be down. She’d given the directors one of her best auditions ever. She checked Tim’s expression and saw something familiar. The same jealousy she’d been feeling since Andi’s audition. “Once in a while Cody and I will see each other across campus between classes. That’s about it.”
“I thought he wanted the two of you to be friends.”
“He did. At least that’s what he said.” Bailey didn’t want to talk about Cody with Tim.
“You know why he keeps his distance, right?” Tim kept his tone casual, trying not to let the jealousy in his eyes reach his voice.
“Why?” Bailey felt a fresh smile tug at her lips.
“Because he’s in love with you, Bailey. He can’t stand to see you dating someone else.”
“Hmmm.” Bailey looked straight ahead. She didn’t let it show in her face that she thought he was right. “Now you’re an expert on Cody?”
“I don’t know.” He sighed and slipped his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. “I’ve seen the way he looks at you.” He turned his eyes to her again. “You going to read it?”
“Later. Cody hasn’t made any effort. If he’s in love with me, he has a fine way of showing it.” She kept her tone purposefully plain. “He probably figured he should apologize for being so distant.” She shrugged one shoulder. “I’ll read it later.”
“Okay.” The news didn’t seem to settle well with Tim. He put his arm around her shoulders again. “So how was your babysitting job? You worked two hours, right?”
“I did.” She liked that she could fluster Tim. It meant he still cared about her, no matter how wonderful Andi was. “Ashley’s working on a painting of her three children. She’s using a photo her dad took.”
“So she was upstairs?”
“The whole time. Cole was at school, so I only had Devin and Janessa. They were great. They might come by the set Friday when they’re filming on campus. Ashley said she’d seen it in the paper that they’d be on location here.”
They reached Bailey’s dorm, and suddenly the air between them felt awkward. Tim looped his arm around her waist and pulled her close. “You sure everything’s okay?”
“Of course.”
“With us, I mean.” Tim looked deep into her eyes. “You’re not mad at me.”
This was the worst part about the jealous feelings that had come over her, the fact that they left her scrambling to explain herself. “I’m fine.” This time her smile came from her heart. “I’ll call you later.”
“Okay.” He looked like he wanted to kiss her, but there were students milling about headed one way or another, and a kiss here in the open would be out of character for both of them. Besides, even when they went to dinner or a movie and they were alone in his car, Tim hadn’t kissed her again, not the way he’d done after prom. They didn’t talk about it, but she could only figure that he was trying to respect her. That or his feelings for her weren’t that strong. “I like this,” he’d told her one day last week, “how you and I are like best friends. It’s good for now.”
She agreed, but the idea of being Tim’s good buddy didn’t exactly send chills down her spine or make her long for their next meeting. Either way, Bailey was happy with where things were. She wasn’t sure how she really felt about Tim. Better that they didn’t kiss more often. She wasn’t ready for that. Not while the letter from Cody was practically all she could think about.
Tim left her with a final hug and then headed off to the parking lot. He tried to park in the same place each day, because by now, like most of the students, he’d fallen into a routine—even if part of his routine was driving home each day. When he was gone, Bailey ran up the steps and down the hallway to her dorm. Andi was still bound to be a half hour behind her, which meant she had time by herself to read the letter.
She sat on the edge of her bed, her heart pounding, and carefully slid her finger beneath the flap at the back of the envelope. The letter inside was written on a plain piece of white typing paper, folded in fourths. She opened it and saw that it wasn’t long, not nearly as long as some of his letters from war.
Her eyes found the beginning.
Bailey,
I never seem to run into you on campus, and when I do you’re always far away or in a hurry. So I’m sitting here in lab, finished with my work, and I thought I’d take a minute and write to you. Okay, so where do I start? With the truth, I guess. I just wish you were sitting beside me and I could tell you this in person. It might make more sense, but oh well.
Okay, so here it is. I think about you all the time, you probably didn’t know that. But every time I do, I go back to the Fourth of July, that day at your house when I first got back in town. About a thousand times I’ve played those few minutes over again in my mind, and I always think that I blew it somehow. Like I didn’t make myself clear.
I don’t know, Bailey. I meant what I said. You deserve someone better than me. Someone like Tim. He’s great for you. I see you guys around campus sometimes when you don’t see me. I’m happy for you, really I am.
Out in the hallway a group of laughing kids ran by and the noise pulled her from the letter. She felt her heart beating in her throat. What was this, this admission he was making? She wanted to savor his words, but she couldn’t wait to read the rest, to get to the point of his letter. She picked up where she left off.
But here’s the deal … somehow things have gotten awkward between us, because now we’re not even friends. See … I meant what I said about my time in Iraq. Thinking about you, about how close we’d gotten that last summer before I left … that’s what kept me going. But now I’m back and we don’t even talk. I’m not sure who’s avoiding who here, but it has to stop. I miss you too much. Even now I have to write this lousy letter because I can’t find you long enough to tell you what I’m feeling.
Again … I don’t want to get in the way of you and Tim. That’s great, and I really mean it. But you don’t know what it’s like walking across campus looking for your best friend, and knowing that even if you see her you might as well be half a world away. Because at least back then you used to write to each other, but now … well, you get what I’m saying, right?
So that brings me to the real point of this letter. I heard about Campus Crusade. Their Cru meeting is this Thursday at eight. You probably know about it already, being that you’re Bailey Flanigan and all. But just to let you know, I’ll be there, and I’ll be looking for you. If you’re with Tim, I’ll let him sit beside you. But I won’t be far away, because this is crazy. I feel like we’ve lost everything we had, and I feel like it’s my own fault. Okay, so there it is. I hope this makes sense.
See you Thursday, Bailey.
Finally.
Love ya, Cody.
Bailey sucked in her breath and held it, her eyes locked on that last part. The love ya part. Her entire junior year, Cody was one of her closest friends, and all that summer they’d been inseparable. Yes, he’d lived with her family, and he’d been very careful not to cross lines between friendship and something more. But that didn’t stop the way he looked at her, or the way she felt when she was with him. Now, with his voice echoing in her heart and his words etched across the page, she could only be grateful he’d made this move.
Because she missed him more than she’d admitted to anyone, even herself. She read the letter again, slower this time. When she reached the part about finally, she felt tears in her eyes. He was right about everything. After their brief reunion that July fourth just inside her family’s front door, things had changed between them. His adamant refusal to consider anything other than a friendship—whether or not she was dating Tim—made her feel rejected, as if maybe he wasn’t interested in her. Then knowing they were both on the IU campus, but that the two of them never did more than glance at each other in passing … she had to think he had moved on in every possible way.
Until this. She held the letter close against her face and convinced herself she could smell his cologne, ever so slightly, mixed in with the fibers of the paper. Cody cared about her! Enough that he’d taken the time to write her a letter and wait for her after class. Enough that he knew where to find her. She carefully folded the letter, placed it back in the envelope, and tucked it safely in the top drawer of her nightstand. Thank you, God … for letting me know how Cody really feels. I don’t know what’ll happen after this, but at least I know he cares. Please … let us find the friendship we once had. As she finished praying, she breathed in deeply and realized that every jealous feeling she’d been plagued with was gone. She was happy for Andi, happy about the auditions, and thrilled beyond words about the letter from Cody.
Now if she could only survive until Thursday.
ANDI COULD HARDLY CONTAIN HER EXCITEMENT. She filed into the Campus Crusade meeting room along with a dozen other kids and surveyed the auditorium. Already there had to be three hundred students, all milling about and talking, finding various flyers on the information table and grabbing cookies from a snack area. Andi smiled to herself. She might have her doubts about God, but she had a feeling she was going to love these Thursday evening Cru meetings.
For now she had to find Bailey. She scanned the room but didn’t see her.
“Hi.” A tall guy with red hair and freckles held out his hand. “I’m Daniel. Welcome to Cru.”
“Thanks.” Andi flashed a smile at the guy. “You’re in my world history class, right?”
“I am. But I’m a junior. That’s a tough class for a freshman.”
“I took a lot of history in high school.” She shrugged. “Plus I was homeschooled. History interests me.”
“How’d you do on the quiz?”
She made a see saw motion with her hand. “Eighty-nine. I need to study more, but I think I’m getting it.”
Daniel led her to the table that held ten different flyers on upcoming events and small groups. “IU has one of the most active Campus Crusade chapters anywhere. I’m a small group leader. Been involved since my freshman year.” He picked up an orange flyer and handed it to her. “I’m in charge of the Halloween party. You definitely need to come. We’re actually bobbing for apples this time.”
The noise level in the room was rising, so Andi had to work to hear him. She took a step closer so she didn’t have to yell. “I haven’t been to a Halloween party before.”
“What?” Daniel looked shocked, but his eyes told her he was teasing. “You haven’t lived until you’ve been to a Halloween party. Especially with a group like Cru.”
“Yeah, well I was a missionary kid. Grew up in the jungle.” This was one more time when she felt sheltered and different because of her past. The feeling made her anxious to shed the image. She gave him a look that said she couldn’t help the obvious. “Not a lot of pumpkins out there in the jungle.”
“Hmmm. I can imagine.” He laughed. “Hey, you’re here now. That’s what matters.”
Andi was ready to move on, back to the door so she wouldn’t miss Bailey. She had to tell her what she’d found out about the auditions, and about her father’s offer for tomorrow. The news was practically bursting from her. Not only would they get to be extras on the film, but they’d get to work with Jake Olson. Jake Olson! The guy was gorgeous, and so talented Andi could hardly wait for tomorrow. She’d sit Daniel down and tell him if Bailey didn’t get here soon. She scanned the group of kids once more. People were finding their places in the auditorium. “I better get a seat. I’m waiting for a few friends.”
“Don’t forget the Halloween party.” He winked at her.
“How could I?” She thanked him for his help and found a seat in a half-empty row near the back of the room, not far from the door. Daniel had moved to the center up front and appeared ready to start the meeting. At the same time, seven musicians had taken their places on the stage. Mostly musicians, but a few vocalists. Andi looked back at the door. Come on, Bailey … get here.
But instead of her roommate, through the door walked the tall, handsome guy who’d given her the envelope for Bailey. He hadn’t said his name, so she couldn’t call out to him, but she didn’t need to. He looked around, and after a few seconds, he saw her and nodded his head in her direction. Daniel was tapping on his microphone, grinning at the crowd. “This is great. Best fall turnout I’ve seen.” He beamed at the crowd, his voice loud and excited. Behind him, the music kicked in, the beginning of From the Inside Out, a worship song Andi loved. The leader said,“Okay, let’s rock this place. Everyone get on your feet!”
As Andi stood with the others in her row, Cody slipped in and took the seat beside her. “Hey … you seen Bailey?”
“No.” Andi had to lean in to make herself heard. The smell of Cody’s cologne filled her senses. “She’s supposed to be here by now.” Andi moved a little closer to him so he could hear her over the music. “I have good news for her.”
Cody looked only slightly interested. He still had one eye on the door and the rest of his attention focused on the front of the room. “What?”
“About our audition the other day. All three of us got callbacks.”
“Callbacks?” Cody angled his head toward Andi. “Is that what you said, callbacks?”
“Right.” She giggled. Clearly this friend of Bailey’s knew nothing about theater. “We auditioned for the school’s play season the other day. A callback means we made it to the next level, and we have a good chance of being cast.” She looked around to make sure she wasn’t bothering anyone by talking. No one seemed to notice. The music was too loud for their voices to be heard above the sound. She spoke near Cody’s ear again. “We’re all trying to get into Scrooge.” Andi tried not to stare. The boy had beautiful eyes. “I can’t wait to tell her.”
Cody looked like he wanted to focus on the music, but he leaned close once more. “Who else auditioned? You said three of you got callbacks.”
“Me and Bailey, of course. And her boyfriend, Tim.” She assumed this friend knew about Bailey’s boyfriend. “You know Tim, right?”
“Sort of.” Cody smiled, but something in his eyes shut off a little. He leaned in again. “I’m Cody Coleman.” He had to tilt his head close to hers every time he spoke. “Bailey and I’ve been friends for years. I used to live with her family.”
Andi nodded and turned her attention back to the front of the room. The guy next to her used to live with Bailey’s family? Why hadn’t Bailey said anything about him? She tried to think of a reason, but all she could come up with was the obvious. He and Bailey were only friends, so why would she have thought to mention him? Still, he’d acted sort of funny when Tim’s name came up. Andi sung a few lines from the song and tried to focus on the words. But it wasn’t easy with Cody beside her.
The song ended and Daniel told everyone to sit for a few minutes while he went over the announcements. Cody’s arm brushed against hers as they sat, and once more he leaned in close. “Tim and Bailey are still pretty serious?”
Andi thought the question strange coming from someone who was supposed to know Bailey so well. “I think so.” She gave him a look that said she wasn’t sure of all the details. “They’re together a lot, and they talk on the phone.” Andi remembered Bailey’s words, about not knowing whether she was in love, and not being completely sure of her feelings for Tim. But she kept that information to herself. It wasn’t her place to give Cody all the details, right? Either that or she didn’t want Cody thinking Bailey was anything but happy in her current relationship. Andi didn’t like thinking of her motives that way, so she tuned in once more to the front of the room.
Daniel talked about each of the flyers, the different opportunities to get closer to God and each other. “This is a great campus, a great school.” His smile remained through everything he said. “But these days we need each other more than ever.” A roar of hoots and hollers and applause came from the crowd. “That’s right,” the leader laughed. “Two weeks on campus and I see you know what I’m talking about!” More appreciative noise from the crowd.
Andi tried to focus, because it was rude talking while Daniel was still going over announcements, but she was still stuck on that last exchange with Cody. Did he have feelings for Bailey that went beyond friendship? Was that why he wanted to know about Tim? Or was he only a big brother type, interested in the details? Andi hoped it was the latter, because out of all the guys she’d met on campus, none had captured her attention as quickly and completely as Cody.
Up front the leader was holding up the last flyer. “Finally, is Andi Ellison in the room?” He gave an appreciative grin to a group of guys near the front. “I met Andi before Cru. I just put her together with this last announcement. Andi’s dad is producer Keith Ellison. You might’ve read about him in the newspaper this week. He’ll be on campus with his film crew tomorrow and they’re looking for a few hundred extras.” Another roar of enthusiasm from the crowd. “That’s right. We’re all going to be famous. We got a call about this just a few days ago. Andi, can you stand up?”
In a heartbeat she remembered that her dad had contacted Campus Crusade to let the kids know about tomorrow’s filming. She stood and gave a slightly awkward wave to the rest of the room. Then just as quickly she sat back down. Whether she wanted to be an actress or not, she was uncomfortable with all eyes on her.
“You and I’ll have to talk later, Andi. You didn’t tell me your dad was a producer.” He raised his eyebrows up a couple times. “Maybe you can get me a speaking role.” He laughed at himself. “Seriously, guys. Any questions about tomorrow’s filming, talk to Andi.”
Cody smiled at her, and Andi realized it was the first time he’d done that. “Your dad’s a producer?”
“Yeah. He and the crew are in town for a month or so.”
“Big screen?”
“They hope so. It depends on the studio interest after the movie’s made.” She wondered if he felt even some of the attraction she was feeling. Even so she kept herself in check, not wanting to flirt or appear overeager. He had come looking for Bailey, after all. Without her approval, she would never really consider the boy beside her. Up front the band was launching into another song, pushing Andi closer again to Cody. “It’s an independent film for now. My dad and the other producer want creative control. So no one can change the message.”
Cody looked interested, but he didn’t add anything else. Instead he looked again toward the back door, and then turned his attention toward the music at the front of the room.
Andi sang along with the words. The song was “Mighty to Save,” another favorite of hers. It was easiest to believe the way she used to when she sang songs like this. But even still she was only half engaged in the music. Instead she tried to remember the walk from auditions across campus the other day, and how Bailey had reacted when she handed her the note from Cody. She’d been hand-in-hand with Tim, and she hadn’t seemed more than slightly interested by the letter, right? Because if somehow Bailey had feelings for Cody, Andi would be sick at the thought of letting herself be attracted to him. But Bailey hadn’t talked about him at all, so that could only mean one thing.
She didn’t have feelings for him, not that way at least. Andi had all but convinced herself of the fact, when from the corner of her eye, she saw a blur at the back doorway. Bailey appeared, completely out of breath. But as flustered as she looked, she had clearly gone to the trouble of dressing nice. She had on skinny jeans and a tailored blouse, along with a pretty jacket. Her hair still had curl in it from earlier in the day, and she’d pinned part of it up around her face.
“Hey!” She mouthed the word as she spotted Andi, and at the same time she must’ve noticed Cody beside her, because for what felt like a long moment, Bailey froze.
Andi might’ve lived most of her life in a jungle on the other side of the world, but she could spot attraction between two people same as any other girl. As Cody caught Bailey’s stare, their eyes held and Andi had the feeling that for those few seconds they were the only two in the room. She willfully and discreetly moved one seat over from Cody and motioned for Bailey to join them.
“Hi.” She spoke to both of them as she sat down between them, rolling her eyes at herself. “I needed a blue book from the campus store and I locked my keys in my car. Some security guy had to help me.” She tossed her hands and grinned as she took her seat. “At least he was there when I needed him. It’s pitch dark and freezing out there.” She crossed her arms and rubbed her hands along her jacket sleeves, trying to warm up. “I thought I’d miss the whole meeting.”
“It just started.” Andi wouldn’t let herself look at Cody, not while she was still trying to figure things out. “Hey,” she leaned in close to Bailey. “Where’s Tim? He’d love this.”
“He had a meeting with his science professor.” Bailey gave Andi a quick side hug. “He’ll be here next week. Hey, thanks for saving me a seat.” She said nothing about Cody, didn’t raise an eyebrow or cast even a curious glance about what had led her two friends to sit by each other. If Bailey was bothered by Andi’s nearness to Cody, she didn’t let on even a little. But that didn’t change one very clear and unsettling fact.
The adoring way she’d looked at Cody from the moment she spotted him.
BAILEY WAS STILL CATCHING HER BREATH, still trying to assess what might have been happening between Cody and Andi, when Cody leaned over and hugged her, the same way she’d hugged Andi a few seconds earlier. It wasn’t a long hug, or one that could be misinterpreted in any way. But for the few seconds it lasted, his arms felt wonderful around her shoulders. He smiled, and in his eyes was a familiarity Bailey missed. “You still have my number?”
“Of course.” Heat spread through her cheeks. How long since she’d been this close to Cody, since the two of them had sat together close enough to touch? The answer resonated through her heart immediately. Not since that July afternoon at her parents’ house. Cody was right in his letter. The two of them had practically avoided each other since then.
“So why didn’t you text me?” His teasing look said he was mildly upset with her. “I could’ve met you in the parking lot at least. That’s no place for a pretty girl like you to be hanging out looking for a security guard.”
Bailey glanced down at her lap, because it was impossible to draw a full breath while she was lost in Cody Coleman’s eyes. She nodded, in full agreement. The parking lot had been scary, and even with the occasional security guard, she would’ve been smarter to have someone with her. She lifted her eyes to his again. “Next time.”
He patted her knee and both of them focused on the music at the front of the room. The sound was full and rich, filling the auditorium. Bailey glanced over at Andi, and the two exchanged a smile. But something didn’t seem quite right with her. She hadn’t wanted to look too deeply into the fact that her two friends were sitting next to each other. Andi and Cody had only met for the first time the other day—when Cody asked Andi to deliver the note. But tonight, in the first few seconds after Bailey reached the doorway of the meeting room, she saw something she couldn’t mistake. An attraction—at least from Andi to Cody.
Bailey’s mind raced with the possibilities. Of course Andi would’ve been attracted to Cody. Who wouldn’t be? And Andi wouldn’t have any idea that Bailey had feelings for Cody that went beyond friendship. Every time the subject of love and relationships came up, Bailey had steadfastly avoided talking about Cody. Her feelings for him were too deep, too private to share right away. Private and complicated. Especially in light of the fact that she was supposed to be dating Tim Reed. Bailey could hardly blame Andi if—in the course of fifteen minutes—she’d fallen for Cody.
But she couldn’t stand for it either.
With all that Andi had going for her, Bailey would have to find another college if Cody and Andi began dating. A situation like that would be more than Bailey could handle. Her heartbeat came fast and uneven, shouting at her that she needed to find a way to fix the problem. If there was a problem. Breathe, Bailey … focus on the music and breathe. The song was “Step by Step,” and Bailey directed all her attention to the words: “Step by step, you’ll lead me … and I will follow you all of my days.”
Slowly, gradually, the panic building inside her faded a little. They’d only spent a few minutes together. It wasn’t like Cody had asked Andi to marry him, or even out on a date. He probably slipped into the room late, saw Andi, and joined her so he’d have an easier time finding Bailey whenever she got there.
“You okay?” Cody brought his face close to hers again. “You’re quiet.”
She elbowed him lightly in the ribs and felt her eyes dance as she looked at him. “I’m hardly quiet. We’re singing, remember?”
He laughed and shielded his eyes for a moment, embarrassed. When he looked up, his cheeks were flushed. “Okay, not that kind of quiet. You know what I mean.”
“We’ll talk later.” She leaned against his arm for a moment. “It’s good to see you.”
“You read my letter?”
“Yes.” Her eyes locked on his. “We need to talk.”
Cody checked the door again. “Is Tim coming?” His question seemed loaded, especially because his eyes seemed to want more information than whether Tim was joining them for the meeting.
Bailey tried to find the right words, but the job took a moment longer than she intended. She wanted to tell him that she and Tim were figuring things out, that she wasn’t sure she had romantic feelings for him, and that sometimes she wondered if she weren’t acting out a part—the one everyone expected of her. But with the music playing loud, and the kids around them trying to focus on praising God, Bailey settled for a simple answer. “Not tonight.”
Cody nodded. Again he patted her knee, and this time his hand seemed to linger a little longer than before. The band up front sang one more song, and then a red-headed tall guy took over.
Andi whispered in her direction, “That’s Daniel. I met him before Cru.”
“Looks like he’s funny.”
“He is.” Her smile seemed intended to convey a deeper message to Bailey—that she was happy and completely uninterested in Cody. In case Bailey wondered. “I can’t believe so many kids turned out.”
“I know.” Bailey gave her roommate an enthusiastic look. “I’m so glad we heard about this.”
Daniel took the microphone from the lead singer, and when the band had taken their seats, he welcomed everyone again and reminded them about the flyers. “You gotta check into all these upcoming events. This is going to be our best year ever.” The crowd responded in agreement. When the room quieted down again, Daniel moved closer to the front row and searched out the faces around him. “So why are we here? I mean … why are we really here?”
Bailey squirmed in her seat, and when her shoulder came up against Cody’s, she didn’t move away.
His eyes were kind, his smile a permanent part of his face. “You’re here because you love God, and this might be the only place you feel comfortable talking about Him.” He paused, his delivery easy and direct. “There are definitely some pretty girls here tonight.” Another series of laughter.
Naturally, Bailey thought. Daniel only just met her, but he has a thing for Andi too. She looked beside her, but Andi didn’t seem to notice. Her attention was fully on wherever Daniel was headed with his message.
“We’re here because we need each other.” Daniel’s smile faded a little. “Coming to Cru is like coming to a family reunion. We belong to the same family and we have a lot in common. That and we’re here to help each other throughout the school year.”
Bailey thought about how true that was. Her first two weeks at college had been amazing, and a lot of that was because of Andi. Having a roommate who shared her faith was like having a sister—for the first time ever. A bit of guilt spread through her. She couldn’t blame Andi for sitting next to Cody or even for being attracted to him. If Cody didn’t want anything but a friendship, then why couldn’t he and Andi have a thing for each other? The idea felt like sandpaper against her soul, and she hugged her arms to her chest, suddenly colder than before.
“Here’s what I’m going to ask you. When you come to Cru, come with an open heart and leave all that other stuff at the door. This isn’t the place to gossip about the “emo” girl in your chem class, or laugh about a cheerleader who fell doing the splits at the last home game. At Cru let’s come wanting the best for each other as we grow in our friendships and in our bond with Jesus. Assume nothing but the best of the people sitting on either side of you.” His grin got big again. “That way we’ll have a great time, and we’ll have a lot more energy to focus on the message.” His eyes moved slowly around the room. “Make sense?”
The sea of kids nodded and muttered their agreement.
At various times in her life, Bailey had sat through a message where she wondered if her parents or her brother had cued the speaker ahead of time about exactly what words she needed. Without question, this was one of those times. Here she’d come to Cru excited more about seeing Cody than hearing a message. And then when she arrived and saw Andi sitting with him, her heart had done strange flip-flops wondering what she’d missed between the two of them. She was acting practically paranoid, and not once through the worship had her focus really been on anything other than Cody and Andi.
She stifled a long sigh and stared at the floor near her feet.
Daniel was finishing. “We won’t go long tonight. There’s a snack table set up and lots to talk about. It’s important you get to know each other. But keep in mind what I said. In this environment, we’re going to expect the best of each other and want the best for each other. We’re going to practice all the one-anothering we can. We’ll serve one another and love one another and encourage one another, and at the end of the day we’ll be tight with God and …” he gave the roomful of kids an expectant look. “Tight with …”
Bailey looked up as the crowd finished for him, shouting in unison, “… one another!”
“Exactly.”
Wow, God … that got my attention. Bailey bit the inside of her lip. In light of the message, she felt convinced about what she needed to do next. As long as she was dating Tim, she couldn’t lay claim to Cody—not in any possible way. If he ended up liking Andi—and what guy wouldn’t—then she’d have to get used to the idea. If that was part of God’s plan, she couldn’t fight it or try to change it. After all, long before Andi came into the picture, Cody had made up his mind. He wouldn’t consider dating Bailey. So what point was there in worrying about Andi and an attraction she might have to Cody? If there was one, she needed to rejoice with her roommate and be grateful that two of her closest friends had found their way to each other. Bailey’s brain could agree with all of that completely. She wondered how many more messages like this she’d need before her heart felt the same way.
Daniel prayed to close the meeting, and as everyone stood and began talking and milling about, Bailey found her happiest smile. “So …” she looked at her friends. “Cody … you met Andi?”
“I did.” Cody gave a polite nod in Andi’s direction. Bailey tried not to look too deeply into the moment, but nothing in his eyes or expression revealed any interest in Andi beyond what was polite.
Andi, though … Bailey already knew her well enough to catch the sparkle in her eyes, the way she kept her attention on Cody a little longer than she needed to. “Cody was asking about Tim.” Andi turned to Bailey. “He’s coming next week, right?”
“Yes. He should definitely make it.” Bailey looked at her roommate. Was she trying to remind Cody that Bailey had a boyfriend? So Cody would know where not to put his attention? Bailey willed herself to remember tonight’s message, to think the best of Andi. Besides, Andi didn’t have any idea about Bailey’s real feelings for Cody.
“Bailey, wait! I didn’t tell you the news!” Andi took hold of her arm, her entire face lit up. “You and Tim and I … we all got callbacks for Scrooge! Monday after school! Isn’t that great?”
“Really? That’s incredible!” Bailey wanted to be excited, but all she could think about was Cody, and how badly she wanted a few minutes alone with him so they could talk. “I hope we all get cast!”
“We will, I can feel it.” Andi’s eyes lit up even more. “Oh, and tomorrow’s the filming! My dad said that the two of us might have a line or so. He was looking over the script, and the lead stops to talk to a couple girls. He thought we’d be great for that!”
That last news really was amazing. “We could get into the Screen Actors Guild with those parts.”
“I know. Imagine having our SAG cards already. We could get summer jobs acting in LA if we wanted to.”
Cody was listening to the conversation, but every time Bailey looked at him, his eyes seemed to say the same thing. That he, too, wanted to get away somewhere so the two of them could catch up.
“You’re coming to the shoot, right?” Andi took hold of Cody’s elbow and gave him an irresistibly adorable look. “You have to come. Maybe you’ll get discovered!”
Cody gave a halfhearted laugh. “Hollywood’s not for me.” He let his eyes find Bailey’s again. “I might come by to watch. That’s about it.”
“Okay. You’ll change your mind once you get on set. There’s something about the draw of the cameras. You’ll see.”
“Maybe.” He looked at his watch, and as he did he shifted just enough that Andi released his elbow. He turned to Bailey. “Hey … what time’s your first class tomorrow?”
“Eight.” She made a face. “Pretty early, you?”
“Not till nine.” He slipped his hands in his jeans pocket. His expression said he was feeling awkward about what to say next.
Before Bailey could rescue him and state something blunt, like that the two of them were going to go outside for a while so they could talk, the Cru leader, Daniel, walked up. “A lot of kids are talking about the movie shoot tomorrow.” He stood next to Andi, his attention fully on her. “Looks like your dad will have a good turnout.”
“Great.” Andi smiled politely at Daniel. “Thanks for saying something.”
Bailey silently thanked Daniel for his distraction. She briefly touched Andi’s shoulder. “Hey, Cody and I’ll be outside. We haven’t caught up since school started.”
“Okay.” Andi sounded hesitant. “Wait for me to walk back?”
“Which dorm are you in?” Daniel didn’t sound pushy, just willing to help.
Andi told him, and he assured her he’d be happy to walk her back. “I have to go that way too.”
“I’ll wait.” Bailey was quick with her offer. She didn’t want Andi feeling like she had to walk back with a guy she’d just met. “Seriously, Andi. We’ll be right outside.”
“No.” Andi seemed to think the situation over. She looked from Bailey to Cody and back. She showed a flicker of what looked like hurt feelings, but then her smile took over. If she was upset, her tone didn’t give her away. “It’s okay.” She brushed off the idea. “You guys go. I’ll be all right with Daniel.” She turned her attention to him.
Daniel looked more than happy to help. When Bailey was sure Andi was okay with the plan, she nodded at Cody and the two of them headed for the door. “Nice to meet you,” Cody told Andi as they left.
“You too.” There was a coolness in Andi’s tone, but Cody didn’t seem to catch it.
Outside, Cody drew a long breath and let it out slowly. “I thought we’d never get this chance.” The path outside the building was dark and crisscrossed with shadows, but there was enough light that Cody could make eye contact with her as they walked.
“I know.” Bailey hugged her bag to her chest. “Great meeting, though. I’m glad we went.”
“Me too. I needed something like that.”
Bailey wasn’t sure where to start. They had so much to catch up on, so much about the new school year that neither of them had talked about. Bailey opened her mouth to ask how things were working out with Cody’s roommates, but at the same time he asked if Bailey was liking rooming with Andi.
They both laughed and Cody led her by her arm to an alcove just off the pathway. “C’mere.” He took her bag from her and set it down near their feet. Then he pulled her into a hug and held her for a long time. “Maybe we should start here.”
Bailey hoped he couldn’t feel her heart pounding beneath her jacket, but if he could she wouldn’t have pulled away. She’d longed for a moment like this since the last time she and Cody were together back in July. Now, with a cool wind in the trees overhead and autumn leaves sifting down around them, Bailey wanted nothing but to stay that way, warm in his arms, the stars dancing above them.
“There.” He eased back and searched her eyes. “I missed you, Bailey. You don’t know how much.”
She wanted only to enjoy the moment, not analyze it. But the emotions in his eyes, his tone, seemed to go way beyond a desire for friendship. She swallowed, not sure what to say except the obvious. “I missed you too.”
“The way things are,” he looked off to the side, as if he could see his frustrations hanging from the trees nearby, “this was never how I wanted it.” He ran his hand over the back of her head. “We pass each other and it’s like … I don’t know, it’s like we’re strangers.”
Bailey thought about the nights she’d longed for Cody’s voice, his presence. All the months when he was in Iraq, and even after he came home. She would rely on his letters, believing that someday they’d find more than the friendship they’d started. “I guess,” she let herself get lost in his eyes, “I thought you were ending things that day, when you first got back in town. I figured you’d have to set the pace, and then … I never heard from you.”
He looked like he wanted to kiss her, but then he drew back. His hands were still looped around her lower back, but there was more space between them now. “Remember,” he gave a subtle raise of one eyebrow, “you have a boyfriend. It’s a little awkward for me to call and ask you to lunch.”
Bailey nodded. “I know.” She wanted to clear things up, that Tim might be her boyfriend, sort of. But that didn’t mean she was in love with him. “About Tim … he and I …”
“It’s okay.” Cody released his hold on her. He put his finger to her lips and shook his head. “Don’t tell me. I don’t need the details.” His smile didn’t hide the sudden sadness in his eyes. “You’re happy, Bailey. That’s all that matters. It’s just … you and I shared something very special. If Tim’s okay with it … and if you’re okay, I want to stay in your life. See you more often.”
Confusion clouded Bailey’s heart. She still wanted to tell him about Tim, but now to do so felt wrong, like a betrayal. And that wasn’t fair to anyone, least of all Tim. All she could do was take Cody’s words at face value. If she wanted to cut things off with Tim, that had to happen in a separate conversation—not here with Cody. She wanted to hug him again, but she folded her arms in front of herself instead. “Tim won’t have a problem with that. He knows we’re friends.”
Cody’s eyes warmed. “Not lately.” His eyes sparkled as she walked close to him again. “But that’s going to change. I promise.”
“Good.” She was tempted to ask what he thought about Andi, but she didn’t want to encourage her own jealousy. Not when she’d worked so hard to get over her feelings of envy toward her roommate after the auditions. She picked up her bag and they started walking again, their pace easy, not too fast. “Tell me about your apartment. Are the guys working out?”
“They’re great. Most of them.” He gave her a wry look. “I told Stan he needed to find another place. He keeps buying beer and having buddies over to drink on the weekend. No drinking at our place, that’s the rule.”
Bailey looked into the shadows ahead and remembered seeing Cody passed out on the floor of their guestroom, nearly dead from the effects of alcohol poisoning. “You’ve come a long way.”
“With God alone.” He narrowed his eyes and lifted them to the dark sky. “Every day I have to admit I’m powerless over alcohol. And every day Jesus gets me through on His strength. It’ll be that way the rest of my life.”
They walked in quiet for a minute or so. “You ever tempted?”
“Honestly? Not at all. I was pretty sick the last time I drank. I feel nauseous just thinking about alcohol.”
“Good. I’m glad for you.” She kicked lightly at a pile of yellow and red leaves. They were halfway to her dorm already. She sort of expected they’d see Andi walking home. But then a number of paths led to the dorms. She and Daniel could’ve taken any of them. Another question burned in Bailey’s heart, one she wasn’t sure she wanted an answer to. “You seeing anyone?”
Cody hesitated, and for a few seconds he only stared at her, as if there were things he wanted to say that he simply couldn’t voice. Not now. Finally he shrugged one shoulder and looked ahead. “No one.”
Bailey laughed. “I remember when there was a different girl every week. Back when you played ball for my dad.”
“I was such a jerk.” He shook his head. “I guess I had my fix of easy girls, easy dates. Now I’d rather get home and hit the books.” A grin lifted the corners of his lips and his eyes sparkled. “Did I tell you my plan?”
“What?” Her stomach did somersaults under his gaze, and she had to remind herself to breathe.
“I want to be a doctor. I’m thinking of doing my internship in the mission field somewhere. The Philippines, maybe, or India. Something like that.”
“Really?” Bailey was amazed. “I thought you wanted to coach.”
“I do. My own kids someday. By then I’ll have my own practice and I can set my hours around their activities.”
Admiration coursed through her. She slowed her pace, stretching out their time together as long as she could. “What brought all this on?”
His answer took awhile. “War, I guess.” The look in his eyes was haunting, unforgettable. “I lost my leg, but I gained a lot while I was there. More wisdom and direction than I would’ve if I’d stayed here.”
She realized that she hadn’t thought about his leg the whole time they’d been together. His prosthesis was completely hidden with his tennis shoe and jeans, and he walked without a trace of a limp. She allowed her shoulder to stay close to his as they walked, closer than before. “In what way?”
“I like helping people, for one thing. Helping them keep their freedom or get well again, either way it feels right. Like that’s what God created me to do.”
“Which means you have a lot of school ahead of you.”
“Exactly.” His quiet laugh filled her senses. “I guess that answers the question about girls. I want to get through school as fast as possible. Doesn’t leave a lot of time.” He nudged her with his elbow. “Except for the people I really care about.” His grin grew more shy than before. “You know?”
Bailey loved this, the way they’d fallen back into the camaraderie they’d shared before Cody went to war. There were times after he came back when she didn’t think they’d ever find this again, especially after feeling like he’d purposefully ignored her these last two weeks. But now … now her heart was alive with the familiar ways Cody made her feel.
They talked about her auditions, and when Andi came up, Bailey was quick to say she was wonderful. “I’m still getting to know her, but we’re already close, like the two of us could be best friends.”
He gave a single shake of his head. “She’s got a ton of charisma, that’s for sure.”
“She does.” Bailey didn’t want to ask him what he meant. She didn’t want to hear Cody say he was attracted to her, or find out that he had even a little interest in her. For now it was enough that they had this time together, without anything dimming the bright light in her soul.
Too soon they were back at her dorm, and once more Cody easily took her in his arms. “I pray for you every day, Bailey. That God will keep you close to Him, and that you’ll grow in all the right ways while you’re here.” He no longer looked like he might kiss her, but only glad that the two of them had found each other again. “This night … I needed it.”
“Me too. I’m sorry we let so much time pass.” She grinned and angled her face. “It won’t happen again.”
“I’ll call you or text you. Maybe we can have coffee together once in a while. And you’ll tell me if Tim gets upset.” His look grew more serious. “Whatever happens, I don’t want to come between the two of you.”
Bailey felt her heart sink fast. She wouldn’t let his comment ruin the moment, but there was no denying the effect it had on her mood. They said goodnight and promised to talk soon, but once she was back in her dorm, she wanted to open the window and yell back at him. Why didn’t he want to come between the two of them? If he had feelings for her the way she had feelings for him, then shouldn’t he want to come between them?
There was only one reason he’d end the night with a comment like that. Because when he looked down the pathway of life, when he saw himself finishing years of school and becoming a doctor and doing an internship on a mission field, he must not have seen her by his side. That’s where Tim was different. Even though he didn’t make her heart take flight the way Cody did, he was kind and steady and a wonderful guy in every possible way. More than that, he’d told her the one thing Cody never had.
That he was in love with her.
THE SOUND WAS LIKE AN ALARM, screaming at him, pushing him from the deepest sleep. It took what felt like five minutes before Chase sat up in bed and looked around, not sure where he was or why he was in a strange room with bells going off. Then, gradually, it all came back to him. He was in a hotel room in Bloomington, Indiana, and he’d been asleep, and the screaming sound was only his iPhone. He looked at the red glowing numbers on the small alarm clock by his bed. Four fifty in the morning. No wonder he was asleep.
He picked up his phone, but the caller ID showed a blocked number. He slid the unlock bar across the phone and forced himself to be clearheaded. “Hello? Chase Ryan, here.”
“Sorry to wake you, Chase. You won’t believe this.” The voice was only vaguely familiar.
Chase rubbed his eyes. It was Friday, day five on the filming, and even after the progress they’d made Tuesday, they’d since fallen further behind. If they didn’t fall behind another hour, they’d still have to add at least two days to the schedule. The last thing he needed was more bad news. He squinted toward the window of the dark hotel room. “Who is this?”
“Gary. From catering.”
Chase made the connection. Gary was the guy intercepting Rita’s salmon every morning, the one in charge of getting meals to the cast. “Okay, Gary, what’s up?”
“Like I said, you won’t believe it.” He sounded shaken. “I was coming back from headquarters this morning, driving in from Indianapolis like I do every day, and suddenly people are flashing their brights and honking at me. That’s when I saw the smoke.”
“Smoke?” Chase’s heart kicked into a higher gear.
“Pouring out from my kitchen trailer. I pulled over, but by the time I climbed out of the cab, the whole thing was in flames. I mean, completely engulfed.”
“Your food truck?” Chase had to be dreaming. He wanted to close his eyes and find his way out of this nightmare and back to sleep.
“It’s gone, Chase. Now don’t worry, I mean, not too much, anyway. The truck’s insured, and I called headquarters. They can have another one ready by this afternoon. You might need to sign some papers, but I think you can count on me for dinner. It’s just … I’m not sure what to do about breakfast and lunch.”
Chase swung his legs over the edge of the bed. It wasn’t a nightmare. Not this or the salmon or the dog bite. Just part of making a movie. He groaned. “You’re serious, your food truck burned up?”
“To the ground. Nothing but a small pile of debris.” He uttered a nervous laugh. “Firemen said I was lucky to get out alive. A few more miles and the thing could’ve blown up with me in it.”
Words escaped him. Chase stood and paced to the window. He was bare-chested with just his pajama bottoms, and now that he was out of bed, he shivered a little from the chill in the air. “What you’re saying is, I need to come up with a breakfast plan.”
“And lunch. I’m sorry, Chase. Really. Things like this don’t happen.”
Chase wanted to tell him that actually they do happen—to Keith and him, at least. “Okay, Gary. Don’t worry about it. I’ll figure something out.” He grabbed a T-shirt from the top dresser drawer and slipped it over his head. It wasn’t even six. Way too early to call around for a breakfast plan. But then he remembered JR at the Lobster house. Keith had given him the guy’s card, and he easily found it in his bag. Maybe together they could think of something that would work.
He got up and showered, and for a minute or so, he considered passing on his Bible study. The matter at hand was far more pressing. But then he remembered something Kelly had told him last night. She said in her Bible time she’d come to the conclusion once more that even on the most busy days there wasn’t time not to read the Bible, not to study God’s Word. “The busy days are when I need Him most,” she’d said.
Chase easily agreed, and now here he was with the chance to put the theory to work. He knew right where he wanted to read—the section of Scripture Keith had talked about the other day. James, chapter 1. He’d read it over enough times, he practically knew it by heart, but this time he wanted to find something else, something deeper that would help him handle yet another crisis on the set. He started at the beginning and worked his way past the part about considering it pure joy whenever he faced trials of many kinds.
Not until he reached verse 11 did he see something that stopped him cold. He read it over again:
For the sun rises with scorching heat and withers the plant;its blossom falls and its beauty is destroyed. In the same way, the rich man will fade away even while he goes about his business.
Wasn’t that exactly what had happened to Gary’s food truck? It had perished even while Gary went about his work. The point wasn’t that Gary had done something wrong, but that the work of a man’s hands was temporary. Only what was wrought for eternity would last. That meant that a hundred years from now, most likely no one would remember a movie called The Last Letter. Certainly no one would remember the trials Keith and Chase had survived as they shot the film.
But generations to come would remember the impact those actions had on the souls of men. Chase would find breakfast and lunch for the cast and crew, and he would do so with his eye on the eternal—on the sharpening of his faith and the message that could change lives for Christ. Everything else would fade away in the end anyway.
Gary’s food truck had proved that much.
By the time Chase called JR’s cell number at six that morning, he felt almost excited about the challenges that lay ahead. Each of them had a purpose, even in this. JR sounded fully awake when he answered the phone. “Hey, how’s my buddy Keith doing?”
“Great.” Chase realized he hadn’t told his friend about the food truck yet. “Keith says you can get it done when it comes to food, is that right?”
“You bet. Best steak and lobster in town.” JR’s confidence rang across the phone lines. “If you’re looking for a nice dinner for the cast, you called the right guy.”
“Actually,” Chase held his breath. “I was thinking more about eggs and turkey sandwiches. Not at the same time.”
Chase explained the situation, and together he and JR came up with a plan. The nearby grocery store was already open, so Chase drove there first and picked up twelve dozen eggs, ten loaves of bread, fifty blueberry muffins, eleven pounds of sliced turkey, and a cartful of sandwich fixings, chips, and salads. The rest of the ingredients JR had at his restaurant.
The shopping happened quickly, and Chase and JR worked feverishly in his kitchen so that by seven o’clock they had a massive container of scrambled eggs and cheese, fresh pico de gallo, warm muffins, a variety of jams and juices, and one filet of salmon. Together they delivered the food to the set. By then, most of the cast and crew had gathered at the tables and were looking around for the food truck.
“Breakfast,” Chase announced as he and JR hurried out of the car. “Come and get it!”
Keith walked up to him, clearly baffled. “What in the world’s happening?”
“I didn’t tell you?” Chase laughed, all signs of frustration gone. “Gary’s food truck burned to the ground this morning. I’m in charge of breakfast and lunch today.”
For a moment, Keith stood there, his mouth slightly open. Then he nodded slowly, saluted Chase, and headed for the back of the line. Chase and JR stayed just long enough to make sure everyone was satisfied. When word spread about the burned up food truck, several cast members came up to Chase and patted him on the back or shook his hand. “You take producing to a new level every day,” one actor told him.
Janetta Drake, the lone Christian among the cast, sat down across from Chase and gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “You have no idea the example you’re giving to everyone on this set.” She kept her words soft, her tone intense. “People know something’s different about the two of you.” She grinned at him before she stood and made her way to the next table. “I know you want to change the world with your movies, Chase. But it’s good to know you’re getting a start right here.”
Chase and JR returned to the restaurant to work on lunch. An hour later they had a hundred turkey sandwiches spread across five platters, fruit and vegetable trays, and eight bowls of chips. Chase returned to the set and stored everything in a couple of refrigerators in their trailer, and then hurried out to find Keith. They were doing location shots on the campus of IU today, and his friend was bound to need his help. Whatever the day brought, Chase was ready for it. He made a mental note that later when he and Kelly pulled out their laptops for one of their much-needed talks, he would tell her how right she was. Some days there simply wasn’t time to miss out on reading the Bible. Days like this one. Never mind that short of a miracle they didn’t have enough money to finish the film, or that Ben Adams still hadn’t returned Keith’s calls, or that they were only a week into the shoot and there was no telling what troubles next week would bring.
For now, none of that mattered. Lives were being changed, no matter how crazy the movie shoot was playing out. The message would stay with Chase forever.
Food trucks were temporary. People, the souls of people, were eternal.
KEITH WASN’T SURE HOW CHASE HANDLED the food truck disaster, but everyone was happy with the meals at breakfast and lunch, and by two that afternoon the new truck was in place, Gary and his guys working on the dinner meal. Now most of the cast and crew were gathered in a shady grass area on the Indiana campus waiting for the next scene. Chase had shown up, and he and Keith needed to meet before they started filming. Meanwhile, Keith’s wife, Lisa, was trying to reign in a couple hundred students who had descended upon them to be extras. Keith gave her a knowing look as he headed off with Chase. She had flown in a few days ago, and Keith was grateful. She’d helped out on Keith’s shoots before. She seemed to know just what to do, how to keep things moving.
“You ready?” Chase was breathless, but he looked happier than he had all week. The story about his meal-making would have to come later.
“Ready. Jake’s here, and he’s been completely on for every scene.” Keith shook his head, amazed that they’d landed a talent like Jake Olson. “The kid’s got chops, that’s for sure. He’s giving us his best work yet.”
“Great.” Chase looked over the clipboard. “You knocked out four scenes this morning. That’s amazing.”
“Without my director.” Keith gave him a wry smile. “We could write a book about this when we’re all finished.” He looked at his notes. “Obviously this is the part of the movie where Jake’s character does the most soul-searching. He’s arrogant and self centered, and that comes painfully to light while he’s talking to his friends on campus. Especially in light of the letter he’s just received from his father.”
“Andi’s in these next few scenes, right?” Chase looked over the list and then peered at the group of college kids gathered around Lisa.
Keith followed his gaze, and only then did he see Andi and a girl who must’ve been her roommate, Bailey, set apart from the other kids, talking to Jake Olson. He frowned. “Great.”
“Hmmm.” Chase saw it too. For the first time that day, he looked concerned. “Not exactly the guy I’d want my nineteen-year-old daughter talking to.”
A sigh escaped from Keith. Lisa didn’t see what was happening with Andi, because she was too busy organizing the other extras. Keith set his notes on his chair. “I’ll be right back.” He crossed the grassy lawn, his eyes on Andi the entire time. Her body language wasn’t suggestive but it was flirty. No question about that. The way she held her shoulders and her chin, the toss of her hair that could be seen forty yards away. This was what he’d been worried about all along with Andi, that here at IU she’d fall headlong in love with the world. Not that she’d given him a reason to doubt her faith and commitment to living right. But the world had a way of drawing in girls like Andi, girls with a voracious appetite for life. As naïve as Andi was, she wouldn’t know trouble like Jake Olson until it was too late.
“Andi …” he called to her, and she turned immediately, her sunshiny smile all his.
“Daddy, hi!” She grabbed hold of her friend’s hand and the two of them ran up, laughing and giddy with excitement. “I told Bailey about the couple lines we might get to say and—” she stopped herself. “Wait, I haven’t introduced you.” She laughed at herself. “Dad, this is my roommate, Bailey Flanigan.”
“Hi, Bailey. I’ve heard a lot about you.” Keith felt his concerns for his daughter cool some. Maybe Andi was only being friendly. Certainly she knew better than to show interest to a guy like Jake Olson. “You ready for a few lines today?”
“Definitely. Thank you, sir.”
Keith was relieved that this girl was Andi’s roommate. Bailey’s eyes shone with an unmistakable light. There seemed to be nothing flirtatious or pretentious about her, and Keith had the strong sense she was the real deal. Not just a roommate, but hopefully a lifelong friend for his daughter. Yesterday when they talked on the phone, Andi had told him how neither of them had been lucky enough to have had a sister.
“But now we have each other,” she’d said before they hung up. “Isn’t that wonderful, Daddy?”
It was indeed. Maybe Bailey would help add a voice of reason to Andi if she started letting herself wander toward Jake or any other actor on the set. He was about to address the issue of Jake, and his thought that Andi should keep her distance, when Chase came jogging up.
“Keith, we need you.” He nodded at the girls. “Sorry, something’s come up.”
“We’ll be over here.” Andi pointed to the place where they’d been standing before. “Just tell us when you want us.”
Keith nodded, distracted. Then he turned to Chase, concern already tightening his stomach. “What happened?”
“Some rumor on the set.” Chase raked his fingers through his dark hair. His words came fast, his mouth dry from this most recent sudden problem. “I guess the actress playing Jake’s girlfriend started telling everyone we’re marketing this movie only to the Christian market. She’s already walked, told the DP she wanted nothing to do with some sort of God movie.” Chase’s face had lost a few shades of color. The Director of Photography wasn’t bound to care for the rumor either. “Now Rita Reynolds is locked in her trailer talking to her agent, threatening to do the same thing. The DP’s worried that Jake’ll walk too. He wants one of us to stand up at break in half an hour and make an announcement, telling the cast and crew not to worry, that this isn’t being marketed as a Christian film.”
Keith ordered himself to exhale. In a matter of minutes everything they’d worked toward, every bit of fund-raising and convincing investors, the time spent with the screenwriter and getting everyone out here on location, all of it was on the brink of destruction. If the cast walked, their movie would become little more than a mention in Variety magazine, another independent filmmaker having failed royally. He put his hand on Chase’s shoulder. “Pray with me. Right now. God knows the answers even if we can’t see them.”
Chase bowed his head, neither of them even the slightest bit concerned that they were praying publicly about an accusation of making a Christian film. There was no time for irony or scrutiny or doubt. They needed a miracle, and they needed it now.
“Lord, we don’t know the enemy we’re up against. Give us wisdom, give us words … give us a movie. Please, Father, let us remain in this mission field, and we promise to make it all for You, through You … to Your glory, amen.”
“Amen.” Chase looked doubtful. “You’re going to do it, right? I mean, what are our options?”
“What, stand up at dinner and make an announcement that this isn’t being marketed as a Christian film?” His nerves were stretched, but not so far that this was a tough question. “Watch me, Chase. Then you’ll know.”
“Come on, Keith. I want this movie to change lives just like you do. But it isn’t a Christian film. Not the way they’re worried it’ll be—playing only to the church crowd.”
Break wasn’t for thirty minutes, and they had at least one scene to shoot in the meantime. Keith started walking toward Lisa and the group of extras. “I’ll handle it,” he looked at Chase over his shoulder. “Don’t worry.”
The first campus scene was a simple one, and Keith was able to spend much of the time mentally rehearsing how he would handle the coming announcement. The scene had Jake, distant and distraught, walking across campus ignoring everyone he passed by. After crossing a section of pathway, he dropped to a bench and pulled out the letter—not to read it again, but to remember the words he’d just received, the news that had changed his life. The extras were wonderful, great kids who cooperated and didn’t pull anything funny. Keith and Chase got the cut on the second take.
“Great work,” Chase used his megaphone to get the word out to the crowd. Then he lowered it and turned to the DP. “Check the gate.”
Keith waited while the director of photography did as he was asked. All film ran through a small metal gate in the camera, and when they got a take they liked, the last thing they needed to do was check the gate for stray fuzz or hairs, anything that would mar the footage.
“Gate’s clean.” The DP raised his fist. “Good stuff, guys. Good stuff all the way around.”
Keith didn’t let his anxiety show. If the director of photography was worried about the rumor, he wasn’t showing it. The fact gave Keith at least one reason to hope that his cast and crew weren’t on the verge of mass panic. Even so, the meeting was essential and Keith was only going to do this once. He picked up Chase’s megaphone. “Okay, extras take twenty and meet back here. I need the rest of the cast and crew to meet at the tent near the food truck. I have something to share with everyone.”
His tone was ominous, which he intended. He wanted everyone to take what he was about to say seriously. He walked alongside Chase, saying nothing. If he were honest with himself, he was disappointed in Chase’s reaction. They needed faith to stand up to moments like this, or they might as well pack it up and head back to Indonesia.
“You’re mad at me.” Chase seemed like he was working to keep up. They’d moved the tent and food truck to a field across the street. It’d remain there a few days, as long as they were filming on campus.
“Not mad.” Keith smiled at his friend the way he might smile at a younger brother. “As long as one of us keeps our focus, we’ll get through this. Today it’s me. Next time it might be you seeing clearly when I’m ready to throw in the towel.”
“I’m not ready to—”
“Chase.” Keith stopped and leveled his look right at his friend’s eyes. “If you’re even for a minute thinking about standing in front of our cast and crew and telling them this isn’t a Christian film, then you’ve lost something.” He held up his hand. “Now I know you’ve had a long day.”
“A good day.”
“Right, a good day. I can’t wait to hear about it back at the hotel. But how we handle the next fifteen minutes will define us from here on out. It’s that important.” He put his arm around Chase’s shoulders and the two started walking again. “Pray God gives me the words.”
Chase sighed, his eyes downcast. “I’ll pray. I’m sorry.”
Keith met quietly with Lisa before he walked to the center of the eating area and waited. Gradually the tables in front and on the sides of him filled up until everyone was present. Gary and the other cooks were barbecuing ribs out back, and the smell wafted in, lending promise to Keith that they’d all still be there three hours later for dinner—whatever the reaction to this announcement. Keith thought about using the megaphone, but he knew how to project his voice. Under the tent, he was sure he could talk loud enough for everyone to hear. He took his place and noticed where people were sitting, who they’d grouped together with. At one table sat Rita Reynolds, whispering to Jake Olson and three other leads. Keith could tell from the looks on the faces of his key grips and electricians, his lighting and cameramen, that word had gotten around to them too. This was the moment when the producer was going to banish the thought of this film being marketed as a Christian movie. A hush fell over the cast and crew.
“Okay, most of you know why we’re having this meeting.” Keith silently asked God for direction. He caught Chase standing next to Lisa at the far side of the tent. Chase’s arms were crossed, his head bowed. He was praying, he had to be. Lisa, too. Keith raised his voice, encouraged. “Apparently our young actress has left the set because she doesn’t want to work on a Christian film.” Keith felt a calm come over him. With each set of eyes he looked into he prayed that calm would be contagious, that levelheaded behavior would rule the moment for all of them. He looked around the entire seating area. “How many of you read the script before taking on this assignment? I’d like a show of hands.”
Hands slowly came up around the tented area until every single person had theirs high in the air. Keith nodded. “That’s what I thought.” He felt God breathing strength into him. “Now another show of hands. How many of you read the script and thought that this movie was exclusively a Christian movie—whatever that means?”
One at a time every hand came down. Keith stood a little straighter than before. Across the area, Chase had his head up now, and he seemed less afraid than before. Keith felt pride building in his chest. “Now let me be very clear about one thing. I am a Christian. Make no mistake.” He kept his tone warm, the confidence in his voice warm and unwavering. “My co-producer and the director of this film, Chase Ryan, is also a Christian. For those who don’t know it, Chase and I spent seven years in the mission fields of Indonesia, telling people about Jesus Christ.” He lifted his hands in an unaffected manner. “If you want to know about going to heaven or having a life-changing relationship with God, please … by all means come see one of us.”
Around the eating area a few chuckles rose from the crowd. Keith saw only a few people squirm in discomfort at the direction of the talk. He looked directly at key people, the ones he was most concerned about. “You want to know my dream for this movie? I hope people walk out of theaters changed forever because they saw our film. I hope this movie makes them want to improve their character and deepen their love for this country. I hope it makes them stronger in their commitment to faith in God, and in their commitment to family.”
A few of them nodded their agreement. Keith smiled his thanks in their direction. “I hope that as Jake experiences the change the letter brings, millions of viewers experience that same change.” He took a step closer to them. “But with all that, I wouldn’t want anyone to limit or label this film as a Christian-only film. We’ve added nothing to the script—it’s the same one each of you read and agreed to make. The Last Letter isn’t going to be marketed as a Christian film, it’s a film made by people like you and me—some of us Christians, some of us not. People who believe that moviegoers have a right to more inspiring films than some of the garbage that’s out there on the big screen.”
Chase and Lisa were beaming now, both of them silently cheering him on. Keith was almost finished. “This film is one that has the chance to win awards because of the depth of professionalism you all are bringing to it every day. Don’t think about walking out now, not when we’re on the brink of something great.” He took a step back and lowered his voice just a little. “I hope that clears things up for everyone.”
For a moment, no one moved or spoke, and all eyes remained on Keith. Then from the back corner, actress Janetta Drake stood and slowly, loudly, she began to clap. Keith felt tears gather in his eyes, but he resisted them. Thank You, Lord, for Janetta. She was playing the role of nurse in this movie, the one who shares critical insights with Jake, insights that help him change for the better and fully grasp the power of his father’s letter. She was the lone Christian among the cast, a woman in her mid-forties, tall, blonde, and beautiful on the inside and out. She was a mother and a grandmother, and before her acting career she was an avid horseback rider and the head of a nursing home. Compassion was something that came easily to Janetta, and it showed every time she was in front of the camera.
Now, despite the risk of alienation among her peers and fellow cast members, she was taking a stand in support of Keith’s explanation. And her support was all the cast and crew needed. The director of photography stood next, adding his applause to that of Janetta’s, and after that came the lead grip and three cameramen. A few of the minor actors crossed the room and stood with Janetta, lending not only support but solidarity in their decision to stay and work with Keith and Chase.
Seconds ticked away, and one at a time everyone seated stood and clapped for the courage of Keith Ellison, for taking a stand that was far from popular in an arena where no one had the guts to declare truth for what it was. Finally when Jake Olson and Rita Reynolds rose and began clapping, Janetta’s emotions got the better of her. Tears streamed down her face and Lisa came up along-side her, placing an arm around her shoulders. The two women rested their heads on each other as Keith added his applause to that of his cast and crew. “This is for you!” he shouted above the noise. “Now let’s go make a movie that will change the world.”
As the crowd disbursed and headed back to the set, Keith caught Chase staring at him from across the eating area. The look they exchanged said everything Keith knew his friend was feeling. Chase was sorry—angry at himself for nearly giving in to the pressures at hand. But more than that, he understood that Keith forgave him. The two men were best friends, on the same team. The way they would always be.
Keith nodded at Chase, and there was more understanding—they would talk about this later, back at the hotel. For now Keith walked up to his wife and wrapped his arms around her. “Thanks for praying.” He whispered against her hair. “I felt it every second.”
She lifted her face to his and kissed him lightly on the lips. They had loved each other since they were in high school, and the look in her eyes told him that the feelings between them now were as strong as they’d ever been. “You were brilliant.”
“God won.” The tent was nearly empty now, and he returned her kiss. “Let’s go knock out some scenes.”
As they walked back to the set, Keith registered the victory, the enormity of it. What had happened this afternoon wasn’t going to earn them an Academy Award, and it wouldn’t put more money in the bank account. There were still towering mountains ahead. But they’d gotten around this one. Keith put his arm around Lisa and crossed the street, watching his cast and crew busy themselves around the set. As he did, he smiled to himself.
Because sure enough, the view on this side of the mountain was breathtaking.
ANDI AND BAILEY DIDN’T ATTEND THE afternoon meeting. They weren’t really part of the cast and crew, and none of the other extras had attended. Whatever had happened during break, Andi knew only that the people who answered to her dad were returning to the set fired up and ready to work.
The next scene involved Janetta Drake, an actress people in Hollywood were talking about. She’d gotten a late start on her acting career, but she brought emotion to the screen that few actors could pull off. This scene involved her and a professor, both of whom were aware of the letter that had been given to Jake’s character. The extras were still needed, but Andi’s dad had asked if Bailey and Andi could sit this one out.
“Is that a good thing?” she asked her mom when they returned from base camp.
“It is.” Her mom kissed her forehead. “If you and Bailey get speaking lines, we can’t have you milling about in the background of other scenes.”
“Of course.” Andi could’ve shouted at the good news. She hurried across the grassy lawn to share the details with Bailey, who was talking to a couple young moms and little kids near the edge of the crowd.
The police had set up tape to keep the public from spilling into the area where they’d be filming. Bailey was on the inside of the tape, talking with a few young moms and their children gathered on the other side. Andi had almost reached her, when she felt a hand on her shoulder. She expected it to be her mom, but when she spun around, she was looking straight into the eyes of Jake Olson.
His grin was slow and easy. “Hey.” He lowered his hand, his eyes never breaking from hers. “We didn’t finish our conversation earlier.”
Andi wasn’t sure it had been an actual conversation. More like an introduction. She forced herself to be calm, not to think about the fact that this was Jake Olson, America’s newest heart-throb. She laughed as a way of catching her breath. “You’re right. I guess we didn’t.”
“I have a few minutes.” He glanced toward the place where Janetta was filming her scene. “Fifteen at least.” He nodded for her to follow him. “Come on, stand with me over here … out of the way.”
“Okay.” Andi shot a quick look around to see if her father was watching them. But he and Chase were gathered around a small monitor close to the action, and her mother was working with the extras on the campus pathway behind where Janetta was set up. Bailey was still busy talking near the police tape. Andi tried not to appear overanxious. She kept her pace even with his, and when they reached a grouping of trees, Jake leaned against one of them, lifting up one foot and bracing it against a different tree trunk.
“So you’re a missionary kid, is that right?” His eyes were more gorgeous in person, or at least in the lighting beneath the trees.
Andi had no idea how he knew about her background, but she had nothing to hide. “I was. I spent seven years in the jungle.” She could feel her eyes come to life. “It was amazing.” A shyness came over her, though she didn’t look away. “But now I’m ready to experience life here in the States, you know?”
He raised one eyebrow. “There’s a lot to experience.” A smooth bit of laughter tickled his throat. “You have no idea, Miss Andi. I’ll bet you haven’t done much yet.”
“Not really.” She felt the conversation slipping precariously toward something suggestive. In a hurry, she brought it back. “I should tell you about Indonesia sometime.”
“Yeah.” His expression grew less flirty, more serious. “I’ve always wanted to do something like that.” He looked across the street toward the food tent and the trailers that had been moved there. “I took some great pictures when I was in Africa shooting my last movie.” He thought for a couple seconds. “Hey, a few of them are in my trailer … wanna see them?”
“Really?” Andi looked around, but no one seemed to be paying them any attention. “All right, I guess. We’ll be right back?”
“Of course.” He grinned at her and the two of them fell into a quick pace, headed toward base camp and the trailers lining the parking lot near the food tent.
As they walked, warning bells sounded in Andi’s heart. Her parents would never approve of her going to base camp alone with Jake Olson, taking a look at something in his trailer. They’d be horrified to think she’d even consider the offer. But she let the warning bells fade against the backdrop of her beating heart. She was an adult, after all. If her dad wasn’t filming his movie here, she wouldn’t have her parents around to give their opinions about her decisions. It was broad daylight, and Jake needed to be back on set as soon as the current scene was shot. There wasn’t enough time to get in any real trouble. What could happen if she walked across the street and looked at some pictures?
“What are you thinking about?”
“The movie,” she lied. “My dad’s giving me and my friend a few lines.”
“Hmmm,” he gave her a light bump with his shoulder. “Another pretty girl who wants to be an actress.”
“I’m serious.” Andi liked the diversion. “I had the chance to do a few projects at my high school last year. That and a class I took in California. There’s something about being in front of the camera, allowing yourself to become the part.” She felt magical just talking about it. “I love it.”
“Me too.” They reached the other side of the street and walked through the food tent toward the trailers. “Except for the paparazzi.”
“Seems like they just found you this year.” She gave him a sympathetic look. “Can’t be easy having everyone watching.”
“Especially when you fall for a girl.” He slowed his pace and looked at her an extra beat. “It makes dating weird, you know?”
Andi couldn’t begin to imagine. She felt more nervous the closer they got to his trailer, and by the time they stepped inside, she wondered if he could hear her heart thudding hard against her chest.
He crossed the small floor and true to his word he reached for a framed picture on a shelf near the window. In it was a picture of Jake and a small black boy with a torn white T-shirt. “That’s JJ.” Jake grinned at the photo. “I can’t say his Nigerian name, so JJ’s what I call him.”
“He’s cute.”
“Our location shot wasn’t far from where he lived. I had the chance to buy him a mattress before we left.”
Andi felt a sense of admiration for Jake. “Most people wouldn’t think about that, making sure the child has a bed.”
“It wasn’t fair he had to sleep on the ground.”
The trailer was quiet inside, and suddenly Andi felt strangely awkward. What was she doing alone with Jake Olson in his trailer? She took a step back toward the door, just as her cell phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket and made a nervous face as she held it up. “My dad.”
“Oops.” Jake laughed as a way of showing empathy to Andi. But it came across as cavalier. Clearly he didn’t care whether she was in trouble. “Forgot you needed to check in.”
“No, I don’t—he probably just wants to tell me when they’re doing the scene I’m in.” She clicked her phone open. “Hi, Dad.”
“Where are you?” He sounded more worried than irritated. “I talked to Bailey. No one saw you leave.”
“I’m at base camp with Jake. He wanted to show me something.” She gave Jake a sheepish smile. “We’re on our way back.”
Her father’s silence said more than his words ever could’ve. “I’ll be watching for you.”
“Okay.” Andi snapped her phone shut and let it fall easily to her side. “Thanks for showing me the picture.” She was shaking, she was so nervous. “I guess we should get back.”
Jake didn’t look like he was in a hurry to leave. He was as cool and collected as she was anxious. Then without warning, he reached for her hand and she gave a light gasp, jerking back as if she’d been burned.
“Hey, it’s all right.” Jake held up his hands in a show of innocence. “I was just reaching for your phone.” His smile told her he thought she was very young and inexperienced. But even so he seemed interested. “I wanted to give you my number. That’s all.”
She was breathing fast, still terrified about the time she’d spent alone with him and ready to get back. Her dad was waiting for her, probably watching for her even now. But still she felt silly for thinking he intended to touch her.
“Well?” Jake’s expression turned utterly harmless. “Can I give you my number?”
“Sure.” Andi laughed at herself. “Sorry. It’s a little weird being here.”
“I know. I should’ve asked first.” He took her phone and programmed his number into her contacts. “My turn … can I have yours?”
Was this really happening? Jake Olson programming his number into her phone, and now asking for hers? She blinked twice. “Sure. Of course.”
He handed her phone back and pulled his from his pocket. “Shoot.”
She rattled off the number and then took a few steps toward the door. “They’re probably looking for us.”
“One thing.” He leaned against the doorframe of the small trailer and searched her eyes. “The actress playing my girlfriend walked off the set today. They’ll need a replacement.” He took a step closer. “You should ask your dad if you can read for the part.”
Andi was speechless at the thought. She only nodded and bit her lip. “Thanks … I’ll … I’ll ask him.” She hadn’t heard about the young actress, and now she couldn’t feel her feet on the ground. The idea of getting the part was more than she could’ve dreamed.
On the way back, a quote from Rachel Baugher’s book came to mind, one Andi had read a number of times: “God is more concerned with our character than our comfort.” The words played over in Andi’s head several times as she and Jake headed for the set. She wasn’t sure how they applied in this situation, except that whatever acting God allowed her to do, she had to be careful of one thing.
That she didn’t lose her character in the process.
Jake let his eyes find hers again as they neared the others. “It was nice spending time with you. Maybe we can take a trip to Lake Monroe one of these days. When they don’t need me on the set as much.”
“I’d like that.” Her answer came without giving the situation even a moment’s thought. She could feel her father’s eyes watching her from fifty yards away. She smiled at Jake. “Talk to you later.”
“I’ll text you.”
She gave him one last smile and then turned and ran lightly toward Bailey, who was still by the police tape talking with the group of spectators. Bailey flashed her a concerned look. “Where were you?” she whispered. “Your father was looking everywhere for you.”
“I went with Jake.” She could hear the excitement in her voice, and she allowed a quiet squeal. “I’ll tell you about it later.”
For now she didn’t want to talk to her parents. They were still very much the missionaries they’d always been, very protective and old-fashioned in their views. They wouldn’t for one minute understand her attraction to Jake. Besides, they were busy with the scenes taking place. Andi worked her way closer to the action so she could watch when Jake took his turn opposite Janetta Drake. His work was amazing, brilliant, even. He better get used to the paparazzi because he was going to be making powerful movies for decades to come.
When the take was finished, Andi looked across the field to Bailey. She liked her new roommate. Maybe this was the friend she’d always longed for, the one who would be like the sister she’d never had. She cared enough for Bailey that right now she didn’t dare consider mentioning the attraction she’d had to Cody Coleman. There was something between Bailey and him, even if Bailey wouldn’t admit it.
She angled her head and studied Bailey another few minutes. What was it about Bailey that made Andi feel jealous? Jealousy wasn’t a feeling she was used to, whether that was because she’d grown up without peers to compare herself to, or because she’d never felt intimidated by another girl. Andi wasn’t sure, but Bailey’s eyes held something sweet and indescribable, something Andi had never seen in her own. A depth and confidence, a faith that knew no bounds. Whatever it was, the result made Bailey far more beautiful than she knew.
Andi was glad the situation with Cody never really came up. It didn’t matter now. Her interest was no longer in Bailey’s handsome friend, but in Jake Olson. The Jake Olson! She and Bailey were in the scene second from last that afternoon. The scene wasn’t very long. The two of them would sit on a bench making idle conversation until Jake walked up and asked if they were in a certain math class. Andi would tell him yes, and he would ask if they’d seen the professor passing by a few minutes earlier. Bailey would say no, but that they weren’t really looking, and that would be it. End of scene. Even so, being on the same set as Jake gave Andi chills every time their eyes met. The day couldn’t have been any dreamier.
At least not until her dad pulled her aside as everyone was headed back to base camp. “Is it true?” Disappointment ran deep in his eyes.
“What?” She hadn’t done anything wrong, so it was easy to keep her tone light.
“You went into Jake’s trailer? The two of you by yourselves?”
Andi felt her cheeks growing hot. “Yes. Nothing happened.” She made a dramatic sound, as if she couldn’t believe he was even suggesting she’d behaved poorly. “He showed me a picture of a little Nigerian boy he met on his last movie shoot.” She raised her brow so he’d know he’d overstepped his bounds by suspecting anything. “What’d you think we were doing, Daddy?”
“Listen, baby.” He stopped and put his hands tenderly on either side of her face. “Jake’s very experienced with girls. There’s no other way to say it.” He studied her eyes, her expression. “It’s flattering, getting attention like that. But honey, please … please be careful. You’re a one-in-a-million girl. Jake isn’t your type.”
“Yes, Daddy.” She nodded her agreement. “I’m sorry. I … I didn’t mean to worry you.” She meant her apology, only because of the deep concern in his voice. They hugged, and then her dad went off to find her mom—who had walked back with Janetta Drake. Only after they were gone did Andi let herself experience the concern that came with having a crush on Jake Olson. Her father was right. Jake was used to getting his way with girls, which meant the two of them had nothing in common. But did she have to go through her whole life avoiding any type of temptation? Always staying on the safe side of the street?
She sighed and scrolled through her phone numbers until she saw his. She’d do well to ignore his calls or texts—if he even followed up with her. But while her common sense took charge, she felt an unfamiliar thrill taking root deep in her heart. The thrill of being inches away from a guy like Jake. Maybe he would be different with her. No matter what her common sense had to say, or however hard her faith tried to hold her back, she had a feeling about that strange and new thrill. A feeling that wasn’t altogether bad.
That if she let it, this intoxicating thrill could consume her.
THE FILMING WAS FINISHED FOR THE day, and Bailey returned to her friends near the tape, the ones who had come out to watch. There was Ashley, the young mom she babysat for, and Ashley’s sisters, Kari, Erin, and Brooke, and all their kids. Also Katy Hart Matthews, Dayne’s wife. Katy had brought a few of the new CKT kids, so they’d have the chance to see an actual movie being filmed.
The whole thing took Bailey back. Just a few years ago, she, her mom, her brother, Connor, and Tim Reed were the ones on the other side of the tape while Dayne filmed a movie here.
“You did great today.” Ashley put an arm around her shoulders and hugged her. “I still say we’ll see you on the big screen someday.”
“Not the big screen.” Bailey made a polite face and then grinned at Katy. “I’ve seen how hard that life is. But maybe on a Broadway stage. That would be the best.”
“Not so much scrutiny.” Katy gave Bailey a hug too. “But Ashley’s right. You were amazing. You have a gift, something that can’t be taught.”
“You really think so?” Bailey loved her time on the set.
“Thanks for introducing us to Lisa Ellison.” Brooke was holding hands with her two little girls, Hayley and Maddie. “I guess our dad met her husband, Keith, at the hospital the other day.”
“Everyone knows Dad from the hospital.” Kari had her baby girl on her hip. “He’s more famous than anyone in town.”
“That’s for sure.” Erin grinned at her sisters.
“I heard something about that.” Bailey nodded. “Is that what you were talking about with Lisa?”
“Yes.” Ashley had Cole by her side, and she tousled his blond hair. “We invited them to join us for a Baxter dinner one of these Sundays while they’re in town. I think it’d be good for them. Knowing people are praying for their success, and that they’ve got new friends in Bloomington.”
“Definitely.” Bailey loved the idea. “You should include Andi, so she’ll have someone else to connect with once her parents return to Los Angeles.”
“You’ll have to come too.” Katy smiled at her. “We don’t see enough of you now that you’re on campus.”
The Baxter sisters and their sister-in-law Katy were so close. The group of them reminded Bailey of her own family, the way everyone around the dinner table was best friends with each other. She hoped she and her brothers were this close when they were married and raising kids of their own.
The Baxter girls rounded up their kids and bid their good-byes. As they were leaving, Tim Reed drove up, climbed out of his car, and headed toward Bailey. “Don’t tell me I missed it.”
She giggled at the picture he made, hurrying toward her, disappointment shading his face. “Seriously? I hurried over here so I could see your big-screen debut and now I’m too late.”
“They wrapped earlier than they expected.” Bailey hugged him as he reached her. “You could feel God bringing things together today. Everything the producers tried to capture they got on the first or second take, and at a quality that everyone was talking about.”
Most of the people had gone their own way by then, and though the police tape was still up, the scene was no longer something from a movie, but just another section of campus. Tim motioned to a bench nearby. “Can we sit there? I mean, since they’re not filming.”
“Of course.” Bailey laughed as they moved to the spot and sat next to each other. “How was your day?”
“Honestly?” He looked troubled, like he had something very deep and important on his mind. “Something hit me today. I couldn’t wait to talk to you.”
She looked into his eyes, and she felt the confusion that had become a regular part of her life. Last night with Cody was amazing, but here … with Tim beside her, she wasn’t ready to let him go. What if Cody was right, and Tim really was better for her? Maybe Cody could see something about Tim’s character, the way they were when they were together, that she hadn’t quite figured out.
Tim took her hand, holding it the way he might hold a precious treasure. Without saying a word, he lifted her fingers to his lips, and with the lightest touch, he kissed them.
“Wow.” She wasn’t sure what to say. Butterflies filled her stomach, and she felt unsure of her next breath. “What’s this all about?”
“I was in science and it hit me. I wasn’t sure you really know how I feel about you.” He took hold of her other hand too and slid closer so their knees were touching. “I always think there’s time down the road for things to get serious, but then I thought about last night. There you were at Cru without me, and … well, I talked to Daniel, the group leader.”
“Daniel?” Bailey was baffled. “How do you know him?”
“He sits next to me in science.”
Bailey had a feeling where this was going. “He told you I was there?”
“You and Cody Coleman.” Tim let himself get lost in her eyes. “Cody walked you back to your dorm, right?”
“Right.” She smiled sympathetically at him, but she didn’t feel guilty. Their dating relationship wasn’t exclusive, no parameters or boundaries. “We hadn’t seen each other in a while.”
“And that’s fine, it’s just … I don’t know, I guess I realized that if I’m not careful I could lose you.” He hadn’t shown this much emotion toward her since prom. He released one of her hands and brought his fingers to the side of her face. “I might not tell you often enough, but I care, Bailey. I care a lot. You’re on my mind more than you know.”
Bailey thought of all the times when she would’ve thought she was dreaming, hearing Tim Reed share his feelings this way. So where did that leave her? She searched his eyes, looking straight to the place in his heart that he was laying out for her. “I do wonder,” her voice was softer than before, and she leaned in, her face inches from his. “Most of the time I’m not really sure how you feel. I mean … you haven’t kissed me since prom.”
“Because I respect you.” He smoothed his fingers down the side of her face and caught one of her long curls in his hands. “If I let myself get too physical with you, I won’t want to stop. So I try to keep it light. Keep the pressure off for both of us.”
Not only was that the right answer, it was an answer that acted like a road map to her undecided heart. Cody wasn’t looking for more than a friendship, and here was Tim telling her that he cared enough to keep his distance. Wasn’t that what she had prayed for in a guy all along?
“So … you do care? I mean, really?” Bailey wanted to hear him tell her one more time. So she could convince herself later when she was alone and doubting that this moment ever happened.
“Of course I care. Bailey, you and me … we grew up together. We shared the same stage and all the while I had feelings for you. There was always a reason I had to wait—either we were in the same show, or I was one of the directors. But now … I can’t let you go another day wondering how I feel.” He leaned in, and for a long moment he touched his lips to hers. When he pulled away, his voice was different, his feelings for her wonderfully clear. “You’re everything I’ve ever wanted in a girl, Bailey. Please know that.”
“Thank you.” His kiss still burned on her lips, and she wanted more than anything for him to kiss her again. But she wouldn’t push the issue. If he was trying to respect her she could hardly make things more difficult for them. And now that she knew how much he wanted to kiss her, it made his kiss that much more meaningful.
“See …” He looked dizzy, the same way she probably did. “I’d kiss you like that all the time, but,” he sat up straighter and took a slow breath, “you deserve better than that.”
Again her heart turned quiet somersaults. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. She had a feeling her eyes were doing all the talking for her. She could’ve guessed that Tim felt this way, but there was nothing more satisfying than having him tell her here, in this moment that would stay with her always.
Tim stood and helped her to her feet. “You have to go.”
“I do.” She was staying with her family again this weekend, and her mom was expecting her help for dinner. Slowly she came into his arms, easing her hands around his waist. Sometimes with Tim, she felt like her heart was never fully engaged. But that wasn’t the case here, now.
Tim slipped his hands around her waist and pulled her close. “Be patient with me, okay. I want this to work.”
“I know.” She whispered against his face. “We’re young. We need to take things slow.”
“Exactly.” He brushed a strand of hair off her cheek with his thumb. “I’ll bet you were wonderful today. In your scene.”
“Katy and the Baxter girls were here. They all said I did well.” She grinned. “It wasn’t even a full minute. I mean, big deal.”
“It is a big deal.” He kissed her again, this time not as long as before. “You’re a big deal wherever you are, Bailey. But especially to me.” He took a step back and walked with her toward the path that led to the parking lot where her car was. “Don’t ever forget it, okay.”
Bailey was telling him okay, that she would never again doubt his feelings, when on the distant path she spotted a guy who looked an awful lot like Cody. Yes, it was him. She was sure of it. His build and his hair color. She couldn’t quite make out his face, but it was him, and he had clearly been watching them. Now that she was looking his way, he turned and kept walking without so much as a wave or a smile or a shout-out. Seeing him made Bailey’s heart skip a beat, and because of her distraction, the goodbye she shared with Tim was brief and anticlimactic. Why couldn’t she get Cody out of her heart?
The whole way home to her parents’ house she was frustrated with herself. Here Tim had just bared his heart, telling her his true feelings and making her feel like a princess. Why then did it take just one glance at Cody to pull her from the moment? Now that she’d seen him she couldn’t stop thinking of him, which made no sense whatsoever. She could tell herself that her feelings for Cody were different, more of a deep friendship, but then why was her reaction so strong at seeing him? Or maybe the truth was something she wasn’t ready to admit even to herself.
That no matter how wonderful things were with Tim, a part of her would always be in love with Cody Coleman.
KEITH AND CHASE WERE WATCHING DAILIES in Chase’s hotel room, amazed at what they were seeing. Word was getting out that The Last Letter was going to be a powerful film, and the producers were beside themselves with what the future might hold for their moviemaking. A reporter from Entertainment Tonight had even contacted them requesting a possible interview.
“I wish Lisa wasn’t already asleep. I can’t believe this stuff.” Keith rewound a section and played it again. “This is crazy good.”
“No wonder none of it has come easily.” Chase’s laugh revealed the weariness they both felt after such a long day.
Keith surveyed the list of scenes they’d wrapped and felt the gratitude overwhelm him. “All this and a whole day where no one else has threatened to walk off the set? It’s enough to make me believe God’s going to come through with the financing.”
Chase gave a wary look. “Our best bet is to keep making up time. That’d be miracle enough.”
It was the end of their first full week on location, and without question it was the best day so far. Never mind that the food truck had burned up, the guys were the happiest they’d been since they’d started filming. They made up lost ground by covering three additional scenes that afternoon, and the quality was truly magnificent. They still had a few details to work through, and now that they’d admired the day’s work, Keith turned to his friend. “We need someone to replace Penny.”
“I still can’t believe she walked because she heard we were marketing this as a Christian film.”
“It’s just as well. Her attitude would’ve hurt the shoot.” He realized as he had a number of times since the midday break, that the meeting he’d had with the cast and crew just might’ve brought about a solidarity among everyone, that had in turn caused them to give their best performances ever. “God works all things to the good for those who love Him, that’s what I read this morning. If Penny’s gone, she’s gone. But we need to think about having the casting director send a few local choices in for a read sometime Monday morning.”
“I hate starting over.” Chase crossed his arms. “Any other ideas?”
“The part isn’t that big, but still we need someone who knows what they’re doing. The other actors deserve that much.”
“Hey!” Chase’s face lit up. “What about Andi or Bailey, her roommate? They’re the right age.”
The idea wasn’t something Keith would’ve brought up. Andi had mentioned it to Lisa, but that didn’t mean the idea was to be taken seriously. “I guess Jake Olson suggested as much to Andi this afternoon.” He clicked on the scene with Bailey and Andi on the bench talking to Jake about his professor. They’d have to reshoot this piece if one of the girls won the part of Jake’s girlfriend. But that would be a lesser problem than recasting the role at this late date.
Keith played the short scene three times through, and when he clicked the stop button after the third time, he wasn’t sure he wanted to voice what he saw. Instead he looked at Chase. “Well … what’d you see?”
“Truthfully? I kept being drawn to Andi’s roommate, Bailey.”
That was exactly how Keith felt, but he hadn’t wanted to say so. Especially when he felt like he was betraying his own daughter by feeling this way. “I saw it too.” He rewound the clip one more time. “She’s how I picture the part.”
“Exactly.” Chase scrutinized the scene. “Andi’s gorgeous. She lights up the camera and everyone notices her when she walks in a room. Her day’s coming. But Bailey … there’s a depth in her eyes that we need for this role.”
“That’s what it is, depth.” Keith hid his disappointment that the girl with what looked like the greater depth, the greater internal makeup, was Bailey Flanigan and not his daughter. But he wasn’t altogether surprised. Since Andi had made the decision to attend Indiana University, she hadn’t been the same. Not that she’d crossed any lines, but he wasn’t sure she was always making the wisest choices. It was why she had allowed herself to follow Jake Olson into his trailer when no one else was around.
“Should we give Bailey a read?” Chase stood and took the chair across from the bed. He crossed one leg over the other. “I think it’s worth a shot.”
“Definitely.” Keith still had his concerns. “We’ll need to pray about a few things, though.”
“What’s that?”
“That Jake keeps his distance from both girls, and that once I place the call tomorrow, Andi will forgive me.”
“You’re right.” Chase sighed and ran his hand along the back of his neck. “We’ll have to add those to the list.”
Keith closed up his computer and stood. “Any word from the below-the-line union?”
“Not a word. The union should know better than to bug us now. With strikes in Hollywood and other problems, their people have to work, otherwise they won’t be able to afford their dues.” Chase’s tone was a little sarcastic. “The union should be handling bigger issues. I’m guessing we’re too small for them to mess around with.”
“I hope so. As long as none of the crew tells someone from the union, they might not even be aware we’re here filming.”
“We’re not doing anything illegal.” Chase sounded frustrated. “The guys agreed to the contracts we gave them.”
“The union wouldn’t see it that way.”
“Yeah, well … God’s got our back in that area. He knows we can only take so much.” Chase put his hands behind his head and stretched out. “Did Lisa have a good day?”
“Great, actually.” Keith was so glad she was here with him. Countless times today he’d drawn on her presence to help him. “I guess she met the family of that Dr. Baxter, the one who stitched up Jake. They convinced her we need to join them for a Sunday dinner before we leave town.” He stretched his side one way and then the other. He hadn’t gotten in his usual run for the past three days, and with everything so volatile on the set, he was missing the chance to unwind. “Hey, before I go …” his tone was more serious than before. “Any other attempts by Rita? Or is she keeping her distance?”
“She’s given up.” Chase shook his head. “I made it pretty clear I wasn’t interested.”
“Just be careful. The devil wants to dance all over this movie. Every day it’s something.”
“Like we talked about, with mountains this big we can’t even imagine the vistas on the other side.” Chase smiled and pointed to Keith’s computer. “Just look at the view He’s already giving us.”
Keith laughed. “It was a good day. Let’s gain more ground tomorrow.” He bid Chase goodnight and headed down the hall to his room. Along the way he started praying about tomorrow. For the cast and crew, for their safety and integrity, and for the pace they were keeping—that they’d continue to make progress. And most of all he prayed for his precious daughter.
That the news she was going to get in the morning wouldn’t make her doubt herself or how very much he loved her. But that she’d let the experience and disappointment grow her so that one day soon, the girl with the deep eyes and breathtaking inner beauty wouldn’t be someone else.
But rather his own sweet Andi.
CHASE WASN’T QUITE READY TO TURN in for the night. It was still only nine o’clock back home and he wanted to tell Kelly about the events of the day, the great way the week had ended even with everything that had gone wrong. He grabbed his hotel key and cell phone and took the elevator down to the lobby.
He poured a cup of coffee and took the familiar spot by the fireplace. Kelly picked up on the second ring. “What, no video chat this time?” She sounded relaxed and grateful for his call.
“I’m having coffee in the lobby.” He settled back in a leather armchair on the other side of the fireplace. “I couldn’t wait to hear your voice. You won’t believe the day we’ve had.” He told her everything, from the burned up food truck to the meeting Keith had with the cast and crew. “You should’ve heard him, boldly telling everyone that the movie wasn’t Christian, but we were, and how he hoped the message of the film would change lives around the world.”
“Lisa was there, right?”
“She was. I wish you were here too. There was Keith, smiling at everyone, facing a walkout by half his cast, and he tells them that if they want to know more about a relationship with Jesus Christ, they know where to come.”
“A walkout?” Kelly was clearly trying to keep fear from her voice, but she seemed to have just understood the gravity of the situation.
“The buzz was that if the movie was a Christian project, several of the key actors were going to leave. One of them—a supporting actress—left before the meeting. We’re looking to replace her with Andi’s roommate.”
“My goodness, Chase.” She laughed, but she sounded more dazed than amused. “You’re right. That’s some day.”
Chase took a drink from his coffee and stared into the fire. “But Kelly … you should see what we got today. The actors out-did themselves the last half of the day. Especially Janetta Drake and Jake Olson. Amazing work.”
Their conversation shifted to Kelly and the girls. Molly had a cold and Macy had tripped and skinned her knee. “We all miss you.” Kelly’s voice was upbeat again. “You still thinking about coming home next weekend? For a day or so?”
Chase didn’t see how he could—not with their schedule being what it was, but he wanted to try. “I’ll let you know the closer we get.” They talked a few more minutes about life back home, and Chase finished his coffee. “I better turn in. Call’s early again tomorrow. Seven a.m.” He told her he loved her and asked her to give the girls hugs and kisses for him.
When he hung up, he sat by the fire a few more minutes, thanking God for the truth from James that morning, and how the message had impacted everything about the day, how the theme kept recurring—only what was eternal lasted. He smiled at the goodness of God, tossed his cup in the trash can, and headed for his room. He yawned as he slid the key in the door, but as he opened it he jerked back. It took a few seconds to register what he was seeing, but there, sitting in the chair near his bed, was Rita Reynolds.
“How’d you get in here?” Chase’s heart was beating hard. He’d never opened a hotel room to find someone had broken in like this.
Rita wore tight workout pants and a tank top. She held up a key. “Keys are easy to get, Chase. Much easier than you are.” She tossed it on the table and smiled. “Night managers believe anything.”
The situation was so outrageous, Chase wasn’t sure what to say. “You don’t belong here.” He held open the door and waited. “Get out.”
“Hold on.” She crossed her arms, her expression a little more tame. “I have a question about tomorrow’s shoot. This seemed like a good place to talk.”
Chase didn’t believe her for a minute. “We can talk tomorrow. Over breakfast on the set.”
Rita studied him. “You’re really not going to shut the door and come here? You won’t let me stay and talk with you?”
“No.” Chase was still trying to believe she’d actually done this, that she’d gotten a copy of his key from the manager and was sitting here in his room. “I’m married, Rita. I don’t entertain women in my hotel room.” He allowed his tone to relax some. “I know you’ll be shocked by this, but not even you.”
She stood and stretched. “I had a good workout. The weight room here is good for a hotel.” Once more she stretched, and as she did her tan flat stomach became visible below her tank top.
Chase refused to stare. “Rita. I’m serious.” He pointed out the door. “Leave.”
She walked toward him on her way out. When she was only inches from him, she stopped and looked deep into his eyes. “You don’t know what you’re missing, Chase. Good Christian boy that you are.” She put her hand loosely on his waist. “I watch you all day, Chase. You’re the hottest producer I’ve ever been around. What’s wrong with a little time getting to know each other?”
There was no temptation for Chase when it came to Rita Reynolds. But here, with her so close, he could smell the mint on her breath, see how it could happen, how a guy with the strongest convictions and faith could make a series of small compromises and wind up with a giant moral failure. He swallowed and pressed himself back against the wall. “The only woman I want to know that well is my wife.” He smiled, unwavering, his words clear and purposeful. “Goodnight, Rita.”
She stood on her tiptoes and kissed him on the cheek. “Goodnight, handsome.” She shrugged one shoulder as if to say the loss was his. “I’ll look for you tomorrow at breakfast.”
He held out his hand. “My key?”
A bit of laughter sounded between her lips. “Okay.” She dropped the key card in his hand. “But there are more where that came from.”
“Listen,” he wanted to make himself very clear. “I’m serious, Rita. Don’t do this again. My room’s off limits.”
Her smile told him she wasn’t exactly dissuaded by his request. “Let me know if you change your mind. I think we’d both enjoy getting to know each other better.”
She finally left and he shut the door quickly, sliding the chain lock across and walking slowly to the edge of the bed. Was she that used to having her way with men, any man she wanted? Or was that the way things played out on most movie sets? He’d heard of starring actors finding their way into a relationship on the set—married or not. But for Rita to sneak into the room of her producer? That had to happen about as often as a food truck burning to the ground.
He pulled his Bible from the nightstand and read once more from James, chapter 1. No doubt they’d had more than their share of trials and temptations thrown at them. This last one was almost laughable. But God’s Word was true, and Chase clung to that as he brushed his teeth and settled in. Consider it pure joy whenever you face trials of many kinds … He could be angry at Rita and frustrated by the delays that morning. Fear could’ve dominated his night, knowing that the cast had even considered walking out. But given the events of the day, the trials of many kinds, and the wisdom in the book of James, there was only one emotion Chase allowed himself to feel as he fell asleep that night.
Pure joy.
ANDI DROVE OUT TO BAILEY’S HOUSE Saturday morning in the pouring rain so the two of them could study for a few hours. That and she wanted to meet Bailey’s family, all those brothers she talked about. As she pulled up, she slowed her car and stared. If this was Bailey’s house, then no wonder she wanted to come home for the weekend. Andi couldn’t understand why she ever would’ve wanted to live on campus if she had the option of living here.
She turned into the driveway and came slowly past a series of manicured trees and bushes to the circular drive in front of a long covered porch. Three porch swings dotted the stretch on the right side of the front door, and Andi could imagine sitting out here on summer nights watching the sunset. She parked and came to the door.
Bailey answered it, her eyes sparkling. “You’re in time! Dad made his famous pancakes!” Bailey’s father coached the Indianapolis Colts, but the team was home this weekend and next. “The whole family loves when Dad’s here for the weekend. Come on in.”
“Wow.” Andi walked through the door and stopped, taking in the chandelier and sweeping staircase. “You didn’t tell me you lived in a resort.”
“It’s just a house.” Bailey laughed as she took hold of Andi’s hand and led her down a short hallway into the largest kitchen ever. “Come meet everyone else.”
Sitting around the kitchen bar were Bailey’s brothers—Connor, who was at least six-foot-two, Shawn, BJ, Justin, and Ricky. Three of the boys—Shawn, BJ, and Justin—were adopted from Haiti. Andi already knew that about Bailey’s family from pictures she had in the dorm. But it was great meeting all the boys in person. In no time Andi and the Flanigans were caught up in conversations about college life, the movie Andi’s dad was shooting, and the boys’ football season.
“Justin scored five touchdowns last week,” said Ricky. He was the youngest, with light blond hair and big blue eyes. “You shoulda’ seen him, Andi.” He tried to squeeze in between Andi and Bailey, anxious for her to hear the details. “It was the middle school championship game and on the second play Justin gets an interception and runs it all the way back.” Ricky held up three fingers. “Three rushing touchdowns, and two interceptions run back for scores. Unbelievable, huh?”
Andi raised her eyebrows at thirteen-year-old Justin. “I wish I could’ve seen it.”
He shrugged, embarrassed over the big deal his little brother had made. “That’s okay. It’s just middle school.”
Ricky pumped his fist in the air. “Yeah, but wait till next year. You have to come to a game, okay?”
The boys continued to share stories and questions, and after Bailey’s parents came down, Andi understood even better why Bailey wanted to be home over the weekends. Her family was amazing, her parents kind and strong in their faith, and clearly in love with each other. Bailey had said that her mother was her best friend, and after sitting near her at breakfast, Andi could see the bond the two of them had. The size of the house was long forgotten.
Andi was happy for her friend, for the life she had here with her family. But being with the Flanigans underlined Andi’s restlessness, her desire to be something other than a missionary’s daughter. If her parents had held normal jobs, they might’ve had other kids and Andi would’ve had siblings—a big family like this, even. Instead she’d missed out on every kind of traditional family time they might’ve had. It was one more reason she wanted to find her own way now, so that she could branch out and maybe discover aspects of life that she’d missed out on.
“You want to be an actress, is that right?” Jenny Flanigan’s smile was warm and understanding, and it drew her from her wandering thoughts.
“Yes, ma’am. I’d like that.” Andi remembered what Jake had said about her reading for the part of his girlfriend. “There might be an opportunity for me to have an actual role in my dad’s film.” She flashed excited eyes at Bailey. “We’ll find out this weekend.”
“Katy Hart lived here when she was an actress.” BJ had just taken a full bite of pancakes and his words weren’t close to clear.
“Finish your food first.” Jim Flanigan was flipping another batch, but he looked over his shoulder at his son. “This isn’t men’s town.”
“Sorry.” BJ covered his mouth and kept chewing.
Andi giggled and gave Bailey a curious look. “Men’s town?”
“That’s when mom and I are gone.” Bailey plugged her nose. “You don’t want to know what goes on in men’s town.”
The boys all chuckled and Ricky giggled until his cheeks turned red. “Men’s town isn’t for girls.”
“No.” Andi grinned at Jenny. “Be sure to let me know when it’s men’s town around here. I’ll stay at the dorm.”
“Anyway,” BJ’s mouth was empty now, “Katy Hart lived here when she was an actress.”
Andi was still putting the pieces of Bailey’s life together. “Katy Hart, the one who’s married to Dayne Matthews?”
“Right.” Bailey smiled.
“I watched a lot of it play out in the tabloids. Not that I read them, but in the supermarket, you know, the headlines tell you a lot.”
“A lot of lies for the most part.” Jenny exchanged a look with Jim. “It’s a miracle Katy and Dayne survived the way the press treated them.”
The breakfast continued, with so much laughter and conversation, Andi again found herself wishing for a family like this one. Her parents were wonderful, but being an only child had never felt so lonely. By the time they moved into the living room to do their homework, Andi was sure of one thing. After this she was going to spend as much time at Bailey’s house on the weekends as she could.
They set up in front of an oversized fireplace in a room that had floor-to-ceiling windows along one entire wall. Bailey flipped a switch that brought the gas flames to life, and then settled into the corner of a cushy-looking sofa. Andi sat on the floor so she could spread out her history notes. She and Bailey were the only two freshmen in the class, and they needed to put in a few hours to catch up.
Before they started, Andi looked around. “I can’t believe this is where Dayne Matthews fell in love with Katy Hart. That’s so cool.”
Bailey shrugged. “They’re just normal people like you and me.”
“Still … I mean, how great that Katy was just this small-town drama director and next thing you know she’s married to America’s most popular actor.” She lowered her voice, the excitement in her heart building. “It’d be like me marrying Jake Olson.”
“Except Dayne was a changed guy by the time he started dating Katy.” She gave Andi a wary look. “Jake … he seems a little wild for you, don’t you think?”
“Not at all. He was nice yesterday. I mean, Bailey, like you said, you can’t believe everything you read.” She wanted her friend to feel good about her attraction to Jake. “Anyway, I think I could fall for him. I guess we’ll see if he calls.”
Bailey was scouring her history book, but she nodded absently. “The test is on all of chapter 5, right?”
“And part of 6.” Andi had her book too, and she found the same section Bailey was opened to.
“Hey, so have you seen Cody again? Since Thursday’s Cru meeting?”
“Nope.” Andi hadn’t thought much about Cody since meeting Jake, but now that Bailey brought him up she wanted to get to the bottom of her friend’s feelings for the guy. Andi leaned her elbow on the edge of the sofa and peered at Bailey. “Why do you ask?”
“Just wondered. You two seemed like you were getting along pretty well when I showed up.”
Andi tried to discern even a little jealousy in Bailey’s tone, but there was none. She let her guard down some. “He’s very good looking, I’ll give him that.” Andi looked off into the fire. “I sort of thought maybe you liked him.”
“I’m dating Tim.” Bailey’s answer was quick. She lifted smiling eyes toward Andi. “Cody and I are only friends. That’s all we’ll ever be.”
“Really? I mean, you and Tim are doing that great?”
Bailey’s eyes danced in the light of the fire. The rain was coming down harder outside, and the sky was so dark with clouds, it almost felt like nightfall. “We had an intense talk yesterday. If things keep going this way, then I’ll have to say yes.”
“Yes?” Andi kept her voice low, despite the thrill in her tone. “Yes to what?”
“To your question, goofy.” Bailey giggled. “You know, the one about how Tim and I are doing. And maybe yes to your other question.” Bailey raised her brow. “You know, the one about being in love.”
“Oh, that.” Andi made an exaggerated wipe of her hand across her forehead. “I thought you were making some sort of announcement.”
“Not hardly. That’s forever away.” Bailey tapped her open book. “Okay, we better get serious here.”
They were fifteen minutes into outlining chapter 5 when Andi’s phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket and flashed a quick look at the caller ID. Her dad! “Okay, here goes.” She sat up on her knees and fought the nervousness that had suddenly come over her. “My parents have been in a meeting all morning deciding if I can read for the part of Jake’s girlfriend.” She took a quick breath and snapped open her phone. “Hi, Dad … so what’s the verdict? Can I have a shot?”
Her father’s hesitation told her that whatever they’d decided, the news couldn’t be good. “Listen, honey, Chase and I talked it over last night and again this morning. Your mom was in on today’s talk, and all of us agree with our decision.” He paused.
“Which is what?” Andi lowered her head close to her knees, desperate for the news.
“Well, we watched the dailies from yesterday. A dozen times at least, and we’ve decided we’re going to let Bailey read for the part.”
Slowly Andi rose up onto her knees again. Her eyes found Bailey’s and she shook her head, clearly conveying that she wasn’t going to read for the part. Bailey shot her a quick look of sympathy, and Andi appreciated the genuine way she cared. Not for a minute did Bailey think the reason Andi wasn’t going to read for the part was because the producers wanted her instead. Her reaction was that of a true friend, and Andi had never cared more for her than she did right now.
Her father was going on, trying to explain himself. “God has great plans for you, Andi. We all know that. You have something very special, and that will come across on the big screen someday if that’s God’s will for your life. There’ll be other opportunities. But right now … I don’t know honey, I can only tell you to keep God first. That way He’ll open those doors when the time is right.”
“Okay.”
“You’re disappointed, I know. But try to understand. We had to think of the movie first, and Bailey … she has something we’re looking for in this character.”
“It’s all right.” Andi could hear in her father’s voice that this was as hard for him as it was for her. She didn’t want him to feel bad, so she kept her tone as understanding as she could. “Don’t worry about it, Daddy. It’s just one part. Like you said, there’ll be others.”
Again her father hesitated. “Are you at the Flanigans’ house right now?”
“I am.” She gave Bailey another sad smile. “Her dad made us pancakes and we’re about to study history.”
“Would you mind too much, honey, if I talked with Bailey for a minute? We’d like to see her later today, so that if she’s going to work out we can film her scenes Monday afternoon.”
Andi fought hard against the urge to be jealous of Bailey. She had that beautiful confidence, that strong sense of knowing who she was, a wonderful family, and connections in the movie industry, and now this—the part Andi had dreamed of having. Even so, she couldn’t be mad at Bailey. None of this was her fault, and anyway, they were already too close for that. Andi thanked her dad for trying. She told him she loved him and asked him to hold on.
Then she looked at Bailey and tried to feel happy for her. “Here. My dad wants to talk to you.” And as she passed the phone over, Andi felt the beginning of real happiness for Bailey. Because Bailey was her new best friend, and best friends didn’t get jealous of each other or begrudge the other for finding success. They celebrated every victory together.
And this was only the first of many Andi hoped they shared.
CHASE COULD FEEL GOD’S COVERING, His protection as they breezed through the first two days of the next week. Bailey’s reading went brilliantly, and Chase and Keith marveled at how natural she was in front of a camera. Not that they were completely surprised. She’d been trained by Katy Hart, after all—another very natural acting talent. Bailey would do her scenes Friday, and possibly one or two days the following week. Chase and Keith had shuffled the order of the scenes to streamline their production some. So far the move was working. They were only a day behind now, instead of two or more. Every day cost tens of thousands of dollars, and though Keith kept working his contact list, especially trying to contact investor Ben Adams, nothing had come through yet. It was imperative that they get as much done every day as possible.
They were just wrapping up a scene between Rita and Jake, and a few of the grips were whispering close to Chase, agreeing that there was something special happening with this movie. The takes they were getting were the sort of stuff that showed up at big-time award shows. Chase couldn’t think about the possibility. All he could ask for was that God would get them through the filming before they ran out of money.
The scenes today were at a restaurant and across the street at a park. Chase watched the scene underway, and when his assistant director yelled, “Cut,” Chase was the first to clap. “Beautiful work, guys. Check the gate.”
Rita and Jake came out of the restaurant, laughing with each other and looking slightly worn out. Someone handed Rita a hand towel and she ran it along the back of her neck. “It’s like a sauna in there,” she announced to the crew standing around. She winked at Jake. “Either that, or Mr. Olson here’s a little too hot.”
He chuckled again and patted her back. “You were amazing.” He nodded toward the snack table across the street. “I’ll get you a bottle of water.”
Chase watched the two of them and concern bubbled to the surface. Rita was in her mid-thirties. Certainly she wasn’t interested in her twenty-four-year-old co-star. He made a mental note to talk to Keith about the two of them, just to make sure everyone stayed above board. He smiled to himself. Above the line, the way he and Keith were determined things on their shoot would be.
Rita caught his eye as she walked by. Her eyes flirted with him and mocked him at the same time. “You missed your chance, Chase.”
“Come on, Rita. Leave Jake alone. He’s a kid.” Chase kept his tone easygoing. He had no authority to tell Rita who she could and couldn’t be interested in. “Let’s keep character a priority, okay?”
She stopped and positioned herself as close to him as she could. “I’m a professional, don’t worry.” She started to walk away, but she tossed a final eyebrow raise at Chase. “I’ll say this. Jake’s definitely not a kid.” She laughed as she walked toward the snack table. Chase released an exasperated sigh and tried not to let her attitude bother him. As long as she didn’t create a scandal, she was right—her decisions were her own.
Keith came up beside him, talking low so that only Chase could hear him. “She’s hitting on Jake now, huh?”
“I don’t know. If she steps out of line, maybe you could talk to her. With me, she thinks it’s personal.”
“I’ll take care of it if things get out of hand.”
“Thanks.” Chase was about to ask whether Keith thought they could get one or two more scenes shot before lunch, when around the corner a caravan of three shiny black Suburbans pulled into view and came to a screeching stop on the road in front of the restaurant. “What’s this?” Chase moved a few steps closer to the vehicles. Panic quickly closed in around him as he stared at the Suburbans. “They’ve got picket signs.”
“I don’t like the looks of it.” Keith crossed his arms, stationed right next to Chase. Neither of them mentioned the below-the-line union, and whether this could be their representatives coming to attack their filming. But as two dozen men spilled out of the Suburbans, shouting about unfair working conditions and waving a variety of different-sized picket signs, there was no need to guess what was happening. This was their worst nightmare come true.
The union had come to shut them down.
A stunned sense of shock came over the set, but as the below-the-line guys realized what was happening, they gathered grumbling around Chase and Keith. One of the more outspoken cameramen turned to his co-workers and pointed at picketers, anger flashing in his eyes. “Who called them? Don’t be a coward, step forward so we can all see who did it.”
No one came forward.
The twenty-some men from the union marched like a group of bullies toward the front of the restaurant and made a line that blocked the doorway. Chase couldn’t believe what was happening. “They can’t do this,” he hissed at Keith, who was still at his side, still just as disbelieving.
“It looks like they already have.” Keith seemed to know more about the union. But before he could share any information with Chase, a guy who must’ve been the leader came forward.
He was a thin guy, not how Chase would’ve pictured him. But what he lacked in stature, he made up for in attitude. “I assume you’re the producers?”
Keith reached out to shake the man’s hand. “I’m Keith Ellison. This is my co-producer, Chase Ryan.”
The guy stared at Keith’s hand and chuckled. “Save your handshake.” He crossed his arms. “I’m Larry Fields, president of the Indiana chapter of the below-the-line union. It’s come to our attention that you’re making a movie here, paying our below-the-line guys less than union wages.”
“This is an independent film with a very limited budget.” Keith waved at the group of crew members gathered around him. “These men agreed to work for a fair wage, if slightly less than what union work would usually pay.”
“Working conditions here are great,” one of the grips yelled at the union boss. “Get lost and let us work!”
A chorus of shouts followed, with a number of the crew reiterating the sentiment, telling the union guy he wasn’t wanted or needed. “Go resolve Hollywood’s problems if you want something to do. We need work,” an electrician yelled.
“Yeah, leave us alone!”
“This isn’t about us!”
“Get out of here.”
The ruckus grew, the crew practically ready to force the picket ers back to their vehicles. Chase felt his emotions swell. They were in trouble this time, big trouble. But at least the crew was on their side. He studied the group and wondered which of them had made the call. It had to be someone, otherwise the union wouldn’t have found out about the film in the first place.
Larry Fields sneered at them and waited for the crowd to quiet. “You might want to check your union handbooks, friends. When you join, you agree to let us handle the working conditions.” He chuckled, and the sound was just short of sinister. “That’s what we’re about to do here. Handle the working conditions.”
Chase started to say something, but Keith held his hand up, stopping him. Instead he directed a kind, quieter voice to the union boss. “This isn’t a union job. The crew knew that when they signed on.” He smiled as if maybe that might be all it would take to clear up the problem and send the union reps back to wherever they’d come from.
Again Larry chuckled. “Well then, my friend, you’ve got yourself a problem. Because the crew you picked for your little low-budget picture is a union crew. Every one of them.” He raised his voice and directed this next part to the grumbling crew members. “Let me make one thing very clear. We’ve set up a picket line against any further production of this movie. If you choose to cross the picket line and work, you’ll lose your union cards.” He pointed harshly at them. “And I’ll personally see to it that you don’t work another day in this business.”
Chase was horrified. This wasn’t representation. It was blackmail. Strong-armed bullying tactics designed entirely to benefit the union—not the workers. As long as the job was non-union, the leaders couldn’t take a cut of the crew’s wages. If it became a union film, these men would benefit financially. That had to be the only reason they were here. That, and because one crew member had felt the need to place a phone call to the union.
The cast had joined the group gathered around Keith and Chase, and Jake Olson shouted at the union leader. “No one’s unhappy, go away!”
“You’re happy.” Larry volleyed right back. “You’re making union wages.”
“Below-the-line’s on strike because of you clowns.” Jake thrust out his chest, not willing to back down. “How’re they supposed to eat if you won’t let them work?”
Larry laughed again. “Throw a fit, Mr. Movie Star. We’re not going anywhere.” His smile was proud and arrogant as he turned and crossed the parking lot toward the restaurant to join the others. The place had been closed down for the day because Keith and Chase had paid for the privilege to have it all to themselves. Now it wasn’t quite noon and the union had given them an ultimatum they couldn’t do anything about.
Chase started walking toward the picket line, but Keith grabbed hold of his arm. “Be careful. If we get through this, it’ll be because we reach common ground. Remember that.”
“Thank you.” Chase wanted to scream at his friend. Of course he knew they needed to find common ground, but he refused to let a bunch of union thugs intimidate him. “Come with me. So I don’t lose it.” He held his head high, and together with Keith, they walked to the middle of the picket line where Larry Fields was now holding a sign of his own. The sign read, “Producers of The Last Letter use unfair work conditions!” Chase was blown away by the thoroughness of their attack. When had they had time to make up signs specific to this movie set? He glanced at a few of the other signs. Two read, “Unfair Conditions,” and several said simply, “STRIKE!”
Chase stood facing Larry, hating everything about this. “What do you want, Fields? What’re your demands?”
“Like we said,” Keith added. “We’re a low-budget production. If it weren’t for strikes in Hollywood, we couldn’t have offered this job to these guys. But you heard them. They want to work. They’re very happy and they’re getting paid.”
Larry ignored that. Instead he directed his words to Chase. “We want every below-the-line guy at union pay starting today, and we want back wages paid by Friday. On top of that, we want you to increase your medical insurance in case of an accident.”
Chase might as well have run straight into a tree. He struggled to take a full breath, because what Larry was telling them was better said this way: The movie was finished. Paying the crew union wages and back pay would reach a six-figure number in no time, money they didn’t have and couldn’t raise. They’d already proved that this past week with every closed door Keith ran into. No one was investing in their film, and unless they continued to make up time, they would run out of money before they finished shooting.
The union boss was waiting, but there wasn’t anything Chase or Keith could say in response to the demands. Chase worked to keep a wrap on his temper. “Very well then, you’ll be hearing from our attorney.” It was some way to save face in the sense that, like it or not, negotiations for the ransom of their film had already begun. But as Chase and Keith walked back to the nervous-looking cast and crew, neither of them had a clue what sort of announcement to make. Chase nodded to Keith. If anyone could keep panic from breaking out, it was him. He’d already proved that once on this set.
“Okay, listen up.” Keith cupped his hands around his mouth. “The union doesn’t have a right to shut us down like this, but we’re going to need a lawyer to get things back on track.” The only sign that he was nervous was the pace of his words. Of course no one could blame him for talking fast. The minutes were ticking away with the entire production at a sudden and sickening stand-still. “Everyone go to lunch and we’ll update you as soon as we know something.”
The faces among the cast and crew reflected the emotions exploding inside Chase. Anger and fear, sorrow and frustration. All of them seemed grateful for a reason to turn their backs on the picketers and head across the parking lot to their base camp. Chase kept his pace even with Keith’s. “Okay, so what lawyer? The last time we talked to a lawyer we were writing up contracts.”
“I have an idea.” He was sorting through his wallet, looking for a business card. “I’m calling Dr. Baxter.”
“The guy who treated Jake?” Chase wanted a solution immediately. He didn’t see where this would get them.
“Yeah, and Dayne Matthews’ father.” Keith stopped and motioned for Chase to stay close. The cast and crew passed by them, talking in small groups of three and four, their anger over the incident evident in their tone and body language. When they had more privacy, Keith pulled out his cell phone and dialed a number from the back of the business card. A quick conversation and explanation ensued, and Keith was making a second call, this one to Dayne. Again the call didn’t last long, but when Keith hung up he was smiling. “Dayne’s on his way down. He wants to encourage the cast and crew.”
“What else?” Chase tapped his foot on the asphalt. The sun was out, and he squinted at his friend. “Did he know of an attorney?”
“Yes.” Keith was already making the call. “His brother Luke’s an entertainment attorney. Dayne said he’ll cover his fee, whatever it is.”
Chase paced a few feet away and stared into the clear blue. He drew his first full breath since the Suburbans pulled up. God … You’re with us … we can feel You. Please, get us through this nightmare. We’re in way over our heads.
I am with you, my son … I know the plans I have for you … plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.
God’s mercy so overcame him that he nearly fell to his knees. Tears filled his eyes and he blinked them back. This was their key Scripture verse, the one that the movie was supposed to illustrate. God had good plans for His people. But here, with the insanity that was playing out across the street, Chase had all but forgotten the truth. He breathed another thank-you toward heaven and turned to see Keith in a serious conversation.
When he hung up, his tone was the most confident it had been in the past half hour. “Luke Baxter feels very strongly about this. He can help us, but he works out of Indianapolis and he’s in court today. The soonest he can be here is three o’clock. In the meantime, he doesn’t want us talking to the union, not without representation.”
Chase exhaled and felt his shoulders slump forward. “We’ll lose the whole day.”
“At least.” Keith slung his arm around Chase’s shoulders and the two headed toward base camp. “God is with us, we have to believe it now just like we did back in the jungle.”
“I know.” Chase remembered the verse again. “It’ll be okay. Somehow it’ll work out.”
Dayne Matthews pulled up in a Dodge truck not long after Chase and Keith reached the lunch area. He said hello to a few of the actors, people he obviously knew. His presence caused a buzz among the cast and crew and lent a general positive feeling to the afternoon.
He found Chase and Keith and introduced himself. “I’m sorry I didn’t make it out sooner. We’re getting things going for our fall production at CKT.” They talked about kids and Bloomington and Dayne’s decision to take time away from making movies. “But I want you both to know we completely support what you’re doing. My wife and I, my family, we’ve been praying for you, believing that God will work mighty things out of this movie.”
“Until this.” Chase didn’t want to sound defeated, but the tick of the clock in his mind was so loud he could barely think. “Have you seen this happen before?”
“I’ve heard about it.” Dayne’s look was more concerned than before. “It depends on their goal. If they just want more money, usually you and your lawyer find the funds somewhere and they walk away, happy. But if they’re trying to make an example out of you, teach you a lesson for using union workers in a non-union film, they can be pretty mean.” His smile was filled with empathy. “I can tell you this—you’ve got the best lawyer in the business.”
Chase and Keith thanked him for his help and Dayne promised to check back in as the ordeal played out. When he was gone, Keith dismissed the cast and crew and told everyone to be on call for the morning. Just in case. After that, he and Chase withdrew to the production trailer to do the only thing they could do until Luke Baxter arrived.
Beg God for a miracle.
NEGOTIATIONS STARTED AT FOUR O’CLOCK THAT day and broke at ten for the night. As far as Keith could tell, they hadn’t made much progress, but Luke Baxter was staying overnight at his father’s house, committed to stick with the process until they reached a breakthrough.
The issue was simple, for as complex and heated as the arguments in the production trailer had become. Larry and three of his cronies from the union were unmoved in their demands, insisting on full union wages and complete back pay. Luke had gone round and round with them, trying to talk reason into the situation. Keith and Chase had given him full access to their accounts and financing, so they could dispel what Larry had already suggested—that this was in fact a big-budget film because of Rita Reynolds and Jake Olson. The books told the real story. For very minimal union pay, the two actors had agreed to star in this project because they believed in it.
“Everything is not dependent on money,” Luke eloquently told the union reps. “Even in Hollywood.”
Larry and his team looked over the finances, but still they were skeptical. “There’s more money somewhere. There always is.” He leaned back and tried to assume a friendly air. “I only want what’s coming to my people. Fair wages, nothing more.”
Of course, he really wanted more than that—the additional insurance and back pay. But all of his demands were irrelevant, because the truth was, they didn’t have the money.
When they were on a break, Luke pulled Keith and Chase aside. “To be honest, I talked with Dayne about putting in money as an investment, but his funds are tied up until March.”
Keith was touched that Luke would even ask his brother. It wasn’t something he or Chase would’ve considered.
“Dayne told me he would’ve offered when he met you in person, but his financial advisor saw the unstable market looming and had him invest in some longer term savings. By the time March comes, it’ll be too late for you.”
“We need more money, that’s for sure. But even then it isn’t right that we pay these guys what the union wants. This crew agreed to their contract, and they’re good wages.”
Luke whistled. “Very high for a non-union job.”
“And they weren’t working anyway.” Chase looked beat, defeated by the hours of talks. Already he’d told the cast and crew they wouldn’t be needed until lunchtime tomorrow. And that was if everything went very well in the morning. “What time do we start up again?”
“Let’s be here at eight. That’s the earliest the union reps are willing to meet.”
The night was a restless one, with Keith’s wife, Lisa, up at different times, unable to sleep. “I need to pray more than I need to sleep,” she told Keith. “Don’t worry about me.”
At eight the next morning they were gathered around the table again and Larry started the dialogue. “We’re not going anywhere. I have twenty guys willing to picket around the clock if they have to. Those are union workers and they should get union wages.”
“That’s not what they agreed to …” Luke had a copy of the below-the-line contracts for each of the crew in a large folder. He slid it across the table. “Take a look, Mr. Fields. A producer can’t ask for more than a worker’s word. And they each gave their word in writing—agreeing to work for the pay being offered.”
“They never checked with us.” He swapped a look with his men. “Union workers take union jobs. Every one of them stands to lose their card at this point, and that means they’re finished in this industry.”
Keith hated when Larry talked about pulling the union cards of the crew. There weren’t enough non-union films around for the cameramen and electricians and grips to make a living. Larry was right. Without their cards, they were finished. He felt his stomach twist in knots and he leaned back in his seat, helpless to do anything but listen and pray.
The hours passed slowly, and after lunch Keith made one more call, giving the cast and crew the rest of the day off and again telling them to be ready for a morning shoot. This time the DP had a request. “Tomorrow’s Friday. The cast wants to know if they should just take a three-day weekend—unpaid—and show up again on Monday.”
“No.” Keith was slightly tempted by the unpaid offer, but once his cast spread out and left town, the chances of getting everyone back together again Monday would be very small. “We have to work this through. Something will give today, I promise you. Tell everyone we’ll shoot tomorrow and Saturday, so we can catch up. They all agreed to work two Saturdays—so this will be one of them.”
Even as he said the words, Keith had no idea how they would make up the time they were losing, or how working Saturday would help even a little. They could afford to pay the crew this week and next, but after that? He came back into the room of negotiations and struggled to keep his head up. All he wanted to do was find a quiet place in the woods somewhere and cry out to God, beg Him for a miracle meeting of the minds between Luke Baxter and Larry Fields.
Instead he sat down next to Chase and watched the hours slip away. Sometime around five o’clock, both sides broke for dinner, with plans to talk all through the night if that’s what it took. Larry and his team wanted to go over each individual contract and the entire set of financials. “It could take us all night,” Luke warned them. “We’ll need lots of coffee.”
Before they met back for what figured to be a marathon session of negotiations, Keith placed a call to Lisa. “I feel drugged, like I’m playing the role in some bad movie without any sign of resolution.”
“Honey, I’m so sorry.” Lisa sounded like she’d been crying. “I want to help, but there’s nothing I can do except pray.”
“That’s exactly what we need, baby. God knows what’s happening here.”
“But you’ve been talking with these people all day and all last night. What more could there be to say?”
“Luke’s handling it. He’s amazing, and to think Dayne’s covering his fees. We’re in great hands, but meanwhile our cast is losing interest hanging out in Bloomington. We need to reach an agreement tonight.”
Lisa was quiet for a moment, and then she drew a sharp breath. “I have an idea. There’s power in numbers, especially when it comes to praying. I think I’ll call my new friends—and see if any of them would like to meet me somewhere to pray. If we raise enough voices to heaven, God’s bound to have mercy on us, right?”
Keith pictured a town of strangers surrounding his wife, gathering with her to pray about this crisis. He was sure Dr. Baxter’s married daughters and other family members would rise to the challenge before them, and he wanted to say so. Lisa was waiting for an answer, after all. But he couldn’t say a word.
The tears choking his throat wouldn’t let him.
THE PHONE CHAIN STARTED IMMEDIATELY. Lisa called Ashley, the one who had given her number as the Baxter family contact, and though she tried to talk with a clear voice, her composure cracked and she started crying.
“Lisa, what is it? What happened?” In the background at Ashley’s house, there was the sound of a baby crying.
Lisa felt terrible for troubling her new friend, but she had no choice. Her husband was out of options. She struggled and finally found her voice. “The union for the crew is in town. They’ve stopped all filming, and they’re picketing the set.”
Ashley didn’t understand, and Lisa took a few minutes to explain the situation. “So Luke’s helping with negotiations?”
“Yes, but … the union leaders are being very difficult. Your brother’s afraid they might be trying to make an example out of our movie. Prove that they have the power to take down a film if they want to.”
“That’s terrible!”
“Yes.” Lisa didn’t let Ashley hear her sniff. She drew a steadying breath. “The talks tonight are crucial. I told Keith I’d see if there was a place where we could pray.”
Ashley thought for a few seconds. “The theater! I’ll call Dayne and Katy. I’m sure they’d be okay with it. Classes meet there tonight, but they’re over by seven. We could meet there and lock up whenever we’re done.”
Lisa caught Ashley’s enthusiasm. “Really? You think we can do that?”
“Definitely. Let me make a few calls, but plan to meet me and my family at the theater at seven tonight. Even if it’s just us, we’ll pray together.”
The next hours passed slowly, and at seven o’clock Lisa parked her car across the street from the Bloomington Community Theater and headed inside. Katy Matthews met her just inside. “Classes are over, come on in. Ashley told us about the prayer meeting. We can stay here all night if we need to.” She hugged Lisa. “Whatever it takes.”
Lisa could hardly believe the kindness of these people. They barely knew each other, and yet Katy and Dayne, Ashley and her family, were all willing to stop what they were doing and pray about her husband’s movie. Lisa followed Katy into the theater, and though classes had just been dismissed, dozens of kids still sat in the rows of seats. Every few seconds another parent or set of parents entered the theater, but instead of collecting their kids and leaving, they took seats with their children.
“What’s happening?” Lisa found Ashley, baffled at the crowd that was starting to fill up the theater.
“CKT is a pretty tight group. They understand the kind of film your husband’s trying to make. We need to stick together. We got word to the parents. Most of them asked if they could stay and pray too.”
Tears sprang to Lisa’s eyes, and she put her fingers to her mouth. “I … I don’t know how to thank you, Ashley.”
“Don’t worry about it.” Ashley touched Lisa’s shoulder. “I know what it feels like to have half the town praying for me. There’s something very powerful in that kind of love.”
“Yes.” Lisa wasn’t sure she could say anything else. She took a seat next to Ashley and her husband, Landon, and their three kids, and over the next ten minutes Ashley’s sisters and their families arrived. Erin, the youngest of Ashley’s sisters, explained that her husband was at home with their little girls. “If we’re still here in an hour, I’ll take the other kids to my house. That way the rest of you can stay here and pray.”
“Stay?” Again Lisa was baffled.
“We have to stay.” Cole, Ashley’s fifth-grade son, held up his arm and showed Lisa a bracelet that read, “P.U.S.H.” He grinned at her. “Know what that means?”
“Not really.” Lisa’s heart was beating hard. She had the thrilling feeling that God was going to work a miracle tonight. The people still pouring through the front doors were living proof.
“It means, ‘Pray Until Something Happens.’” He grinned big. “That’s what we’re going to do tonight, the whole team of us. Pray until something happens.”
Lisa looked quickly from Cole to Ashley. “I … I don’t understand.”
“We’re not putting an end time on this prayer meeting.” Ashley patted Lisa’s hand. “You’ll keep in contact with your husband, and we’ll keep praying.”
“Yeah.” Cole looked thrilled with the idea. “Until something happens.”
There was no easy way to comprehend the love of this family, of these people who until a week ago were strangers. This was how the family of God was supposed to operate, and Lisa could only silently thank Him. A few more minutes passed, and still people were coming in and taking seats and again Lisa was confused. All these people couldn’t be CKT families. Once more she asked Ashley what was happening.
“Our pastor at church put it on the emergency prayer chain. People are calling each other and getting the word out.”
This time Lisa only hugged Ashley. As she drew back she looked long into the eyes of her new friend. “Time will take us from this place, and we’ll go back to our separate lives soon. But as long as I live, I’ll never forget this.”
“It’s nothing.” Ashley returned the hug. “Now let’s get this group praying.”
Just as Dayne walked up to start the impromptu meeting, Bailey Flanigan and her family and Andi Ellison entered the theater. By then the place was so full they had to take a spot standing along the wall. Lisa waved to them, silently expressing her thanks as Dayne took hold of the microphone at center stage. “Thanks for coming, everyone. The Bible tells us to pray without ceasing, and that where two or more are gathered, there He is also.” He smiled at the group, his expression tender. “That’s definitely the case tonight.”
A round of hearty applause came from the crowd, and Dayne continued. “Friends of ours—Keith Ellison and Chase Ryan—are making a movie they hope will glorify God. Their story has been covered by the local press, and many of you are aware of their presence in town. I’ve met with the producers, and they’re the real deal. They were missionaries before deciding to make movies.” He paused. “Tonight Keith Ellison’s wife, Lisa, has asked us to pray because her husband and his co-producer face a dire situation. Very dire.” Dayne explained in simple terms what was happening on the set.
“And so, like my nephew Cole likes to say, tonight we will pray until something happens. We’ll give you updates as we hear anything, and please feel free to leave whenever you need to. We realize it’s a school night.”
With that, he suggested a pattern whereby he would start the praying, and then anyone who wanted to could take a turn and come up on stage to lead the prayer. Lisa watched, disbelieving. The faith of the people in Bloomington was enough to make her want to flee their home in San Jose and move here tomorrow. Andi was fortunate to be connected to this group. Lisa would never again worry about her having a support group.
Dayne began the prayer, and even when an occasional baby cried out or a bit of whispering came from one or more of the kids, the focus remained. One after another they lifted fervent, heartfelt prayers up to God on behalf of Keith and Chase and the battle they were waging against the union.
At eight o’clock, Lisa texted Keith, looking for some sign of improvement, but there was none. By nine she stepped outside the theater and placed a call directly to him. “You can’t believe what’s happening here. The whole town showed up to pray, Keith. Something’s going to break through, I have to believe it.”
“I hope so.” He sounded beaten and weary. “They’re going over every document line by line. So far we haven’t made even a step in the right direction. Luke’s relentless, though. Keep praying.”
By ten o’clock, many of the families with young kids had to leave, and Erin made good on her offer, taking the little kids, except for Cole and Maddie, home so they could get some sleep. The two cousins who stayed were intent on making good on their promise. Praying until some sort of answer came along. As eleven neared, Lisa found Ashley and conveyed her concerns. “Really, you all need sleep. You don’t have to stay.”
“It’s fine.” She didn’t look tired whatsoever. “This is what we’re supposed to do. We’ll keep praying. God’s not finished with this night yet.”
One of the CKT dads was at the microphone, and as he stepped down Lisa realized she hadn’t taken a turn. Her voice was steadier now, God giving her strength for a battle they never intended to fight. She made her way up the stairs and spoke clearly, confidently.
“God, we beseech You, give us a miracle tonight. Speak to the hearts of those men who have come against this movie, and let a breakthrough happen even this very moment. We need You, Lord … we can’t fight this battle alone. Thank You for all …” her voice cracked and she blinked back tears as she looked out at the still fifty or so people who remained. She stared at the stage floor and managed to regain her composure. “Thank You for all our new friends. In Christ’s name, amen.”
Cole had already been up to the microphone a number of times, but he was quick to follow her. Lisa found him adorable, the sort of boy she had once hoped for back when she thought they’d have a houseful of children one day. Before getting word from her doctor that she couldn’t possibly have more children, Lisa had three late miscarriages. All three babies were boys.
She smiled at Cole as he started to pray. “You’re a very big God, because we’ve seen You do all sorts of miracles. My baby sister, my dad, our old Baxter house. Hayley’s bike-riding.” He gave an adorable shrug. “Too many to count, God. So we know for sure You can get this movie back on track. I’m not even going to ask You again. Instead, I’m just going to thank You because I know You’ll get this done. In Jesus’ name.”
And so it went.
Eleven became midnight, and though people began to yawn, still twenty-three people remained, committed to pray through the night. The breakthrough didn’t happen until two thirty that morning, just when Lisa was feeling horribly guilty for having cost these wonderful friends a perfectly good night of sleep. Her cell phone vibrated in her pocket, and she slipped outside to take the call.
“We’re back in business.” Keith was on the other line, tears in his voice. “It’s a long story, but somehow the news station got hold of what was happening and a reporter from the Indianapolis paper began calling Larry Fields. Everything that happened next was so that he could save face.” Keith sighed, and the relief in his voice was thick and heartrending.
“So what’s the compromise?”
“We pay union wages from here out. It’s a few thousand more per crew member, per week, but Luke was brilliant. Because this means we’re union, he recognized that we were giving the crew a hundred dollars a day for location spending money. Union rules don’t require that, so starting tomorrow we save that much. The difference isn’t going to break us.”
Lisa wanted to point out the obvious, that even before agreeing to union wages they didn’t have enough money to finish the film. Now that they were behind two full days, they would still need an investor to come through. But they could wage that battle later. For now all that mattered was that she get word to the praying people inside. God had won; the producers could begin filming again tomorrow.
When she stepped back inside the theater, all eyes were on her. “It’s over!” she raised her hands in the air. “They’ve reached an agreement. Filming starts again in the morning!”
The crowd came instantly to life, people standing and hugging and raising their hands to a God who loved them no matter what the size of the problem they were facing. Lisa caught Ashley’s eyes across the room and she mouthed a silent thank you. What she’d said earlier was so true. A night of praying together had bound them as friends for life—whether they ever had a time like this again or not.
Before they left, Cole came up and flung his arms around her middle. “I told you.” He flashed his bracelet once more. “I knew God would get it done.”
They were words Lisa took with her on the drive back to the hotel room, and as she crawled alone into their bed. Keith and Chase would work with Luke the rest of the night writing up the new contracts for each crew member and making sure everything was in order for their seven o’clock call time. They hadn’t slept at all, but God would see them through tomorrow. In the meantime, she would hold tight to the wisdom from young Cole—no matter what problem they faced through the rest of the shoot. She would pray until something happened.
The way a town of believers and friends had prayed tonight.
ANDI AND BAILEY WERE TOGETHER WHEN they read the Scrooge cast list Friday after school.
“I can’t believe it!” Andi braced herself against the hallway and stared at the list. “Isabel? I never thought in my wildest dreams I’d be Isabel!”
Bailey’s hug came quickly and solidly. “See, God had it all figured out. We each won big parts this week.”
They scanned the list a little further and saw that Bailey had been named the Ghost of Christmas Past. “That’ll be fun. She’s really dry … I like that.” At the same time, Bailey’s eyes flew to the top of the list and she gasped. “Look at that! Tim’s Scrooge!” She grabbed hold of Andi’s arms and they danced in a tight circle. “I can’t believe it! Tim’s gonna flip!”
Both of them needed to be on the movie set in half an hour, and now that they’d seen the cast list, they started walking across campus to the movie location for the day—the same auditorium on the west side of the school where Campus Crusade held its meetings. Bailey’s scene was on the list for this afternoon, and if things went well she could get her part done in one day.
As they walked, Bailey tried Tim’s cell phone, but she only reached his voicemail. “I can’t leave a message telling him something this big.” She slipped her phone back in her pocket and hurried along beside Andi. “What a week!”
Andi loved that there was no tension between them. Whatever ways either of them were tempted to be jealous of the other, they’d worked past that. But there were still things Andi hadn’t shared with Bailey. The walk ahead of them would take a good fifteen minutes or so, and as the excitement over the cast list died down, Andi took a deep breath. “You ever wonder … if everything isn’t just sort of random?”
Bailey shot her a funny look. “Random how?”
“I don’t know. My friend Rachel dying before she had a chance to really live … my dad struggling to make this movie.” She narrowed her eyes against the glare of the afternoon sun. “Just random. Like God isn’t really part of everything that happens.”
“Hmmm.” Bailey slowed her pace. Worry sounded in her tone. “You mean like you wonder if God isn’t real?”
“No, not exactly.” Andi wasn’t sure how to voice her feelings. “Just the whole way the world is, you know? I mean there’s a gay couple in my science class, and I really like them. They’re the nicest guys there.” She lifted one shoulder and dropped it again. “Are they really going to hell just because they love someone of the same sex?”
“Well,” Bailey raised her eyebrows, but kept her eyes focused on the pathway ahead of them. Her tone was kind, but firm. “The Bible’s pretty clear about it. I mean, the people can be nice and everything, but it’s not okay just to give in to our own desires, you know … do our own thing.”
“That’s the right answer.” Andi felt her confusion like two hands pressing down on her shoulders. “Believe me, with my parents, I know the right answers.” She smiled. “Sometimes it’s hard to just believe it because the Bible says so. What if it’s all one big hoax? I guess I have to figure it out on my own.”
“Yeah.” Bailey looped her arm through Andi’s. “And you will. You know the truth; it’ll always be there inside you.”
Andi leaned her head on Bailey’s shoulder and then suddenly she stopped walking. “My phone. I can hear it.” The ring tone was something from Usher, and Andi was almost positive that it was Jake Olson. She crouched down and began tearing through her backpack until finally she held it up and clicked it open at the same time. “Hello?”
“Hey.” His voice was smooth and easy. “I thought you were ignoring my call.”
“Of course not.” She covered the speaker and whispered, “It’s Jake!” Then she cleared her throat and put the phone to her ear as she swung her backpack over her shoulder once more. They started walking, slower this time. “I thought you’d never call.”
“Your parents probably wouldn’t like it that I was doing this.”
“They wouldn’t care. My parents are great, they let me make my own choices now that I’m in college.” Andi sent a nervous look in Bailey’s direction. Clearly her parents would care that she was talking with Jake. Of course they would. She and Bailey both knew that much.
“So … in case we don’t talk on the set today, I just wondered if you wanna go to Lake Monroe when we wrap tonight.”
Andi felt the same thrill she’d experienced the first time she was with Jake. “Who would go?” She didn’t want to look at Bailey, didn’t want to feel any sense of disapproval.
Jake laughed softly. “Just us. If that’s okay.”
“Sure, I mean … sounds great.”
“Can we take your car?”
“Definitely. It’s parked close to where we’re shooting this afternoon.”
“Great.” Again his voice was low and sexy, enough to make her dizzy. “You can show me this lake I keep hearing about and, well … maybe we can find something else to do. Ya know?”
“Okay.” Andi felt her face grow hot, and she was certain Bailey could tell she was flustered. They made a plan to meet near his trailer when they finished for the day, and then the call ended. Andi slipped her phone in the outside pocket of her backpack and flashed a thrilled look at her roommate. “Seriously, Bailey … you won’t believe it. He wants to go with me to Lake Monroe tonight. Just the two of us!” She let out a quiet scream. “This day keeps getting better!”
Bailey made a face that wasn’t nearly as happy as Andi’s. “Just the two of you? I don’t know. He’s got a pretty wild reputation.”
“He won’t try anything. He knows better.” She brushed her hand in Bailey’s direction. She didn’t mention the part about Jake’s promise to show her a few things too. “My dad’s the director.”
“What if he tries to kiss you?”
Andi let the question sit for a few seconds, and then she stopped and frustration filled her tone. “Then maybe I’ll let him. I mean, I’ve never been kissed. Would that be so bad if my first kiss came from Jake Olson?” She started walking again, her irritation showing in her increased pace. “You have Tim, right? I mean you said so yourself, that you think you’re in love with him.”
“I feel that way lately, yes.”
“So everything’s fine for you. But when’s it going to be my turn, Bailey? Tell me that.”
Bailey didn’t try to come up with a quick and perfect answer. No Scripture or preaching, like Andi was afraid of. Instead she kept her voice soft. “It’s hard. I’m sure it is.”
They were quiet for a few minutes, and then Andi released a a loud sigh. “I mean, everyone in church is always talking about being rescued from this or being saved from that. People have their testimonies, about how they lived these terrible lives and then God swept in and changed everything.” She still gripped her backpack with one hand, but now she lifted her free hand and let it fall to her side. “It seems like I’ve always had God in my life. Sometimes I want to know what that feels like, the feeling of being rescued. Like maybe I have to live a little on the other side before I can really appreciate God and what He’s done for me.”
Bailey seemed pensive at that, as though she had a lot to say and wasn’t sure where to begin.
“Go ahead.” Andi wasn’t mad, just not exactly sure of anything she was supposed to be sure of. The feeling put a shadow over everything else good about the day. “Go on, I know you’re thinking something. Just say it.”
“I was going to tell you about my high school friends.”
“What?” Andi realized she didn’t sound very open to Bailey’s story, but she turned toward her as they walked. “Seriously, tell me.”
“It’s just, well, I didn’t go to a Christian school. Back in eighth and ninth grade I had a whole group of really close friends, but as we got older they sort of felt like you, I think. They wanted to experience life, walk a little on the dangerous side of things.”
“I don’t want too much danger.” Andi protested, but she stopped herself long enough to hear the rest of what Bailey had to say.
“I know, neither did they.” Bailey looked up through the almost barren branches of a tree they were passing by. “But one by one they got sucked in. Drinking and then drugs, sex with one guy and then another. Pretty soon they were different, like life had changed them. We didn’t have anything in common anymore, and so … I don’t know, my senior year was pretty lonely.”
Andi could imagine how weird it would be to be caught up in partying and boyfriends and still spend time with someone as innocent as Bailey. At the same time, it wasn’t Bailey’s fault her friends changed. “So … you think the thrills ruined them.”
“It’s never what you think it’s going to be. None of my friends from school who went that way ended up happy.” She gave Andi a sympathetic look. “My mom always says if those girls could have their purity back, if they could do it all over again, they would every time. She says God has special plans for girls like you and me, girls who do things God’s way.”
“Yeah, well … what if God doesn’t really care?” The question came out quickly and carelessly. “I mean, how come God took Rachel? And if He wants me to have a good guy in my life, then how come the only one who’s shown any interest is Jake Olson?”
“You have to be patient. God has someone for you, Andi. Don’t make yourself easy for Jake tonight—if you decide to go. He probably expects everything to go his way. But girls like you … like us … we’re special. Your first kiss should be with someone like you.”
Andi blinked back a sudden layer of tears, because that was one of the nicest things any friend had ever said to her. “You know what I hate?”
“What?” The air between them felt suddenly lighter.
“I hate when people expect so much of me. Just because I’m … I don’t know, whatever I am. A missionary’s kid, a producer’s kid …”
“Beautiful and talented and completely pure.” Bailey raised her brow. “I get that a ton from my old friends. I hate it too. They think I’m perfect, when that’s not even close to true.”
“My dad says it’s because girls like me and you are sort of a bright white sheet of paper. The other girls, like at your high school, are kind of beige white—not really bad, but they’ve compromised along the way.”
Bailey laughed. “My mom’s told me that one too. The beige color feels pretty good until she comes up against the pure white, right?”
“Right.” Andi laughed and gave Bailey a side hug. As she did she wrinkled her nose and added one last thought. “But don’t you ever think that pure white’s a little boring?”
They had reached the set, and Bailey shook her head at her friend. Then she stopped and in a mock show of disappointment, she put her hands on Andi’s shoulders and gave her a little shake. “Don’t think like that. You have it all, Andi Ellison.” Bailey lowered her hands and her eyes grew tender and serious. “You and I … we both have it all. Don’t sell yourself short for anything.”
Andi looked long into Bailey’s eyes. “Thanks.” She hugged her friend. “I needed to hear that.” She glanced across the set at the place where Jake Olson was talking to her father. “Especially tonight.” They hugged once more, and then Bailey scrambled off to find out where she needed to be. Before she got too far, she turned around and grinned at Andi. “Hey, tonight’s homecoming at Clear Creek High … wanna go? Maybe skip the lake?”
“Uh … if things fall through with Jake, maybe.”
“Okay … but you don’t know what you’re missing. Everyone’ll be there!” She waved once more, her smile full of a deeper meaning. “Don’t say you didn’t have options on this beautiful Friday night!”
Andi laughed. “Look for me. I just might show up.”
Bailey gave her the thumbs up, and then she ran off. A nervous feeling messed with Andi’s stomach as she thought about her options. Hang out with Bailey at a safe high school football game, or take a drive to the lake with Jake. In almost every possible way, there really didn’t seem to be any real decision to make. The safe bet was the game. But Andi had spent her whole life being safe.
Today Andi would reshoot the scene on one of the campus pathways, this time with another girl from IU. The speaking lines would only be Andi’s though, a compromise her father had texted her earlier today. She headed toward her mom, who would again be in charge of the extras, and as she did she thought about Bailey’s wisdom and whether later that night she’d still remember what her friend said.
Or if being beneath a full moon on the shores of Lake Monroe with Jake Olson would make her forget every bit of wisdom she’d ever known.
CODY HADN’T BEEN TO A CLEAR Creek High School football game since he came home from the war. Every time he thought about it, all he could see was himself, bigger than life, running the ball in for a touchdown, flying downfield under those Friday night lights. He could feel the pads rubbing against his shoulders, smell the sweat on his uniform, and hear the roar of the crowd all around him.
Going back now, without the pair of legs that had been so faithful to him all those years of playing for Clear Creek? The loss would never feel greater, and so he hadn’t planned on making this trip. Another homecoming, maybe. Three, four years down the road when his prosthesis was as much a part of him as his leg once was. But now? When he still had to work to make his gait look normal? Cody hadn’t planned on it.
But there was one thing that mattered more to him than avoiding the pain of watching the Clear Creek High football team play on the field where he once did some of his best work. Bailey Flanigan might be here.
More than a football game was taking place here tonight. The movie crew was getting B roll for their movie—at least that’s what the newspaper had said. Besides that, Bailey’s dad would be here. The Colts were home again this weekend, and with it being homecoming he would definitely be on the field—reminiscing with his former coaching staff about the dozens of great games they’d played here.
Cody parked his car in the side lot, the one where players used to park when they’d practice under the lights on occasion. He could hear the noise, see the lights long before he walked up the ramp to the stadium entrance. Don’t think about, he told himself. This is a new season, a new day. Help me see it as a new day, Lord. Please … I can’t be here if You don’t get me through it.
My son, I will never leave you nor forsake you … where you go, there I am.
The answer sounded in his soul louder than the noise coming from the stadium. God was with him, Cody anchored himself in the certainty of the fact. He’d gotten him home from Iraq, after all. He would get him through a homecoming game at Clear Creek High School. Cody went to pay his admission, but the woman selling tickets did a double take when she saw him.
“Wait … you’re Cody Coleman, right?” She was sitting in a little wooden booth, and she peered out into the light to see him better. “My son played ball with you three years ago.” She introduced herself and then studied him for a moment. “I haven’t seen you around since you got back from Iraq.”
“Yes, ma’am.” The newspaper had covered his homecoming. There weren’t many people who had missed the fact that he was back from the war, and that he’d come home wounded.
“I won’t take your money.” The woman held out her fingers and shook Cody’s hand. “Thank you for serving our country. You’re the best and brightest we have, Cody. Stay that way.”
Cody thanked the woman and then headed up the stairs to the stadium. Along the way he smiled. God had known just what he needed, and with a welcome like the one he’d just received, it was easy to see this as a fresh start, the beginning of his life as a fan of the Clear Creek High football team. He breathed in deep the cool autumn air, the crispness that always signaled football season. He found a quiet spot out of the way of the home crowd and studied the field.
There it was. Number 81—his old jersey. Some tall skinny kid was wearing it. Cody sat down and dug his elbows into his knees, taken by the sight. Wasn’t it just yesterday when that was him out there, patting his teammates on the back and firing up the bench, ready for another touchdown catch whenever his number was called? The lines blurred and for a few moments he tried to will himself back, back in time to that place where Friday night games seemed a given, like there would always be another season, another chance to suit up for Clear Creek.
He sat a little straighter and blinked. Just once, but in that blink the images cleared and he remembered who he was and where he was and how that wonderful time in his life would never come again. No matter how badly he still wanted to suit up, how much he still believed he could take a pass from the quarterback and run like the wind for the end-zone. He reached down and rubbed his hand against the hard plastic and metal that made up his lower left leg. Even with his prosthesis he would’ve loved the chance to feel the ball in his arms again.
He stood and scanned the crowd until he saw Bailey’s mother and brothers. If Bailey was here, maybe she was getting something at the snack stand. He ambled down the stairs and over a few sections and came up behind them.
“Hey! Game just got started, huh?”
Jenny Flanigan turned around and her face lit up. “Cody! You came!” She turned around and hugged him. As she did, Bailey’s brothers turned around and each of them hugged him or patted him hard on the shoulder.
“Good to see you.” Connor was as tall as Cody now. “Bailey’ll be here any minute.”
“She’s on her way. She’s got a scene in the movie, and it went a little late.” Jenny slid over and patted the spot beside her. “Sit here.”
Cody was still processing what Bailey’s mother had just said. “She … has a scene in the movie?”
“Yes!” Jenny’s smile filled her face. “I thought for sure she would’ve told you. It’s a pretty big deal.” She hesitated, confused. “When’s the last time you saw her?”
“More than a week ago. At Campus Crusade.”
“Right. She missed last night because of the prayer meeting.”
Again Cody felt out of the loop, but this time he didn’t say anything. Connor must’ve been able to read his blank expression, because he filled in the missing details, explaining that the producers had a crisis with their film, and half the town had gathered at the theater after CKT to pray for the producers. “Everything worked out,” he grinned. “I guess it was a good thing they had so many people praying.”
Cody nodded, then turned his attention to the game on the field. But inside he was thinking about last night’s meeting and how he hadn’t heard about it. He imagined Bailey was probably there with Tim, and where was he? At the Cru meeting, and then back sitting at his apartment doing homework and wondering why he’d lied about his feelings.
Twenty minutes passed and still Bailey hadn’t shown up. Cody stood and smiled at her family. “I’m going down on the field.”
“Yes, go.” Jenny’s smile told him how much she cared. “Jim would love to talk with you. He’ll stay down there the whole game.”
“Okay, well … tell Bailey I said hi.”
Her smile faded. “She’ll want to see you.” She looked toward the stadium gates, but there was no sign of Bailey. “You’ll come back up, right?”
“Maybe. I still have a lot of homework.” Cody leaned in and hugged Bailey’s mother again. “It was good seeing you.”
“You too.” They had to yell above the noise from the crowd. “Come by more often, Cody. We miss you.”
“Okay.” Cody didn’t mean it, but that was the only right answer for the moment. “I’ll see what I can do.”
He took the stairs better than he expected. There was no railing to lean on, nothing to steady himself. But he was getting familiar enough with the prosthesis, and the time he’d spent training for the local triathlon was helping.
As he walked, he thought about Bailey’s mother and her offer for him to come by the house. When he didn’t show up, the way he hadn’t hardly at all since July, she probably figured he was busy. But that wasn’t it at all. None of them could’ve known that he couldn’t spend much time there with Bailey dating Tim. Every moment was a reminder of all he didn’t have, all he would probably never have.
He reached the field and walked behind the bench to the place where Jim Flanigan stood with a few of the defensive coaches. He spotted Cody right away and grinned, waving at him to join them. Again the moment took Cody back, walking toward Coach Flanigan, feeling the turf beneath his feet, hearing the pulse of the game a few yards away.
Jim Flanigan pulled him into a big bear hug. “You’ve been a stranger.” He gave Cody a light punch in the shoulder. “You’re part of our family, Cody. You gotta come around more.”
“I know. I was just talking to Jenny about that.” Cody never had a dad growing up. Jim Flanigan was the closest he’d ever come, which made it even harder. It was one more reason he could only imagine what it would be like to actually date Bailey.
He let the thought pass. “The team looks good.”
“I wish I could say the same about the Colts.”
“You’re not bad. You’re winning half your games.” Cody was proud of Jim, glad he’d gotten back into coaching in the NFL. He was too talented to keep out of that arena for long.
They talked about games gone by and the film crew shooting B roll at tonight’s game, and how the boys were doing in their middle school sports. “That Justin,” Jim made a face that said even he was surprised. “The kid can run. I think you’ll see him getting some varsity time next year as a freshman.”
The longer they talked, the more Cody felt at home. Standing on the field this way, he was almost part of the team again. But when halftime came, he didn’t want to go in the locker room. Even after Jim invited him. “I have homework waiting for me. A research essay due Monday.”
“Did you see Bailey? She was running a little late.”
“Not yet.” He squinted up at the home crowd. “Maybe on the way out.” He was about to leave when the announcer came over the loudspeaker. “Ladies and gentlemen, most of you know it’s homecoming tonight, and we’d like to give a big shout-out to the returning alumni from Clear Creek High, but especially to our veterans, the ones who left high school and went on to serve our country, fighting for our freedom and protection. And because he was a former Clear Creek High football player, I’d like everyone to give a special welcome to Cody Coleman.”
Cody felt like a deer caught in the headlights of an entire community. A part of him wanted to run, take his place in the stands with the other anonymous people. But then something began to happen. The crowd rose to its feet, and an applause started across the stadium, celebrating Cody’s safe return and telling him the best way they knew that they appreciated him. Not only for the touchdowns he once scored, but for putting his life on the line for the sake of every person in the stadium.
Jim put his arm around Cody’s shoulders. “Soak it in, buddy. You deserve it.”
And for one last moment, one more time, Cody Coleman stood on the twenty-yard-line under the Friday night lights and lifted his face to the view of thousands of screaming fans. He listened while the crowd cheered him on, while they clapped like crazy for him and for everything he stood for. Character, community, and country. Cody Coleman, Clear Creek football star, American hero. And Cody let the applause fall over him like water to his soul.
One last time.
ANDI LET JAKE DRIVE, NOT THAT he knew his way around, but their night out felt more like a date that way. Her parents had meetings back at the hotel with a few of the lead crew members, and neither of them had gotten much sleep in the past couple days. Andi figured they were too tired to look deeply into her plans for the evening.
Her mom had found her as the shooting wrapped for the evening. “You have plans tonight?”
Andi smiled and kept her tone casual. “Bailey asked me to go to her high school’s homecoming game. I guess the whole town’s supposed to show up.”
“We’re shooting B roll there. The assistant director’s handling it so we can get some rest.” Her mom touched the side of Andi’s face. “I feel like we haven’t spent much time together … with all the drama on the set.”
“It’s okay.” She kissed her mother’s cheek. “We’ll catch up this weekend.”
As soon as her mom left the set, Andi headed for her meeting place with Jake near his trailer. As she walked, she comforted herself with the fact that she hadn’t really lied. Bailey actually had asked her to come to the game. And she might go later, depending on how the night went.
They were ten minutes from Lake Monroe, and Andi couldn’t help but notice how good Jake looked behind the wheel. He glanced her way. “Did your parents have a problem with us hanging out?”
Andi gave him a nervous smile. “I didn’t see my dad, and I didn’t exactly tell my mom.”
“I’m hurt.” He flashed her the teasing smile moviegoers everywhere were coming to know. “You’re embarrassed to be with me?”
“Let’s just say my parents and I don’t see life through the same lens these days.”
“Hmm. Nice alliteration.” He raised his brow appreciatively. “I didn’t know missionary kids were so smart.”
“We’re not all the same.” She hated the way people wanted to stereotype her. She wanted to add that life was the only thing that had gotten more complicated lately. But she wasn’t sure she wanted to have that conversation with him. He’d already made it clear that he had more experience than her. Now that they were alone, she didn’t want to give him a reason to prove himself.
Andi didn’t want to stare, but she caught another glance at him and her mind raced ahead to the lake. It would be sunset by the time they reached the water, so what exactly were they going to do? Talk about everything they didn’t have in common? A tension began to build inside her, and no matter how relaxed Jake seemed, she thought about asking him to take her back to town. They could have coffee at the little shop near campus, something around other people.
“How much farther?” The sun was still out, but shadows covered much of the road. He peered ahead. “The last sign said two more miles.”
“Right.” Andi had only been out here once with Bailey. The two of them had hiked along the path at the edge of the lake after school one day. “The parking lot’s on the right, after the next bend.”
“Great.” He turned on the radio and flipped the station until he found something rap. He moved to the beat, singing every word, including a few that made Andi blush.
She looked out the side window and pictured her mother’s face, the sincerity in her voice when she’d worried that the two of them weren’t spending enough time together. Back in Indonesia, she and her mom had been best friends—the way Bailey and her mother were. But in the last year or so—since Andi began doubting some of what she’d always believed—she and her mom had grown distant. Not in a bad way. They still got along when they were together. It was Andi’s fault, really. She didn’t tell her mom everything she was doing or feeling, didn’t check in with her as often. If her mom knew her doubts and the desires she was feeling for nights like this, she would’ve wanted to talk with her. Her parents might even pull her from IU and make her attend a junior college near their house in San Jose.
She couldn’t have that, so she kept her confusion and questions, her curiosity and temptations, to herself.
“You’re quiet.” Jake pulled the car into the parking lot and parked in one of the first spots. The only other vehicle was a Dodge Ram, parked close to the trailhead. He turned off the engine and angled himself toward her. “You okay?”
“Fine.” Her answer was quick. She wanted to be here, right? A night with Jake Olson? How many girls across the country would die for a chance like this? She grasped for an explanation for her pensive behavior. “Just thinking about today’s shoot.”
“Let’s talk out there.” He climbed out of her car, and in a few easy steps he jogged around and opened her door. “We’re losing daylight.”
Andi liked the way he said that, as if he didn’t want to be alone with her after dark anymore than she did. She let him take the lead and once they were on the path, she walked beside him. Andi was five-foot-eight, and she noted as they walked that Jake wasn’t much taller. Five-ten maybe.
“So about the shoot.” He held his head high and even with his lack of height he was bigger than life. “What did you think?”
“I liked it.” She felt the purpose in her expression. “It’s what I want to do—make feature films like this.”
“I watched some of the dailies.” His grin seemed genuine. “You look good on camera.”
“Really?”
“Definitely.” He looked deep into her eyes. “You’re impossibly beautiful. Partly because you don’t know it.”
She looked at her feet, not sure what to do with the giddy way his compliment made her feel. “Thanks.” She lifted her face again and she felt stars in her eyes. “That means a lot coming from you.”
The lake was on their left, down a craggy embankment. The other side of the path was entirely shrouded by a canopy of trees, lending an intimacy to the experience that wasn’t as uncomfortable as Andi had imagined it might be.
“We got a lot done today. Bailey was good.” He gave a noncommittal look. “I mean, she’s talented.” He slowed his pace and then gradually came to a stop, his eyes locked on hers. “But you would’ve been better. I think your dad didn’t want anyone accusing him of playing favorites.”
Andi had never thought about that. Bailey was very talented, and she had more experience acting, but maybe Jake was right. Maybe she—and not Bailey—would’ve been better for the part, but her father was afraid of how the cast would react if he put his daughter in the role. She smiled at Jake, glad for his perspective. Her tension over being alone with him was fading fast.
“You believe me, right?” He moved closer so that there were only a few inches between them. “You’re very talented, Andi Ellison.” He brought his hand gently to the side of her face. “You’re not afraid, are you?”
She swallowed, but she didn’t look away. “Of what?”
“This.” He looked around, registering the quiet solitude for both of them. His eyes melted into hers. “Being alone with me.”
“No.” She shook her head and felt her smile grow shyer than before. The ground beneath her feet felt suddenly unstable and her heart was racing within her. “I’m not afraid. I … I wanted to come here with you.”
“Good.” He came closer still. “I wouldn’t want you to be scared.”
This close, he looked so good she wasn’t sure she could move away from him if she wanted to. Like he’d captivated her, and she was powerless to change the fact.
“You’re trembling.” His voice fell to a whisper.
She could feel his sweet breath against her cheek, smell the faint remainder of the day’s cologne. Cool air swirled lightly around their faces, and Andi was absolutely certain she would remember this moment as long as she lived. There was no reason for her knees to be trembling. Being here with Jake was a dream come true, because in all the world she was the girl he wanted to be with.
He searched her eyes, and something changed in his. The smile was gone, and in its place his eyes looked intense, layered in shadows of desire. He ran his fingers along her cheekbone. “Not a lot of guys out there in the jungle.”
“No.” Shame threw itself into the mix of emotions swirling in her heart. Because she should’ve wanted to run by now, but she couldn’t. The feel of his touch against her skin was wildly intoxicating, like nothing she’d ever known before.
“So … you’re a virgin?” He was breathing differently, faster and more raspy. “Is that a safe assumption?”
“Of course.” She lifted her chin, trying to remain proud of the fact the way she normally was. But somehow with Jake like this, her inexperience made her feel like a child, like a ten-year-old who hadn’t yet learned to read. She grabbed for something to say, some untruth that would help her save face. She was a college freshman, after all. She put her hand lightly on his waist. “Not that I haven’t had my chances.”
“That,” he leaned in and left a trail of light kisses along her neck, winding up with his lips nearly touching hers, “doesn’t surprise me.”
Her whole world was consumed by the way his lips felt against her throat, and suddenly she realized what was about to happen. She was going to be kissed for the first time here on a secluded path overlooking Lake Monroe with none other than Jake Olson. Even during the drive here she hadn’t really thought he would kiss her. Being kissed at all felt far off and unreal, like this moment would never really happen to her.
Her heart slammed around inside her so loud the sound filled her senses. What’s happening to me? He slipped his hands around her waist, to the small of her back. She had no time to analyze her feelings except to acknowledge the obvious—she couldn’t stop him now if she wanted to. And she didn’t want to. She needed a full breath in the worst way, but she couldn’t get her lungs to keep up with her heart.
“Is it okay?” his words felt like velvet against her face. “Can I kiss you?”
She wasn’t sure if she said yes, or if the sound came out that way as she tried to exhale, but at the same time he closed the distance between them. His lips pressed in softly against hers, and at first the sensation was so wonderful she felt weightless, carried away on the winds of a feeling better than anything she’d ever imagined.
But even while she was savoring the first-time emotions filling her senses, he eased her back a few feet, back against a tree. His kiss which had seemed like something from a fairy tale became aggressive and rough. She squirmed some, and fear placed its clammy fingers around her neck. What was she doing? How could she have come here with a boy she didn’t even know? She’d heard stories of girls who went to places like this with guys who were little more than strangers.
“Jake …” She put her hand against his chest and wiped her mouth with her other one. She was breathless. “Not so … not so fast.”
“There’s nothing wrong with it. We’re just enjoying each other.” He kissed her again and one more time. “Being with you like this … you drive me crazy, Andi. I can’t stop.”
He slid his hands up her sides, his kisses more intense, more consuming. He worked one hand up into her hair and pressed her closer still, while he put his lips against her earlobe. “I promised … I’d show you a few things. Remember?”
In that moment Andi realized the impossible could actually happen. Already he was taking this beyond where she felt comfortable. She wanted her first kiss to be tender and romantic, and this was feeling like some cheap scene in a second-rate movie. Again she tried to put distance between the two of them, but before she could say anything, they heard voices coming their way from the opposite direction.
Jake drew back, his eyes wide and nervous, his breathing fast. “What was that?”
“I don’t know.” She silently thanked God for the distraction and adjusted her sweater. “Someone’s coming.”
At that moment, Dayne Matthews and his wife, Katy, came into view. They were holding hands, talking, lost in each other. Katy had their baby girl in a front pack carrier, her hand sheltering the back of the child’s head. They looked up at the same time and noticed Andi and Jake. For a second they stopped, probably surprised to see anyone on the path ahead of them.
“Jake?” Dayne’s look was both puzzled and knowing. “What’re you doing?”
Andi was still breathless, and her face felt like it was on fire. She met eyes with Katy and then looked down at the ground, ashamed. Of course Dayne would know Jake. They’d probably been to the same red carpet events in Hollywood.
Jake released a nervous laugh. He put one hand in his pocket and with the other he reached out and shook Dayne’s. “Hey, man … didn’t get to talk to you much the other day at the set.”
The few beats of silence that followed made Andi look up. Dayne had one eyebrow raised, first toward Jake and then toward her. “You’re Keith’s daughter, right?”
“Yes, sir.” Andi was shaking. She took a step closer to Jake and gave a polite nod to Dayne. “I’ve seen you a few times, but we haven’t officially met.”
“Nice to meet you.” Dayne’s words were hesitant. No question he knew what they had stumbled onto. He put his arm around his wife. “This is Katy and our little girl, Sophie.” He aimed a direct look at Jake. “It’s getting a little too dark to be out here, don’t you think?”
“Yeah,” Jake laughed again and reached for Andi’s hand. “We were only staying a few more minutes at the most.”
“Good.” Dayne resumed his pace, motioning to Jake as he went. “Come on. You can walk back with us.”
The relief that flooded Andi told her how frightened she’d been. Beside her she could feel Jake’s resistance to the idea, but before he could protest, Andi slipped her hand free from Jake’s, smiled at Katy and moved next to her as the group started walking. “Bailey Flanigan is my roommate.” She was deeply embarrassed, but she could only move the conversation forward. “She thinks the world of you.”
“Thanks.” There was nothing critical in Katy’s kind expression. “I think the world of her too.”
Jake and Dayne made small talk as they walked back to the parking lot. The Dodge Ram was Dayne’s—something Andi remembered now. It was the same truck he’d driven to the set earlier. Dayne shook Jake’s hand again. “You living right, man?”
Again Jake’s laugh sounded more nervous than funny. “Not like you. Family man and church and all.”
“Best change I ever made.” He eyed Jake. “Make good choices, Olson. This business’ll eat you alive.” He gave him a soft slap on the arm. “You ever want to talk about God … the bigger picture … you know where to reach me. Just leave a message at the Bloomington Community Theater.”
“Okay.” Jake looked more serious than he had before. “Thanks, man.”
Andi hugged Katy. “Your baby is beautiful.”
“She’s feisty, that’s for sure.” Katy kissed the top of Sophie’s head. “She’s changing every day.” Katy met Andi’s eyes. This time she kept her voice low enough so the guys couldn’t hear her. “Do your parents know you’re here?”
She felt the shame from earlier come back stronger. A lie was forming in her mind, but she had the strong feeling Katy would see right through it. “No.”
“I didn’t think so.” Katy put her hand on Andi’s shoulder. “Jake’s not ready for a girl like you, Andi. Don’t sell yourself short.”
The sky was nearly dark overhead, but she could still make out the sincerity in Katy’s eyes. Andi bit her lip and nodded quickly. “Okay.” She had her back to Jake and Dayne, who were still talking. Even still she kept her voice low. “I think … you came along … at just the right time.”
Katy smiled. “Me too.”
They said their goodbyes and climbed in their vehicles, and only after Dayne and Katy drove away did Jake release a frustrated sigh. “Great timing.” He reached out and put his hand on her knee. With none of the sweet words or tender looks, he moved closer. “Now … where were we?”
She moved back against the car door, just out of his reach. What was wrong with her? She felt cheap and easy and disappointed. What had she been thinking? And what if Katy and Dayne hadn’t walked by just then? Her confidence was in place again as she aimed her answer straight at Jake. “We were headed back.” Her lips still burned from his kiss, but she couldn’t wait to get home and wash her face.
He clenched his jaw and turned away from her to stare out his side window. When he faced her again the charming mask was gone. “Are you kidding me? You let me kiss you like that, and we’re just supposed to stop?”
The fear from earlier rose up. Dayne and Katy were gone, and if Jake wanted to have his own way, she couldn’t think of a thing she could do to defend herself. It was nearly pitch dark now, so running back on her own was also out of the question. Calm, she told herself. God, please help me be calm. Help me make sense. She steadied herself with a slow breath. “Jake, we stopped a long time ago.” She made a squeamish face. “I don’t feel good. Seriously. I’d like to get back.”
Jake frowned, his jaw set. But at her mention of being sick his shoulders slumped and he started the engine. “Fine.” He peeled out of the parking spot and broke the speed limit all the way back to his hotel. The whole way he blasted the radio so there would be no need for small talk.
With every mile, Andi felt worse. She had told herself that going to the lake with Jake would be exciting, daring, the sort of thrill she’d been sheltered from all her life. Instead she couldn’t wait to be rid of him. At the hotel he slammed the gearshift into park and studied her. His smile was almost mean. “You missed out tonight, sweetheart. I was willing to show you the ropes.” He lifted his hands and cocked his head, as if to say she’d truly made a mistake. “We were having a good time.”
“You know what?” Andi had just enough spunk left to be honest with him. It would probably be the last time he talked to her anyway. “That’s not my idea of a good time.”
He chuckled, his tone lacking any respect for her. “Coulda’ fooled me.” He patted her hand, as if in this final moment he was trying to make things right between them again. “Maybe you just have less experience than you think.” He gave her a mock salute and he was gone. She didn’t watch him go as she climbed out and went around to the driver’s side of her car. The five-minute drive to the dorm she could do nothing but play the evening over in her head again and again. She’d been a fool, and worse, she’d almost been raped. So what if he was a movie star? That didn’t mean he wouldn’t have forced himself on her. She would’ve been too embarrassed to report him, which was something he probably figured before they ever left.
She felt sick to her stomach as she parked and headed up the stairs into her dorm building. A night guard was there, but he was reading so he didn’t look up as she passed by. The world wouldn’t have cared if she were coming home now having been accosted. She’d be just one more lonely college girl carrying a world of heartache.
In her room, she looked at the picture of Bailey and her family that hung near her bed. Bailey never would’ve done something so risky, so dangerous. She had warned Andi about Jake earlier today, so of course she’d seen this coming. Andi flopped down on her bed and stared at the ceiling. But she could never be as good as Bailey Flanigan. Or maybe after tonight she could be. She wasn’t sure.
She pictured Jake mocking her, telling her he’d wanted to show her a few things. He was gross and disgusting, even if he was famous. Andi blinked, trying to imagine the night ending differently. If she were honest with herself, it was more Jake she disliked than what he wanted to do. If he’d been more romantic or tender with her, then she might not have cared if he didn’t stop at kissing. His words came back to her. What was wrong with two people making out? They were only enjoying each other, right? Wasn’t that what Jake had said? If he’d been more of a gentleman, if he hadn’t gone so fast, she might have been willing to explore that enjoyment a little more.
Her graduation photo with Rachel caught her attention and she looked long into her friend’s eyes. You were a good girl, Rach … but where did it get you? What was the point? In some ways she wanted to go out and get into worse trouble. Prove to Jake that she was plenty capable of going farther than kissing—regardless of her inexperience. But the thought of doing something that crazy didn’t only trouble her. It sickened her.
What a waste of a first kiss.
Tears flooded her eyes and she thought about staying home the rest of the night and reading Rachel’s quote book. Every time she looked through it she found something meaningful—as if God could speak straight to her soul through the lines of her friend’s journal. She picked up her cell phone and checked the screen. It wasn’t quite eight thirty. That meant they were probably just into the second half in the Clear Creek homecoming game.
She sat up and talked herself into going. Being with Bailey would help her forget the terrible night. She made up her mind and looked in the mirror on the way out, and for a few seconds she could only stare at her image. Something looked different, though she couldn’t figure exactly what. Not until she turned and grabbed her purse from the desk chair did it occur to her why her reflection looked off, why she didn’t have the same glow in her eyes that she’d always had. The one Bailey had. The reason weighed on Andi as she left for the football game because it was both obvious and sad.
Some of her innocence was gone.
CODY’S HEART SANK AS HE WATCHED Bailey join up with her mom and brothers at the end of halftime. She wasn’t alone. She was with Tim Reed, and though they weren’t holding hands, they looked happy. They sat down in front of Bailey’s mother, the same place where Cody had been. He watched Bailey lean back and say something to her mom, and then turn quickly and shade her eyes, staring down at the Clear Creek sidelines.
If she was looking for him, he wasn’t going to let her catch him watching. She was with her boyfriend, and now that halftime was over, he was ready to go. He found Jim Flanigan again and gave him a hug. They’d talked a little about Cody’s decision to pursue a medical career, and how he’d been attending a new church not far from campus. Now he thanked the man who had been more of a father than anyone else in his life. “I wouldn’t be doing any of this if it weren’t for you.” Cody didn’t allow his tone to get too serious, but it was one of those nights when he didn’t want to leave a compliment unsaid.
Jim returned his hug, holding onto him the way he did his own sons. “Come around. I mean it, Cody.”
“I will.” He smiled, but only to cover up the ache he was feeling. He missed the Flanigans more than he let on. He gave a last wave as he walked away. “Go win tomorrow.”
“It’ll be a tough one.” Jim gave a familiar grin, the one Cody had known all those years playing for him and living at the Flanigan house. “We’re proud of you, Cody. Call if you need anything.”
Cody looked toward Bailey only twice as he walked up the stairs to the exit. Both times she wasn’t caught in a conversation with Tim or lost in the thrill of a Friday night with the people she cared about most. Both times she was looking straight at him. Even from across the stadium sections he could see the hurt look in her eyes, a mixture of confusion and frustration, as if she couldn’t understand why he would leave without talking to her.
He was being a jerk, but he couldn’t help himself. He gave a slight wave of his fingers the second time he looked, and then he didn’t turn his eyes to her again. He walked up the sloped path toward the parking lot, steeling himself against the now cold wind. Couldn’t Bailey see why he didn’t walk over to her? He could never casually hang around Bailey and Tim, acting like he was fine with the situation.
Not when he still hadn’t learned how to stop loving her. Never mind that he truly believed someone like Tim Reed would be better for Bailey, more her type. That didn’t stop him from feeling.
“Hey! Cody, is that you?”
He looked up, and there, hurrying down the hill, was Andi Ellison—Bailey’s roommate. “Hey.” He kept his tone upbeat. If he was going to have to live without Bailey, he might as well figure out a way to adjust. “The third quarter’s half done.”
“I know.” She reached him, out of breath. “I couldn’t get here until now.”
“You’re not missing much. Clear Creek’s winning by three touchdowns.”
“I was more looking for Bailey.” She stopped and hugged herself, and in the spray of light from the stadium, her eyes looked like she’d been crying. “Did you see her?”
“She’s sitting with Tim and her family, near the fifty-yard line.”
“Oh … she’s with Tim.” She tried to hide her disappointment, but she failed. Again something in her eyes looked deeply sad. “Maybe I’ll just go back to the dorm then.”
“Okay.” He kept walking toward his car, and she turned and walked next to him. Cody wasn’t sure he should ask. He didn’t really know her, so he couldn’t expect her to tell him how she was doing. Even if something was wrong. But the cold night and the closeness of her beside him gave him the courage to ask anyway. “Hey … you all right?”
She angled her face but lifted her eyes to his. “Not really.” Her teeth chattered softly as she walked. “It’s a long story.” They continued on another few yards, and then she met his eyes again. “So what’s with you and Bailey?”
He laughed softly. “Another long story.”
This time she slowed her pace and an idea seemed to come to her. “Maybe I’ll wait out here for Bailey.” Her tone was lighter than before. “You have to be somewhere?”
“No.” He allowed a quiet laugh at the idea. “Not hardly. Just heading back to work on an essay.”
She gave a half shrug. “Wanna talk? We could sit in my car.” She pointed just ahead of them at the first row of cars. “I’m in front. That way I could see when Bailey walks by.”
He thought for a minute. “Sure, I guess.” There were no reasons why he couldn’t sit for a while with Bailey’s roommate. They walked together, plenty of space between them, and he slid into the passenger side of her ancient blue Jetta. In his high school days, Cody could easily tell if a girl was coming onto him or not. But Andi’s voice, her body language, and the look in her eyes told him this wasn’t one of those times. He actually liked the idea of getting to know Andi better. She was a nice girl, even if she wasn’t Bailey. Besides, he hadn’t had a good conversation since … well, since his walk across campus after Cru more than a week ago. And Bailey was too busy to talk tonight.
“Okay,” he positioned himself against the passenger door. “Tell me your long story.”
Andi took a long breath and gripped the steering wheel. Her eyes stared straight ahead, but it was clear in the reflection of parking lot lights that she was seeing something else—maybe whatever had made her so sad. Finally she looked at him, an embarrassed frown on her face. “I went out with Jake Olson earlier tonight.”
“Hmmm.” Cody wasn’t altogether surprised. Andi was a striking girl, and Jake had probably noticed her on the set a number of times this week. “Things didn’t go so well?”
“No.” She told him how they’d gone to Lake Monroe and how she’d been worried when they seemed to be the only people alone on the hiking trail around the edge of the lake. “But I don’t know, at the same time I was okay with it. I’ve lived such a safe life. So predictable.” She leaned her head back against the head-rest. “Sometimes I’m tired of being so safe.”
Cody wanted to tell her that he was exactly the other way around. His younger days, through much of his high school years, were as unsafe as they could’ve been. He gave her a sad smile. “Honestly? It’s not all it’s cracked up to be … living dangerously.”
“Still,” Andi seemed restless, and he could sense in her an insatiable appetite for life—all life. “I guess I’m a little tired of the perfect missionary kid image.” She brushed her hand in the air, like she didn’t want to bore him with all the details. “Anyway, when we got out there he said all this nice stuff, and then before I knew what was happening he was kissing me.”
Cody understood. There was a time in his life when he would’ve been Jake, taking whatever he could get from an innocent, willing girl like Andi. He listened and she looked slightly uncomfortable as she told him how the kissing grew more intense. Just when she started to feel afraid, Dayne Matthews and his wife walked up from the other direction.
“So maybe God was looking out for you.” Cody felt like an older brother, the way he’d felt at the beginning when he and Bailey used to have talks like this one.
“Yeah. Or it was just good timing. Something.” She closed her eyes. “I keep thinking my first kiss should’ve been more special than that. The way it was for Bailey and Tim.”
Cody sucked in a quiet breath and kept his reaction to himself. But the blow couldn’t have hurt worse if she’d pierced an arrow through his heart. He had guessed that Tim had given Bailey her first kiss, but he tried not to think about it. Now, though, the image was in his heart and soul, along with a river of regret. He needed to say something, otherwise she’d read into his silence. “So,” he ran his tongue over his lower lip and tried to find his voice. “Bailey and Tim are doing great?”
“They are.” Andi shifted so her back was against her door. “When school started, she wasn’t sure. She liked him, but she wasn’t sure she was in love with him. You know?”
“Mmmhmm.” His heart was breaking, and there was no way he could show it. He didn’t want to ask the next question but he couldn’t stop himself. “And now?”
“I guess Tim got worried that he hadn’t really told her how he felt. So after the shoot one day last week he met her and shared exactly how he’s been feeling.”
Again Cody felt sick. He knew what day Andi was talking about because he’d been walking by on a path a ways off, and he’d seen the two of them. They’d been sitting where the filming had taken place that day, lost in conversation. He was too far off to tell if Tim had kissed her that afternoon, but even if he hadn’t, the two of them were very close, too caught up in each other and the moment to even notice him.
Andi was going on about how now that Bailey and Tim had talked, Bailey’s feelings for him were stronger. She hesitated, and her look said she was trying to figure him out. “It’s your turn.”
“The long story?”
“Yep.” She seemed comfortable with him, and less sad than before. “You used to live with Bailey’s family, right?”
“They pretty much rescued me. I needed a lot of help back then.” He remembered those early days with the Flanigans. He used to watch Bailey, the sweet way she had about her, the strong faith in God that was so much a part of who she was. He had told himself often that he would never be good enough for a girl like Bailey. He still told himself that.
“What happened to your family? Were they just, you know, okay with you leaving home?”
“It was only my mother, and she wasn’t doing well, either. She spent some time in prison, so … without the Flanigans, I would’ve been in foster care.”
“Hmmm.” She studied him, her tone understanding. “They’re really nice. I was at their house last weekend.”
“Very nice.”
“You said you needed a lot of help … were you in trouble?”
Cody wasn’t afraid to tell her the truth. Part of the greatest joy in his life was the distance he’d come since those days. “I was into girls and drinking—pretty heavily on both accounts.” He narrowed his eyes, seeing himself as he was. “When you talk about not wanting to live so safe and sheltered, it makes me cringe. I know what the other side’s like. There’s nothing good about it, no matter how it seems at the time.”
She wanted to know more details, and he told her how he’d come home one night so drunk that he’d fallen unconscious. “I nearly died. If the Flanigans hadn’t found me the next morning, I wouldn’t be here.” He gave a slow shake of his head. “It was close.”
“Cody … that’s awful.”
Her alarm told him that all of this was news to her. Bailey hadn’t said a word about his background, and the truth about that made him smile to himself. Even on a night when he had more proof than ever that Bailey and Tim were getting very serious. Bailey still cared, because she hadn’t casually talked about his background to her roommate.
“You and Bailey,” she looked slightly uncomfortable this time. “Did the two of you ever, you know … think about going out?”
“Not really.” He couldn’t say no, because the feelings they’d had for each other before he left for the war were real. No matter that nothing had come from them, they were real all the same. “We got close after my alcohol poisoning. She was having a hard time at high school, and I was there. We talked a lot, took walks, that sort of thing.”
Andi’s smile told him she was still waiting for an answer. “So …”
“So she was still in high school and I had enlisted in the army. I wouldn’t have dared cross that line with her back then, and … I don’t know, when I came back from the war things were different. A lot of time had passed.”
“And she was dating Tim?”
“Right.”
“You have feelings for her, though … don’t you? I mean, it seems like you do.”
“I still care about her.” He tried to look casual, hoped she couldn’t see the arrow still sticking out of his side. “She’ll always be like a sister to me, I guess. Tim was in her life even before I left for the war. He’s good for her. Really. I’m happy for them.”
Andi didn’t look completely convinced, but she let the moment pass. They talked awhile longer, about their classes and Campus Crusade and the mission trip to the Philippines some of the kids were taking next summer. By then, the stadium crowd began emptying, and Andi started looking for Bailey.
“Tim usually turns in pretty early. He lives at home.” Andi rested her chin on her steering wheel and searched the crowd. “Maybe I’ll go back with Bailey to her parents’ house.” She shot a quick smile at Cody. “It beats being alone.”
Cody understood how she felt. If he had the chance he would’ve gone back to the Flanigan house tonight, too. No matter how much time passed, the place would always feel like home. He yawned and put his hand on the door. “Thanks for talking.”
“Yeah, you’re a good listener. And it was nice getting to know you better.” Her eyes danced, more like they had the first time he sat by her at the Cru meeting. She held out her hand. “Give me your phone, and I’ll give you my number. We can text that way.”
“Sure.” He pulled out his phone, and after a minute they both had each other’s numbers. “Okay, well … see you around.” He opened the door and stepped out as she said a final goodbye.
“Hey,” she leaned across the passenger seat so she could see him better. “You going to Cru this week? Bailey and I have rehearsals so we might be a little late.”
“I’ll be there.”
“Sit near the back again and save us seats.” She grinned. “It’s more fun that way.”
He agreed and after another minute of talk about Cru, they parted ways. As he stood and headed for his car, he scanned the crowd of fans, in case Bailey might be among them. But there was no sign of her.
As he reached his car, he realized he felt better than he had in a while. The conversation with Andi was nice, nicer than he’d expected. She was kind and pretty and though she maybe had a wild streak, he could see through it to the God-fearing girl she was deep inside. If it weren’t for Bailey he might’ve been interested in a girl like Andi Ellison. But there were two problems that would keep anything from ever developing between him and Andi. First, because she was Bailey’s roommate.
And second, because no matter how wonderful she was, she would never be the girl he really wanted.
A girl who could only be Bailey Flanigan.
KELLY RYAN OPENED THE WINDOW OF their three-bedroom house and felt the warm autumn afternoon air move by her. Fall in San Jose was absolutely perfect. A hint of color in the trees, the distant mountains and hills clear against the blue sky, and the countryside dotted with fully ripe vineyards, ready for harvest season or “crush” as the locals called it. Kelly stared out the window and sighed. None of it looked as beautiful as usual this time around for one reason.
Chase was two thousand miles away.
Last night’s talk hadn’t ended well. He was exhausted from the showdown with the union, and he admitted that with the setback in filming, they didn’t have enough money to finish the film.
“What?” She didn’t want to sound alarmed. She’d done everything she could to support his decision to make this movie. She managed the house and the girls and their life back in San Jose by herself and tried to understand when he couldn’t call until late each night. But this was exactly what she’d feared all along. If they ran out of money, they’d have to repay something to the investors. Bankruptcy was almost a certainty.
She felt her stomach tighten, something that had been happening often lately. God … is this really why you brought us here? To get caught up in the weirdness of Hollywood only to lose everything?
An answer would’ve been nice, an assurance that if the Lord owned the cattle on a thousand hills, certainly He could send a few investors their way. But God hadn’t been sending answers or investors—not lately. Kelly breathed in the warm air and tried to will away the heaviness in her heart. Nothing about herself or her life felt right, and she no longer had any idea how to escape the dark clouds around her.
“Mommy, come see my picture!” Molly’s sing-song voice rang out through the house. “Hurry, Mommy. ’Fore Macy rips it up!”
She fought against the weariness as she headed toward the sound of her daughter’s voice. “Coming, baby.” She rounded the corner and there was Molly, sitting on her knees at their old wooden kitchen table. The surface wobbled as she worked her blue crayon across the top of the page.
“The table’s breaking, I think.” Molly pushed her straight blonde hair out of her face and tucked it behind her ear. Then she peered under the table and gave the nearest leg a shake. “Yep, it’s breaking.”
Kelly tried not to let the news discourage her. They’d bought the table at a garage sale when they first returned from Indonesia. Fifty bucks, including four chairs. She came closer and sat next to her four-year-old. “Daddy will fix it when he gets back.”
She cocked her head, her big blue eyes wide with concern. “When does he get back again? Tomorrow?”
“No, baby. A few more weeks.”
“Oh.” She frowned and then turned her attention back to her drawing. “Weeks are a long time.” She pointed to her drawing. “See this? I made it for Daddy.”
Kelly studied the intricate picture. “Let’s see … that’s you, right? With the long blonde hair?”
“Right.” She pointed at the other stick figure, this one much taller, larger than life. “And this one’s Daddy. It’s a picture of when we see each other again.” She pointed to the blue sky and bright yellow sun. “See? It’s the happiest day ever!”
At that moment, Macy came tearing into the room, her baby doll high in the air. She had the toy stretched out in front of her, flying the doll around the house. While she ran, she made a low rumbling sound like a jet, and when she reached Molly, she swept the doll in low over her paper.
“Don’t!” Molly shielded her artwork with her body and glared at her sister. “See, Mommy. I told you Macy’s gonna rip it.”
“Mace, sweetie … let’s calm down a little.” Kelly wanted to go in the other room, lay down, and sleep until morning. And it was only two in the afternoon.
“Baby’s flying.” Macy stopped and sent Kelly a pleading look. “Please, Mama … baby likes flying.” Macy had talked well since before her second birthday last spring. With Molly as her role model, she did everything she could to keep up.
“Okay, but you can’t fly your baby over Molly’s picture.” Kelly had no idea where her youngest had gotten such an idea. Flying babies. “Why’s your baby flying, anyway?”
A smile lit up Macy’s face. “To see Daddy!”
Kelly wasn’t sure if it was the weariness in her soul or the way both her daughters clearly missed their father, but Macy’s answer brought tears to her eyes. Tired, angry tears. Chase should’ve been home with them, not off chasing some crazy idea that was going to send them to financial ruin.
Molly looked at her and touched her fingertips to Kelly’s cheek. “Are you sad, Mommy? Because of Daddy?”
“Yes, baby. I want him to come home, too.” She had to find a way to lift the mood. Otherwise none of them were going to make it. “Okay, girls … how ’bout some lemonade?”
The girls bounced in place and let out a string of happy cries and shouts.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” She owed it to her daughters to keep things as normal as possible, happy and centered around a routine. They still did devotions each morning and read storybooks about princesses at night. But after last night’s talk with Chase, Kelly wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep a happy face—even for the girls. She measured out three scoops of powdered lemonade mix in a plastic pitcher, and coughed a few times when the fine yellow powder filled her nose.
Molly spun around. “You’re not getting sick, are you Mommy?”
“No, baby. I’m fine.” She laughed despite the heartache she was feeling. Molly was the caretaker of the two, looking out not only for Macy, but for everyone in the family. If anyone sneezed or coughed or held their hand to their head, she wanted to know immediately if there was a problem.
They sipped lemonade while Molly moved on to another picture—this one for Kelly—and Macy continued to fly her baby doll through the living room. With every minute that passed, Kelly tried to convince herself she was fine, that this was only a phase in life, a season. One day soon Chase would come home and they would sort through the financial aftermath. Even if they went bankrupt over the failed movie, they would find their way to the surface again someday. That’s what Christians did, right? As long as they had God and each other and the precious girls humming and drawing and playing around them, everything would be okay.
But today the convincing was an almost impossible struggle. Instead of joy and strength, Kelly felt filled with sorrow and emptiness, too tired to think of even one Bible verse that might dispel the gloom and give her hope for tomorrow. When the girls were down for their nap, she wandered into her bedroom and slid out a box of old letters and photo albums from beneath the bed. Maybe if she allowed herself to go back to the beginning she could remember why she had fallen in love with Chase in the first place.
They’d all been students at Cal State University Northridge, Kelly and Lisa Ellison taking classes for international studies degrees, and Chase and Keith working toward film production degrees. By then, Keith had spent years trying to make it as an actor. He earned bit parts and one small independent film project. But he and Lisa married and Andi came along, and God made it clear to Keith that he needed to pursue something else. That’s when he went back to school to be a producer.
But along the way he and Lisa and Kelly took a mission trip to Indonesia. Everything about their dreams and goals changed in one week. Practically overnight Keith and Lisa were convinced they needed to move overseas and tell people about the salvation of Jesus Christ, teaching them to anchor their lives on God’s eternal truth in the Bible.
The news was fantastic for Kelly. She’d gone into college with the idea of being a missionary, and now she had two friends who wanted to go with her. Chase entered the picture that next year. Even today Kelly wasn’t sure if he really wanted to live in the jungle, or if he was simply that taken with her.
She ran her hand along the plastic box of memories. She could still hear Lisa’s reaction when she heard the news that Chase was going to leave everything and join them in Indonesia. Lisa had laughed out loud, not a mocking laugh but one that said she was beyond amazed.
“Seriously? That guy would follow you to the ends of the earth.” She let her shock show in her face. “He’s such a pretty boy, Kelly. Are you sure he can handle Indonesia?”
Kelly had laughed then and often through that first year in the jungle. But the experience changed and matured Chase, and when he proposed to her a year later, her yes was nothing more than a formality. She was wholly and completely in love with Chase Ryan.
She sighed and just that effort alone felt wearying. For the third time that week she wondered if she was maybe depressed, if maybe she needed medication to find her way clear of the clouds. But she dismissed the idea. She needed God and she needed Chase, and she needed to know they would still have a roof over their heads a year from now. As far as she knew, that combination wasn’t something she could get with a prescription.
The plastic lid to the storage box had long since been tossed—too warped to fit. So the contents contained a fine layer of dust on the top items—including an oversized photo album that held pictures from their entire time overseas. She brushed her fingers along the beige cloth cover and in the afternoon sunlight she saw a small cloud of dust take to the air. She watched it dissipate and wondered. Maybe that was the problem with her life and her marriage. Even her faith. She’d let a layer of dust build up along the surface.
“You should be here, Chase,” she whispered. Again tears blurred her vision, and she blinked a few times so she could see. When he finally came home, they could sit on the floor and look at these pictures together. That would have to give them a reason to feel strong again, right? She gazed out the window at the brilliant blue sky. Give me strength, please God … I can’t encourage Chase when I feel like this.
She waited, but again there was no answer. Just the subtle winds of sadness and discontent that blew across her barren heart. For ten minutes she looked through the book, through the chapters and years of their lives on the mission field. But no matter how hard she tried, she could barely recognize herself. It wasn’t only that she was older, or that she could stand to lose twenty pounds. There was something in her expression, in the confident way she came across in every photo, that seemed foreign to her now.
“Who are you?” she brushed her fingers across the younger beaming happy face she’d had back then. “Who are you, Kelly Ryan … missionary girl?” Her throat felt tight, and more tears filled her eyes. “And how did I lose you along the way?”
The memories were bright and brilliant, but they felt like they belonged to another person, another lifetime. She shut the book and set it to the side. The rest of the box had letters her parents had sent to them in Indonesia, an entire stack rubber-banded together. That had been the hardest part about their years away, how much her parents had missed. Her father had only recently retired from his job in LA, and they were making plans to move to San Jose so they could watch Molly and Macy grow up.
She set the stack of letters next to the photo album and sifted through an old velvet jewelry case with the broken necklace Chase had given her their first Christmas together. She opened the hinged box and moved her finger around the neglected pieces. She was always going to get it fixed. The necklace had a small white gold heart with a single tiny diamond. But the chain had broken three years ago or so and the pieces had stayed in this box beneath the bed ever since.
A single tear rolled down her cheek and landed on her forearm. She dabbed at the wet streak it left behind and sniffed once. Chase never had much money. It had taken him nearly a year to save up for that necklace, but he had wanted more than anything to give it to her. “One heart, one bright light,” he had told her when she opened the gift. “That’s what we share between us. This will always remind you.”
Now there might never come a time when they could afford to have it fixed. She set the box to the side and peered down to the next layer of saved things. A small plastic frame jutted above the other envelopes of keepsakes. Kelly picked it up and dusted it against her jeans.
As soon as she turned it over, she knew immediately what it was, and her tears spilled down both cheeks. “Chase … look at you.” She rarely went through the contents of this box, but the last time she did, she’d somehow missed this picture. It was Chase, the summer of their first furlough back to the States, standing in the backyard of one of their supporting churches in Springfield, Missouri. The photo was faded around the edges, a close-up of Chase grinning in wide-eyed wonder. And in his hand—barely visible in the picture—was a glowing firefly. Until that trip, Chase had never been east of the Rockies.
But that wasn’t the significance of the picture.
The moment came to life again as Kelly stared at the photograph. They’d had a wonderful Sunday service, welcomed by the staff and congregation at a small country church that had helped support them in their mission work. That evening the church had come together for a summer barbecue and picnic, with yard games and horseshoes and volleyball.
As the sun set, a couple dozen children scampered further out where the church property met up against a grove of trees. In the hot, humid August night, fireflies were out in full force, and the children began laughing and jumping, waving their hands trying to catch the tiny wonders.
Chase had been sitting at a folding table with Kelly and the pastor and his wife. “They’re sure having a good time.” He smiled, puzzled at the children’s behavior. “What are they doing?”
“Catching fireflies.” The pastor’s wife looked wistfully toward the kids. “It never gets old for the little ones.”
Chase lowered his brow. He looked from her to the pastor, and finally to Kelly. “You’re kidding me, right? Just joking?”
“No.” The pastor looked puzzled too. “That’s really what they’re doing. Catching fireflies.”
“But,” even in the dim light of the summer moon, they could all see the shock fill Chase’s expression. “That’s impossible.” He shook his head. “Fireflies aren’t real.”
The pastor and his wife exchanged a slightly baffled look before the man turned to Chase again. “They’re definitely real.” He pointed to the back of the church property. “There are probably hundreds out right now.”
“At least,” Kelly chimed in. “Don’t you see them, Chase? They look like twinkling lights because they turn on and off while they fly.”
Chase was on his feet before she finished her sentence. “Come on,” he took hold of her hand. “Unless I hold one in my hand I won’t believe it.” They moved quickly to the back of the property, but the closer they got to the laughing children, the slower Chase walked. “Those … all those little lights in the air?” He looked at Kelly, sheer amazement in his eyes. “Those are fireflies?”
“Yes.” She laughed from the joy of the moment. “I’ll catch you one.” She ran ahead and in no time she’d snagged one tiny firefly. She cupped her fingers loosely around it and carefully transferred it to Chase’s hand. As she did, the firefly lit up for a few seconds, and then went dark again.
Chase was so shocked, he nearly dropped the little bug, but he held on, staring at it through the cracks between his fingers as it lit up again and again. He was so taken by the wonder and magic of the firefly, that his voice choked up. With the insect still in his hand he looked long and hard into Kelly’s eyes. “Now … now nothing’s impossible. If God gave us fireflies … if fireflies aren’t just the stuff of fairytales and pixie dust, then … then anything I might ever dream is possible.”
Because they were meeting friends they’d never met and because Kelly wanted to remember them, she happened to have a disposable camera in her back pocket. She pulled it out and set the flash, and with the click of the button she captured a memory both of them would hold onto forever.
Many years had passed since then, but even now the wonder in Chase’s eyes made her cry. God had used that moment time and again over the years in Indonesia. They’d be in an impossible situation, facing a complete lack of food or the death of one of the villagers, or a hostile faction of tribal people, and Chase would only have to look at her and say, “If fireflies are real … then God can get us through this.”
Kelly held the picture with two hands and brought it closer, as if by looking intently into the long ago image, she could somehow find her way back to the days of easy wonder and disbelief, the days when nothing seemed impossible. A sudden beautiful realization filled her mind, and in a single heartbeat she knew what she needed to do.
Happy tears streamed down her face and she hugged the picture to her chest. God … I hear You … I’ll do what You say, I promise.
“Mommy?” The tired voice came from behind her, and there was Molly, holding tight to her pink blankie. She padded closer and with tender care she brushed Kelly’s bangs off her forehead. “Why are you crying?”
She couldn’t talk, couldn’t speak over the emotion falling like rain across her parched dry heart. She held up the picture. “See this?”
“Yes. It’s Daddy.” She brought her blanket to her face. “Why does that make you cry?”
“It’s okay, baby.” She set the photo back in the box and hugged her little daughter. “Mommy’s not sad anymore, because I know what I have to do.”
“Did Daddy tell you to do something?” Molly was still running her hand over Kelly’s hair.
“No, baby … I think God did.”
“Oh.” Molly lowered her blanket, suddenly serious. “If God told you to do it, then you better do it.”
“Right.”
Molly yawned and gave Kelly another hug around her neck. “I’m gonna go find Macy, okay? So she can get up.”
She had more control now. As Molly ran from the room calling for her sister, Kelly took a final look at the photo. But as she slid the box back beneath the bed, an idea stopped her. She took the picture from the box and set it on her nightstand. The afternoon suddenly held more promise than all the days of the past week combined. Not because she had any answers to their troubles, or because she missed Chase any less. But because for the first time since Chase started this movie business, she knew exactly what she was supposed to do. And she would do that thing no matter how much work it took.
Because this was something God told her to do.
BAILEY SPENT ALL THE DAY SATURDAY with her brothers, watching Shawn, Justin, and BJ play soccer, and catching the last half of Ricky’s flag football game. The boys played great, and Bailey loved sitting with her parents and Connor on the sidelines. He was in rehearsal for CKT’s Seven Brides for Seven Brothers, but he was off this morning, so the two of them had the afternoon of sports together.
But even with all that distraction, Bailey couldn’t get the image of Andi and Cody together out of her head. Even if twenty-four hours had passed. Neither of them knew she’d seen them talking in Andi’s car, but she had. And the memory wouldn’t fade.
They went to the five o’clock church service that night—a favorite with the family since the middle school class met then, and since their dad was busy most of Sunday helping coach the Colts. The message was from Romans 5, and Bailey felt like it was written specifically for her, like someone had called ahead on her behalf and given the pastor exactly what she needed.
Romans 5 taught that a person who loved and trusted Jesus didn’t only have the guarantee of salvation, but a great deal of hope as well. Hope in eternity, hope in knowing God would always be there in the person of the Holy Spirit, and most hard to understand, hope in trials.
Bailey was well aware that compared with people starving in India or being persecuted in China, compared with a homeless man on a busy Los Angeles street or a cancer patient wasting away in a hospital—she had no trouble whatsoever. Not a single trial. But in light of what she’d seen last night, in that sermon she heard the words anew, like she’d never heard them before. The hope came in this: Suffering would eventually develop perseverance, and perseverance would in time create character. And character … the knowing … the knowledge that nothing could change your faith or belief or place with God … that would then bring about hope.
Tim was with his family all day, and the two of them had texted only a few times. Still, last night had been full of laughter and good times. Back at her house after the game they played Catch Phrase and ordered pizza and laughed at BJ’s pronouncement that he wanted some “sally” cream with his burrito. The boys might’ve been home from Haiti for seven years, but there were still times when BJ didn’t quite have the right English phrase to describe what he wanted.
“All this time?” Their dad asked him, the laughter slipping out between his words. “All this time you thought it was sally cream?”
BJ only grinned and shrugged. “Sally cream … sour cream … whatever.”
Bailey and Tim had been sitting by each other, and they laughed until Bailey could barely breathe. BJ had that effect on the family, and all of them loved it. Most of all BJ. So the night was good, and Tim’s hug before he left was sweet and appropriate. He was sticking to his promise not to let things get physical on a regular basis. Kisses would be for special times, infrequent at best.
But all that good hadn’t helped her sleep last night, and it hadn’t stopped her from feeling secretly wounded all day. Not until they were back home did her mom find her and gently put her hand on her shoulder. “What’s the matter, honey? You look upset.”
A sad sound came from Bailey’s throat. “You know me too well.”
“I thought I picked up on it last night, but then … you seemed pretty happy with Tim, so I thought maybe it had passed.”
“The message tonight helped.” Bailey closed her eyes and leaned into her mother’s arms. “I just don’t get it, Mom. I keep trying to let it go, but I don’t know … I feel betrayed I guess.”
Her mom put her arms around Bailey’s shoulders, and for a long moment Bailey returned to last night after the game. She was leaving the stadium, walking up the sloped path toward the parking lot wondering why Cody hadn’t at least walked over to say hello, when up ahead she spotted Andi’s blue Jetta. She was shivering from the cold night air, and she hugged herself as she realized what she was seeing.
Andi’s car door was open and someone who looked a lot like Cody was stepping out, his attention still on Andi. She slowed her pace, and as the guy stood she sucked in a fast breath. He was definitely Cody, which meant what? Ever since Cody had left the stadium without talking to her, he’d been sitting here with Andi? Talking to her instead? She didn’t want them to see her, so she blended better with the crowd and didn’t look their way again.
Tim had been walking beside her. He picked up on her instant hurt, and leaned in close so she could hear. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Just a little cold.” Bailey really was cold, but she could hardly tell her boyfriend the rest of what was wrong. That she was feeling hurt and betrayed because Cody had spent an hour or so with her roommate.
“You think she’s interested in him?” Her mom drew back and with a light touch she lifted Bailey’s chin so they could see each other. “Wouldn’t Andi have told you?”
“I don’t know.” That’s why for the rest of the night she had to hide her sorrow. It wouldn’t have been fair to Tim to bring down the mood of the evening.
The boys had friends over in the next room, and their dad was reviewing plays for tomorrow. Her mom led her to the coat closet. “Put on something warm. Let’s sit out front and talk.”
Bailey loved this about her mother, how she was always willing to make time for her, no matter what was on Bailey’s mind—whether it was nerves over an audition or a struggle in school, or something about a boy. Lately they’d had several talks about Cody, and always they reached the same conclusion. Cody cared for her, yes. But if he continued to tell Bailey that Tim was better for her, then he must not be very interested.
Bailey and her mom found the warmest coats in the closet, along with an old warm quilt and a pair of scarves. “This ought to keep us warm.” Bailey giggled.
“Even if a blizzard comes up.”
They both laughed as they headed outside and sat down on the first porch swing. Once they were bundled up, Bailey leaned her head on her mother’s shoulder. “I like Tim. This isn’t about that, you know?”
“Yes.” Her mom put her arm around Bailey’s shoulders. “Tim’s a very nice boy. The two of you have always seemed right for each other. On paper, anyway.”
“See, that’s just it. Why on paper?” She straightened and looked into her mom’s eyes. “Because that’s the way I feel too. Like he’s great in every way, but I’m still not sure I’m really in love with him.”
“Being in love is a serious thing, honey. You’ve saved yourself physically; it’s okay to save yourself emotionally, as well. That way when you commit yourself in love to a young man, it’ll be incredibly special. You’re still very young to have that forever kind of love.”
Bailey liked the sound of that, and it made her feel less guilty about dating Tim, even though she wasn’t ready to tell him she loved him, or to even feel in love with him. She liked him better this week than last, and the fact that he was opening up more about his feelings made things much nicer between them. She exhaled and set the swing gently in motion. “Which brings us to Cody.”
“Ah, yes.” Her mom’s tone was full and pensive, because no one knew better than her mother what Cody meant to her. “I remember watching that boy come through the door on the Fourth of July, still on crutches, missing his lower left leg. I watched you register the fact, and then let it go.”
“Because it didn’t matter at all.”
“I was upstairs near my bedroom door, so I saw the two of you talking before I went in my room. I thought to myself, No one has ever looked at Bailey like that.” Her mom took a slow breath. “I told your dad that night that I thought Cody adored you, and both of us said we wouldn’t be surprised if the two of you dated.”
“I know. I thought that, too.” Bailey was about to go into how Cody had practically ordered her to keep her feelings to nothing more than friendship. But as she went to explain that moment, her phone in her back pocket rang. She pulled it out and saw in the caller ID window that it was Andi. “Interesting timing,” Bailey muttered. She made a face. “Hold on, okay? I wanna take this.” She snapped open her phone and pressed it to her ear. “Hey, Andi.”
“Hi!” She sounded a little too happy and upbeat. Probably because of her great night with Cody. “So where were you after the game?”
“We came home with the family.” Bailey worked to keep her voice upbeat. “Did you end up going to the game?”
“Yeah. Got there after halftime, though, and guess who I saw?”
“Who?” She wanted to hear the entire story from Andi’s perspective.
“Cody Coleman! He was just leaving as I was getting there, and he told me you had Tim with you.” She stopped only long enough to grab another breath. “I didn’t really have the best night, and I wanted to talk to you so bad. But I figured if you had Tim with you …”
“I still would’ve talked. Tim isn’t glued to my side.”
“I know. But after I ran into Cody we started talking. He ended up sitting in my car through the rest of the game. At the end when people started coming out, we both looked but we never saw you or your brothers or your dad … none of you.”
Bailey chose her words carefully. She didn’t want to make things awkward with her roommate, but she was dying to know. “What’d you guys talk about? Anything serious?”
“Sort of.” Andi’s tone gave her away; she was interested in Cody, no doubt. “We both shared long stories with each other. I told him about my night—which I still have to tell you—and then he told me his story—how come he lived with your family, and why you and he never had a thing.”
Bailey’s heart slammed into doubletime. Cody had talked with Andi about that? Again she didn’t want to sound accusatory or rushed. When she’d allowed the right amount of hesitation, she laughed, as if to say the idea had never crossed her mind. “So, what did he say?”
“He said he’s always been more like a brother to you.” Everything about Andi’s tone told Bailey she felt innocent of any wrongdoing, that her conversation with Cody felt—to Andi at least—like the most natural way to spend an hour on a Friday night.
But Bailey felt her heart crumble at the picture, Cody sharing his thoughts with Andi. She looked at her mom and shook her head, silently telling her that the conversation from Andi wasn’t good. At least not for Bailey.
Andi was saying how they had a lot in common, how Cody knew what it was like to live dangerously, to experience life. “And I told him how sometimes I want that life. You know, since I’ve been so sheltered.”
Bailey rolled her eyes. “If I know Cody he didn’t encourage that.”
“No. Definitely not.” She allowed the familiar confusion to enter her tone. “But I told him it’s tough sometimes. Like my date with Jake. I told him you were in love with Tim and happy and enjoying life, but who did God have for me? Since there was no one, I figured I’d go out with Jake because, well … why not? That’s what I told him.”
By now, Bailey really didn’t want to hear about Andi’s date with Jake. Everything about her actions Friday and her conversation with Cody felt like a ploy for attention, somehow. For the first time she wasn’t sure she and Andi could be the best of friends—not if it meant Andi always getting in trouble and then using Cody to talk things over and find direction again. But Bailey couldn’t be rude, so she listened anyway. She heard about the drive to the lake, and the strange feelings Andi had that maybe she was in danger, and the kiss, and Katy and Dayne. All of it.
“So, in some ways I guess I did what I set out to do. I had my first kiss with Jake Olson. But it obviously wasn’t great, or I wouldn’t have come looking for you.” She paused. “Cody could tell I’d been crying. That’s why we started talking in the first place.”
Bailey’s mom was watching her, so she stopped herself from rolling her eyes again. She had told her mom before that she hated when she started feeling bitter toward anyone. This was one of those times. The call didn’t last much longer. Andi said she had homework to finish, and Bailey wanted alone-time with her mother.
“That didn’t sound so good.” Her mom’s tone wasn’t probing, just concerned. Again she put her arm over Bailey’s shoulders.
“No. You should’ve heard her, Mom.” As she went to close her phone, it vibrated and a text message came through. Bailey glanced at the small window on the front and saw it was from Tim. “Just a minute.” She flipped open her phone and read the message on the bigger screen. Just missing you, B … asking God to give you the hug I can’t give you tonight.
Bailey smiled and held it up for her mother to see. “You know how good it is to hear that right now?”
“Tim’s matured a lot.” Her mom smiled at the message and then at Bailey. “That was a very kind thing to say.”
“Just that he’s praying for me and he reaches out like that.” She crossed her arms and settled back against the cushion of the chair swing. “Cody walked right past me yesterday at the game without saying a word.”
“Well, now …” her mom angled her head, a doubtful look on her face, “to be fair, you were with Tim. I saw him look at you as he left. I figured he probably felt uncomfortable coming over when you were with your boyfriend.”
“But why?” Bailey would never understand Cody, not the way he was since he’d been home from Iraq. She tossed her hands and let them fall in her lap. “He’s the one who’s always talking about being friends, and what a great guy Tim is for me. If that’s how he feels then he should be glad I’m with my boyfriend.”
“Bailey.” Her mom’s tone said that she didn’t for a minute believe that. “Come on, honey, that’s not how Cody feels. I told you I saw the look in his eyes when he was here on the Fourth. He adores you, but maybe …” her expression grew thoughtful and she looked out into the night, “maybe he doesn’t think he’s good enough for you. He still sees himself as having a lot of baggage.”
“But he’s overcome all that.”
“He might not think so.” She put her hand over Bailey’s.
“He should.” Bailey heard her voice rise some, and she worked to bring it down again. “He loves God now, and he doesn’t drink. He doesn’t hang out with the kind of girls he went after in high school, and he survived being a prisoner in Iraq.” Bailey wanted to believe that her mom was right, that Cody’s strange behavior was all because his feelings for her were so deep. He’d sort of said that in his letter more than a week ago. But in person his words didn’t make it seem like he was longing for her, thinking he wasn’t good enough. She turned sad eyes to her mom. “He told Andi that he’s always been like a brother to me.”
Her mom’s lips lifted in just the hint of a smile, as if she had much to help Bailey understand but she wasn’t sure where to start. “Let’s say I’m right. Let’s say his deepest feelings are for you alone, okay?”
“Okay.” It felt good to think about, even if it weren’t true.
“He runs into your roommate and the two of them end up talking. If the subject of Tim came up—”
“Which it did.” Bailey always wondered how her mother knew so much. She could almost predict how the conversation with Andi had gone, even though she hadn’t heard any of it. She frowned. “Andi told Cody I was in love with Tim.”
“See?” Her smile grew. “So there’s Cody, and what’s he supposed to say when Andi asks him to explain the two of you, how come you never got together? He certainly isn’t going to tell a girl he barely knows that he’s hoping someday soon you and Tim will break up, or that he has deeper feelings for you than he’s let on. I mean, honey, if he won’t tell you, he won’t tell her.”
Bailey breathed in slowly, letting the possibility take root in her heart. Her mother could be right, but there was one flaw in her reasoning. “When he’s with me, he doesn’t have to tell me he thinks Tim’s better for me. He can be nice and everything, and respect the fact that I have a boyfriend, but if he has such deep feelings for me he should at least give me a hint.”
“It would help, wouldn’t it?” Her mom shivered a little. “It’s getting colder.”
“There’s one more thing. Maybe Cody didn’t say he had feelings for me because while he was sitting there with stunning Andi Ellison he began having feelings for her. Isn’t that possible?”
Her mom seemed to weigh out the idea. “I guess.”
“And meanwhile I have Tim sending me the sweetest messages and really being there for me, telling me he cares and he only wants to take things slow out of respect for me.”
“I’ll say this,” her smile was full of pride. “Both guys in your life respect you. That’s proof that you’ve really let your character shine for God, sweetie. Your dad and I couldn’t be more proud of you.”
Her heart warmed. “Thanks.”
“What if you’re right? How will that affect your friendship with Andi?”
“That’s what I don’t know. I mean, I hate the fact that she spent an hour talking with him, the two of them sitting in her car like that.” She let some of her frustration fade. “But I don’t have a right to be upset. I guess … if you’re wrong and he only sees me as a sister, then I should be happy for him. You know, if he ends up liking Andi.”
Her mom winced. “That’d be tough.”
“But it would be right.”
“Yes.” Her mom nodded slowly. “It would definitely be right.”
“What if this …” an idea began to take shape in her mind. “What if Cody was brought into our lives so we could help him get away from all the girls and partying, and so he could find God … all so that one day he could meet the real love of his life, the girl God has set apart for him.” She didn’t want to finish her thought, but she had to get it out. “And what if that girl is Andi Ellison?” She felt sick at the thought. “How could I be mad at either of them or at God … you know, if that’s His plan?”
Her mom searched her eyes. “You amaze me, Bailey. You have wisdom beyond your years.”
“But seriously, Mom. I mean, I couldn’t fight that if it was God’s plan all along.”
“That doesn’t mean it would be easy.” She tapped Bailey’s cell phone. “But then there’s Tim. And here’s the greatest part.” She gave Bailey a long side hug. “God has it figured out. All you have to do is keep learning, keep loving Him, keep living the life you’ve been living.”
“Right.” Bailey felt the weight of the possibility heavy against her heart. As she and her mom gathered the blanket and headed inside she knew for certain she couldn’t stay angry at either Andi or Cody. Even now she only wanted to give them both a hug and tell them she couldn’t stay mad. She cared for both of them, and like Tim, she was absolutely sure God had put them in her life for a reason. If that reason included her actually cheering them on, happy for them if they fell for each other, then Bailey couldn’t be upset about that either. She couldn’t be mad at them. Not for spending an hour talking in the car, or for sharing secrets when Bailey wasn’t around. Not even if they fell in love.
Even if she had no idea how she’d live with that hurt.
THE MONEY WAS RUNNING OUT. IT was late into the third week of filming, and they had enough in the bank for another week or so, but that was all. Chase had sat down with Keith a number of times and gone over the books. No matter how they tried to cut corners or stretch the funds they were working with, the answer was always the same. Statistically, financially, it was impossible for them to finish the film without additional investor money coming in.
Keith even considered flying out to LA and trying to get a meeting with Ben Adams’ assistant. Last time he’d called, the secretary had been short with him, telling him Ben was out of the country indefinitely. Other possibilities remained dried up.
It was late Thursday, and Chase wanted more than anything to stop thinking about the financial crisis at hand. Because the sad irony was this—the footage they were getting from their cast and crew continued to be amazing. If only they could find more investors, they would have a movie that might be accepted into the film festivals, a movie that studios would fight for the rights to distribute. The Last Letter could touch the lives of people everywhere and make them think again about faith and family and the future God had for them. If that happened, the investors would be paid back in spades, and they could take their moviemaking to the next level—reaching the world with a message of truth and hope and changed lives.
But without an immediate influx of cash from investors, none of it would happen at all.
Chase was walking back to base camp when the director of photography caught up with him. “You seeing this stuff, man? I mean the dailies must be keeping you up at night they’re so good.” He was a veteran, an expert with more than a hundred films to his credit. “Something special like this film only comes along once every few years.” He gave Chase a hearty pat on the back. “This is that film, man. I mean it. This is that film.”
The truth hung over everything Chase did. If something didn’t happen soon—and their accountant and investment team had run out of options—then they would have one of the best movies never finished. Sure, they could pack up and return home to San Jose, and they could knock on the doors of every millionaire they knew looking for an extra hundred thousand. But time would pass and things would change. The actors would move on to the next project, and by the time Hollywood came to strike agreements, the crew would be back to work on other films or TV shows. Only one hope remained for them now. An investor would have to come through.
One bit of great news was that Chase had given an interview to an Entertainment Tonight reporter yesterday about the progress of the film. He’d done everything in talking with the reporter to hint that they needed financial help, without signaling disaster to the cast and crew and investors that would likely watch the program.
The DP had moved on, so while Chase walked across the street to the eating area, he let the interview play again in his mind, every line, analyzing his answers and assuring himself that he’d done and said what he could.
The reporter had been very upbeat and positive—something that wasn’t always the case with people doing the interviews. He’d flown out the day before so he could watch some of the dailies and interview Jake Olson and Rita Reynolds.
For his talk with Chase, the guy set up with a scenic part of IU’s campus in the background. “This is the first big picture you and Keith Ellison have worked on, and rumor on the street is that you have something very special on your hands.” The reporter’s smile would’ve told anyone watching that he, too, thought the film was special. “What’s your secret out here in Bloomington?”
Chase had an easy way about him on film, so though Keith had more acting experience, they’d chosen Chase to be the point person for this interview. He smiled easily at the guy and kept his answer equally full of humility and intrigue. “We have an extremely talented cast and crew,” he let his expression grow more serious. “The script is amazing, very powerful. All that and a lot of help from above.”
The reporter didn’t visibly chafe at that last part, but he furrowed his brow. “You mention help from above. I understand you and your co-producer were Christian missionaries several years ago, and that there was some confusion early in the filming that maybe this was a Christian movie, that the cast had been tricked into signing onto the project. Can you talk to that issue?”
“Yes,” Chase laughed, his tone the same affable, slightly baffled one he would’ve had if the guy had asked him why the sky was blue. “We did have that conversation and it went quite well. Keith talked to everyone on the set and told them that while the two of us are Christians, and while we think the film packs a powerful message, it isn’t being marketed as a Christian movie.” Chase went on to explain that there had been some very well-received Christian movies in recent years, and that there was certainly a market for those films. “But our goal is to reach the masses, the people who might not line up to buy a ticket for a movie that’s outspokenly Christian.”
“Meaning your film is clean with no cussing or explicit sex scenes?”
“Definitely you won’t see any of that in our movies.” Chase brought his laughter down some and got serious again. “We want more than a clean film, though. We want a film that will literally change lives. That’s why we’re doing this.”
The reporter nodded. “Impressive. I spoke with Jake Olson and Rita Reynolds, and they said the same thing. They were taken by the story of The Last Letter and they felt compelled to star in it.” He gave a disbelieving shake of his head. “And you’re doing it all on an independent budget of just a couple million, is that right?”
“Well, I can say this—we’re always looking for investors. But yes,” he felt his strength building as he spoke, “we feel very strongly about remaining independent through the making of the movie. That way we retain creative control, and the movie won’t become something we never intended it to be.”
“I’ve seen some of the dailies, and I have to agree with the rumors.” He turned and faced the camera. “The Last Letter is a movie you won’t want to miss, being made by a couple of producers who are doing it their way. You gotta admire that in today’s world.” He signed off and shook Chase’s hand. “Seriously, you’ve got a special picture coming together here. The movie is Oak River Films’ The Last Letter.” He turned to Chase once more. “I wish you the best of luck.”
Scoring the interview was no easy feat. The show had called a week ago with the possibility of a story, but only a remote one. They’d been praying about it since then with no word, and Chase and Keith were well aware of the victory in having the film recognized at all—especially this early in the process. But the reporter had been noncommittal about when the piece would air, and even whether it would air before the movie wrapped.
It was one more thing to pray for—that the piece would show up on national TV in time to catch the attention of that one investor who might then be drawn to the project. The interview was in many ways their last desperate hope at getting the money they needed. Otherwise they’d have to contact Entertainment Tonight and tell them to pull the story. No sense running a feature about a movie that never wrapped.
Chase grabbed a plate of chicken and baked beans from the food truck and took his place across from Keith and Lisa at the end of one of the tables. Most nights the cast and crew sat at separate tables, leaving distance between themselves and the producers. Tonight was no exception. As Chase sat down he realized the weight of the burden he was carrying, the fact that they were nearly out of money.
“Well,” he slid forward and looked directly at Keith and his wife. They were far enough from the others that no one else could hear him. “I don’t know if I can take much more of this.” He smiled big, so that anyone watching might’ve believed his conversation was about the great-tasting chicken or the nice warm day they’d had. No matter what, he wouldn’t let the others see him down. The actors and cameramen, the assistant director and DP, all of them took their cues from Chase and Keith. There were concerns working on such a tight budget, a sense of slight relief every time payday rolled around and they received their checks. It was that way with any independent film. Now, with the project in trouble, Chase didn’t dare show his weariness or the fact that his fear was all but consuming him.
“We were just talking about it.” Lisa took a bite of her beans and looked down. “Keith had another lead earlier today.”
“But it fell through.” Keith’s expression was peaceful, steadfast. “We just got word an hour ago.”
“Unbelievable.” Chase focused on his chicken. He felt like they were talking almost in code, so careful not to let anyone else feel the gravity of their dialogue. “I keep thinking, I mean … why would God lead us here only to let us fall?”
“We don’t know we’re going to fall.” Keith’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Something could happen. The feature story could run on ET and someone could come forward.”
Chase finished chewing his chicken, his mind trying to find a realistic way of looking at the possibility. “I’ve been telling myself that same thing, how someone could see the feature and come looking for us.” He lifted his eyes, and produced another smile for appearances. “But when I really think about it, I picture some possible investor sitting on his leather sofa flipping channels and coming across our story. He watches, but he’s not really thinking anything more than how maybe he’d like to see this movie when it comes out. He has money, but he’s worried about his foreign investments and his real estate holdings, and the instability of the stock market and the tax increases that seem to come every year or so.” Chase kept the pleasant look, but he shook his head. “It’s hard to picture the guy saying to himself, ‘That gives me an idea. I should invest in a movie like that,’ and then getting up and making a phone call to Oak River Films.”
“Stranger things have happened.” Keith’s smile wasn’t for the sake of anyone but Chase. Even with all that had happened and the alarming rate at which they were running out of money, Keith maintained his cool. “Besides, God brought us here. If He wants us to go home without a movie, then we take some time to ask Him where to go next.”
“Yeah,” Chase dragged his fork around his beans. “Like back to Indonesia.”
“Right.” Lisa’s eyes were full of wisdom. “Indonesia was wonderful for all of us. If that’s where God takes us again, I couldn’t be anything but happy. I would go with a full heart.”
Chase knew that was the right answer, but here—with the cast and crew depending on them—he couldn’t catch the attitude of his friends. “You know what? I loved being a missionary in the jungle. I loved everything about it. You were both there to see the way God worked on me during those years.” He leaned over his plate, his voice as quiet as it was intense. “But I don’t want to go back to Indonesia. I want to make this film to the glory of God and get it out there for everyone to see.” He straightened, his tone more resigned. “I guess I can’t believe God brought us this far just to see us fail.”
Keith and Lisa didn’t try to say anything about that. Chase was about to go through the list of possible investors one more time, throwing out names and making sure that Keith had contacted everyone on the list one more time, when the director of photography walked up. “I need to talk to Jake and Rita about tomorrow’s shoot.” He removed his baseball cap and raked his fingers through his hair. “They haven’t gotten rides back to the hotel, but I can’t find ’em. Knocked on both their trailer doors, and they’re nowhere. One of you wanna take a look for me? I can’t finish up here until the three of us talk.”
The chicken was good, but Chase’s jangled nerves had cost him his appetite. He swung his leg out from the picnic table and stood. “I’ll find them.” He maneuvered his way between the tables, stopping along the way to pat a few of the minor actors on the back and to lean down and give Janetta Drake a hug.
“How’s it going?” she always looked at him deeper than the others, because of all the cast, she alone knew the battle they were undertaking producing an independent film with a message of faith and hope.
“Good.” He patted her arm and smiled. “It’s fine, Janetta. Thanks for asking.”
She looked at him a little while longer and shook her head. “It’s not fine, Chase. I can see it in your eyes.”
“What we’re getting on film is beyond our highest expectations.” He gave an easy shrug. “At least we’ve got that much.”
“But what about the rest, the stuff producers deal with.” The caring and concern in her eyes made him grateful once again that she was on the crew.
He could be honest with her, but only to a degree. The specifics about the impending financial crisis had to be confined to the production team alone. “Okay, here’s what I’ll tell you.” He crouched down so he was at her level. “We could use your prayers. Let’s just leave it at that.”
She took hold of his hand and gave it a motherly squeeze. “You don’t need to ask, Chase. I’ve been praying constantly since I arrived on set.” She smiled and her eyes lit up like a child’s. “God is doing something big here. He won’t let you down. He told me.”
“Good.” Chase nodded, careful not to let the moment get too heavy. “Now I just wish He’d tell me.”
After Janetta, Chase moved on with a few more hellos and compliments to his cast and crew. People needed compliments in order to give their best. Chase and Keith made it a point to praise the people they were working with as often as the chance presented itself. Finally he rounded the corner and walked across the street back to the set. They were working out of one of the classroom buildings on campus again, and he wondered if his two lead actors might’ve stayed on the set, going over blocking or lines.
But the area was dark and quiet, no sign of Jake or Rita. Chase lowered his brow, puzzled. Strange, he thought. Usually the two joined the rest of the cast for dinner. And since they hadn’t gone back to the hotel they had to be here somewhere. He crossed the street again and walked between the rows of trailers to the one that belonged to Rita. It was twice the size of the others—another of her demands. She hadn’t made an attempt to seduce him lately, but nothing would surprise him when it came to Rita Reynolds. Chase had a feeling there was a deeply insecure woman beneath the pretty façade that stepped in front of the camera each day.
“Rita?” he called out. “Jake?” The area between the trailers was very dark, and he walked in the shadows. He was nearly to the end of the row, almost to Rita’s trailer, when her door opened and Jake took one step out onto the landing. He had Rita in his arms, and the two of them were caught in a makeout session that would’ve been well beyond PG-rated.
“Hey,” he shouted at them as he walked closer. “Jake … Rita … what’s going on?”
Jake jerked away, his surprise evident. A smile took over and he kissed Rita again, this time with blatant passion. When he pulled away from her, he shaded his eyes and peered out at Chase. “What’s the problem? I’m just telling my co-star goodnight.” His tone was both humorous and mocking, as if he wanted to convey the fact that Chase had no right to care if his two stars were kissing.
Rita looked embarrassed. She put up her hand to stop Jake from kissing her again. “Is something wrong, Chase?”
“Yes.” He was seething mad as he walked up to them.
Jake released Rita and the two of them stood together, a not-quite-unified front. “You got a problem with us kissing?” He chuckled and turned to Rita. “We were just working on our chemistry, right?”
“Well,” Rita couldn’t say much. She was playing Jake’s mother, after all. “I mean, it’s no big deal, Chase. We’re just letting off tension after a day on the set.”
Chase raised one eyebrow. “This is my film, and it’s my reputation on the line.” He took a step closer, and he could feel the fire in his eyes. “The last thing we need is some on-the-set scandal to bring the paparazzi sniffing around.”
“On-set romances happen all the time.” Jake put his arm easily around Rita’s shoulders. “We could kind of be like Ashton and Demi.” He pulled Rita a little closer to his side. “Right, baby?”
Rita didn’t seem to like the comparison. “I’m not that much older.” She eased free of Jake’s embrace. Her next words were layered in understanding. “I’m sorry, Chase. We didn’t mean anything by it.”
Her apology took Chase by surprise and eased some of his anger. “The thing is, you people are the stars of my picture. You’re giving me performances that are way above the line, and I appreciate that.” His voice was calmer, more even. “But I absolutely demand that what happens off-screen is above the line, as well. That we maintain a level of propriety while we’re working that is impeccable—able to withstand whatever scrutiny comes our way.”
“Okay … okay.” Jake laughed and took a step back. He slid his hands in the pockets of his jeans and cocked his head back. “We were just having a little fun.”
“Not on my dime.” Chase hoped his look conveyed to Jake how serious he was. “Is that understood?”
“Fine.” He straightened up and seemed to get suddenly repentant. “Our mistake, Chase. We’ll be good little actors from now on.”
“Thank you.” Chase knew his star actor was mocking him, but he decided not to let on. “I appreciate that more than you know. By the way, the DP’s looking for you. He wants to set up tomorrow’s scenes.”
Jake left, chuckling to himself, but Rita stayed. She put her hand on Chase’s shoulder. “That shouldn’t have happened. You’re right.”
Chase wanted to ask her how she could’ve let it happen, but he didn’t want to have too deep a conversation with Rita Reynolds here in the dark spaces between the trailers. He nodded, keeping the walls in his eyes firmly in place. “Thanks for saying that. We need to keep it clean on the set.”
“You’re right.” She still had her hand on his shoulder. “I guess … I don’t know, I still think every day about what we could be sharing. Not on the set, of course. But back at the hotel. A friendship,” she massaged her fingers into his shoulder muscles. “Or something more.”
A sigh rattled around in Chase’s chest. “Rita, for the last time, I’m not interested.” He was baffled at her determination.
“Maybe that’s why I let Jake kiss me. At least he’s not married.”
“No. But he is your co-star, and for that reason, the two of you need to cool it until we wrap.”
He took a step toward the eating area. “Come on, the DP wants to talk to you, too.” He kept a few paces ahead of her, and once they were back with the others the gravity of what had just happened hit him fully. He walked back to Keith and Lisa and told them he couldn’t take another minute on the set. “I need to get back. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Seven o’clock call again.”
“I know.” He stopped himself from reciting the number of dollars that would fall from their bank balance once the clock started ticking in the morning. He needed some sleep or he would regret his poor attitude. “Thanks for your hard work, guys.”
“You too.” Keith stood and moved closer to him. “What was the deal with Jake and Rita? Where’d you find them?”
Chase barely had the energy to tell the story, so he stuck to the facts. He explained how he’d been walking toward Rita’s trailer when Jake stepped out, the two of them caught in a passionate kiss. “I told them to quit it, and I asked them to keep their behavior above the line—the way they were supposed to be.” Chase rubbed his hand into the back of his neck. He and Keith and Lisa could talk later about the problems an affair between the two costars could bring about. “Bottom line, they promised to lay low from now on, keep things clean on the set.”
“Wow … I mean, you ever wonder if there’s anything else the enemy can throw at us to stop us from making this movie?”
“I try not to think about it.” Chase felt the exhaustion in his smile. “See you later.”
He left and as he drove back to the hotel he turned on the radio and heard Jeremy Camp’s “I Will Walk by Faith.” He turned up the volume and let the words fill his heart and soul. I will walk by faith, even when I cannot see … Chase let that phrase stay with him, let it work its way deep inside him. When the song ended he turned off the radio and stared blankly at the cars stopped at the light ahead of him. The citizens of Bloomington were good, hard-working family people, most of them going home at this hour to family dinners and homework sessions with their kids. The thought of it made him miss Kelly and the girls more than he had since he’d arrived in town.
God … everything is closing in around me. I can’t see You in anything that’s happening, and I’m not doing very well at walking by faith either. He remembered a scene from the great classic film, It’s a Wonderful Life. When George Bailey was in trouble, his entire town came to his support and saved the day dropping fives and tens and twenties into a huge basket and sparing him a trip to jail in lieu of having Christmas with his family. That’s what he needed, that kind of a miracle. But, God, who’s going to save our movie from failing? He could hardly expect the townspeople to show up with tens and twenties. It was one thing for them to come together to pray, but this? Father, I’m falling … I’m at the end of myself. We’re almost out of money and then all of this will be for nothing—the investors’ money wasted … the actors’ time wasted … all of it a waste of time and energy. He felt tears in his eyes, and he fought back his emotions. I can’t do this, Lord … I feel like I’m walking into a lion’s den and taking the entire cast and crew with me.
My son, I am with you … rejoice in your suffering. I will never leave you nor forsake you …
The answer wasn’t clear or loud or definitive, but the verse filled his soul at just the right moment. God was with him, of that Chase could not doubt. God’s Spirit lived in him and like Keith and Lisa said, if this wasn’t the place where God wanted them, He would lead them to the next place. And since the verse that came to mind was about suffering, Chase had every reason to believe that’s exactly what would happen. Oh, the cast and crew would be paid for every hour of their work—one way or another. The moment they ran out of money, he and Keith would have to face the group and tell them what had happened. Everyone would pack up and go their own ways and that would be that.
Failure beyond anything Chase ever imagined.
Even he and Kelly were struggling. She was worried frantic over what a failed movie would mean for their personal finances. She’d even said something about being homeless this time next year. He parked his car and walked heavy-hearted into the lobby past the fireplace. The old man at the check-in desk was friendly with all those from the movie staying at the hotel. He was a Christian, and Chase and Keith had talked to him a few times about the purpose of the film. In turn the man had promised to pray. Now he waved and gave Chase a big grin. “Long day on the set, my friend?”
“Very long.” Chase smiled at the guy. “But God is good, right?”
“All the time!” The man handed Chase a fresh water bottle. “Tomorrow’s a new day.”
“Thanks. That means a lot.” More than the man could possibly have known. Chase took the elevator up to his floor and trudged down the hallway to his room. As soon as he opened the door he saw someone move inside and he stepped back. When was Rita going to—
“Hi.” The voice wasn’t Rita’s, it was Kelly’s.
Chase walked inside and set his bag down, too shocked to move or speak or do anything but let the tears fill his eyes. “You … how did you … ?”
“My parents bought me a ticket. I couldn’t stay away.” She was sitting at the table near his bed, the same one where Rita had been sitting that time. Chase had told Kelly about the incident, and now she smiled. “I was afraid you’d think I was Rita.”
“I did.” He was catching his breath, rebounding from the shock of seeing her. “Notice my first reaction was to back up into the hallway.”
“I did notice.” She stood and there were tears in her eyes too. She held out her arms. “I missed you.”
He came to her, wrapped her into his arms, and held her close against his chest, clung to her as if she were the only friend he had in all the world. “You don’t know how much I needed to see you tonight.”
“I do know.” She sniffed and leaned back enough to see him. “God told me to come, and so I couldn’t stay away. You had to know that I believe in your dreams, Chase. I do.” The tears ran unabashed down her cheeks and she lifted her face to his, kissing him in a way that took both their breath. The moment was laced with a desperate sort of passion and fear, a determination that they would walk together with God, wherever the path took them. In that embrace, in that moment of untamed love and longing for each other, one thing was desperately clear—whatever they faced, they wouldn’t lose each other in the process.
When they eased back from each other, Kelly made a sound that was mostly laugh and partly cry. “I can’t believe I’m here. It feels so good to see you.”
“You too.” He led her to the edge of the bed and they sat side-by-side. “I’ve never been more discouraged, Kelly. So much that I was afraid to call you.” He looked down at his hands and absently twisted his wedding ring. “I hate making you worry.”
“I’m done worrying.”
The resolve and certainty in her voice caught him by surprise. “Nothing’s better.” He had to be honest with her. “No one’s come forward, and if we don’t find some money fast, we’re finished.”
“I know.” Her smile was bathed in peace. She reached out and took his hand, lacing her fingers between his. “But if that happens, then God will get us from here to there.”
“There?” He almost didn’t recognize this new, completely confident Kelly. “Where’s there?”
“Wherever He takes us.” She turned toward him and hugged him once more, burying her head against his neck and staying that way a long time. “I forgot how important it was to dream, Chase. But God reminded me.” She stood and went to her suitcase. From the outside pocket she pulled a padded envelope and brought it to him. “I found this the other day.”
Chase had no idea what she might’ve found that could bring about this type of change in her, but he was grateful. After crying out to God the way he had earlier, he was certain her visit was God’s way of encouraging him—even if encouragement couldn’t pay the bills.
Kelly sat on the bed again and lifted a small plastic frame from inside the envelope. She turned it over and held it up for him to see. As soon as Chase realized what he was looking at, the tears he’d been fighting spilled onto his cheeks. Now he understood why she had come, why God had told her she needed to be here to remind Chase of his dreams. He studied the picture and he was there again, the hot, humid night air thick around him, realizing a wonderful miracle that until that day he hadn’t believed was possible.
Chase looked up at his wife, and with his chin trembling he said the only thing he could think to say. “If fireflies are real …” His voice cracked, and he couldn’t finish the sentence. He framed her face with his hands, loving her more than ever before, and he tried again. “If fireflies are real …”
She smiled at him through her own tears. “Then God can get us through this.”
They hugged again and Chase had no words to thank her, no way of voicing what her visit and her reminder meant to him.
The light from the firefly in the photograph had said it all.
ANDI WAS BACK ON THE SET Friday afternoon for additional extra work, this time by herself. Bailey was no longer considered an extra because of her role as Jake’s girlfriend, so they couldn’t use her in scenes where she might be recognized walking along a campus path or sitting in a classroom. Andi missed having her camaraderie on the set, but she didn’t mind the lack of scrutiny. Because she’d done something she told herself she wouldn’t do.
She’d connected again with Jake Olson.
When she arrived at the set just before lunch, he came up to her and asked if she’d follow him to a grassy spot a ways from the tent. “Hey,” he sounded disappointed in himself. “I’m sorry about last week.”
At first Andi kept her guard up. “Don’t worry about it.” She started walking back toward the tent, but he touched her arm. The feeling shot electricity throughout her body, and she turned, flustered. “There’s not much more to say.” She gave him a look like this was wasting her time. “I have to go eat.”
“Wait.” He took a few steps and caught up to her. “I felt like a jerk that night. I mean it was so awkward—getting caught by Dayne and his wife that way.”
“It was. I never should’ve let things go that far.” She released an exasperated breath. “Look, Jake, I was okay with a kiss. One kiss and a nice walk around the lake. But that’s not what you had in mind.” Her smile was aloof, intended to dismiss him.
But again he stayed at her side. “Can I have another chance? I mean, I think I underestimated you.”
His eyes pierced hers, and the feeling made her knees weak. “Underestimated me?”
“How good you are. In my business, there are almost no really good girls.” He slipped his hands in his jeans and took on a look that seemed meant to garner her empathy. “A guy like me can get out of practice, forget how to handle a girl who’s … you know, really a treasure.”
Andi felt herself falling again. After the hour she spent talking with Cody at last week’s football game, she had no trouble forgetting Jake. All she wanted was a guy like Cody Coleman, a guy who would cherish her the way Tim Reed cherished Bailey. But here … with Jake standing inches from her, she felt her resolve giving way like a sandcastle at high tide. “Really?” She crossed her arms, still trying to save face. “You’re not just saying that?”
“Not at all.” He motioned for her to follow him back to the tent. “It’s Friday night. I just thought maybe we could hang out again, that’s all.”
“Not at Lake Monroe.” Her answer was quick and laced with a teasing if reluctant laugh.
“No, not there.” His grin was full of more apology. “How ’bout somewhere out in the open, with lots of people around. So you won’t have to wonder about my motives.”
The idea sounded better all the time. Andi tried to picture what it would feel like being seen with Jake Olson, the girl on his arm at some restaurant or party. Just then she remembered. “A guy in my math class told me about a frat party tonight. Right across from campus.”
“That’d be great.” His eyes danced and he looked less dangerous than before.
Andi wondered if she’d been too quick to write him off. Maybe he really was sorry for being such a jerk. Besides, after her talk with Bailey last Saturday she sensed her roommate wasn’t really excited about Andi spending time with Cody. Not only that, but Cody hadn’t called or texted, so he couldn’t have been too anxious to get to know her better.
But Jake … Jake was very interested. The fact was more flattering than Andi wanted to admit. “I’m going to dinner with my parents, but I can head over to the party around eight.”
“Perfect. Text me when you get there, and you can tell me where you are.”
She flashed flirty eyes at him. “This is your last chance.”
He produced a dramatic bow, like a renaissance man of old. “Your kindness and generosity overwhelm me, my princess.”
“Jake!” she giggled. “You’re crazy.”
“About you.” He made a few quick raises of his eyebrow and then he turned and headed toward the assistant director.
Andi went into the tent and served herself a scoop of tuna salad and a side of steamed vegetables. But she barely tasted any of it, because she couldn’t believe the change in Jake, or the fact that tonight, for the first time in her life, she was going to a real party. At a frat house, no less. She’d seen those types of parties in the movies, and she figured this one would be the same—loud music, lots of laughter, and people drinking and hitting on each other.
She wasn’t sure how much of the party she wanted to experience, but she was thrilled to be going. How could she understand what she was missing if she didn’t at least try living the way other people lived? And with Jake there, she wouldn’t have to worry about strange guys picking her up.
Throughout her day of extra work, whenever Jake was near her, their eyes would meet and she could feel his admiration to the core of her being. She was surprised that her parents hadn’t noticed his attention, and she was grateful at the same time. The last thing she wanted was another lecture from her dad about the type of guy Jake Olson really was. Her dad meant well, but he didn’t know. Jake was a good guy, she could tell that after their talk today. His explanation about not having much practice with “good” girls made perfect sense.
Throughout her day of filming, and on into dinner, her plans with Jake were all she could think about. She and her parents went to a steakhouse, and Chase and his wife joined them. Andi was glad about that too. The two couples kept getting into deep conversations about the filming and practically forgetting she was with them. Andi was glad because the talk kept the attention off of her.
Toward the end of the meal, her mom reached across the table and took hold of Andi’s hand. “You doing okay, sweetie? You’re quiet.”
“I’m fine.” Neither of them had found out about her date last Friday with Jake, and if things went well, they wouldn’t find out about tonight either. “School’s going great. My grades are almost all A’s.”
“Good for you, honey.” Her dad’s smile was kind and laced with approval. “You’ve been doing a great job on the set too.” He didn’t say that she’d handled well the disappointment of not getting the part she wanted. But that’s what he meant, his tone told her that. “How are things with Bailey?”
“Fantastic.” Andi smiled at the mention of her roommate. “She’s doing great at rehearsals for Scrooge. She’s the best Ghost of Christmas Past ever.” Andi pictured the two of them at rehearsal the other day with Tim. He was amazing as Scrooge, and since Andi had to dance with him in the first act, the two of them were becoming better friends.
“I like Tim for you,” Andi had told Bailey the other day after rehearsal. “You two are so much the same it’s incredible. Like God made him just for you.”
Bailey hadn’t looked overjoyed at the comment, but she agreed all the same. “Tim is good for me. I see that a little more every day.”
There were a few bumps here and there—like the hurt she felt from Bailey after Andi’s talk with Cody that night. But that passed after a few days, and she and Bailey were becoming better friends all the time. Neither of them would’ve done anything to hurt the other, and they were opening up more about the deeper ways they thought about their faith and family, the guys in their lives. Bailey still worried about the way Andi was tempted to live a little on the edge.
“Rachel would have told you to stay away from Jake,” Bailey told her this morning when they talked about their Friday night plans. Bailey was going home again, and she and Tim were seeing a movie. Andi mentioned the frat party, and Bailey had given her a doubtful look. “And she never would’ve gone to a party like that. You know it, Andi.”
“Yeah,” she gave a sad look at the picture that hung on her wall. “Look where it got her.”
The conversation around the dinner table turned again to the movie, and Andi felt her phone vibrate in her purse beside her. She pulled it out and discretely—so she wouldn’t be thought rude—she read the message. A thrill ran through her, the same thrill that always came when she saw his name. The message was from Jake. Don’t forget to text me when you get to the party. I’m sitting at the hotel … can’t wait to hear from you.
She checked the time on her phone. Seven thirty. She needed to get going. As they finished dinner, the women suggested dessert. “We haven’t all been together like this in too long,” Andi’s mom said. “I could sit here catching up all night.”
Andi took the statement as her cue. She spread her hand out on the table and leaned in, smiling at each of them. “I should probably get going. Still lots to do tonight.”
“On a Friday?” Her mom looked disappointed again. “We love having you here.”
“I know.” She managed to sound practically heartbroken that she wasn’t staying longer. “It’s been a great dinner.” She focused her attention on her mom. “We’re still meeting for breakfast, right? That little place just off campus?”
“Definitely.” Her mom gave a questioning look to the others. “You guys are in a meeting, right?”
“We’ll be in meetings all day, phone conferences with our team back home.” Her dad tried not to look worried, but his eyes showed his concern. “You girls should all go, all three of you.”
“Great idea.” Kelly looked prettier than she had in a long time. She’d done her hair and makeup and she and Chase seemed very in love. “What time should we meet?”
“Let’s say ten. In case I’m up late studying.” Normally Andi would’ve wanted the breakfast alone with just her mother and her, but in light of all she wasn’t telling her parents, she welcomed the addition of Kelly to their breakfast date.
They all agreed that ten would work, and then Andi gave out hugs and goodbyes and headed for the parking lot. She texted Jake the minute she arrived at the party, even before she climbed out of her car. I’m here … it’s the big yellow house on the east side of the street.
Ten seconds passed and her phone rang. It was Jake. “Hey.”
“Hi.” Her mouth was suddenly dry, and she reached for a water bottle she had in the console between the two front seats. He’d said just one word, but his voice made her dizzy, overcome with anticipation for whatever fun the night held. “Did you get my text?”
“I did. I know the place.” He had a way of making every conversation seem deeply personal, intimate. “I’ve passed it on the way back from the set a few times and seen kids hanging out there.”
She laughed. “That’s the place.”
“Okay, well, hey … so Rita stopped by for a minute. She wants to talk about our scenes for next week, run lines for a little while.”
“Oh.” She felt like a child whose birthday balloons had suddenly all gone flat. “So you’re not coming?”
“No, no. Nothing like that.” He sounded anxious to keep her happy. “I’ll have the driver drop me off in an hour or so at the most. Then later on you can drive me home or I can walk. The hotel’s only a few blocks away.” His tone told her he felt terrible about the delay. “I’m sorry, Andi. It’s business, you know?”
“Sure.” She stared out the windshield at the crowd already gathering in front of the yellow frat house. “I don’t really know anyone. Maybe I’ll go back to my dorm and wait to hear from you.”
“No, seriously, Andi. Go have fun.” His concern for her was refreshing. “You’ll see people you know. And I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
The idea sounded better than sitting in her dorm by herself. Adrenaline coursed through her at the thought of walking up to the kids and heading into the frat house not knowing a single person. Like something daring the old Andi never would’ve done. “Okay. I might do that.”
“I have one question.” Jake sounded like he was nervous to ask it. “Will there be drinking?”
“Drinking? You mean alcohol?” She was surprised. “Jake, come on. I mean, it’s a frat party. Of course there’ll be drinks.”
“So … will it … offend you if I have a few beers?”
Again she was touched that he would think to ask. “Not at all. You can drink. I mean, you’re old enough, and as long as you don’t drive, I’m fine. You could just get a ride back from someone.”
“True … but I wanted you to be okay with it.”
“Sure … of course.” Danger and intrigue mixed together in her gut and made her a little breathless. Would that be okay, really? Jake drinking when he was with her? What if after he started drinking he forgot about his promise to be more of a gentleman? She sucked in a nervous breath through her teeth. “I’ll even pull you aside a few beers, so you’ll have some in case they run out.”
He chuckled and there was a fondness in his tone that didn’t seem to want more than a nice night out with her this time. “What about you?”
“Me?”
“Yeah, are you going to drink? You could just walk back to your dorm.”
She hadn’t considered the idea. Drinking wasn’t something she thought a lot about, but maybe this was the night to try it. Like he said, she didn’t have to drive or get a ride with anyone. She could hang out, have a few beers, and then walk back to her dorm to sleep it off. Her heart raced the way it had the first time she had flying lessons from her dad in the small single-engine plane that took them in and out of the jungles of Indonesia.
“I’m not twenty-one.”
“That’s only if you’re buying. Otherwise you can’t get in trouble.”
That didn’t sound like the rule she’d heard before. Back in San Jose a group of kids got arrested and charged for being at a party where alcohol was being served to minors. “Only if you get caught.”
“Right,” he conceded. “Which you won’t, because cops don’t go to frat parties. I mean, I’m not telling you what to do, but I’d say live a little, Andi. Isn’t that what you told me that first time we talked? That you were tired of being so sheltered?”
“All the time.” What he was saying made sense. She felt goose bumps along her arms and again she stared at the growing crowd on the steps and front yard of the frat house. “Okay, maybe I’ll go in and have a drink.”
“Good.” He laughed not in a mean way, but the way a big brother would laugh at his little sister’s naiveté. “Don’t be afraid of having two. A couple beers won’t hurt you, and I’ll be there as soon as I can get away.”
There was the sound of a woman’s voice in the background, and Jake muttered, “Just a minute. I’ll be right off.”
“Rita?” Andi could hear now that it was her voice.
“Yeah.” He sounded bored. “We have to get some work done. You go have fun and I’ll see you later.”
“Text me when you get here. I’ll come out and meet you.”
He agreed and they hung up. As Andi got out of her car and locked the doors, she could imagine the stress of trying to memorize lines and act out a scene without hours of rehearsal. Her dad had told her that sometimes the actors barely have time to run the scene immediately prior to the shoot. Andi figured that would be the most difficult thing about being in front of a camera. No wonder Jake and Rita were turning in such great performances, if they were working after hours to run lines. His work ethic underlined what she’d already figured out at the set earlier.
That he was a nice guy after all.
ANDI CROSSED THE STREET AND AS she stepped up onto the lawn, she felt an almost electric rush. She was actually doing this, attending a frat party by herself. A number of guys turned around or looked over their shoulders to admire her, and the attention sent a rush through her. By the time she reached the door, two of them came up and introduced themselves.
“You’re in my math class, right?” The guy was solidly built, well over six feet tall. He wore an Indiana football jersey and a baseball cap.
She couldn’t remember seeing him before. “Uh … a guy in my math class told me about the party, but …”
“That was Ben!” The guy laughed loudly. He was holding a beer and he sloshed it in the direction of his buddy. “I told you Ben had more—” he seemed to catch himself. He held up his hand in her direction, “More nerve than the rest of us.” He sloshed his beer again. “Good for ol’ Ben, asking you over. He’s inside. I can take you there if you want. I’m Lucas.”
“What Lucas means is, I can take you.” The second guy was black with a nice build and friendly eyes. “You don’t want to waste your time on Lucas.” He held out his hand to her. “I’m Sam. And I’m available—in case you wondered.”
Andi giggled at the spectacle they were making of themselves. “That’s okay.” She took a few steps from them. “I’ll say hi to Ben, and then I’ll come back outside.”
The guys seemed harmless, and when she moved on without them they didn’t look too disappointed. It wasn’t easy getting up the steps and into the house. The place was packed with people squeezing past each other in every direction. As she worked her way through the living room she spotted Ben in the kitchen. Suddenly she could feel everything about the situation filling her senses. The loud Chris Brown music pulsing through the house, the laughter and multiple conversations, and the sense that this … this party and everything about it was what it meant to truly live.
She felt the heat from so many bodies, and halfway to the kitchen a guy tripped near her and spilled beer on her sweater. Andi only laughed and helped him gain his balance again. She’d never been around drunk people or drinking of any kind, but she didn’t need experience to know that the guy was wasted.
“Sorry,” he tried to touch her shoulder, but he missed and nearly fell again. “Wow, so sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it.” She kept with the flow, and the drunk guy kept with his, moving toward the front door.
“Hey,” he yelled at her when he was well out of reach. “You’re beau’ful … you know that?”
Andi didn’t look back. She didn’t want the whole room to know he was talking about her. When she reached Ben, he looked beyond thrilled to see her. “Andi Ellison, I never thought I’d see you here.” He had to yell to be heard above the music and conversations.
“Me either.” She looked over her shoulder at the packed house behind her. “A friend’s meeting me here.”
“Good …” he put his arm around her and slowly led her to an enormous trash can filled with beer cans and ice. “This your first frat party, Andi?”
“How can you tell?” She grinned at him.
“You, uh … you look a little lost.” He snagged an icy can from the bin, popped the top, and handed it to her. “Here you go, beer’s compliments of the frat guys.”
She took it, her heart pounding. This was as close to bad as she’d come. This and her time with Jake the other night. Was she really doing this? Standing in the kitchen of a group of guys she didn’t know, holding an open beer? She fought the urge to run from the house and throw the beer in the bushes on the way out.
“You’re not rushing, are you?” Ben was still right beside her, still with his arm around her shoulders. But the way he had about himself he was only being friendly. At least that’s how his attention felt.
“Rush? For a sorority, you mean?”
“Yeah, of course.”
“No. I’m too busy. I do theater and acting, that kind of thing.”
“Oh, right.” He gave an exaggerated nod and took a long drink from his beer. “Your dad’s that producer. He’s in town making a movie. Someone in math told me about him.”
“That’s my dad.” Andi would’ve bet the guy didn’t know about her family’s missionary background. And in this setting, she was okay with that. She wanted to turn the attention away from herself. “You’re in this frat, then? Is that right?”
“For two years.” He raised his beer and across the room a couple guys saw him and did the same. “Mayhem and madness, but somehow I’ve survived it.” He pointed to her beer. “Your drink’s getting warm.”
“Oh,” she looked around the room for a quick exit, but there was none. If she was going to drink, she wanted to do it on her terms, not because some guy was pushing her.
“It’s good stuff,” he grinned at her, still shouting to be heard. “If you don’t want it, I’ll take it.”
Andi studied him, and she felt herself relax. Ben wasn’t trying to harm her. He was only being friendly. It occurred to her that in the stuffy hot frat house she actually was thirsty. More thirsty than she’d realized. She’d come here to have fun, after all. Jake had told her she should have a drink, and she’d agreed. Otherwise right now she would be home in her dorm waiting for his call.
Besides, no one ever went to hell for drinking a beer, right? At least she didn’t think so. She was young and single and these were supposed to be the times of her life. So what if she drank a few beers? She smiled at Ben. “I’ll drink it. I was too busy talking.”
“Good. We frat guys like to take care of the ladies.”
Andi laughed because she didn’t know what else to do. Her heart was thudding inside her chest, making her feel sick to her stomach with anxiety. What was she doing? She didn’t need to drink beer just because she was at a frat party. Wasn’t that what she’d always told her mom during her last two years of high school? A few times she’d been invited to a real party, one thrown by the kids of the local public high school. But every time her mom told her she couldn’t go.
“Andi, there’ll be drinking at those parties. Not only is that against the law, but bad things happen when kids get together and drink.”
Always Andi would say the same thing in response. “Just because other people are drinking at a party doesn’t mean I have to.”
But here she was with an open beer in her hand. She looked down at the slightly foamy amber liquid sloshing around near the top of the can. What if it made her sick? What if she drank it and threw up right here in the kitchen? What if it was wonderful, instead? When she couldn’t take the struggle another moment, she lifted the can to her lips and took a long sip. The liquid tasted awful and felt funny in her stomach. She waited a minute to see if she was going to suffer any strange side effects, but there was just one.
Her heart had settled down.
“Good stuff, huh?” Ben moved her away from the trash can of beer to a slightly quieter corner of the kitchen. “Tell me about your friend. Guy or girl?”
“Guy.” She brought the can to her lips again and took two long sips this time. It didn’t burn so badly as the first time, but the taste was enough to make her shudder. She was glad Ben didn’t notice.
“Boyfriend?” Ben’s attention was moving past friendly and into interested.
“You could say that.” Andi liked having someone to talk to, but she wasn’t interested in Ben. He had a sloppy beer belly and wild blonde hair. In a movie about frat houses, Ben would’ve been the rowdy, crazy one.
“New boyfriend?” he raised his brow hopefully.
She laughed and took another drink from her beer. “You could say that.” What was the taste? There was something familiar about it, but she couldn’t figure out what. She drank more, nearly finishing off the can, and it hit her. It tasted like the smell of dirty shoes. She shuddered again, but as she did, she noticed a warm feeling spreading through her veins. Not only was her heart relaxed, but her anxiety had faded completely. The room swayed a little and she steadied herself against Ben’s arm. “Woooah … sorry.”
“Hold on there.” Ben caught her and helped her find her balance again. “Don’t tell me you’re feeling one little can of beer?” He gave her a helpful look that said he’d take care of her. Then he lifted his can to his lips, tipped it completely upside down, and guzzled the contents in a single effort. He crumpled the can as he lowered it and then shot it across the kitchen into the sink. “Score!” He raised both hands, signaling a touchdown.
Andi didn’t feel dizzy, not really. But everything about the party seemed easier, more enjoyable. “Hey, Ben … could I have another?”
“Coming right up.” He left her side, grabbed two beers, and by the time he was back at her side he had popped the tops of both. “There you go.” He feigned a mock look of seriousness. “Now this new boyfriend of yours … he’s a loser right?”
She wasn’t sure why, but the way Ben asked the question seemed funnier than anything Andi had heard in a long time. She started laughing and when she couldn’t stop, she handed her open beer back to Ben. He put his arm around her again, patting her back in a teasing attempt to keep her from choking. She stood up slowly and leaned on Ben again. “Why … why did you ask that?”
“Because,” he handed her the beer back, and he moved in closer than before. “He let you come here alone.”
Yeah. Andi hadn’t thought about it that way. Sure he had to run lines, that was fine. But he shouldn’t have wanted her to come to the party alone. What else could that mean except that he didn’t care if she wound up in the arms of someone like Ben. She frowned. “I need to think about that.”
He helped her lift her new beer to her lips. “You’ll need this. Drinking and thinking are great friends.”
Again she began to giggle, drinking long sips of beer between bouts of laughter. “How come you’re not this fun in math, Ben?”
“Math?” He raised his beer up and again received a similar response from a number of guys around the kitchen and living room. “You can’t drink brewskis in math. I mean, how much fun is that?”
“True.” Andi almost didn’t recognize her own voice. Had she really just told this guy that not much fun could happen without beer? She lifted the can and took another long drink. “Another thing is … you don’ laugh as much.”
“Uh-oh.” Ben covered his mouth with his hand, his alarm not in the least bit serious. “Someone’s slurring their words.”
“Me?” She hiccupped and began to laugh again. “Not yet.” This time it was Andi who raised her beer. If Jake was going to be this late, then she could have fun with Ben. “This is only my secon’ one. No slurring yet.” She made a dramatic sweeping motion with her beer, like something she’d seen in a pirate movie once. But the action threw off her balance again and she wound up in Ben’s arms. Before she could lose her beer on the floor, she drank down the rest of it and handed the empty can to him. “Yikes. Sorry ’bout that.”
“No worries,” Ben whispered the words near her ear, and while he was there he kissed the side of her neck. “I’ll take care of you, Andi. You can trust me.”
She struggled to right herself, and this time there was no doubt. The room was moving. She opened her eyes wide and blinked a few times. Had that really happened? Had Ben just kissed her? Whatever he’d done, it felt wonderful. She leaned against him, willing the room to stay in one place. She tapped on his beer can and grinned at him. “That stuff ’s stronger ’an it looks.”
“You still thirsty?” He was closing in on her, and in all the room she could only hear his voice. “Just one more, and then you’re done. Okay? We’ve got lots.”
Andi had never felt this way before, but she knew what was happening and it both terrified her and thrilled her. She was drunk and Ben was taking advantage of her. She had expected that if she let herself get into a situation like this she would hate everything about it. The party, the drinking, and most of all herself. Instead, despite her deep fears, the entire experience was wonderful and overwhelming, filling her senses and making her wish the moment would never end. “Yes, Ben.” She felt her eyes grow softer, more seductive. “One more. Jus’ one.”
He opened the beer and dumped some of it out, at least that’s what it looked like. Then he grabbed a bottle of something and poured it into the little opening. Or maybe she was imagining that. Either way, he brought her the beer and as she was drinking it, he led her outside. The taste was different, but she couldn’t figure out why. As they walked through the crowd, she managed to stay on her feet pretty well on her own. She leaned on Ben, but she wasn’t falling down drunk. That wouldn’t have been fun. Outside he led her to the edge of the crowd, where there was less noise and people. “This is better.” He put one arm around her waist and pulled her close, so their bodies were touching. With the other hand he finished his beer and tossed the empty can onto the lawn.
Andi closed her eyes and rested her forehead against Ben’s chest. “You can breathe better out here.”
“You’ll breathe even better when you finish this.” Ben lifted her beer for her and with his help she drank down half of it.
“Hey! You lucky dog, Ben … I knew you’d score her.”
Andi opened her eyes and looked toward the voice, but the edges of things were blurry. Wait … she remembered that guy. Lucas, right? Or was it Rufus? The guy who had talked to her when she first got here. For some reason she wasn’t offended by what he said. She raised up her beer the way she’d seen Ben do, and she gave a happy shout to the guy. “Yep … Ben’s a lucky one!”
“Yeah …” Rufus sounded disappointed. “You can say that again.” A bunch of guys laughed and hit Rufus on the back and the group of them headed for the house.
“Here.” Ben held her beer to her lips again and helped her finish it. “There you go.” He threw the can behind him, and now that his hands were free, he slipped both of them around her. He was warm, and in the cool night it felt good to cuddle against him. For a little while it seemed like they were dancing, swaying beneath the late September stars.
Andi rested her head on his chest again. She was dizzier than before, glad Ben wasn’t suggesting a fourth beer.
“Come on, I wanna show you something.” He slipped his arm around her waist and led her across the street onto campus. At least it seemed like campus, but Andi wasn’t sure because everything was moving, same way the house did earlier. They found a spot on the grass near some trees and he pulled her close again, his arms tight around her waist. “All we need is music.” Ben whispered close to her ear.
She struggled to keep her eyes open. The fun feeling from before was fading, because now she didn’t feel like laughing. She felt like sleeping and something wasn’t quite right with her stomach. A queasiness was coming over her like a plastic bag. “Wha’ happened to the party?”
“We don’t need it.” Ben’s voice was kind.
“You’re a nice guy, Ben … thanks for lookin ou’ for me.”
“I told you I’d take care of you.” He cupped the back of her head and brought his lips to hers just once. His kiss, his light touch, all of it felt nice and it took her mind off the dizziness. “I’ll take care of you all night, Andi.”
She wasn’t keeping real good track of time, but pretty fast his kisses grew stronger, more urgent. “Hey … slow down there. It was better when we were dancin’.”
“I’ll show you what’s better.” His voice was still kind, but he was rougher now. Before she could stop him or move away, he had his hands up the back of her sweater. He was holding her tighter than before, too tight.
“Stop it.” She shouted the words, at least she thought she did. But he was breathing too hard to hear her. “Ben! I said …
stop it.”
“Your boyfriend’s not here, Andi … just go with it. I can get you another beer if you want.”
Another beer? The thought made her stomach tighten and convulse. She needed to be free of him, because what was he trying to do? He felt wild and reckless and out of control, and suddenly she was terrified. “Stop!”
But he kept kissing her, kept moving his hands against her, and at some point the wetness on her face wasn’t only his kisses but her tears. “Please … stop!”
There was the sound of feet on pavement and then someone shouted. “You okay over there?” The voice wasn’t familiar, and Andi wondered what sort of scene they must’ve been making. She blinked and tried to focus. A guy and girl were standing there, and they both looked alarmed. Andi rubbed the palms of her hands beneath her eyes and bent over, trying to make herself breathe normally again.
Ben was angry, she could feel it in the way he was seething beside her. “Get lost, everything’s fine.” He took a step back and glared at the couple who had dared to interrupt them.
“She told you to stop, so stop already.” The guy took a step closer to Ben. Then he turned to Andi. “You want him to leave you alone?”
Andi had stopped crying, but she was still wildly dizzy. She nodded and tried to answer, tried to say yes, of course she wanted Ben to go. But instead she swayed and braced herself against a tree, adjusting her sweater and trying to figure out … what had just happened. Then before she could find the words, she felt her stomach convulse into a mass of knots, and without any other warning, she lurched forward and threw up across the grass and on Ben’s shoes.
“Sick.” Ben stepped away from her, wiping his feet on the damp ground.
A second wave of vomit followed and it knocked Andi down to her hands and knees. She gasped for breath, certain she was dying. She tried to call out for help, but again her stomach heaved and she could focus only on taking her next bit of air. She could barely lift her head, but she wanted to make sure Ben wasn’t coming after her again.
She shouldn’t have worried.
Ben was scowling at her, staring at the mess she’d made. “You’re disgusting.” He glared at the couple. “I’m leaving.” He wiped his feet on the grass again. “You happy?” As he walked away toward the frat house, he yelled back over his shoulder. “Shoulda known you were only a tease, Andi Ellison.”
Her body was trembling, her breathing still labored and shaky. She looked at the couple and felt her eyes fill with tears again.
“You okay?” The guy came a step closer. “Want us to call someone?”
Whether it was the vomiting or the harsh reality of what had just happened, Andi felt a slight sense of control returning. She sat up on her knees and squinted at the bright lights of the party across the street. Then she wiped her hand across her mouth and shook her head. “I can do it.” She fumbled for her cell phone and found it in the back pocket of her jeans. The couple waited, hesitant. “Really … it’s okay. I’m fine.”
After another minute of convincing them, the couple finally continued on their way. Andi sat up against the tree trunk and closed her eyes. Who could she call? Bailey would be so disappointed in her, and her parents … there was no way she could call them. Then suddenly it occurred to her.
She could call Cody.
After what he’d told her the other night, he would understand about drinking. Him more than anyone else. She opened her eyes and tried to focus on her cell phone. After a few pathetic tries, she managed to dial his number. The nausea was coming back, so she tried to hurry.
“Hello?”
Shame and fear caught her breath, and for a few seconds she couldn’t answer.
“Andi? Is that you?” Wherever Cody was the background was quiet. He’d probably been home studying—the way he said he usually spent his Friday nights. What would he think of her now?
She coughed twice and tried to clear her voice. “It’s me. I … I drank too much and I nee’ your help.”
“Where are you?” His tone was immediately serious and full of alarm.
“The … yellow frat house. Across a’ street.” She was crying again, and she barely had time to hear Cody tell her he was on his way before she jerked forward and threw up one more time. When her body stopped convulsing, this time she lay on a clean patch of grass and waited. She wasn’t sure how much time passed, but the next thing she knew, Cody was standing over her, his hand on her shoulder.
“Come on.” He helped her to her feet. “We need to get you home.” He slipped his arm around her waist and steadied her. “What in the world are you doing here, Andi?”
She wasn’t sure if his voice was more disappointed or worried for her. “I … I was supposa’ meet Jake here.”
“Jake Olson?” Cody was a strong support for her, keeping her moving. “I thought you learned your lesson about him last week.”
“He said he was sorry.” She wanted to look up at him, stare into those gorgeous eyes and see if he was real or an angel sent to rescue her. But she could barely keep her head up. Besides, she was too humiliated to look at him now. She wiped her hand across her mouth again and wondered if she’d gotten her sweater messy.
“So what happened? Did someone hurt you?”
“He was trying … but I … got sick on him …”
Cody stopped every several steps and helped her find her balance again. “That’s crazy, Andi. You could’ve been in big trouble.”
“I … I was in trouble … Some couple came over or else … he woulda …” she started crying again. She stopped and put her arms around his waist. “Hold me, Cody … I need you to hold me.”
For a few seconds he let her cling to him that way, but then he tenderly removed her hands from his waist. “You need to get home.”
“No … I need you. A guy like you woul’ never give me all that beer.” Her shame knew no limits, because what was she saying? She was being moved along again, so she clung to his side. She didn’t care how desperate she sounded. “I need you, Cody. You have to believe me.”
He didn’t slow, didn’t show any signs of interest. “You need the Lord and a good night’s sleep. We can talk about the rest later.”
“We can?” She felt a flicker of hope. Maybe Cody was interested in her, after all. Even though she’d made a fool of herself tonight. “Where a’ we going?”
“Keep walking. We’re almost there.”
They reached a set of stairs that looked vaguely familiar, but when Andi tried to open her eyes there seemed to be two of everything. And both sets were slipping about, refusing to stay still. “Yikes.” She buried her head in his shoulder. “These stairs are tough.” Her words ran together, no matter how hard she tried to articulate. She was embarrassed at herself. “I’m a real winner, hey Cody?”
“We’ll talk about it later.” He was stronger than she had thought. “Hold onto my neck, okay.”
She did as he asked, and he swept her up into his arms. Then he carried her up the stairs and through the door. Once inside he set her down and helped her along like before until they reached a door. Her door. It all looked familiar again. Of course … it was the door to her room.
“You have a key?” He waited.
A key? She padded her sweater pockets and then her jeans and finally she felt something. Her key ring. She took it from her pocket and held it out. “Not sure which one …”
“I’ve got it.” He opened her door in no time and helped her across the small floor to her bed. “Lay here.”
She fell onto her bed and crooked her arm over her eyes. Even then the room was moving in giant circles and her stomach felt sicker than before. What a fool she’d made of herself. How could Cody ever look at her the same again. “Cody?”
“Just a minute.” There was the sound of running water, and then he was at her side again. He had a cold damp washcloth and a bottle of water. “Sit up. See if you can drink this.”
She could barely open her eyes, barely understand what he was doing. But when the cool water hit her lips, she figured it out. He was helping her, trying to ease her drunkenness.
“I’ll leave the water here, okay?” He took the bottle, set it down, and came to her again. “Lay down and let’s get this cloth on your head.”
But Andi didn’t want to lay down. She wanted Cody to hold her the way Ben and Jake had tried to hold her. It wouldn’t be scary and rough with someone like Cody, and in that moment all she wanted was to be in his arms, to have him kiss her the way she wanted to be kissed. She slid to the edge of the bed and circled her arms around his waist. “Stay with me, Cody. Jus’ lay with me for a while, okay?”
“Andi, you don’t know what you’re saying.” He put his hand on her shoulder and gently tried to ease her back onto the bed. “Go to sleep. You won’t remember any of this tomorrow.”
“Yessa’ will.” She stood and tried to hug him, but her legs wouldn’t hold her. “Stay, Cody. Bailey’s gone for the weekend. She won’t know.”
At the mention of Bailey’s name, Cody’s resistance doubled. He took a step back, freeing himself from her embrace. Then he handed the wet cloth to her and moved for the door. “Sleep. I’ll check on you tomorrow.”
Andi was angry at him and humiliated, mad that he’d rejected her offer so easily and completely. But of course he had. She had to look and smell pathetic after what she’d been through tonight. She didn’t tell him goodbye or thank you or anything. Instead she flopped back down on the bed and put the cool cloth on her head. Fine. Let him go. She didn’t need Cody to have a good time. She didn’t need—
Before she could finish the thought, she felt her stomach kick into reverse again. She tried to run for the bathroom, but she fell to the floor and had to crawl there, instead. Her face barely found a spot over the water when she began throwing up. For what felt like an hour she sat there against the cold, damp toilet, her stomach convulsing every few minutes.
Somehow she made it back to her bed, but her heart was racing again and she was terrified about what she’d done. The list of terrible choices screamed at her, until she cried out loud for God to help her, for Him to forgive her. She never should’ve gone to the party, never should’ve drank. How could she have let Ben treat her like that? And what had she said to Cody for that matter? How could she ever look him in the face again?
“I’m so bad.” She cried out loud into the darkness. “Do you even love me anymore, God?”
Sometime after that she must’ve fallen asleep, because the next thing she was aware of it was daylight. The time on her clock read ten thirty, and she blinked a few times before the full force of her headache hit her. She pictured herself in the frat house kitchen, Ben from her math class all over her, and she felt disgusted with herself. How terrible she must’ve looked, how loose and cheap. Another image came to mind, Ben pouring something into her beer. She wouldn’t have gotten so sick on three beers—even if she’d never drank before. He must’ve poured hard liquor into her beer. That would explain how drunk she’d gotten.
She pictured him leading her to the lawn across from the frat house, and how quickly things had gotten out of control. Only then did she remember the couple interrupting them and her phone call to Cody. He had come without hesitating, because he was that kind of guy. She pressed her thumb and forefinger in against her temples and tried to stop the pounding there. Cody had walked her home, right? Which meant her car was still parked across from the frat house.
“Ughhh.” She groaned as she tried to sit up. Then she remembered the breakfast date she’d had with her mom and Kelly. Her eyes flew to the clock again, but it was too late. She was supposed to be there at ten o’clock. “What have I done?” She slumped over her knees and held her head in her hand. She’d made a fool of herself in every possible way, going against her parents and her conscience, and most of all, her God.
She looked on the nightstand for her cell phone, but she found it still in the back pocket of her jeans. It was on silent mode, and sure enough, she’d missed three calls from her mother. She ran her tongue over her teeth and grimaced at the disgusting taste in her mouth. She’d been sick … the memory was coming back now. The alcohol from last night still hung in her breath.
“How could this happen?” she muttered the question and covered her face once more. After a minute she reached into her nightstand drawer and pulled out Rachel Baugher’s quote book. “You wouldn’t recognize me, Rach.” She flipped through the pages and came across one she hadn’t noticed before. “Character is a long habit continued.” Plutarch.
A long habit continued? What did that say about Andi, then? And what would Rachel say if she were here now, or Bailey for that matter? How could she ever look at her roommate again?
Suddenly she remembered her final question before she passed out the night before. After all she’d done in the past week, did God still really love her? At first she had no answers for herself, but then she leaned back against her pillow and there … there was the damp washcloth. She stared at it, and slowly the truth came to light. Yes, God did love her, even if she would never outlive the shame from what she’d done. God loved her because just when she was at her most desperate moment, He had sent her Cody Coleman.
What other proof did she need?
THEY WERE ALMOST OUT OF TIME, and soon Keith would have to sit down with Chase and come up with an exit plan, a way to address the cast and crew and thank them for their hard work, but at the same time to tell them that they couldn’t finish the film. The last bit of hope they’d had—that Entertainment Tonight would air the special about their project sometime this weekend—had fallen through. The producer of the piece had left a message on Friday afternoon telling them that the story was finished, and that it would likely air sometime next month.
The call to ET was one more they would have to make in the days to come. If Keith’s calculations were right, they could shoot the film the first half of Tuesday—in case some miracle came through. Unless that happened sometime between now and then, the dismissal talk would come during lunch that day.
They’d completed another full week of filming, and though Keith was concerned about Andi and the distance she had seemed to put between herself and her parents recently, there remained one very strong bit of light. The scenes they were capturing were still among the best work Keith or Chase or any of the film crew had ever seen. Clearly the cast and crew were passionate about The Last Letter, so if ever there was a way to finish it, they might still find a way to reach the world with the power of a moving picture.
But for now, Keith refused to borrow from the pain that was coming. He and Lisa and Chase were on their way to a Baxter Sunday dinner, something Dr. Baxter’s daughters had been talking about with Lisa since the prayer meeting. None of the Baxters knew about the money problems the producers were facing, but Ashley had been back to the set a few times, and she’d asked Lisa how her family could continue to pray for the project.
If things went well today, Keith hoped to have the entire group of them pray. He reached out and took hold of his wife’s hand, careful not to bump the vase of flowers she was holding. “I’m glad we’re doing this.”
“I’ve been looking forward to it.” She looked more relaxed than she had all week, her eyes showed none of the stress she’d been carrying around. “Ashley’s so nice. If we lived here, she and I would be best friends. All her sisters, really. And Katy, Dayne’s wife. Their family is amazing.”
From the backseat, Chase piped in. “It beats all-day meetings about money we don’t have.”
“Amen to that.” Keith laughed and the feeling felt foreign enough that he chided himself. Today … no matter what Tuesday held, he would love his wife and his new friends. He would engage in conversation about something other than the movie, and he would enjoy being part of a big family—even for just one day—and no matter what loomed ahead he would laugh.
He would definitely laugh.
As they pulled into the long driveway, the sun was just setting, casting brilliant light against the wraparound front porch and the trees that framed the property on either side. Keith had gotten the story from Lisa, that Dr. Baxter not too long ago had sold the old Baxter house, as they called it, to his daughter Ashley and her husband Landon.
“Wow.” Lisa motioned for Keith to stop for a moment. “Look at this place. It’s like the perfect family house. The porch and the windows, even from here it feels like the walls have seen a lifetime of love.”
“It’s how I pictured it.” Keith leaned over the steering wheel and took in the place. “I can imagine the kids running across the big open grass and shooting baskets at the hoop out front.”
“Looks like there’s a creek behind the house. Probably perfect for frogs and snakes.” Chase grinned. “But right now they probably think we’re lost or something.”
Keith laughed out loud this time. He parked near half a dozen other cars and they were met at the door by Ashley. She had her baby girl in her arms, her pretty dark hair tucked behind one ear. “Come on in. Everyone’s here.”
“I brought these.” Lisa handed over the vase of wildflowers. “Thanks so much for including us.”
“We’re glad you came.” As they walked through the entryway and down a hall she stopped at a painting on the wall. “This is mine.” She gave an easy shrug with one shoulder. “It’s what I do when Bailey babysits for me.”
Keith, Lisa, and Chase all stopped and studied the piece of art. Lisa was first to comment. “This is beautiful. Before we go you have to show me your other paintings. Anything you have here.”
Ashley laughed and continued down the hall. “The best artwork in this house are the faces around the table.”
The thought was reassuring, a reminder to Keith and all of them that the movie wasn’t the greatest thing at stake this week. People were vastly more important and the comment by Ashley reminded Keith that something was wrong with Andi. Keith and Lisa had known that since last weekend, but she wouldn’t say more than a few words to them. Even today they’d asked her to come, but she’d refused. Too much homework. Her excuses were sounding like just that—excuses. Tomorrow he and Lisa were going to take her out to dinner and get to the bottom of whatever was troubling her. Until then, he would be grateful for the priorities Ashley had inadvertently helped bring back into focus.
They reached the main part of the house and the scene taking place through the kitchen and dining room was like something from a movie he’d love to make someday. Ashley got everyone’s attention and introduced the three of them. “Now,” she laughed, “don’t worry if you don’t remember everyone. There won’t be a test.”
“A test might help!” A blond boy came up and put his arm around her waist. He looked ten or eleven, and clearly he was her son.
“Thank you, Cole.” Ashley lifted her eyebrows at him. “But we aren’t going to make our new friends take a test.”
“Okay.” He gave a happy look as if to say the test thing was just an idea. Then he put his hand on his chest. “I’m Cole.”
“I’m Maddie,” a spunky little girl came up and stood next to him. The two of them caught each other’s eyes and started giggling.
“Wait a minute!” John Baxter brushed his hands off on his jeans and waved at the group. “Everyone get with your immediate family. Then we’ll do the introductions right.”
Keith was laughing again. He put his arm around Lisa and didn’t even try to keep a straight face while the Baxter family struggled for a way to even begin introducing their group.
“Okay … let’s start with Dayne, and move on, oldest to youngest. Everyone in your family.”
Cole leaned close to the girl who must’ve been his cousin. “What’s intermediate family?”
She made a face like she was trying to think of a good answer. “I guess the people you’re sort of in the middle of. Like your mom and dad and stuff.”
“Seriously, everyone.” Ashley sent a somewhat stern look to Cole and his cousin. “Let’s listen to Dayne. It’s his turn.”
Dayne took the lead, introducing himself, his wife, Katy, and their baby girl Sophie. Keith smiled to himself. As if Dayne Matthews and his family needed introductions.
After Dayne a tall, slender man waved in their direction. “I’m Peter.” He grinned. “I married into this circus.” He waited for the ripple of laughter and votes of agreement to pass. “I’m married to Brooke, and these are our daughters, Maddie and Hayley.”
Maddie, the spunky one who’d been talking to Cole, raised her hand and then blurted out. “Just so you know, Hayley just learned to ride her bike.” She looked to her mother for approval, that this detail was indeed noteworthy. She nodded. “I thought that was important for our intermediate family.”
“Immediate family.” Brooke put her finger to her lips. “Let’s listen to everyone else.”
Again Keith stifled a laugh. These people were great. He already felt the same way Lisa did, that if they moved here this would be where they’d come for Sunday dinner every week.
Next another young mom with a strong resemblance to Ashley jumped in. “I’m Kari, and this is my husband, Ryan. Our one-year-old Annie is out in the other room sleeping.”
“We hope.” Ryan brushed his hand across his forehead in a mock show of relief.
“Yes, we hope.” Kari made a funny face. “And this is Jessie and our son, R. J.”
Ashley went next. “You pretty much know me. I’m Ashley and this is Landon. Our kids are Cole, Devin, and little Janessa Faith.”
Keith had the feeling as the introductions went on that each of these young couples had a unique and beautiful story, their reasons for falling in love and the journey that had brought them to this point. Someday he hoped to learn more about them than their names.
A quiet man went next. “I’m Sam, and this is my wife, Erin. We just moved back to town from Texas.” He went on to introduce his four daughters, all of whom seemed sweet and polite, but more shy than their cousins.
Luke went last. “You know me.”
“Yes.” Chase gave a strong nod. “We could be family after how long we spent together battling the union.”
Luke went on, “This is my wife, Reagan, and our children Tommy and Malin.”
Both young children clung to their mother’s leg, but Tommy stepped out from his hiding place long enough to hold up his hands claw-like and let out a long roar. “I’m not Tommy. I’m Tommy-saurus Rex!”
“Nice to meet you.” Keith bit the inside of his cheek. Nothing could be more insulting to a dinosaur than to not be taken seriously.
“I’m John, the father of this wonderful group.” He smiled at Keith and then spoke loud enough for the others to hear him. “Keith and I met over Jake Olson’s stitches, in case everyone missed that part.” He put his arm around a pretty woman with fashionable blonde-gray hair. “And this is my wife, Elaine.”
“Whew.” Chase pretended to be scribbling down the names on his hand. “I don’t know about that test, Cole. I’ll fail for sure.”
“Yeah, but you got my name right!” he hurried over and high-fived Chase. “That’s one-for-one!”
The dinner was something Keith would never forget. Two tables were set up in the dining room, and between them, everyone had a seat. And though eight different conversations were almost always taking place at once, somehow the feel and tone of each one seemed to blend perfectly with the adjacent one.
As if the music and rhythm of life for the Baxter family was always and beautifully on key.
Keith and Lisa sat near John and Elaine, and halfway through the meal John asked about Andi. “I thought she was coming.”
“She was.” Keith felt the unfamiliar ache in his heart where his daughter was concerned. “She’s having a hard time right now … confused between what she’s been taught and what she thinks she is missing out on.”
“We aren’t sure she’s being completely honest with us.” Lisa linked arms with Keith and leaned in closer so John could hear her. “It’s the first time we’ve gone through anything like this.”
“I’ve been there.” His eyes held a wisdom that was priceless, one that must’ve taken a number of trials to develop. He nodded at Luke sitting near Chase at the next table. “Luke went wild in college. There was a time when I honestly wasn’t sure we’d get him back.”
Keith was stunned at the admission. In the time they’d spent with Luke, he’d shown nothing but the strongest Christian character. In negotiations he’d been kind and patient, honest and forthright. To think of Luke as a rebellious college kid was not only shocking, it was comforting.
“They come around,” John’s smile brought with it a much-needed hope. “Train a child in the way he should go …” his eyes held a look forged in pain. “They come around.”
When the meal was over, and the dishes done, after dessert and coffee and after Ashley had shown Lisa several of her paintings, Keith looked at his watch and announced that the three of them needed to go. “We have a full day ahead of us.”
“As long as we’re all together,” John motioned for the others to come closer. “Let’s pray for our new friends.”
The group was making its way into a circle, lifting kids onto their hips and giving the shush sign to the ones still in the family room. During the slight chaos, Dayne came up to Keith. “Still no investor?”
“No.” Keith could feel the desperation in his smile. “We’ll be out of money Tuesday. Just enough left to send everyone home.”
Dayne grimaced. “That’s just plain wrong. Someone out there has to be in the position to help.” He thought for a moment and then shook his head. “We need to really pray. Not just tonight, but the way Cole likes to pray. Until something happens.”
“We will. God’s going to answer us one way or another. The fact that you’re behind us means a lot. I wanted to tell you that.” Keith gave Dayne a half hug. “And if He lets us keep making movies, I hope you’ll consider coming out of retirement for one of our films.”
Dayne’s laugh was quick and easy. He shook Keith’s hand and finally gave a slow nod. “I’ll consider it. I can promise you that.”
Everyone was finally in the circle, and hands were held all around. John led the prayer, his voice clear and strong. “Father, we come to You asking that You hear the needs of our new friends and the trials they’re facing with their movie project. We don’t know all the details, but You do, and so we pray that You’ll go before Keith and Chase and let nothing—absolutely nothing—stand in the way of their decision to make films for You. The world of entertainment is an enormous mission field, Lord … these two are willing to be workers there. So please … be with them as they finish making their picture. Help them finish strong, in a way that brings You glory.”
John paused, and in the silence a small voice popped up. “Please, Papa … can I say a prayer?”
Keith opened his eyes and looked at the pixie blonde standing near Brooke and Peter. Keith remembered her because there was something special about her, an angelic innocence that made her somehow different.
“Yes, Hayley, you can pray.” John smiled and nodded at his granddaughter.
“Dear Jesus,” she paused a long while, maybe shy or maybe struggling for the right words. “Thank You for miracles.”
The entire room fell silent, and after a few seconds, John allowed a kind-hearted chuckle. “Not much we can add to that. In Jesus’ name, amen.”
CHASE WAS TOUCHED DEEPLY BY THE Baxter family, their warm acceptance of virtual strangers in their midst, and their devotion to God and each other. Someday he would love nothing more than to share a night like this with Kelly and their grown family, the two girls they had now, and the children who might still be part of their family in years to come.
As the circle came apart, goodbyes and hugs were exchanged, and Keith, Lisa, and Chase headed out to their rental car and shut the front door behind them. Chase was just about to start his way down the front porch steps when his phone in his pocket rang. He pulled it out and smiled. It was Kelly. She’d gone home the day after her visit, and he missed her more than ever. He slid his finger across the lower screen and then pressed the phone to his ear. “Hey, baby.”
“Chase! You were wonderful. You missed your calling, honey!” Her voice was shrill with excitement.
“Wait … Kelly, slow down.” His tone must’ve caught the attention of Keith and Lisa, because they stopped and turned toward him. “What do you mean, I was wonderful.”
“On the interview!” She let out a joyful scream. “You missed your calling, babe. You should’ve been an actor.”
“Wait.” He leaned against the porch post and tried to make sense of what she was saying. “You’re talking about my Entertainment Tonight interview?”
“Of course.” She was so happy she was breathless. “You mean you didn’t watch it?”
“They told me it wasn’t going to air until next month.”
“Well … they were wrong. It just ended. I thought it was perfect.”
“So it really ran?”
Keith came up to him and mouthed, “ET?”
Chase nodded, his world suddenly light with possibility. “I hope someone taped it.”
“My parents did. They gave a preview, so I knew it was coming.”
“I can’t believe it. That means …”
“It means there’s still a chance.” Kelly brought her voice down considerably and her love for him was something he could feel over the phone lines. “I know you’re busy, but I had to tell you. I really believe God’s up to something big here.”
The call ended and Chase and his friends celebrated the news, amazed at the turn of events. “We really shouldn’t be surprised. The little Baxter girl had the faith we all should have.”
Chase kept hold of that thought all the way back to the hotel and as he was getting ready for bed. As he laid down for the night, he took stock of their situation. They had put everything they had into making this movie, but right now they stood on the brink of losing everything. The cast and crew would be furious and the news would hold them up as examples of radical Christians with no place in the entertainment industry. Yet even with all that, as he fell asleep he did what he knew God was calling him to do, the same thing he’d seen little Hayley do earlier that night.
He thanked God for miracles.
TUESDAY MORNING ARRIVED WITH NO SIGN of the miracle they needed, and in just a few hours the game would be up. Chase tried everything in his power and God’s to focus only on the scene being shot, to believe that even still something could happen, a call could come through and they’d be in the black again. But once they broke for lunch, they would no longer have enough money to do anything but send the cast and crew home.
Other breakthroughs had come since their prayer time with the Baxters. Andi had stopped by the set Monday, apparently intent on talking to Jake Olson. But instead she’d caught him kissing Rita Reynolds. And while Chase still hated the idea that his two lead actors were having an affair, the news sent Andi running to the production trailer. Keith and Lisa spent two hours talking to her last night after the filming wrapped for the day, and Keith told him this morning that they’d reached an understanding.
“She told us she drank, and that she made some bad choices. She knows she’s been rebellious and she’s sorry.” He looked sad, but genuinely relieved, as if the financial crisis hanging over them wasn’t on his mind whatsoever. “She tells us Bailey helped her work through her mistakes and that her roommate is going to help her stay on track. For now, I feel like that’s the answer we asked for. She’s worried about the way her classmates are talking about her, but that’s to be expected. She’s making steps in the right direction.”
That news had come over breakfast, and again Chase marveled that Keith and Lisa were able to eat. Especially Keith. He had volunteered to tell the cast and crew over lunch, and Chase only knew if he were in his friend’s shoes, he would be somewhere quiet praying for strength.
He talked to Kelly at the mid-morning break, and even now—with their defeat hours away—she refused to give in to discouragement. “I believe in you,” she told him. “And God loves you more than I ever could. So everything’ll be fine one way or another.”
She had promised to spend the day praying, and Lisa was meeting with several of her friends, doing the same thing. Every fifteen minutes or so, Chase would look up at the blue sky and try to see all the way to heaven. Do you hear us God? We’re almost out of time. But the only answer was the ticking of the clock. The final two hours passed quickly, with Chase determined to finish well, to make certain that they captured the best acting, the highest quality lighting. So that what parts of the movie they did have were all equally brilliant. They hadn’t compromised yet, and this was no time to start.
As noon drew near, the muscles in Chase’s stomach tightened, until he wasn’t sure he’d be able to walk upright to base camp. In less than an hour, they’d be humiliated, devastated in front of the entire cast and crew. Everyone was going to be upset, and some of them would be downright angry. They would demand to know why they weren’t told sooner, and Chase wasn’t sure what Keith would say.
They were hoping for a miracle from God, but He didn’t come through. They didn’t want to worry anyone, when they believed completely that God would save the film. What a terrible reflection of the Christian faith that would be. Chase was still trying to imagine the outcome of the rest of the day, when it reached lunchtime. He put his megaphone down on his director’s chair and fought the heartache inside him. His eyes were damp as he turned away from the set one last time and walked over to Keith. “It’s time.”
“I know.”
“I don’t understand it.”
“Me either.” Keith stood tall and looked beyond Chase to the majestic trees, the fall leaves fluttering in the unusually warm breeze. “We want to do something good here.” He turned his eyes back to Chase. “But God won’t let us.” A sad laugh came from him. “I know He has a reason. But really … I don’t get it.”
“Maybe it’s because no one would’ve listened anyway.” It was a possibility Chase had tossed around since the dinner with the Baxters. God could be saving us from a greater failure down the road. God did that sometimes, didn’t He? Then again, maybe they’d never know the reason.
Chase checked his phone and saw that he had one message—from their team back in San Jose. He knew what it was, and he could listen to it later. He’d called their San Jose point person earlier in the morning and asked him to fax over the most recent bank account records. The call was probably just someone from the office letting him know the fax had been sent. It would be in the production trailer.
“You coming?” Keith swung his arm easily around Chase’s shoulder as they headed toward the tent at base camp.
“I need to stop in at the production trailer. Grab the fax with the financials.”
“All right, then.” His look said he was at peace with where God had brought them. If the movie wasn’t going to happen, it wasn’t for a lack of prayer or because God wasn’t good and right. It was only because this was God’s will. And His will was perfect.
No matter how much heartache the next hour held.
BY THE TIME LUNCH WAS ALMOST over, a buzz was making its way through the men and women gathered beneath the food tent. Keith had a feeling some of them had figured out what was happening, why he had gone from table to table asking them to stay when they were done eating. Of course they were in some kind of trouble. Why else would a producer who had been pushing to use every minute of set time suddenly ask his entire cast and crew to stay after lunch for a meeting?
Keith pulled Lisa out back behind the tent, near the place where the food service guys hung out. Never mind if the food staff thought it strange, Keith needed a place to pray and he couldn’t go far. His announcement would take place in just a few minutes.
They faced each other, hands joined, a few yards from the portable grill, still hot from the burgers Paul had served for lunch. Lisa’s love and devotion shone from her eyes. “You okay?”
“I am.” He shrugged with his whole body. “We did everything we could do. I have no regrets, nothing I would do over.”
“This,” her lip quivered, but she maintained her smile, “this failure is not a reflection on the quality of producer you are. I want you to know that. The movie would’ve been unforgettable. The people here these past four weeks all know that much.”
He pulled her slowly to himself and hugged her. “Thank you.” Then, one last time, he prayed about the movie and their ability to find their way from here. When he finished, he gave his wife a kiss. “We’ll get through this.”
“We will.” She walked with him back into the tent, both of them ignoring the whispers between the food guys. Everyone would know soon enough.
In the tent, most people were finished eating, and the laughter and loud conversation that usually accompanied mealtime were replaced with anxious faces and whispers. All eyes were on Keith.
Lisa leaned in close to him. “Where’s Chase?”
“I’m not sure. He went to the production trailer for a fax.” He scanned the area beyond the tent. “He should be here by now.”
A restlessness was adding to the feeling coming from the crowd, and after another minute of checking his watch and putting off the inevitable, he took a slow breath. “I guess Chase’ll miss it.” He exchanged a somber smile with his wife and moved in front of the small crowd, to the same place he’d stood when he explained to them the reason for this movie, the power it could have for people everywhere. That day, the cast and crew had gotten fired up with him, joining him in the purpose and passion for the project.
Today would be entirely different.
“Thank you for being here.” Keith felt his emotions well inside him. He swallowed and stared at the ground for a few seconds, asking God for strength. When he could talk again, he looked up. “All of you know that The Last Letter is an independent film. That means Chase and I haven’t accepted any funding from a studio, because to do so would mean to hand over creative control.” He tried to smile, and wound up hoping his eyes would convey what his expression could not. Even now they would never consider letting a studio take over the project.
The people seated on benches and tables around him listened intently, a few shifting closer, in what looked like an attempt to hear every word.
“Creative control is very important to us. We believe this film has a message that could help people, bring them back to a relationship with God and their families. We aren’t willing to put in this kind of time and energy only to have a studio change everything.” He swallowed again. “So, we raised the money for the picture and we came here intent on sticking to that budget.”
Again Keith quickly scanned the area outside the tent. Why wasn’t Chase here? The two of them should be standing here together, giving everyone a united front. He wanted to fall to his knees and cry out to God, begging for a reason why He would let this happen. But all he could do now was get to the point.
“There have been long days and difficulties, and though each of you gave an effort beyond your best, we didn’t plan for the shoot to last this long. All of that to say—” Keith looked up in time to see Chase hurry in through the front of the tent. His eyes were lit up and he shook his head vehemently, all the while waving a piece of paper in front of him.
The people had their backs to him, and they were too caught up in what Keith was saying to hear Chase’s quiet entrance.
“What we’ve captured on film has been amazing.” He tried to make eye contact with members of the group, but even so he was distracted by Chase, waving at him to do something … but what? Stop talking? Bring him up? Get to the point? The document must’ve been the financials, but why would that be desperately important now? Keith cleared his throat, flustered. “You … you are some of the most talented actors and crew I’ve ever known, by far the best I’ve worked with. So …” Keith stumbled over a few more sentences, repeating what he’d said earlier, all while trying to understand what Chase was saying, why he was so frantic.
Finally Chase seemed to give up, as if he couldn’t stand being misunderstood another minute. He walked through an aisle in the crowd and held his hand up to Keith, stopping him mid-sentence. “Sorry.” His look said he would explain in a minute. “We’ll finish this talk later.” A smile started at the corners of his lips and grew until it filled his face. “Right now, since lunch is over, if you would all take your places. We’re on a tight schedule today, so you know where you need to be.” He raised his hand in a show of assurance that everything was okay. “Thank you.”
For a few seconds the cast and crew looked at each other, confused by the sudden change in direction. But then Janetta Drake stood and motioned to the people around her. “Come on … you heard him.” She shot a pointed smile at Chase and Keith and then grinned at her cast mates. “Let’s get this movie finished.”
Keith watched them go, his pulse racing. Lisa joined him and they turned to Chase. Keith felt faint as he looked at his coproducer. “You just sent them back to work.” He wasn’t sure if Chase was gambling or losing his mind.
“I did.” Chase peered over his shoulder, clearly making sure they were alone. “Here,” he held the piece of paper to Chase. “Read this.”
It was a fax but not from their team in San Jose. As Keith started reading, his legs began to shake. This wasn’t the financials. The letter was long and detailed from an attorney, and Keith waved it back at Chase. He couldn’t stand the suspense another moment. “Sum it up, will you? What happened?”
Chase’s eyes glistened. “You … me. We did it! God did it! We got the money.” He looked straight up and let out a victory shout. “We got the money! We’re back in business!”
“What … I mean, now? At the last minute?” Lisa looked stunned. She was out of breath from disbelief.
“It was the interview.” Chase took the paper and pointed to the second paragraph. “Remember Ben Adams? Turns out his daughter’s a production assistant and she saw the piece on Entertainment Tonight. She called her dad and he connected the dots. All those messages you left, Keith, and now his daughter’s excited about the film.” He laughed and paced a few steps in each direction, clearly giddy with joy and disbelief. “Ben Adams is completely on board—whatever we need, he’ll give us. Look at this,” he pointed to a line near the bottom of the letter.
“Ben Adams ‘would like to be invested in Oak River films at every level, every film. Whatever it takes to see this mission succeed. He’ll be in contact with you later today.’”
Keith reached for Lisa and the two of them hung onto each other, fighting their tears, but losing. “Whatever it takes?”
“At every level?” Lisa’s shock and joy came out as a relieved laugh. “Only God could’ve done this.”
“Exactly.” Chase beamed at them. “That’s how He likes to do things—at the last minute, so we’ll know for sure it wasn’t our brilliance or our great plans or our hard work that brought about the miracle. It’s Him.”
Keith wasn’t surprised, not deep inside. All along he’d believed God could bring them the money to finish the film, if that’s what He wanted. No, the feeling overwhelming him now wasn’t shock as much as it was gratitude. Their great and mighty God was giving the okay for them to move forward in a mission field desperate for truth, crying out for a reason to believe.
As he held onto his wife, he thought about what Chase had said, how maybe God was sparing them from a greater failure. Thank You, Lord … that You’re not finished with us yet. That You’ll still allow a couple of average guys like Chase and me to make a movie like this.
I know the plans I have for you … plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.
The verse flashed in his mind and Keith knew it was an answer, a direct answer from a God who could oversee the entire world and still have time to show his grace and mercy to a couple of small-time producers.
He held out his arms and clasped hands with Lisa and Chase. “Lord … we are speechless, amazed at Your mighty power and the way that Your will was done here today. We promise You,” he paused, his voice thick with emotion, “as sure as we stand here today that we will make this movie and any other film You let us create, and that we will not compromise the message of truth and faith and redemption. We will bring Your voice to the world as long as You allow us to do so. We thank You, God … we celebrate Your sovereignty and we rejoice that You brought Ben Adams into our lives. In Jesus’ name, amen.”
Keith opened his eyes and grinned at his wife and his best friend. “Now, let’s get out there and wrap this movie.”
THE PARTY WAS HELD ON A lawn near the east side of campus, close to where the final scenes were shot, and not far from the place where earlier that day Chase picked up his megaphone and shouted the words he’d been longing to say from the first day he set foot on the set.
“That’s a wrap!”
Now the cast and crew were celebrating with barbecued ribs and an enormous chocolate cake that read, “Congratulations to the amazing cast and crew of The Last Letter.”
Chase was refilling his glass of iced tea when Janetta Drake walked up and gave him a side hug. “You did it.”
“Come on, Janetta.” Nothing could touch the great mood Chase was in. He grinned at his favorite actress. “You know better than that.”
“You’re right.” She stepped back, her face practically glowing. “God did this.” She angled her head as if she were weighing whether she should say the next part. “You were in big trouble a week ago, weren’t you?”
He breathed in sharply and shook his head just once. “You have no idea.”
“When you came up to Keith in the middle of the meeting … it was because God had given you a miracle, right?”
“Were you hiding in the production trailer?” He laughed, because he could. They could all laugh now that they were on this side of that crucial day.
“I was praying, like I told you. Every day. And that morning I woke up with the strongest sense that a very serious battle was taking place over the continuation of our movie. I figured something big was going to happen, and, well … we could all read the direction Keith was headed with his talk.”
“You’re right.” He chuckled. “About everything. And yes, I got word that day about a new investor. He wants to do whatever he can to help us—not just with this movie, but with all of it.”
Janetta’s smile said she wasn’t surprised. She hugged him once more. “We serve a mighty God.”
“Yes, we do.”
Chase would’ve loved for Kelly to be here, but it was Friday, and until yesterday they hadn’t been sure they would wrap today. Now, though, he and Keith would spend one more day making sure everything was torn down and shipped to its proper place, and then they’d fly home. At this point, it made more sense for Kelly and the girls to wait there for him.
Keith and Lisa were talking with the DP, laughing about something and for a long moment Chase looked around the wrap party and soaked in every detail. Janetta had told them that a few of the minor actors had recommitted their lives to God because of what they’d experienced working on The Last Letter. The thought made Chase smile. God was letting lives be changed already.
There was a commotion near the edge of the field where it butted against the parking lot. Andi and Bailey had arrived for the party, the two of them grinning and happy. The girls walked over to Lisa and Keith, and it was easy to see that whatever struggles his friends were having with their daughter, they were working things out.
It was another victory, and Chase could feel God’s presence moving powerfully among them. The dailies had continued to show footage that took their breath away, footage that most certainly when combined and edited would put them in the running for film festivals and awards.
The future was more than Chase could imagine, so here he would simply enjoy the celebration, the finish line they’d reached together. He was drinking his iced tea, leaning against one of the picnic tables brought in for the party, when he heard voices behind him.
He turned and though the sun was setting and darkness was falling around them, he saw two people approaching—one a kind-looking man in his sixties, the other a tall, leggy blonde with an aura of charisma that shone in her eyes and her smile. He hadn’t seen either of them before, and at first he figured they must’ve been locals, residents of Bloomington come to check out the final day of filming. But as they came closer, Keith hurried over and introduced himself to them. Chase couldn’t hear them, but his friend’s body language said they were someone Keith was expecting, someone he was thrilled to be meeting. Chase stood and walked toward them.
“Hey … there he is.” Keith waved him over. “Come meet Ben Adams and his daughter, Kendall.”
Chase tried not to show his surprise as he put the pieces together. This was Kendall Adams, the woman who had seen his feature story on Entertainment Tonight. Kendall reached out and shook his hand. “I loved your interview.”
“Yes.” Her father stepped up and did the same. “You were insightful about your purpose, and direct with your intentions. Very well done, young man.” Ben seemed to realize that formal introductions hadn’t been made. “Forgive me. I’m Ben, and this is my daughter, Kendall.”
“I’m Chase Ryan, sir.” He looked from Ben back to Kendall. “Nice to meet you both.” He sent a half smile in Keith’s direction. “I didn’t realize you were coming.”
Keith chuckled. “I wanted you to be surprised.”
Chase raised his eyebrows. “It worked.”
They all laughed and Keith led them across the grassy field to the table where Lisa was sitting. There were more introductions, and then Kendall looked at the group of them, her eyes dancing with what looked like some unspoken bit of news. “I’m glad you’re all sitting.”
Chase liked her already, her determination and the positive attitude that exuded from her.
“You’ll have to get used to Kendall,” her father patted her hand. “She’s a doer. Around her I always say look out and expect the unexpected.” He lowered his voice and leaned across the table toward Keith and Chase. “It’s like she’s got a direct line to God.”
They had Chase’s attention. He reminded himself to inhale as he waited for whatever was coming.
“Okay, so before I left the office, I took a call from a literary agent.” She laughed. “I’m not sure how he heard about my father’s connection with the two of you, but he told me that one of his novelists has a great story that’s been sitting at the top of the New York Times Bestseller List for more than a month. The woman’s had offers from producers interested in making her book into a movie, but she’s turned them all down.”
“Never from the right people, mind you.” Ben smiled proudly at Kendall, his eyes full of anticipation.
“Anyway, the agent tells me his author would love to sign the rights over to the two of you. She saw the special on ET too, and she can’t wait to work with you.”
What? Chase worked to keep his mouth from falling open. Had she just said that? Of course, Chase knew the book, and he had no doubt that a film on the subject would have dramatic life-changing potential. He looked at Keith and all he knew for sure was that his friend was experiencing the same surprise and disbelief. Chase held onto the bench on either side of him so he wouldn’t fall to the ground. “So now … I mean, this is unbelievable because—”
“Wait!” Kendall laughed in delight. “There’s more.” She swapped a conspiratorial look with her father. “You want to tell them?”
“No, honey.” He easily deferred to her. “This was your deal.”
“As soon as I knew we could have the rights to the novel, I called a friend of mine—Brandon Paul.” She hesitated, looking more like a little girl on Christmas morning than a powerful player in the world of show business.
Chase felt his head begin to spin. Brandon Paul? He was twenty-one, a hit Disney sensation, whose face and image were on everything from T-shirts to lunch boxes and key chains. Everything he touched turned to gold, and more than that he had a young generation of kids looking up to him, wanting to be just like him.
“So, here’s the deal.” Kendall kept her voice low, so the people at the table next to them couldn’t hear what she was saying. “I told him about the book and the two of you, and … no, he’s not a Christian, but he likes his image clean. He’s talking to his agent today, but he would love to play the lead.”
Keith looked like he might pass out, and Chase understood how he was feeling. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. Instead he looked intently at Kendall. “You’re serious? This all happened in the last few days?”
“Yes! Because God is with the two of you, I can feel it.” She held her hands out to her sides, showing an exuberance that clearly couldn’t be contained. “He owns the cattle on a thousand hills, right? This mission you’re on, we have no idea how big it’ll be.”
They talked a little longer, and Ben moved the conversation back to his daughter. “Kendall likes her work as a production assistant,” he stroked his chin, his eyes thoughtful, “but I think she’d be better suited working with the two of you. I mean, I’m invested either way, but I thought I’d mention it.”
“Dad.” She gave him a patient look that said he’d overstepped his bounds just a little. She turned to Chase and Keith. “I wasn’t going to ask you just yet, but I’d like you to think about it. I can get you plenty of funds—not just from my dad, but from other investors I know.” She hesitated and her excitement was like fresh air in a stuffy locker room. “I believe the same way you do about the power of film. I want to be a part of this if you’ll let me.”
Keith took the lead. “I like the idea. Chase and I can discuss it this next week.”
She smiled. “Good enough.”
Their conversation moved from the quality of footage Chase and Keith had gotten while on the Bloomington set, to the possibilities that lay ahead for their next project. Kendall and her father stayed only an hour and then left for the airport, a one-day turn-around trip to tell them the unbelievable news in person.
Gradually, the party wore down and the cast and crew exchanged hugs and phone numbers, photographs and promises to stay in touch. A warm humid weather front had moved into town, and the locals had been talking all weekend about this being their Indian summer, and how even August hadn’t been this hot. Chase loved the change. The warm night air felt wonderful compared with the cold from a week ago. They were walking to the car when Chase stopped and stared at a cropping of bushes at the edge of the field. It couldn’t be, but then … he stared at the sight, and he felt goosebumps on his arms.
“What is it?” Keith followed his gaze. “What’re you looking at?”
“Don’t you see them, flashing their pretty lights near the bushes?” Lisa grinned, snuggling close to Keith. “They’re fireflies. The last of the summer.”
“Right.” Chase was drawn to the sight, unable to look away. “Fireflies.”
They climbed in the car and Chase thought about the little Baxter girl, the ET interview, and the faith of his wife and friends. He was reminded of God’s provision and providence, his miracles and majesty. With what they had faced this past week, and the victories that had unfolded, of course there would be fireflies tonight. He could feel God near him, reminding him of His great and marvelous love.
Because if fireflies were real … then God could get them through anything.
Dear Friends,
For months now I’ve been getting your letters, smiling when you ask me, “You’re not really going to stop writing about Bailey and Cody, are you?” The answer was as easy for me as it’s been for you. Bailey and Cody live on in my heart, where my imagination is watching them move into their college years, and into the lives God has for them. When a story is that strong in my heart, I have no choice but to write about it.
As much as I love writing every story God gives me, I must say there was a special joy bringing to life this first book in my new series. I had fun knowing that if my new characters needed a doctor, John Baxter wasn’t far away, and that when legal troubles presented themselves, Luke Baxter was the natural attorney for the job. The idea that Ashley and her sisters would pray for my producers made this book special for two reasons—I love the new characters, but I can still check in with the old.
For those of you who don’t know it, the Baxter family was the subject of my Redemption Series, Firstborn Series, and Sunrise Series—in that order. If you haven’t read them, you miss nothing by staying with this new series. On the other hand, you can go back and read their stories and have a little more to smile about when you hear mention of Cole or Maddie, Tommy or Hayley.
Another reason I’m going to love this series is that I’ll have the chance to take a hard look at some of the contemporary issues facing our society today, how it’s easy to become confused and embrace whatever becomes popular with the culture, and how difficult it is to see real truth in anything we view in movies or on TV, anything we read about in the newspapers.
All that, and of course, Bailey and Cody. I love that they’re on a college campus, where so much of our nation’s moral crisis is rooted. This series will give me the chance to show through Bailey’s character how hard it is to stand up for the truth in the face of today’s free-for-all social climate. Mistakes will be made and consequences will take place, but through it all God’s voice will be heard. The way His voice is always heard whether people are willing to listen or not.
In the books ahead, Bailey and Cody, Andi and her parents, Chase and Kelly, and Kendall Adams all will face great temptations and trials, and at the same time brilliant, tearful triumphs. As always, I’m grateful that you’re starting this new journey with me, and I look forward to hearing your feedback. You can contact me at my website, www.KarenKingsbury.com.
Take a minute and visit my website where you can get to know other readers, and become part of a community that agrees there is life-changing power in something as simple as a story. On my website you can post prayer requests or you can stop by to pray for those in need. You can also send in a photo of your loved one serving our country, or let us know of a fallen soldier. Either way people will be praying for you and your family, grateful for your sacrifice to our country.
My website will also tell you about my ongoing contests including “Shared a Book,” which encourages you to let me know when you’ve shared one of my books with someone in your life. Each time you let me know, you’re entered for the chance to spend a summer weekend with my family. In addition, everyone signed up for my monthly newsletter is automatically entered into an ongoing once-a-month drawing for a free signed copy of my latest novel.
On my website you can find out which women’s events I’ll be speaking at next, and whether you might live close enough so we’d have the chance to meet in person, share a hug, or take a picture together. There are also links that will help you with matters that are important to you—faith and family, adoption, and ways to help others.
Also, you can find out a little more about me and my family, my Facebook and Youtube channel, and my Karen’s Movie Monday—where I release a Youtube clip each Monday dealing with some aspect of my family and faith, and the wonderful world of Life-Changing Fiction™. Finally, if you gave your life over to God during the reading of this book, or if you found your way back to a faith you’d let grow cold, send me a letter at Office@ KarenKingsbury.com and write, “New Life” in the subject line. I would encourage you to connect with a Bible-believing church in your area, and get hold of a Bible. If you can’t find one, and can’t afford one—include your address in your email and I’ll send you one.
Again, thanks for traveling with me through the pages of this book. I can’t wait to see you at the start of Above the Line: Take Two.
Until then, keep looking for fireflies.
In His light and love,
Karen Kingsbury
Please use the following questions for your book club, small group, or for personal reflection.
1. What drove Keith Ellison and Chase Ryan to leave Indonesia and move to California to make movies? Is there anything you feel that passionately about? Explain.
2. What does Keith mean when he says the culture has forgotten about truth? Can you give an example of this from your own community?
3. The producers see the world of entertainment as a vast mission field. What do they mean by this?
4. Do you agree with them? Why or why not?
5. Is it important for producers today to consider making films that favor faith and family? Give an example of a film you’ve seen lately that had a positive effect on your life. Explain.
6. Andi Ellison is troubled by the death of her friend, Rachel. Has there been something tragic in your life that defies an easy explanation? How have you learned to live with that situation?
7. Has your faith or the faith of someone you love been tested in recent years? Explain.
8. Andi talks about wanting to experience life. Have you lived through a time when you made wrong choices for the sake of experiencing life? Share your stories and how those choices affected your life.
9. Lisa Ellison spends nearly the entire shoot in Bloomington with her husband. She might’ve done other things with her time. What do you think motivated her to stay on the set? Talk about an incident when you sacrificed your time and energy in support of someone else.
10. Kelly Ryan doubted her husband’s ability to make a movie on such a limited budget, and she was right. Is it better to be encouraging or right when it comes to your input over the major decisions in the lives of people you love? Share an example of how you handled such a moment, and how the situation played out.
11. Time and again, Keith and Chase felt God was reminding them that persecution was something that came with being a Christian. Talk about a time when you suffered through persecution. Did it draw you closer to God and the people around you? Explain.
12. Read chapter one of James. How did the producers show a sense of joy even in the face of trials? How have you been able to show that kind of joy in your life?
13. Bailey Flanigan has a great relationship with her mother. What proof of this was there in the story? Do you have that type of relationship with your family members? Why or why not?
14. Andi allowed herself to compromise her beliefs several times. What compromises did she make? Has there been a time in your life when you compromised? How did you feel about yourself? How did you feel about your faith?
15. The Baxter family stands as a strong example to Keith and Chase as a beautiful picture of what a family should be like. What in this book demonstrated the closeness of the Baxters? In what ways is your family close and connected like the Baxters?
16. Bailey struggles at times in her honesty toward her room-mate. How do you feel about that? Is it okay to keep private details to yourself when you first meet a friend?
17. Both Bailey and Andi experienced jealousy in the early weeks of their friendship. Have you had a friendship that was plagued with jealousy—one way or another? What was the outcome of that friendship?
18. Bailey finds herself in a situation where she must want the best for her roommate, Andi, even if that means accepting the fact that Andi might be interested in Cody Coleman. Have you ever had to accept some difficult situations as part of loving a friend or family member? Explain.
19. Hayley Baxter says a very short and eloquent prayer at the end of dinner the night everyone is gathered at the old Baxter house. She simply thanks God for His miracles. What miracles have you witnessed in your life or the life of someone you know? How did you feel about God after that?
20. Chase Ryan is amazed at the reality of fireflies. Because they exist, he believes God can do anything. What example of amazement exists in your life? How has it affected your faith?
READ AN EXCERPT FROM THE NEXT BOOK IN THE ABOVE THE LINE SERIES: TAKE TWO
BAILEY FLANIGAN WAS WALKING ACROSS THE Indiana University campus to rehearsal after class Monday when her phone vibrated. Her roommate or her boyfriend, she figured. No one else would be texting her in the middle of the day. She pulled her phone from the pocket of her rain jacket, and what she saw made her breath catch in her throat.
Cody Coleman? After he hadn’t talked to her in nearly a month? They’d seen each other on campus—even from a distance, and they sat in the same Campus Crusade meeting every Thursday night, but still, other than a polite wave or a quick hello, he hadn’t talked to her. Sometimes it seemed he went out of his way to avoid her.
She felt her heartrate pick up as she read the message. Miss you … more than you know. She read it again and a third time. The message was short, but it spoke straight to her heart and made her long for the chance to see him, talk to him. His absence from her life was the one thing she didn’t understand, could never figure out. He talked to her roommate, Andi Ellison, now and then, but never to her.
“Does he ever mention me?” she had asked Andi that morning as they were leaving their dorm.
“Not really.” Andi frowned. “It’s weird, I agree with you. I think it’s because of Tim.”
Bailey’s mom thought the same thing. Ever since Tim Reed had become Bailey’s boyfriend, Cody had backed out. Never mind his promise of friendship, he’d cut her off completely. There were times when she wanted to make the first move, call him and ask why he was being so ridiculous, staying away from her and her family. But she always figured if he really cared he’d call first. After all, he was the one who had walked past her at the Clear Creek High football game a month ago with barely a glance in her direction.
It was raining, so she pulled up her hood and used her body to shelter her phone. She tapped her response with blazing speed. Yeah, Cody … miss you too. She hit send and slid her phone back into her pocket. Rehearsal for Scrooge was set to begin in half an hour, and she needed to go over her lines before things got started. She planned to find a quiet place in the auditorium and focus on her part. Andi and Tim were going to meet her there, since they also had lead parts in the upcoming show. This was no time to get into a conversation with Cody. She would need more than a few minutes to catch up with him, to find out why he’d been so distant.
She picked up her pace, adjusting her backpack a little higher on her shoulders, but before she walked another ten yards, her phone buzzed again. She released an audible sigh, and it hung in the cool, damp October air. “Don’t do this, Cody,” she whispered. “Don’t mess with my heart.” She pulled out her phone once more and this time his message was much longer, so long it took two texts to get it across.
I know … you don’t think I care because we haven’t talked. I get that feeling when Andi and I text. You need to know I’m just looking out for you. Well … okay, for both of us. You have Tim, and things between you two are more serious all the time.
Bailey hated when he talked that way. She let her exasperation build as she scrolled to the second part of his message. There’s no room in your life for me, and that’s okay. I accept the fact. But please Bailey, don’t think this is the way I want things. Like I said, I miss you more than you know.
She read the messages once more, and tears stung at her eyes. If he missed her, he should call her, maybe fight for their right to a friendship. Tim would’ve understood, and besides, back before Cody went to Iraq, he had feelings for her that went beyond friendship. They both did.
He would be waiting for an answer so she started to tap out some of what she was feeling when she changed her mind. She was almost to the theater. Tim would pick up on her sad mood, and that wasn’t fair. Besides she was looking forward to rehearsal. Today was the scene all three of them were in—the scene from Scrooge’s Christmas past. She erased the few words she’d written and typed out a shorter message instead. I wanna talk, but not now … call me later. As soon as she sent it she felt a sense of satisfaction. If he really missed her, he’d call.
She reached the theater door and put thoughts of Cody out of her mind. Scrooge opened in four weeks, and she wanted to give the rehearsal time her best effort. This was her first college musical, after all. Much was riding on her performance. Andi was already sitting in the auditorium, but as their eyes met, she didn’t look like her happy lighthearted self.
“How’s your day?” Bailey walked to a seat a few spots from her roommate and dumped her wet backpack on the chair between them. “The rain got you down?”
Andi shrugged. “Rainy days and Mondays. Never a good combination, I guess.”
“What happened?” After more than a month of sharing a dorm together, she knew Andi like a sister. Bailey gave her a half smile. “You bombed your math mid-term?”
The question was intended as a joke, and Andi allowed a small laugh. But the defeat in her eyes and the way she held her shoulders remained. “Remember Ben? The guy from my math class?”
Bailey winced. “The frat party guy?”
“Yeah.” Her expression was shadowed in shame. “He said they were having another party this weekend, and that there was always room for girls like me.” She looked deeply hurt by the remark. “Girls like me? Is that really my reputation? After one stupid party?”
Here was a fine line, the talks they’d had about Andi’s horrible experience at the frat party. She’d drank more than she intended and made out with this Ben guy from her math class, and nearly allowed something worse to happen except some couple came along and stopped things before they could get out of hand. And then Andi had called Cody—of all people. Andi had told Bailey every detail, including how she’d tried to throw herself at Cody that night, and how she was mortified about the fact.
Bailey had been secretly relieved to learn that Cody wasn’t interested, but still … it was hard for her to comment on her room-mate’s trouble that night when every action was her own fault. She drew a long breath, buying time. “He might see you that way, but so what. He’s one guy.”
“His friends too. They probably think that.”
“Okay, so six guys on a campus of forty thousand students.” She reached over and touched Andi’s knee. “I think there’s still time to rebuild your reputation.”
Andi leaned on the arm of her chair and held her head a little higher. “I guess. I just hate that anyone sees me that way. It’s so weird, because … well, you know that’s not really me.”
“But he doesn’t.” Bailey reached into her backpack and pulled out her script for Scrooge. “Think of it this way. Every time you tell him you’re not interested, you’ll basically be telling him that it was a one-time thing, a crazy night you still regret.”
“True.” Andi nodded slowly. “You always make me feel better, Bailey.” She opened her script. “I hate that I drank that night, but I don’t know … I’m not sure it was really wrong. Like, the kids that do that all the time, as long as they’re not hurting anyone does that mean they’re not good people? I’m still confused, I guess.”
Bailey resisted the urge to look tired. This had been Andi’s line of thought off and on since they’d met. She was the daughter of missionary parents, and she’d spent most of her life in Indonesia. But now her dad was a producer and had finished his first film, and Andi felt like she needed to rid herself of the good-girl image. As if she was ashamed of being too sheltered, too clean-cut. Bailey flipped to her scene and lifted a wary look to her friend. “You know how I feel.”
“Yeah. Just because a person thinks they’re doing well doesn’t mean they are.”
“Right. The only measuring stick we have is the Bible.” She gave Andi a somewhat tired smile. “We can mess up, but we have to keep getting back on our feet and turning to Him. That’s what it means to be a Christian.”
Andi thought about that for a few seconds. “I guess. It’s just not as clear as it used to be.” She was flipping through the pages of her script when her phone rang. Whatever name appeared in the window, Andi’s smile was quick to reach her eyes. She snapped her phone open and settled back in her chair. “Hey … I thought you were going to wait till later to call.”
Bailey wanted to ask who it was but didn’t want to seem nosy. She focused her attention on her script and did her best not to listen to Andi’s end of the conversation, but a minute into the talk, Andi laughed out loud. “Cody, you’re so funny!”
That was all Bailey needed to hear. She knew Cody and Andi had become friends, but that didn’t mean she could sit here and listen to her roommate talk to a guy who once had Bailey’s whole heart. She stood and set the script down, and she motioned to Andi that she was going outside to wait for Tim.
Outside she fought the tears that tried to form in her eyes. As far as she could tell there was nothing more than friendship between Andi and Cody, but still … they talked often, and whatever was happening between them seemed to be getting stronger. That might not have been so bad, because Bailey had already talked to her mom about whether God brought Cody into their lives so that one day Bailey could introduce him to Andi. Maybe Andi was the girl for him.
Even that would’ve been something Bailey could handle. But not while she and Cody weren’t speaking to each other. The pain of that was more than Bailey could take, and worse, other than her mom there wasn’t anyone she could talk to about it. Tim wouldn’t understand. If she was happy dating him—and she was—then why would it upset her so much that an old friend had lost touch with her? That would be his question and he’d have a right to it.
She would have no more answers for him than she had for herself.
The front steps of the auditorium were covered and dry, so she sat down and rested her elbows on her knees. Almost at the same time she spotted Tim walking her way at his fast pace, his red backpack slung over his shoulder. When he saw her, a smile filled his face and he waved.
Bailey returned the wave and waited for him to walk up. Dating Tim was easy, natural. The two of them had everything in common, their theater experience with Christian Kids Theater, their love for God, and the types of families they came from. Tim had no shady past, no troublesome background, no baggage. For years she had wanted nothing more than for Tim Reed to fall for her, and now he had.
He jogged up the stairs and took the spot beside her. “Hey.” He put his arm around her shoulders and hugged her. “You look cute in a rain jacket.”
“Thanks.” She snuggled a little closer to him. “How were your classes?”
“Great.” He reached for her hand and rubbed his thumb along her fingers. “You’re cold. Here …” In an act that was as thoughtful as it was romantic, he lifted her freezing hand close to his mouth and blew warm air against her skin. After three times he rubbed her hand and grinned. “Better?”
“Better.” She studied him, grateful. How many times had she dreamed of sharing a moment like this with him? “Tell me about your talk.” Tim was taking debate and today his class had staged a mock argument over Dr. Seuss’s book The Butter Battle. Tim’s side had to defend the stance that buttering bread butter-side-up was the correct way.
He laughed and shook his head. “Craziest thing.” Then he launched into a story about how the other side came dressed with shirts dyed yellow on the backside, and how their team had acted out a skit, which ended up being mostly bloopers, especially after one of the girls got tongue-twisted and began fighting for the wrong side.
Bailey enjoyed the story, loved the way it felt to sit here sheltered from the rain on the steps of the college theater with Tim warm beside her. She thought about the conversation Andi was having inside, and a pang of guilt pierced her heart. She had no right to be bothered by Cody’s friendship with Andi. Neither of them meant to hurt Bailey by the time they were spending together. Besides, God had plans for all His people, and for now it seemed possible that Tim was part of the plans He had for her. That meant it was possible Cody was part of the plans God had for Andi, and if so, she could only embrace the situation. She was happy and content, and maybe this was only the beginning for her and Tim. The trouble was, even with all that knowledge, she couldn’t shake the hurt in her heart over Cody, or the fear she lived with every day.
That a part of her heart would always love Cody Coleman, the boy who’d played football for her father and lived with their family through his hardest years. The guy who had captured her heart when she was too young to know any better.
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