










WHAT READERS ARE SAYING ABOUT KAREN KINGSBURYS BOOKS

Karens 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 storytellingtouching hearts like mine and letting God use her to change the world for Him.

Brittney N.



Karen Kingsburys books are filled with the unshakable, remarkable, miraculous fact that Gods grace is greater than our suffering. There are no words for Ms. Kingsburys 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 couldnt stopI read thirteen more in one summer!

Jamie B.



I have never read anything so uplifting and entertaining. Im shocked as I read each new release because its 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! Cant wait for the next one.

Angie



I cant even begin to tell you what your books mean to meThank 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 Ive hit the jackpot with Karen Kingsbury!

Linda



When Karen Kingsbury calls her books Life-Changing Fiction, shes merely telling the unvarnished truth. Im 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 readeror you were a much faster writer. Either way, I cant seem to get enough of Karen Kingsburys books!

Jillian B.



I was offered $50 one time in the airport for the fourth book in the Redemption Series. The ladys husband just couldnt understand why I wasnt interested in selling it. Through sharing Karens 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 Kingsburys 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.



I have read many of Karens books and I cry with every one. I feel like I actually know the people in the story, and my heart goes out to all of them when something happens!

Kathy N.



Wow, what an amazing author Karen Kingsbury is! Her stories are so heart-wrenchingI cant wait until the next book comes outKaren, please dont ever lay your pen down.

Nancy T.



Karen Kingsburys words leap off the pageI just finished a new series last night and once again she has touched me beyond compare!

Kendra S.
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FOREVER IN FICTION

WHENEVER I RECEIVE THE COMPLETED PAPERWORK for a Forever in Fiction winner, I read through the details of the life being honored in fictionwhether the person is alive or deadand I am touched by the real-life stories that come my way.

That was especially true for seven-year-old Annalee Sullivanor Annie, as her family and friends call her. Blonde, blue-eyed little Annie suffered a brain injury at three years old due to an undiagnosed case of Addisons Disease. The incident caused her to lose the ability to walk, talk, eat, and sing. Today she has a developmental age of just twelve months old. Even still, Annie is sweet and happy. She wears her pretty hair in a ponytail and always wants a colorful ribbon to hold it back. Despite her injury, Annie expresses a desire to go to heaven one daya place where she will run and play and gaze at the stars the way she once did. Forever in Fiction was purchased by a number of people at the Annie Sullivan Auction in Bothel, Washington. Annies friends and church family raised nearly ten thousand dollars for her continued medical care and support. In return, you will find Annie in the pages of this book. I chose to make Annie a famous child actressone who can do all the things Annie loved doing before her injury. I pray that those who love little Annie will be honored by her placement in Take Three, where she will be Forever in Fiction.

Also in Take Three, you will find the Kunzmann family. Felix Kunzmann, 44, and his family are citizens of Switzerland, where Felix is a banking executive and his active, young family loves and serves the Lord. Felix won Forever in Fiction on my annual ebay auction. The recipient of this years ebay auction was our local Christian Youth Theaterthe inspiration for my Christian Kids Theater that first appeared in the Firstborn Series.

Felixs winning bid was nearly $4,000. But he sent a check for $13,000 to CYT. His explanation? He told me that if I believed in a charitable cause, he could believe in it. He had one request. Could I please make his whole family Forever in Fiction, if possible? As it turned out, the fit was perfect for Take Three. The Kunzmann family plays a family visiting the United States for a year while the dad takes part in an American banking project. In Indianapolis they play a crucial counseling-type role in the life of Andi Ellison. Felix, thank you for your generosity and for helping me think outside the box when it comes to Forever in Fiction.

In addition to his banking expertise, Felix is known among his family and friends as a man very much in love with his wife. He met her at age ten at a Christian Scout camp, and he knew from the moment he saw her that one day he would marry her. But it took a little longer to convince Lucia. Seven years later he began to turn her head, and Felix still remembers their first kiss. Today Lucia remains a devoted follower of Jesus, and she oversees the lives of their three children. The Kunzmanns have a big house with lots of activities for kids, and an open door to the teens in their area who need to know someone cares for them. Lucia is taking counseling courses so she can better help teens and married couples. Their children are Marco, 17; Kenny, 15; and Nathalie, 13. Like their parents, the Kunzmann kids do Christian Scouts. They also love soccer, music, and being available to hang out with the kids who frequently visit their house. Felix, I hope you see yourself and your family in Take Three, and I hope you are honored to know that the five of you will now be 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.

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.
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DEDICATION

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 kidsand best yet, now our boys are part of the mix. Can you believe it? Josh, one of the leading rushers in our area in his freshman year? Sean catching everything thrown to him? And Tyler tearing up the basketball court? You and our boys, making memories together. Isnt this what we always dreamed of? I love sitting back this time and letting you and God figure it out. Ill always be herecheering for you and the team from the bleachers. But Gods taught me a thing or two about being a coachs wife. Hes so good that way. Its fitting that you would find varsity coaching again nowafter 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 nowwhen I need you more than ever. I love you, my husband, my best friend, my Prince Charming. Stay with me, by my side, and lets watch our children take wing, savoring every memory and each day gone by. Always and alwaysThe ride is breathtakingly beautiful, my love. I pray it lasts far into our twilight years. Until then, Ill enjoy not always knowing where I end and you begin. I love you always and forever.



To Kelsey, my precious daughter

You are twenty now, a young woman, and my heart soars with joy when I see all that you are, all youve become. Ill never forget your tears that last night when you were still nineteen. Not tears of sorrow or fear for the future. But quiet, pensive tears because your childhood is truly behind you. I remember what you said: Mom, Ive loved being your little girl, and Ive loved being a part of this family. I cant imagine how leaving it all behind one day soon will be somehow better. My sweet, sweet girl. Remember that God walks with us every step of this life, and for those who love Him, the best is always yet to be. This year is a precious one for us because youre still home, attending junior college and spending nearly every day studying, preparing, readying for the future. When youre not dancing or singing, youre helping with the business and ministry of Life-Changing Fictionso we have many precious hours together. I know this time is short and wont last, but Im enjoying it so much. I know that come some bright fall morning youll be going to Los Angeles to finish college, and you will grow and become all that God desires of you. Meanwhile, you will always have a place here with us. Of course we pray youll fall in love and find that special young man who will love God more than you, and who will treasure your innocence and integrity, your passion and purity. But even as you find him, youll never really leave our family. Rather you will add to it, honey. Youll always be our little girl, Kelsey. And youll always be part of this family. Forever and always. Im so proud of the strength youre finding in this, your twenty-first year. You are beautiful inside and out, and I am more convinced than ever that God has great, wonderful plans for you. Take your talents and go find your platform for Him! In the meantime, well leave the porch light on. I love you, sweetheart.



To Tyler, my lasting song

What a tremendous year of growth for you, my precious son. You put aside the stage for now and focused on becoming the young man God wants you to be. In the process you have become convinced that youd like to be a Christian artistwriting and singing songs for His glory. Youll never know how proud that makes me and your dad. We love our evenings when your homework is finished and you head into the piano room. The chords blend together as you create, and your golden voice fills our home. How blessed we are that your music is the soundtrack of our life. And yet I know that the song will only last so long. You are nearing the end of your junior year already. One more school year and youll be off to college. One more trip for back-to-school supplies, one more homecoming, one more basketball season, one more prom. Im holding onto every precious moment, with everything I have. These are the bittersweet years, when the end is all too clearly in sight. And yet, like Kelsey, you will always be a part of our lives here, Ty. Youll excel in the coming year, growing in your talents and convictions, Im sure. And the deep and lasting relationships youve begun here in your childhood will remain. Thank you for the hours of joy you bring our family, and as you head into a year of lasts, I promise to stop and listen a little longer when I hear you singing. Im proud of you, Ty. Im proud of your talent and your compassion for people and your place in our family. However your dreams unfold, Ill be in the front row to watch them happen. Hold on to Jesus, son. I love you.



To Sean, my happy sunshine

What a thrill it was watching you take on varsity football, this, your freshman year of high school. You were concerned going in, and thats understandable. What if I cant play as well as the older guys? you asked me. What if I cant tackle? We prayed and believed and then, right before the season started, you did something Ill always remember. You came to me and asked if I could find custom wristbands for the team. I want them to say Philippians 4:13, you told me. Youd seen the University of Floridas Timmy Tebow donning that verse on his eye black before each game, and now you wanted to have a similar show of faith. A week passed and another, and every few days you asked until finally I set everything aside and ordered them for the whole team. Ill never see that verse without seeing the sincerity in your eyes, the desperation, almost, that if you were going to play football, you needed to always remind yourself of the truth. You can do everything through Christ who gives you strength. And you can, Sean. You proved that this year by being the teams leading receiver. Oh, and one of the best tacklers on the team. You remain a bright sunbeam, bringing warmth to everyone around you. And now you are an example of faith as well. Im proud of you, Sean. I love you so much. I pray God will use your dependence on Him to always make a difference in the lives around you. Youre a precious gift, son. Keep smiling and keep seeking Gods 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 first year of high school, but some will always stand out. The week, for instance, when you first appeared in the paper as one of the areas top leading rushers. The next game someone on the sidelines commented on your talents, and in your quiet, humble way, you simply pointed up and said, Its all because of God. So young, and yet such a leader already. Another memory Ill hold tight to is the time you attended a youth rally at your Christian school. A few girls from the public middle school attended and spotted you. They walked up and made a face at you. You go to this Christian school, they sneered. Yes, you answered. So whats that mean, youre a goody good? Rather than be intimidated or feel the need to impress them, you smiled and nodded. Thats right. I want to be a goody good. More than all your touchdowns and more than your great grades, Im proud of your character, son. Hold tight to that. With great talent comes great temptation, and Im sure the years ahead will prove that. I have no doubt that someday we will see your name in headlines and thatif God allows ityoull make it to the pros. Youre that good, and everyone around you says so. Now flash back to that single moment in a broken-down Haitian orphanage. 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 mightve 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? Isnt she Joshs mom? I cant wait for the day. You have an unlimited future ahead of you, Josh, and Ill 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 eighth grade, and I can barely recognize the social academic leader youve become. We worried that moving you to the Christian school with one year left in junior high might hurt you. Maybe youd have trouble making new friends or adjusting. I think you worried too. But look at what youve become in this one short school year! You are one of our top students, and youre inviting a different set of friends over every weekend. I compare that to your utter silence back at the public schools and I can only celebrate and thank God that this was the best decision weve ever made for you. But even beyond your grades and your natural way of leading your peers in the right path, we are blessed to have you in our family for so many reasons. You are wonderful with our petsalways the first to feed them and pet them and look out for themand you are a willing worker when it comes to chores. Besides all that, you make us laughoftentimes right out loud. Ive always believed that getting through lifes little difficulties and challenges requires a lot of laughterand I thank you for bringing that to our home. Youre a wonderful boy, son, a child with such potential. Im amazed because youre so talented in so many ways, but all of them pale in comparison to your desire to truly live for the Lord. Im praying youll have a strong passion to use your gifts for God as you enter high school in the fall. Because EJ, 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 againyour very last in Little League. Funny how life goes so fast. We signed you up to play T-ball, and once in a while on hot summer days when you were playing, wed gaze at the far end of the park, at the field where the big kids played. It was hard to picture you ever getting that big, because that seemed like forever away. So many stages and levels of baseball between T-Ball and the end of Little League. But now, precious son, youre there. One more season, one more All-Stars, and someday soon, one final at-bat in Little League. Your very last. Youre an amazing athlete, Austin, defying the odds and proving again and again that you are our miracle boy. Im sure youll play baseball again in one of the older leagues or for your high school one day soon. But for now, I will gladly relinquish the role of author and speaker and simply sit in the stands and keep score for your team. Little League mom for one more season. Im grateful you take your sports so seriously, but even more than that, Im blessed that you take your role as a Christian so seriously. The other day we were driving somewhere and you said that your friend Karter made an observation. Austin, he said, I think youre 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. Youre a little more like your dad every day. Ive said it before, and its true. Heaven has windows, and Im convinced Papas still cheering for you, son. Especially this season. As you soar toward your teenage years, please dont forget that or him. Youre my youngest, my last, Austin. Im 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 hasfor nowblessed me with these.
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One

ANDI WAS SICK OF LYING TO herself.

After her first night with Taz, the two of them spent most of the next week in each others arms. But then he began making strange excuses and standing her up. He was working on another film, he told her. Something that would take up most of his summer. It wasnt until one afternoon when she was walking from the library to the cafeteria that she saw Taz arm in arm with a petite brunette. Andi was almost certain she recognized the girl, and as they came closer, she knew where shed seen her. The brunette had been part of the ensemble in Scrooge.

Which could only mean one thing. She was Tazs new actress, his new project. He was probably telling her that true beauty came from using her body as art, or something like that. Andi watched the way the girl gazed at him, how she laughed and giggled and walked close to his arm. The picture burned an image in her mind and tortured her late at night.

As the truth dawned on her, Andi could think only one thing: Baileys warning had been right after all. Now Andi had no one but herself to blame. She was a fool, and her heart was broken in half. She couldnt eat or sleep, and she felt nauseous nearly every morning, drowning in the heartache of all shed given up, all shed lost to a guy who had played her for a fool.

Taz was a fraud. Everything hed told her had been a lie, and once Andi admitted that much to herself, she knew she could move on. She was still devastated, but at least she wasnt waiting for his call while he was out sleeping with someone else.

The next lie was harder to handle, the one shed been telling herself. The lie that the physical changes in her body could all be explained by a broken heart. The headaches and nausea, the vomiting some mornings. Her symptoms were too strong to be merely a physical manifestation of heartache. Finally, on the last day of May she drove to the local pharmacy and bought something she had never planned to need until well after she was married.

A pregnancy test.

She took it home, read the directions, and then drew a deep and steadying breath. In two minutes shed have the results.

Results thatwhatever they werewould change the rest of her life.

BAILEY GRABBED HER BROTHERS DUFFEL BAG from the hall closet and raced back to her bedroom. Fifteen minutes until she had to be on the road, headed to Lake Monroe for the Campus Crusade retreat. Shed been waiting months for this weekend, but her history test for her summer course at Indiana University had run late and now she was scrambling. She felt frantic as she grabbed a pair of jeans, a few T-shirts, and a hooded sweatshirt. She looked around her room, and her eyes fell on a framed photo of her and Tim. For an instant she didnt move or breathe or remember what she was doing. Why did the picture bug her? It was taken on opening night of Scrooge last winter, she and Tim both dressed in their costumes. But something about his eyes werent right, like she was any other fan, lucky to have her picture taken with him. He was her boyfriend, but his expression wouldve been the same if she wasnt in the picture at all.

Focus. She turned her attention back to the bag and picked up where she left off. Socks, her Bible, the journal her mom gave her for the trip. Half a dozen other necessities and she zipped the top. Tim was attending the retreat for sure, which was good. They needed to talk. Bailey hoped time alone at the campsite would bring them closer to God and each othersomething to help her remember why she was dating him when her heart couldnt stop thinking about Cody Coleman.

A sad sigh slipped through her lips as she slung the duffel bag over her shoulder. Cody wouldnt be there this weekend. He had plans with his mom, last Bailey heard. Just as well. Cody never seemed to want more than a friendship with her, but when Bailey was near him she could barely remember Tims name. That had to mean something, right? She and Cody were closer now than theyd been for a while. They texted sometimes, and once in a while they even talked on the phone. Tim said he didnt mind this and was confident in who he was and with his place in Baileys life.

Even if privately Bailey had doubts.

Bailey breathed deep and steadied her heart. Forget about the guys. This weekend was about time alone with God and her friends from Cru. Her ringtone went off just as she left her room. The caller ID told her it was Tim, and she smiled. He was a great guy, really. If it werent for Cody, shed probably be wondering whether Tim was maybe the one she could spend her life with. Her crush on Tim had lasted since she was a sophomore in high school, and now that theyd been dating for more than a year, she shouldve been the happiest girl on the Indiana campus.

She slid her phone open. Hey! She kept her tone upbeat. Dont tell me youre already there!

Hey, his voice told her something was wrong. Ive got strep throat. A hundred and two fever. Im a wreck.

No. Disappointment came over her. Shed pictured taking walks with Tim during free time at the retreat, learning more about his dreams for the future. Maybe getting past her uncertainty and finding a stronger connection with him. Did you go to the doctor?

We just got back. Im in bed all weekend. Doc says no going out, no visitors, and to take all my antibiotics. I guess its really contagious.

Thats terrible. Bailey flopped onto her bed. As sorry as she was about how this changed the feel of the retreat, she felt worse for him. Okay. Well get some rest and take care of yourself. Ill call you Monday.

Okay. He sounded defeated. Ill pray for you.

You too.

They hung up and Bailey slumped over her knees. Maybe she wouldnt go after all. There was a chance of rain, so how much fun would that be? Stuck in a cabin with a bunch of girls she didnt know that well, trying to stay dry all weekend. She sighed, but as she did she caught a glimpse of the sky. A sliver of blue between the clouds. The school year was wrapping up and classes this week had been tougher than she expected. She was worried about a couple upcoming finals. Between that and the New York audition she was hoping for in August, she needed this time. Needed to be close to God to prepare for whatever the next season in life held.

Fine, she spoke the word out loud, as if God were standing there watching her. Which He was, in a way. Ill go, Lord. And You go with me, okay? She couldnt think of a single time when shed gone to a church camp or retreat or listened to a sermon and not come home with something special, some way that the Lord had proved the time well spent.

This retreat would be no different. Maybe shed get closer to the girls in her Bible study. They had plans to start up again in the fall, and next term maybe they would become closer friends outside Cru. She knew some of the girls had to be struggling the way Andi waswith the campus party life or guys who wanted more than they were willing to give. Their struggles were the same ones Bailey faceduncertainty about life and their futures, and it helped to talk to each other. But so far the meetings had netted little more than a surface discussion about the weekly Bible passage. Maybe if she led the way and talked about her struggles, the tone of the meetings would change.

She gathered her bag, lifted it up onto her shoulder again, and tucked her sleeping bag and pillow under her other arm. When she reached the bottom of the stairs, her mom was sitting next to Ricky, helping him with his math.

Okay, so if Susie has five horse stickers, Claire has three cat stickers, and Edward has four dog stickers, what is the average number of stickers they each have? Thats the question.

Bailey smiled as she set her things down. She remembered those days, when the most difficult thing about life was figuring out how many stickers Edward had. She put her arm around Rickys shoulders. Hows it going, bud?

Pretty good. He tapped his pencil on his paper and flashed her a crooked grin. I hate word problems.

I know. She shared a look with her mom. I mustve been the worst Flanigan kid at word problems, wouldnt you say?

You and Connor. Her mom laughed. I had to use drawings and apples and oranges, sometimes full-on dramas just to get the problem to click in your head.

Good news, bud, she kissed Ricky on the cheek. If you dont major in math, youll be finished with it after your first quarter in college. She pressed her fist in the air and did a little dance. The way Im finished with it.

Thats forever away. Ricky sighed and stared once more at the math paper.

Their mothers smile softened. Not forever, buddy. I would slow life down if I could. Youre my last little guy to go through Mrs. Ebners word problems. She patted Rickys hand. We can take our time.

Ricky groaned and laughed at the same time. As long as I finish before dinner. Me and Dad wanna play catch.

With Tim not going on the retreat, Bailey was no longer in a hurry. She would get there eventually, but she loved thistime around her family. The older she got, the more every weekend at home, every summer, felt precious. As if she could feel time pulling her toward a grown-up life. Whatever that might be.

Wheres Dad?

Meetings in the city. The teams excited about next season.

A smile lifted Baileys spirits. That was the beauty of sports, the joy of having a coach for a father. Every season was full of hope and expectation. It kept life entertaining and full of possibility. Well have to take in a few days of summer camp.

A few? Ricky shook his head. No, sir. Im going as many days as I can. Dad says their new running back is the fastest guy hes ever seen. He puffed out his chest. Other than me, of course.

They all laughed, and Bailey asked about the other boys.

No homework. Jenny stood and got cups of water for herself and Ricky. Theyre on a bike ride with Connor.

Oh. Bailey took a seat at the kitchen bar. I have that Campus Crusade retreat at Lake Monroe, but Ill wait till they come back. I havent talked to Connor in two days. The other boys either.

Theyre doing great. I cant believe how tall Connors getting.

Is he doing CKTs summer camp?

He said hed like to focus more on football this summer. Jenny took a long sip of her water. Im proud of him. It isnt easy to switch gears.

Definitely not. Bailey pictured her younger brother, her best friend. In the end, he was bound to be a better singer than a tackler, but he was willing to try new things. She loved that about him. Her mom returned to helping Ricky, and after five minutes, the other boys trudged through the back door.

I cant believe it; I mean you couldve been killed. Shawn was talking fast, his words running together. That was the craziest thing Ive ever seen.

Their mom was immediately on her feet. Who couldve been killed?

BJ. Shawn let out a long breath, as if hed been holding it in the whole ride back. It was a northern copperhead, Mom. I swear. I studied that snake this year, and it was exactly the same.

Yep. BJ flexed his biceps. Im a hero. I saved all our lives.

No, he was crazy, I swear. Shawn was adamant.

Jenny held up her hand. Will someone start at the beginning? Please.

We were riding off-road, Justin stepped forward, through that field at the end of the street, just up from the stream. And all of a sudden, this snake crossed our path. Connor went around him, but BJ was next and he ran right over him, right across the middle of him.

BJ let his arms fall to his side. I didnt really mean to, Mom. It just sort of happened.

So we got off our bikes and looked at him, and sure enough, Shawn still looked stunned. It was a northern copperhead. Same spade-shaped head, same puffy body. Id know that snake anywhere.

Bailey walked up and listened to the conversation. In no time, their mom took control. You shouldve gone around him, BJ. You need to respect snakes and keep your distance. Especially if its poisonous.

Yeah, you dont run right over them. Shawn waved at his brother and then flashed nervous eyes at their mom. He couldve been killed, Mom. I swear.

And Connor, as for youyou rode around the snake, but maybe you shouldve stopped and told your brothers about the danger.

I didnt know it was a copperhead.

Still, you were the first to come across it. Next time, pull over and stop. Make sure your brothers follow your lead.

The whole drama was resolved in a matter of minutes, but Bailey shuddered at the way it mightve played out. What if Connor had been bitten, or one of her other brothers? For that matter, what if there were copperhead snakes lurking near the cabins on the far side of Lake Monroe? She tried not to think about it as she said her good-byes. Certainly God would protect her from the wrath of the northern copperhead.

Her mom hugged her before she left. Im sorry about Tim. But God has a reason for you to be out there this weekend. She put her hand alongside Baileys face. Youre my sweet girl, Bailey. I love you so much. She kissed her daughters cheek. I cant wait to hear about it when you get home.

Bailey hugged her mom for a long time, and as she walked to her car and started out, she kept thinking about her family, how much she loved them, and how a single snake encounter couldve cost one of her brothers his life. She felt sick as she reached the main road. Dont think about it, she told herself. Focus on whats ahead.

The drive to the campground took longer than Bailey expected, and she found herself scanning the side of the road for snakes. Just in case. Maybe there was a copperhead infestation happening in the hills around Bloomington. If so, at the first possible chance, she would head back home. She could have a retreat in her own bedroom.

She pulled up at the camp as a few girls from her Bible study arrived. They checked in with Danielthe retreat leaderand received their cabin assignments. Bailey felt her spirits lighten. Most of the girls from her small group were rooming with her. Watch out for copperheads, Bailey allowed a half grin as they carried their sleeping bags and pillows to their cabin. Theirs was the one closest to the common area. My brothers were nearly killed by one earlier.

They unpacked and were lying on their bunks talking about the weekend, when they heard the sound of a whistle, followed by a megaphone announcement. Everyone report to the fire pit.

Not until they filed out and took their spots around a roaring campfire did Bailey look across the circle and see Cody. Her brow raised and she had to stop herself from getting up and going to him. Instead she locked eyes with him and showed her surprise with her expression. He wasnt supposed to be here, right? Youre here, she mouthed the words silently.

He smiled, his eyes lingering on hers. Whatever had happened, hed explain later.

For now they needed to focus on Daniel. He explained that he hoped they would accomplish two goals while out in the woods that weekend. First, he had prayed they would all come away closer to Jesus, closer to the faith that bound them. And second, he hoped they would be closer with each other. He picked up a large stick and poked at the fire for a minute. As he did, he separated a few pieces of burning wood from the rest of the blaze.

College life is a lot like this fire. Professors, class agendas, clubs, friendstheres a bunch of things that will try to separate you from the fire of faith. And once youre separated, he poked at the lone pieces again and everyone watched, the realization clear. The flame around those pieces had already gone out. Once youre separated, you can grow cold pretty fast. Especially on a college campus. Then, with one more push of his stick, he moved the once-burning pieces of wood back to the fire. Immediately the flames circled them and they began to burn once more. We have to stay in the fire, friends. And what better way to do that than by building friendships through Cru.

Bailey thought of the cooling pieces of wood, at the way the glow from the fire faded entirely in a matter of seconds. Andi was like that. Shed come to Indiana University so strongthe daughter of missionaries, after all. But her doubts and curiosity had taken her in all the wrong directions. And toward Taz, which wasnt a wise direction at all. These days Andi was distant and gone most of the time. When Bailey tried to talk seriously with her, Andi always had a class or a study group to get to. Baileys heart hurt for her friend. She should be here now, a part of the retreat.

She blinked and looked up, and without trying, her eyes found Codys again. A memory came to mind, she and her family at Cedar Point in Ohio one summer vacation when she was in middle school. A new roller coaster had just opened, and Bailey and Connor couldnt wait to try it. They rode it four times that day, and every time they reached the long downhill, for a few thrilling seconds, her heart flew to her throat, and she felt dizzy and free and beyond wonderful.

The same way she felt now.

She turned her attention to Daniel again. The roller coaster feeling was gone, but her heart was pounding. God, whats happening? Cody wasnt supposed to be here, and nowwhy these feelings? Dont let me get distracted, please. Daniel handed out a list of duties for the weekend. Each cabin would be responsible for cooking one meal and for cleaning up after another. Working as a team would be part of the fun, for sure. Daniel asked them to check the schedules, and with the girls gathered around her, Bailey pointed out that they were responsible for tonights dinner. No matter how much she wanted to talk to Cody, the conversation would have to wait. Daniel went over the rest of the itinerary, and Bailey was glad to see that hed included many hours of solitary time, chances when they could get to know each other or take time alone with God.

The times with an asterisk are intended as silent times, moments when no one should be talking. Sometimes with God, its important that we listen. Doesnt matter if you stay close by or find a bluff overlooking the water. Just dont talk. He grinned at Bailey and the girls on either side of her. Of course, that might be harder for some Cru kids than others.

Hey, Bailey was quick to tease him back, but then she immediately covered her mouth with her hands.

See. Talking just comes easier for some of us.

Again Cody caught her eye and they shared a quiet laugh. If anyone knew about Baileys ability to talk, it was Cody. Hed practically been another brother back when he lived with her family. The laughter faded, and a few guys threw more wood on the fire as Daniel dismissed them and gave out final directions for the night. Bailey, your group should start dinner.

Were on it, Bailey moved with the group toward a canopy covering a series of picnic tables and a camp stove setup. Best burritos ever, coming up. She glanced over her shoulder and walked a little slower so Cody could catch up.

He wore jeans and a soft blue plaid button-down shirt layered over a white T-shirt. Bailey tried not to notice, but there was no denying the facthe looked so handsome.

Hey, he brushed his elbow against hers as he came alongside her, his voice low. Well talk later. He nodded toward the camp stove. Youre busy.

Your mom? Bailey let the other girls get ahead of them.

His smile faded. Its a long story.

Later. Again their eyes held. Im glad youre here.

Me too. He glanced at the girls unloading coolers and pulling large pans from a box. Then he gave her a wary look. Good luck on the burritos.

Hey! He was teasing her, but only because he knew her that well. My cookings gotten better. Seriously.

Hmmm. He nodded, his expression one of mock doubt. You mean you got over your fear of turning on the stove? Even for boiling water?

I wasnt that bad. She was laughing quietly now, because he was right. She used to have Connor cook Cream of Wheat for her because she was afraid of the stove. I can even cook frozen lasagna now.

Wow his eyes danced, but he backed further away, his eyes on the girls again. Go work. Well talk after dinner.

She waited a few seconds, then hurried to join her team. Already the girls had lit the stove and were warming up the pre-cooked ground beef in an oversized pan. They divided up the tasks, taking turns grating cheese and lettuce, and stirring the meat. Bailey put herself in charge of heating the tortillas.

While they worked, Bailey kept looking up and discretely finding Cody. He was working with the guys in his cabin, collecting wood from the campsite and stacking it near the fire. The muscles in his back flexed every time he bent down for another armful, and Bailey struggled to focus on the dinner.

Dont know how much good the wood will do us, one of the girls sighed as she cut tomatoes and put them into a bowl. If it rains, well be sitting around a bunch of soggy logs.

Actually, the latest reports say the rain wont come till next week.

Another girl smiled big. Which is why Im here. Im not a big fan of camping in the rain.

Bailey was glad to hear the updated weather report. They still would have had fun in the rain, but it would have limited the time they could spend outdoors. Either way, this weekend was bound to make Cody and her stronger friends. She could already feel that much. Even if they didnt quite find the sort of connection theyd shared all those yesterdays ago.

One of the girls came up beside her. Youre quiet. She glanced at the pan of warmed tortillas and used her hand to feel for heat. Whatre you thinking about?

Life. She shifted the pan and turned down the heat. And how glad I am that I didnt let a northern copperhead snake stop me from being here this weekend.

They both laughed, and Bailey promised to tell the story about the snake later, when they were all tucked in their sleeping bags, safe from whatever creepy crawly things might come out at night.

The meal took very little time to pull together, and the guys had two oversized piles of wood collected by the time Daniel called everyone to a double row of picnic tables. Thank You for the food, God, and thanks for the dry weather. We really appreciate it. Daniel raised his fork. Amen!

Already Bailey could feel herself relax, feel the tension from the past week and her upcoming finals slipping away. She and Cody exchanged glances now and then, but Bailey sat with the girls around the fire and talked about the tests ahead and the grades they were expecting. A few of them, like Bailey, were taking classes, but the rest of them were going home in a few weeks or sticking around for summer jobs.

Youre lucky you live here, one of them told Bailey. Id be up at this lake all the time.

She thought about that, how living close to a place like Lake Monroe made it easier to take it for granted. Maybe after the retreat she could talk Andi into coming up here. Whatever it took to help her find the truth once more. She looked across the fire and watched Cody talking to a group of guys. With Daniel in charge, she and Cody might not have much time to talk alone. That was okay, really. She had a boyfriend, after all. This trip was about seeking God and finding direction for the days ahead.

And these days she needed that more than anything else.







Two

THE LOS ANGELES FILM FESTIVAL HAD been under way for three days, and Keith Ellison couldnt believe how well things were going. Theyd put the Brandon Paul issue aside for now, but what theyd learned was encouraging. Despite a recent press release, the young heartthrob had never agreed to participate in an NTM original film with a storyline so much like Unlocked. The bestselling novel was the basis for the next movie Keith and his friend Chase Ryan were set to make, and Brandon Paul wanted to star in the picture. His agent and Luke Baxterlawyer for Jeremiah Productionswere working behind the scenes putting big pressure on NTM to print a retraction.

Chase and Keith had both made up their minds, that no matter what stance NTM took when the discussions were complete, they wanted to work with a different studio. The buzz around town was that an announcement could come any day with NTMs retraction about the proposed film and Brandon Pauls decision to do the Unlocked picture with Jeremiah Productions.

Major studios were courting them like a high school prom queen, and now they were thirty minutes from the red carpet premiere of The Last Letter. Keith, Lisa, Chase, and Kendall were staying in hotel a mile away from the festival.

Can you fix my bowtie? Keith was in Chases room. He stepped out of the bathroom. It wont stay straight.

Shouldnt Lisa do this? Chase laughed. No, seriously, come here. Ill fix it. He met his friend halfway and tweaked the back of the bowtie so that the front straightened out and stayed that way. Where is she anyway?

Curling her hair. She wont make us late, but shell be done with fifteen seconds to spare. Keith checked his look and visibly relaxed a little. Hed been praying for weeks about this event, and now it was here. Can you believe this? Our first premiere just half an hour away?

Chase smiled. Makes me wonder how my feet are still on the ground. He slipped on his shoes and adjusted his pant legs. I keep thinking back to all weve gone through, back when this day looked like itd never come.

Then God brought Ben Adams to the rescue. Keith grinned. Hell be here, right?

Hes in the lobby with Kendall. I stopped down to check on our ride and they were already there. He paused. Kendall looks stunning. Made me remember what a big deal this is.

Keith studied his friend, and a hint of concern flashed across his heart. Chase and Kendall had gotten closer lately. Nothing overt, but Keith had seen a subtle joining of their hearts. Her tendency to stand next to Chase or the quiet way they had of sharing a quick conversation apart from the group. Keith hoped it was nothing to worry about, but he had to wonder. Chases wife, Kelly, wasnt here, and the fact that Chase noticed how Kendall looked was a little unsettling. Keith made a mental note to watch his friends closely tonight. They had to stay above the line, or everything theyd prayed to accomplish would be nothing more than a mockery of their faith and their character.

Five minutes til we need to leave for the red carpet! Chase grinned. This is the most amazing feeling.

Keith felt his heartbeat pick up. It was really about to happen, the first showing of their movie on a big screen. Two rows were reserved for castwhich had come in its entirety. The rest were for the public. After the showing, there would be a question-and-answer session with Keith and Chase and the cast.

The only one missing was Kelly.

Chase seemed to read his mind. I called her.

Kelly?

She feels fine, but Macy still has a fever. Doctor thinks its the swine flu. He grimaced. I should be there. Kellys being strong, but she needs me.

The timings terrible.

Even if Macy were fine, Molly had a doctors appointment for her arm, and this is the last week of preschool. A sigh crossed his lips. It just didnt work out.

Keith leaned against the hotel dresser and crossed his arms. Lisa talked to Kelly this morning. Ever since the womens conference, shes like a new person. Ive seen it too.

She is. Chase smiled and it reached deep into his eyes. He was serious now, less flip. Shes happier and more at peace. Its like God worked some complete transformation in her soul all in one day. Or maybe Hed been working it all along and the conference was the final step. He smoothed his hands over his jacket. Ill call her again. As soon as the premieres over.

Good. Keith felt himself relax. I like knowing the two of you are okay. I cant imagine all this, gaining so much ground, and then losing ourselves. I cant imagine it for either of us.

Keith hoped Chase understood what he was getting at. It was possible to lose themselves and their marriages, their goals of serving God. It was possible because it had happened to other Christians in the public eye. Just because they loved the Lord and their wives, and even though they wanted to make movies with a message, they would always need to be on guard against a fall. They might as well have targets on their backs, and knowing so was half the battle. The bigger their names got in Hollywood, the more they needed to keep an eye on each other, to keep accountable to the highest standard.

You ready? Keith took a step toward the door and gave Chase a hearty pat on the back.

Ready.

Suddenly, Keith wasnt sure whether to laugh or cry. This was a moment they had dreamed about since their days in the jungle. He swallowed hard. Lets find the rest of our team.

Down in the lobby they met up with Kendall and her father, Ben. Luke was caught up in a conversation with one of the heads from MGM studios, and he joined them a minute later. Ben had arranged for a limo, and it was waiting to take them to the theater. Fitting for a red carpet affair.

Our carriage awaits. Kendalls eyes sparkled. She wore a long black dress accented with brilliant sequins.

Keith watched Chase, how he lingered a little longer at Kendalls side. He was wondering how to talk to Chase about his concerns when Lisa walked up. She also looked beautiful, so much like their daughter, Andi. Lisa wore a navy pantsuit with flowing sleevesvery Hollywood chic. The six of them headed for the limo, and Chase was the last one to step inside, right after Kendall. Now that they were alone together, Keith wanted to pray. This is a big night. If God wants us to make an impact in this city, itll start here.

The others agreed, and in the little time they had on the short trip, they held hands and asked for Gods blessing on the night, that the actors would feel Gods presence in the work theyd accomplished, and that the audience would be changed by the film. In addition, they asked the Lord for continued favor from the media and for the Unlocked project, still being discussed behind the scenes. They dedicated the night to God and uttered a round of amens just as the limo pulled up in front of the red carpet.

Outside, a wall of paparazzi lined either side of the stretch of red. Keith had to put his hand on the cool metal of the limo door before he actually believed what he was seeing. The media had turned out in droves to celebrate their premiere, to see for themselves the film everyone was talking about.

As soon as he opened the door and stepped out, the cameras began clicking. Hundreds of them, thousands. So this was how it felt. The sensation was heady and intoxicating, but Keith stuffed it. This isnt about us, he told himself. Ignore it. But the cameras kept clicking, and Keith was conscious of every move he made. Every move his team made. He looked back at Chase just as he was helping Kendall from the limo. Keith winced, unwittingly. He wished he could freeze the moment and tell Chase to distance himself from Kendall before another camera caught their picture. But there was nothing he could do. Every camera was capturing Chase, his hand wrapped around Kendalls as she exited the limo.

Keith looked away, intent on smiling for the cameras and giving the accurate appearance that all was well. They moved along the red carpet as a group, and immediately someone yelled out from the sea of reporters. Your wifes stunning, Chase. Whats her name?

My wifes home with our girls, he yelled back. He took a step away from Kendall, but no matter where he turned, she was only inches away. Cameras were pointed at them from every angle.

Another photographer shouted, Chase, Keithpose with your wives!

Chase, Keithover here! The shouts continued at a frenzied pace.

One more over here.

Get together in a group! Thats it, smile. Hold itand another this way.

The voices blurred, the camera flashes so steady and constant that Keith wondered if his eyes would ever be the same. When the reporters asked them to form a group, there was no getting around the natural way of things. Keith and Lisa, Chase and Kendall. Luke and Ben off to the side, giving the team of producers their moment. Again the question flew at them. Keith, your wifes Lisa, right? a reporter yelled.

And what about you, Chase? Introduce us to your wife.

There was no point trying to clear up the mess. As many times as Chase might yell that his wife was at home, his voice was drowned out by the paparazzi. They would simply have to make sure the mainstream reporters got it right later. Otherwise the pictures from the event would identify Kendall as Chases wife. Something bound to hurt Kelly.

But once they were inside, Keith was distracted from thinking about Chase and Kendall as he stared at the scene playing out. Here was the entire cast of The Last Letter, a reunion Chase had longed for, and here the Lord was giving it to them. The faithfulness of God was beyond anything Keith could grasp.

The mingling time ended twenty minutes later as everyone took their seats in the theater and the lights dimmed. Keith noticed that Chase sat between him and Lukealmost as if he was unaware of Kendall or how things had looked earlier. Keith hoped the reporters took note. The theater went dark, and the movie came to life. From the opening scene, the audience was gripped. They laughed where they were supposed to laugh, and when Jake Olson read the last letter from his father, people around the dark theater werent merely crying.

Some of them were quietly weeping.

Keith knew every line of the movie backwards and forwards. Hed helped create it and his work in the editing room had helped bring it to life. Now he watched the actors and the audience and checked for the reaction among the reporters whod been invited to the premiere.

When it was over, he had the thrilling sense that once again the movie was better than anyone expected. The festival director was Liam Montgomery, a tuxedoed black man who was one of the top movie reviewers in Hollywood. His write-up of an independent film could make or break the pictures theatrical release. With audience members still wiping their eyes and blowing their noses, Liam moved to the front of the theater and summoned the actors and producers. As Keith and Chase arrived at the front, Liam held out his hand toward them. The producers, ladies and gentlemen.

With that, the crowd spontaneously rose to their feet and the applause from earlier grew and built into a rousing ovation. Keith blinked back tears. He was torn between trying to believe this was happening and wishing Kelly was here to share the moment with Chase. Once the cast was lined up, the questions began. People wanted to know if the emotion they saw on the screen was evident on the set, and whether there had been any difficulties filming the movie.

I can take that one, Keith reached for the microphone. He laughed as he exchanged a look with everyone up front. The list of problems would last longer than the film. So well just say we had a lot of help from God in making this movie.

He watched to see the crowds reaction at the mention of God, but no one bolted from their seat or stood up and chastised them. They were Christians. People seemed to understand that, and they liked them anyway.

A lady stood in the back row, and Liam called on her. Go ahead. Youll have to yell so we can hear you.

The woman had no trouble raising her voice loud enough for the entire theater to hear her. There was a powerful message of redemption in this film. She hesitated, choked by her own emotions. Ive been cut off from my father for ten years, and after seeing this filmIll call him as soon as I get home. Was that your intention when you made this film? That it would motivate people to make amends with those they love?

Again Keith felt a lump in his throat. He reached for the microphone, and then changed his mind and passed it to Chase.

His friend cleared his throat, clearly struck by the same wave of emotion. Well, actually, yes. He smiled back at Keith. Our goal was that this movie might be life-changing. That people would find their way back to their families and lost loved ones, and even back to faith in God.

Keith took the microphone. That was our intent from the beginning and it remains our intent now. Were shameless about it.

Throughout the audience people smiled and nodded, appreciating the fresh newness of watching a movie and being more than just entertained. Many of them were clearly changed in the process, and they apparently liked how that felt.

Before the question-and-answer time ended, Keith remembered the confusion about Kendall being Chases wife. He took the microphone and smiled. One more thing, he kept his tone casual. Id like to introduce the people whove helped make this movie possible. He gestured toward the audience. Ben Adams, and his daughter, Kendall.

The two stood and offered a brief wave. Keith clapped, leading the audience in a polite applause for the father-daughter team.

Also, our wives, Lisa Ellison, Keith waited until Lisa stood and received her applause, and Kelly Ryan, who is home tonight with their two daughters.

Next, Liam made the announcement theyd been waiting for. The committee had made its decision. The Last Letter was indeed best film of the festival, and Jake Olson, best actor. In addition, Chase Ryan was awarded the top director award, meaning their film had raked up more honors than any other at the festival.

I must say, Liam waved his hand toward Chase and Keith. Its been a long time since weve been touched by a film this powerful. I think this is the beginning of a long and accomplished career in movie-making for both of you. He grinned. My review will be in next weeks paper.

Again the room burst into applause, and Keith shared a look with Chase. God was making it happen. Everything was panning out just like theyd prayed it might. Thank You, Jesusthank You for this. Keith said the silent prayer as he pointed upward, his eyes lifted to the ceiling. This was all because of God, nothing more. The experience was so great, the reality was overwhelming. God was winning, and if they continued to follow Him through filmmaking, He would win again and again and again. Thats why he needed to talk to Chase later. Not only that, but he needed to talk to Andi, find out why shed been so quiet, so withdrawn lately.

Only then could he be sure they were doing all they could to follow God now, the way theyd followed Him when they first began.







Three

BY THE TIME DINNER WAS READY, more Cru kids had shown up and the camp bustled with conversation and activity. In one corner a few kids played the guitar, warming up for the worship time around the campfire later. While they ate, Bailey could feel Codys presence like a physical touch. A couple times she glanced over her shoulder at him, and once she caught him looking too. He still hadnt explained what had happened with his mother.

One of the other guys cabins had clean-up that night, so when they finished dinner, Bailey and her group of girls went to their cabin and made up their beds. They still had most of the hour before the worship time, and some of the girls wanted to make phone calls or write in their journals. Bailey made a quick call to her parents and then headed out to the fire pit. Cody was there, one of a group of guys gathering still more wood. He smiled at her and moved one more armful closer to the pit before taking the spot beside her.

She could feel his warmth even though their bodies werent touching. Okay, so talk to me. She kept her voice low. This wasnt the place for a deep conversation. That wouldnt happen until they were alone. But she still wondered why his plans had changed. You were supposed to have dinner with your mom.

His expression cooled. She forgot. He leaned over his knees and kept his eyes from hers. He wasnt angry, but there was no denying the hurt in his voice. Its a long story. Ill tell you later. He stood and stretched. I have to get my bunk made up.

She was on her feet too. Her heart felt like it had slipped down to her socks. Ummokay.

He took a few steps toward his cabin, then stopped and turned. A long sigh rattled above the sound of the whisper of leaves overhead. Im sorry. He raked his fingers through his hair and stared off at the early evening sky for a moment. Its not your fault. He looked at her, his eyes deep, more open to her. If you have timemeet me at my cabin. Ten minutes?

She nodded and shrugged a little. What was going on? All of a sudden she was shy around him. Youre crazy, she told herself. Youve known Cody forever. She turned back to her cabin and found the other girls preoccupied. When she was sure none of them were looking to talk to her, she wandered back outside, down the path toward Codys cabin. She saw him long before she reached his little log building. He was sitting on a tree stump, staring at the lake, his shoulders broad and muscled.

She stopped and watched him, the familiar way he held his head, the way the fading sunlight illuminated his profile. What was he thinking, sitting there like that? Was he worried about his mom, or a new girl in his life? Or maybe he was merely taking in Gods beauty. She almost didnt want to disturb him, but thenas if he could read her mindhe looked her way and smiled. Hey.

The path was smooth, but she watched her step anyway. Just in case some critter might cross in front of her. She was much more of a hotel girl, more comfortable at the Doubletree with samples of lotion and shampoo, than here in the woods. But she could appreciate both, and she was glad shed come. Even with the threat of copperhead snakes.

She reached him and grinned. I didnt want to interrupt.

For a second she thought he might tell her what hed been thinking about, but then he set his jaw and his smile stayed guarded. Im glad you did. He pointed to a path that led closer to the lake. Wanna take a walk?

Sure. They set out slowly side-by-side, and suddenly Bailey laughed out loud. I just remembered something funny.

Which thing? He hooked his thumbs in his jean pockets and chuckled a little. The way he always did around her. Something funnys always happening when youre around.

Hey. She pretended to be hurt. Im not sure thats a compliment.

It is. His eyes danced and he looked straight ahead again. Believe me, it is.

Well, okayremember when we were at the beach with my family, on the other side of the lake? We took a walk and you challenged me to a race.

Me? He stopped and pointed to himself. That was you, Missy. Youre the one who wanted to race.

Anyway, she kept walking, undaunted. I got about ten steps and I twisted my ankle. You had to practically carry me back to the picnic tables.

The summer before I shipped out.

Right. She allowed her laughter to fade softly, mingling with the evening summer breeze. They turned a corner and were out of view of the campsite. The lake spread out before them, but still they walked on. Up ahead, the lake side of the path was bordered by a rocky outcropping, and when they reached it, they climbed onto the top and sat together. Cody seemed careful to allow space between them. For a while they were quiet, watching the lake, taking in the beauty around them. Bailey couldve spent the next half hour sitting there in silence. If Cody didnt want to talk, that was fine. It was enough simply to be with God, to be with him.

He broke the silence first. My mom met some guy. He drew a slow breath and frowned. Im not sure about him. I was sort of hoping shed meet someone at church, but she met him at the health club.

Theyre out tonight?

Yeah. She said she forgot about our dinner. Then she said it didnt matter. She didnt want me to miss the retreat on her account.

That was nice.

I guess. He leaned back on both hands. I worry about her.

I know.

Its like that with an addict. Relapse is always possible.

They were quiet for a while, and Bailey thought about Codys world. She could always count on her parents. That wasnt true for him. She lifted her chin and filled her lungs with the sweetsmelling air. I forget how great it feels to be out here.

Thats why I came. He looked intently at her. To really pray about this coaching idea and what else lies ahead for me.

Bailey felt her heart warm, despite the cool stone beneath her. Even with his concerns for his mom, Codys future seemed to be taking shape. He was finishing school soon and his desire was to coach at Clear Creek High. His life was a living miracle, every aspect. I still pray for you all the time. Again she felt shy. Every day, actually.

His eyes grew deeper, the connection between them as close as she shared with any of her brothers, but different. More intimate. The way I still pray for you. He faced the water again. Speaking of which, what happened to Tim? I thought he was going to be here.

He got sick. Strep throat.

Oooh. Cody frowned. Thats too bad.

Yeah.

Cody was quiet for a long moment. In the distance there was the shrill haunting cry of an eagle, swooping low over the water. The sun had already gone down, and dusk was settling across the lake. You and Tim, Cody said finally. Youre still serious, arent you?

She sighed. He never quite understood that she had loved him first, that if hed come back from Iraq and declared his love for her, she wouldve moved on from Tim long ago.

Sorry. Cody faced her. You dont have to answer.

No, its fine. She folded her arms in front of her and pulled one foot up onto the rock. Things are the same.

Your dad said you and Tim are auditioning in New York this summer.

In August. She shrugged. Its something Ive always wanted to do.

Theyll love you.

His compliment touched her, and she smiled despite the confusion clouding her soul. I dont know. Last time I was there, the city didnt have the same appeal. She looked out at the water, at the way the breeze sent ripples across the width of the lake. New Yorks crazy. Constant noise and strange smells, people living on top of each other. You have to look straight up to see the sky.

Hmm. Cody gave a single shake of his head and narrowed his eyes. Not my style.

Definitely not. This time her smile felt sad. If she wound up in New York, that would be the end for her and Cody. Distance would have the final say. My dad cant stand it either. The conversation was easy, without the walls shed felt between the two of them for so much of the last school year. When we go to New York, we shop, sightsee, go to the theater. We stay three days and then were gone. But thats not how it would be if I lived there. She looked at him. Id be commuting in on a bridge or by subway, walking fast and afraid of getting accosted. Id pay high rent for a small apartment and have almost no fresh air. The sky was nearly dark, but in the dim light that remained, a pair of eagles drifted up from the branches of a nearby pine. A breeze brushed against her face, and for a few seconds she closed her eyes. When she opened them, she smiled. No moments like this.

What about Tim? Cody seemed guarded when he talked about Tim. How does he feel about the city?

He loves it. I think he could live there for the next five years. Maybe forever. He really wants to perform.

Are there churches in Manhattan?

A few. She uttered a sad laugh. But Broadways a long way from the Bible Belt. They talked for a few minutes about a church not far from Times Square. If I lived there, I guess Id go there.

Again Cody was quiet. Their hour was almost up, and they needed to get back soon. Besides, if it got too dark they could be in trouble. Neither of them had brought a flashlight. So you really think it could happen, huh? You and Tim, performing on Broadway, living in New York City? His smile was more guarded now.

I guess. Shed longed for the chance to perform professionally since her early days with Christian Kids Theater. But here, with the crisp lake air around them, and Cody by her side, her dreams were no longer clear. What about you? She hadnt asked for a long time, and now she wanted to know. Even if she was afraid of his answer. Any girls in your life?

Me? A quiet laugh rattled around in his chest. Definitely not. Gods still making me into the guy I need to be. I want that before I want a girlfriend.

His answer left her starry-eyed.

Im saving my heart for her. His eyes shone as he looked at her. Really.

Im impressed. Not many guys are willing to talk about something like that.

Yeah, well. Shell be worth the wait. He looked out at the water again. Whoever she is.

For the craziest moment, Bailey wondered if she might ever be that girl, the one Cody was saving his heart for. But she dismissed the idea as soon as it came. She had a boyfriend. She could hardly think about loving the friend beside her when she had just finished talking about possibly building a life with Tim in New York City.

What are you thinking? Again Cody seemed to read her mind.

Nothing. Her smile faded. Nothing I can tell you anyway. She stood, brushed the sand off her shorts, and kicked at his tennis shoe. She hopped off the rock and onto the path. Id say lets race back, but I cant afford another sprained ankle.

Again he laughed. He stepped on the path beside her. Thats just one of the things I love about you, Bailey. You make me laugh.

Same with you.

Can I tell you something? They were facing each other, maybe a little too close. He took a slight step back, keeping distance between them.

Sure. She tapped his foot again. You can tell me anything, Cody Coleman.

Okay, now dont weird out on me or think Im trying to get between you and Tim or anything.

Go on. She giggled. At this rate youll never spit it out.

He turned so they were both facing the lake, side by side. He crossed his arms and clenched his jaw, his eyes set straight ahead. Whatever he wanted to say, he was struggling. Finally he turned to her again and she watched his guard fall a little. Im glad weI dont know, Im glad we found this again. He hesitated. I thank God every day for you. For your family and your friendship.

Bailey tilted her head and let her eyes get lost in his. The moon was making its way into the sky and it shone on his face. Whatever else the future held, shed remember this moment as long as she lived. She didnt want it to end. Without wondering whether it was right or wrong, she put her arms around his neck and hugged him. That means the world, Cody. The hug lasted longer than usual, and it took her breath. Im glad you told me. She pulled back and felt her eyes start to dance. Okay, my turn.

He studied her, and there in the moonlight he almost looked like he had feelings for her. Feelings more than friendship. His voice was low and soft against her heart. Go on.

She could feel her expression growing more serious, deeper. I was so mad at you last fall, when you wouldnt talk to me. She gently touched her fingers to the side of his face. I thought in all our lives wed never have a day like this again.

I was worried about it.

But here we are. She eased her hands back to her sides, keeping her behavior appropriate. Thats why Gods so amazing. He knows how to fix things, even after we make a mess of them.

Exactly. He reached out his hand. Come on; itll be pitch dark in a few minutes.

She took his hand and felt the thrill of his touch all the way to her toes. Once they were on a steadier part of the path again she drew her fingers from his and kept the conversation light. But her heart was beating so hard she wondered if he would say something about the sound. Holding hands with Tim never made her feel like this, which was why she definitely couldnt hold hands with Cody now, here. She wasnt ready to analyze what that meant or what it said about her relationship with Tim. Better simply to keep her distance where Cody was concerned. Besides, he was holding out body and soul for the girl of his dreams. She didnt want to get in the way of that, even if a part of her desperately wished she were that girl.

On the way back, Cody told her about a bear sighting in the woods not far from the campsite.

Great. She was about to tell him the story of her little brother BJ and the northern copperhead he rode his bike over, when her foot settled on something soft and slithery. She screamed and fell all at the same time, her ankle giving way beneath her as she dropped. She had no idea how Cody moved so fast or how in the dim light he was able to catch her, but the next thing she knew, she was in his arms, clinging to his neck. She pointed down at the ground. Theres a snake, Cody! Be careful.

He set her down a few feet away and went back to the spot where shed felt the snake. Using the toe of his shoe, he pressed around and came up with something long and bendable. This, you mean?

He brought it closer and she stifled another scream. Dont, Cody! It could be poisonous. Shawn says copperheads are all around this lake.

Well, he held his hands out so she could see exactly what had frightened her. This branch is definitely not part of the copperhead family. I promise.

Bailey straightened and stared at the thing Cody was holding. A branch? Youve gotta be kidding. I could feel it moving.

Its a young branch. A little more flexible than some. He tossed it off the path and grinned at her. You probably scared it to death.

She tested her ankle, but it was fine, and suddenly she pictured herself stepping on the branch and practically jumping into Codys arms. She burst into laughter again and had to hold onto Codys waist as they walked. Otherwise she wouldve fallen to the ground, unable to breathe.

The other campers already had flashlights out, and as they reached base camp, everyone wanted to know what was so funny. Bailey told her snake story, but when she reached the part about stepping on the branch, she cracked up again and Cody had to finish for her.

It was like that throughout the weekend. She had hours of solitude with the Lord, times when she could pray about the direction God had for her life, and whether New York City was something she really wanted. Other hours she and the girls talked, and still others, when she and Cody sat alone, rebuilding their friendship. Always their time together ended in laughter, except for oncethe last night of the retreat.

That night, with the moon a little more than a thumbnail of light overhead, they sat by the fire until everyone else had turned in. They talked about Codys mother and Baileys family and Codys dream to help kids the way Baileys parents had helped him. They sat close together, neither of them seeming to mind when their knees touched a time or two.

Before they turned in, Cody held out his hands to her. Pray with me, Bailey. Will you?

She didnt hesitate. She slipped her fingers into his and together they bowed their heads. She started the prayer, the way shed seen her mom and dad pray together so many times over the years. Dear Lord, this time away has been so good for us, for the friendships that have grown stronger and for the way You feel closer than ever. She paused, working to focus. Thank You for Cody and his friendship. Please, Lord, keep the two of us close to You, and let Cody know how much he means to me.

It was Codys turn, and he gave her fingers a subtle squeeze as he started. God, You know how I feel about Bailey, he hesitated for a moment, as if his feelings for her werent something he was willing to actually put into words. I begged You for a second chance at her friendship, and now here we are. Copperhead snake branches and all. They both shared a couple seconds of quiet laughter, the sound of the fire crackling a few feet away. When he had control again, he finished. Lord, I ask that You protect what weve found on the far side of Lake Monroe this weekend. Life is too short to waste on half-hearted connections and meaningless run-throughs. Now I feel closer to Bailey than ever before, and Im blessed for the fact.

People could live all their lives and never have a friend like Bailey Flanigan. So thank You, Lord. And I pray for her audition coming up. If You want her to live in New York, to perform there and be part of maybe a revival taking place in that city, then throw open the doors for her this August. Let her stand out and let her get a role in a Broadway play. He paused, and there was no hiding the sadness that had crept into his voice. But only if its Your will, Father. Otherwise, shut the door. Then shell know which way Youre leading her. In Jesus name, amen.

Bailey didnt want to let go of his hands, but slowly he let go first. She had lost her breath somewhere around the part about half-hearted connections and meaningless run-throughs, and when he asked God to let her go to New York only if it was His will, she felt her heart go into a rhythm she didnt recognize. She swallowed hard, trying to find a way to set her world back on its axis.

But as they stood and shared a long hug, and as he walked her to her cabin and they said good night, Bailey was breathing normally again. She was dating Tim, and until that changed, she couldnt let herself have feelings for Cody beyond the ones theyd found here at camp. She lay in her bed in her sleeping bag for a long time, looking out the window at a brilliant spread of stars.

God had met her in this place, in a number of ways. She felt ready to take her finals, ready to take on the challenges of the summer, ready for her audition. And she felt certain about one thing. She didnt want to settle for an existence of half-hearted connections and meaningless run-throughs. Not with Cody or Tim or God Himself.

And after this weekend, settling for anything less than Gods best wasnt even an option.
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