









Praise

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 stop. I 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 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 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 out. Karen, please dont ever lay your pen down.

Nancy T.



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

Kendra S.
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DEDICATION

To Donald, my Prince Charming

Summer is here again, and I can hardly believe that this might be our last together as a family. The last time we are all living under the same roof, sharing the same breakfast table, looking forward to the same lazy afternoons by the pool. We saw this coming, of course, but that doesnt make the reality any less sudden. Kelsey heading off to California simply makes this a summer we must hold onto, savoring every day together and appreciating that nothing stays the same. Yes, of course there will be other summer days, other summer weeks. But this summera whole summerwill be precious, indeed. In the meantime, our boys see nothing too unusual about school being out and summer stretching long and forever ahead of us. Even Ty who will be a senior in the fall hasnt really stopped to realize that life is changing. But heres the most wonderful thing about all thisweve appreciated every day together, and so we have no regrets. That our kids would grow up and experience their dreams is what weve prayed for them all along. Weve held on with all the love in our hearts, but weve held on loosely, knowing they were only here on loan. Now we will rejoice at the time weve had together and trust God that the changes ahead will bring new and different sorts of happy times, new and precious types of memories. Of course, this summer will also see you and the boys getting ready for your second year together on the football field and basketball courts. Quite a contrast from how this year mightve played out after your stroke on the last day of January. God healed you completely, and I am so grateful! We need you, honey. Every day. Im so grateful to see you coaching again, sharing your uncanny gift of teaching and mentoring another generation of kidsand best yet, now our boys are part of the mix. 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 you would find varsity coaching again nowafter twenty-two 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, holding onto 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

When you were born, when the days seemed to spread out before us as if theyd last forever, I never let myself imagine a final summer with you at home. But here we are, sweetheart. You have dreams and you must follow them. We believe in your gifts, your ability to capture an audience and your passion for performing. In California you can explore your dreams to perform and see where God leads you. If that winds up being back here in the Northwest, we will be grateful, of course. But most of all we want Gods will for your life. You must seek His will to find it, and so we completely support your decision to go. We only wish it didnt take you so far away. But even then youll have times when you come home, when youre back here under our roof again, sitting at the breakfast table with your brothers. Like this summer, every day we have with you in the coming years will be special. But then, I guess thats always been true with you, my sweet, sweet girl. Remember God walks with us every step of this life and for those who love Him, the best is always yet to be. This fall we will watch you take wing, having worked hard to reach this point in your education. We believe in you, sweetheart, and we will be cheering every day from our places here back home. Youll always be our little girl, Kelsey. And youll always be part of this family. Forever and ever. Im so proud of the strength youve found in this, your twenty-first year. You are beautiful inside and out, and I am more convinced than ever 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 beautiful song

What a tremendous year of growth for you, my strong son. Youve put aside the stage for now and have focused on becoming the young man God wants you to be. In the process you have become convinced 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 the song will only last so long. You are about to start your senior year. 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 youjust a freshmantake on varsity football and basketball this past year. 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 Florida universitys 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 final 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 commented on your talents on the sidelines, 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. They laughed a little. 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. But by having God first in your life, you will be ready for the challenge. I have no doubt that someday we will see your name in headlines and thatif God allows ityoull make it to a major college team. Youre that good, and everyone around you says so. Now flashback 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. You reached up with your small fingers, brushed back my bangs, and said, Hi, Mommy. I love you. It mightve taken six months of paperwork, 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 with eighth grade behind you, and I can barely recognize the social and 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 All-Star 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 last season, 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 this last 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 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, 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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FOREVER IN FICTION

FOR A NUMBER OF YEARS NOW, Ive had the privilege of offering Forever in Fiction* as an auction item at fundraisers across the country. Since then, I hear from you reader friends how you look forward to this part of my novels, reading this section to see which characters in the coming pages are actually inspired by real-life people, and learning a little about their real stories. You tell me that you enjoy looking for these names in the book, knowing with a smile how it must feel to their families, seeing their names Forever in Fiction.

For those of you who are not familiar with Forever in Fiction, it is my way of involving my reader friends in my stories while raising money for charities. The winning bidder of a Forever in Fiction package has the right to have their name or the name of someone they love written into one of my novels. In this way they or their loved one will be forever in fiction. To date, Forever in Fiction has raised more than $200,000 at charity auctions. 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. All money goes to the charity events.

In Take Four, my Forever in Fiction character is Danielle Laatsch, a thirty-four-year-old mother of two, married to Air Force Major Jonathan Laatsch. Danielle is the daughter of Edith and William Mossner, who brought her up to be generous and kind, quick-witted, and strong in her faith. Danielle and Jonathan live with their children, Marta, age five, and Harmon, age three, in Carmel, Indiana. Because of their military affiliation the Laatsch family travels often, but when theyre home Danielle spends her free time training for marathons and half-ironman competitions. The petite brunette is active at church and enjoys biking and walking to most destinations. Despite being a full-time stay-at-home mom, Danielle also has a catering service and is layout editor for the British Lutherana bimonthly magazine. Danielle grew up in Wisconsin and is a devoted Green Bay Packer fan. She considered becoming a spy and working for the CIA or the FBI, but she finds life to be even more of a challenge with her current busy and rewarding roles.

Danielle was placed Forever in Fiction by her mother, Edith, who won the item at the LuFest Annual Auction for Indianapolis Lutheran High School. I chose to make Danielle the caterer for Jeremiah Productions on the set of Unlocked, which is filmed in Bloomington, Indiana. The character, Danielle, plays a key role in bringing together the cast and helping encourage the producers vision in making this movie. Edith, thank you for your generosity in purchasing Forever in Fiction for Danielle, and helping raise money for your schools auction. I hope the real Danielle is honored by your gift, and that your family will smile when you see her in the pages of Take Four, 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 office@KarenKingsbury.com. Please write Forever in Fiction in the subject line. We receive many requests for this item, but even if we are unable to provide you a Forever in Fiction item, we will be happy to provide a signed book for your auction. Again, contact my assistant for more details.




* Forever in Fiction is a registered trademark owned by Karen Kingsbury.





One

BAILEY FLANIGANS LEGS SHOOK and her arms felt like limp noodles. Outside, the heat in the heart of New York City sweltered, the humidity some of the worst of the summer. If the dance studio had air conditioning, it wasnt working. The mix of sweaty bodies and thick air made it almost impossible for Bailey or any of the dancers to catch their breath.

And again! Sebastian, the casting director from West Side Story shouted at them. Five, six, seven, eight

The music kicked in and Bailey grabbed a quick breath. Keep moving, she told herself. Dont stop! She couldnt quit no matter how hard the director pushed them. This was her dream; an actual Broadway audition in a New York studio. She would give it everything she had, until she dropped to the floor trying.

Shed worked with Katy Hart Matthews on her acting and stage presence, and that would help if she got past this stage. But the intensity of the audition was crazy. If shed known how many hours of dancing theyd do and how theyd be expected to sing without any sign of exertion she wouldve practiced more. She wasnt sure if her old boyfriend Tim Reed felt the same way. He spent most of the summer working with a private dance and vocal coach, and from what Bailey could see, his efforts were paying off.

One thing was certain. Sebastian was right about the numbers. At the beginning of the audition he had told them there would be hundreds of talented dancers trying for a handful of ensemble spots. Bailey remembered the scene from earlier that day. There had to be a thousand dancers lined up around the block looking for a shot. The only flicker of hope was that the audition had grown into a combined talent search for not just the West Side Story, but also Wicked and Mary Poppins. Each show had at least two ensemble spots to fill.

Baileys feet had blisters and she could barely lift her arms as she ran through the dance routine one more time. But she didnt care. She wouldve been thrilled with a part in any of those shows.

Okay, take five minutes, the director waved his hand. Well pick up again after that.

Bailey moved to the side of the room and wiped her forehead with a towel from her bag. Every Christian Kids Theater performance, every dance or voice lesson, the hours of practicing and praying and dreamingall of it came together for this moment in time. Her lungs burned as she pulled a water bottle from her backpack and downed it in three long swigs. Her mom had flown with her and Tim to New York the day before, and this morning shed given each of them several water bottles, which was a good thing. Already the audition had gone on for five hours, and cuts were made every hour. So far, she and Tim were still in the running.

Throughout the studio the dancers clustered in groups of two or three while they drank water and caught their breath. Bailey wanted to talk to Tim, but she needed to get word to her mom about what was happening. She turned her cell phone on and moved into the hallway. Her mom answered almost instantly. Honey, Im dyingare you in?

Its still going on. She tried to keep the weariness from her voice, but it was impossible. She could barely hold her phone to her ear. Itll be at least another hour.

Hows it going?

The directors are tough. But they like usat least I think so. But the competition is so intense. Its overwhelming.

Her mom had hired a car for the day, and after dropping Bailey and Tim off early that morning, she was shopping along Fifth Avenue, killing time until the audition was over. Okay. Her mom sounded upbeat, her enthusiasm contagious. Give it your best, sweetheart. Ill be praying.

Baileys heart melted at her mothers words. In the last few years her mom had admitted only a couple times that she wasnt looking forward to the possibility of Bailey moving to New York City. She and Cody had talked about it too. He made her promise she wouldnt think about the two of them or their future. Not this weekend, with her dreams on the line. Even so, Cody filled her mind constantly. If she won a part, theyd only see each other on visits. And would her stint here last six months or a year? Or maybe longer? There were too many questions and not enough answers, so Bailey doubled her determination. She had to win the part first. The answers would come after that.

The break ended much too quickly, before Bailey could connect with Tim. The next set started off with just the guys. There were maybe a hundred dancers left, and Sebastian placed Tim in the front row. Follow me and pay attention. I wont repeat myself. Once were up to speed, Ill walk the aisles. If I tap you, youre finished for the day. Thank you for coming out. If you remain untapped, stay here. Youve made it to the next round.

Sebastian launched into a difficult series of eight-counts, all set to a ridiculously fast beat. Bailey wasnt sure what show the dance came from, but she doubted the ensemble would perform it at this speed. Probably just one more way the director could make cuts. Dancers who couldnt keep up would be eliminated. End of story.

The teaching session lasted only ten minutes, and then the guys were on their own, running over the series of eight-counts again and again while Sebastian and three of his assistants walked between the rows and tapped the shoulder of one guy after another. When theyd passed by every guy in the room, only eight dancers remained.

Tim was one of them.

Bailey wanted to stand up and applaud, but it wasnt the time. She hoped he could feel how proud she was. His dreams were coming true right here before her eyes. Enough time had passed since their breakup that they really had found their friendship again. A casual friendship, void of deep conversations or text messagesor any desire for something more. Best of all, there seemed to be no hard feelings between them.

Sebastian gave the guys a ten-minute break and ordered them back in the room to watch the girls. Then he barked orders to the female dancers, arranging them in rows similar to the guys. Same thing, ladies. Ill teach you the dance and youll perform it over and over until Ive walked past every one of you. Same drill as the guys. If I tap you, thank you for coming out. If not, please stay for the next round.

Bailey walked out to her place on the floor. Here goes, she thought. Please, Godgive me the energyhelp me shine for You. I want this so badly, Lordplease. Her legs shook as she found her spot in a middle row. Maybe she shouldve pushed her way to the front, or tried for an end position. So the directors could see her better. Please, GodYou made me for this, I know You did. She stretched her legs one at a time and again wished shed done more to prepare. She was so tired she wasnt sure she could learn a single eight-count, let alone dance a series of them.

Sebastian clapped his hands, fast and intense. This is the beat, girls. Stay with me.

He launched into a dance harder than anything Bailey had ever done. All her life she had figured shed be ready for an audition like this, ready to leap and twirl and soar across a Broadway stage. After all, shed done this for CKT for years, and shed performed on the Indiana university stage only months ago. But it took all her physical and mental energy to grasp the dance in the brief time theyd been given, and in a blur Sebastian was finished teaching. Ready, ladies? he shouted, Five, six, seven, eight.

With that, the pulsing music began and the rows of dancers burst into action, performing as if their lives depended on their next moves. Bailey fought past the pain and exhaustion, and found another levelan ability she didnt know she possessed. Thank you, GodIm doing itIm dancing better than any time in all my life! I can do this, I know I can. Thank you

Sebastian seemed to know exactly what he was looking for. He walked the rows, tapping the shoulder of nearly every girl he passed. She could imagine him passing her by, letting her stay. This was the best shed ever danced, so she had to win a part, right? Bailey wanted to pray again, but all she could do was dance.

Finally it was her turn, and again she could picture the victory, feel him walking past her, avoiding her shoulder, giving her the privilege of making it to the next round. They sort of knew each other, really. Theyd met last year when her mom brought a group of CKT kids to New York City. So maybe hed have pity on her and

She kept dancing, pushing herself, but just then Sebastian hesitated near her. He gave her a sad look and a quick raise of his brow, as if to say she shouldve worked harder. Then without giving her another few seconds to prove herself, he tapped her shoulder.

And that was that.

When the music stopped, Bailey did everything she could not to cry. Her limbs ached, and every step hurt. She felt the blisters on her feet as she made her way to her backpack. Her lungs gasped for enough air to meet the demands of her worn out body. What had just happened? Had she really lasted all day only to get cut at the very end? She walked as if in a trance and found her things along the wall. Godwhy? The prayer came instantly, silently. Is this really your will for me, the plans you have for me? I gave it everything I had, and I thoughtI thought You were going to let me shine for You here in the city. I thought this was Your will, Fatherso why? Why

But even as her wounded prayer overflowed from her hurting heart, she had a realization. This wasnt the last time she would try out for a Broadway show. She would go home and work harder, practice more often. Next time she wouldnt leave a doubt in the minds of the directors. But even as the plan formed in her mind, her disappointment caused her to slump against the wall. She sank to the ground and for a few seconds she covered her face with her hands. How would she tell her mom, her dad and her brothers? And what about Cody? Hed been so sure shed get a part. He believed in her, and nownow shed have to tell them what happened. Shed let them all downherself and God, and everyone who loved her.

She had told Cody at their Lake Monroe Campus Crusade retreat that she wasnt sure she wanted to live in New York City. But she didshe was ready for this, the next step in her future. But nownow shed have to go home and find a way to become better. She would return home to Bloomington, Indiana, for the rest of the summer and see Cody Coleman as often as she wanted. Rather than living nearly a thousand miles away, she would be home for college for another year and in the Clear Creek High School stands for every fall football game. But all of that did nothing to ease her defeat in this moment. The longer she thought about how God had opened this door, and how sure shed been that shed win a part, the more determined she became.

Next time the outcome would be different.

Tim was taking his place for the last and final stage of his audition. Bailey pulled her last water bottle from her backpack and twisted off the lid, her eyes on Tim. The other girls were gone, and she wasnt sure if she was allowed to stay. But until someone asked her to leave, she figured she could watch. She was too tired to stand, anyway. And she wanted to be there, because what ifwhat if Tim was chosen? How weird would that be, him living here and performing without her? Her heart pounded in her chest, because Tims future was being decided in the coming few minutes by strangers in an oversized New York City dance studio. She dragged her towel over her forehead and sipped her water. Your will, Godlet Tim receive your will

Sebastian paired up the eight remaining girls with the eight remaining guys. This time Bailey had no doubt where the dance came from. It was the ensemble number Dancing through Life, one of the biggest in the musical Wicked. The dance was one any musical theater kid wouldve loved to learn.

Again Sebastian wasted no time. He taught them half the dance and then counted down as the music began. Tim was paired up with a small Asian girl, a beautiful dancer whose stage presence made up for what she lacked in height. Bailey watched them, and she couldnt blink, couldnt look away. When had Tim gotten so strong, so good at commanding the stage?

The decision was made quickly that four pairs would remain. If I call your number, you may sit down. If not, please get your things and leave. Again, thank you for your time. He read from a list without fanfare or buildup. A minute later, half the dancers were leaving and the other halfincluding Timwere sitting down on the floor, their eyes on Sebastian.

Congratulations. We saw more than twelve-hundred dancers today, and you eight have won the jobs. Youll each be given a minimum six-month contract and

The director was going on, giving them final instructions about connecting with a housing director and their weekly pay. Bailey couldnt concentrate on what he was saying after that. This was really happening for Tim, and it was all a little hard to believe. Tim Reed? Her first crushher longtime CKT friendnow a professional Broadway actor and dancer? And he was taking on the role shed always dreamed about. Dear God, how come I couldnt be here with him? It wouldve been great knowing someone, having a friend to connect withit wouldve been perfect

Tim didnt dare turn around until Sebastian released them, but then he dashed across the floor to Bailey. I did it! He helped her to her feet and picked her up, then swung her around in two full circles. I cant believe it, Bailey. Im in a real Broadway show!

I know! She smiled as he set her down, and she tried to find a lighthearted laugh, but it wouldnt come. Quit feeling sorry for yourself, Bailey. This is ridiculousHelp me be happy for him, Lord. She felt like an awful friend, unable to delight fully in his victory.

Wow, he was breathing hard, dazed, clearly trying to grasp what had just happened, the reality of his success. Then he blinked twice and suddenly he seemed to remember that she didnt have anything to celebrate. She hadnt made it. He faced her, his hands on her shoulders, and his smile fell off a little. They shouldve picked you, Bailey. You were amazing.

She blinked back tears, her smile firmly in place. Ill try again. She leaned close and kissed his cheek. But, hey, congratulations. Im so proud of you. When will you know what show youre in?

Didnt you hear him? At the end there he pointed to each of us and told us where wed be working. His face lit up again. Im in Wicked. I cant even believe this is happening.

Bailey couldnt draw a breath for a moment. Wicked? The top show on Broadway? Thats perfect! She found a thrill of joy for Tim, her own disappointment pushed back for the moment. If he could win a role in the ensemble for that show, this first six-month contract would only be the beginning. She was grateful theyd broken up nearly two months ago. Otherwise they mightve been confused by this goodbyesince the separation here was out of their hands. But Bailey had long since let Tim go, long before their breakup. Now she was truly happy for him and his future here in New York City.

Youll be here one day, I know it. He hugged her loosely, their bodies both drenched in sweat. Keep trying, Bailey. Dont ever settle.

She felt a tenderness work its way into her smile. She hadnt settled in lovethats why she was dating Cody Coleman. And she wouldnt settle when it came to her dreams of performing, either. Thanks for that. I wont settle.

Promise?

Promise. Bailey took out her cell phone. I need to call my mom. She dreaded this conversation, but she had to have it. She kept her tone upbeat and simply asked her mom to pick them up out front. No details yet. Five minutes later the car pulled up. Her mom jumped out and gave each of them a quick hug. Sowhat happened?

Bailey waited until they were in the car, then she took the lead. They passed on me. She smiled, even as another layer of tears built in her eyes. She wasnt shaking as badly as before, but she was weary, worn out from the physical and emotional drain. She didnt make eye contact with her mom, because if she did, shed break down. And she didnt want to do that until later, when she and her mom were alone. But guess what? Her voice trembled a little, but she fought for control. Tim got a job with Wicked! Can you believe it? He was one of four guys chosen. You shouldve seen him. He was easily the best out there.

Her moms immediate response was to congratulate Tim, but at the same time she reached out and took hold of Baileys knee, squeezing it as if to say her heart was breaking. Her mom loved her so much, and clearly she hadnt missed the obvious. Bailey hadnt been chosen. But her mom also knew her well enough to know this wasnt the time or place for sadness. It was Tims shining moment, and he deserved their excitement.

Not until later in their hotel room, when the door was finally shut and they were alone, did Bailey fall into her mothers arms and let her tears come. I wanted it so badly, Mom. Ive never tried so hard for anything in all my life. The sobs came in waves, and for a long time her mom simply held her.

Oh honey, its okay to cry. I know youre disappointed.

After a minute or so, Bailey pulled back and met her moms eyes. Her heartbreak sounded in every word. I thought it was Gods will. I meanI prayed about this for months, andand I thought I was ready. Id have Tim here to help keep an eye on me andand it wouldve been perfect. A few more sobs shook her body and she pressed her fingers beneath her eyes.

You can try again.

I know. Bailey sniffed and nodded. But the tears came once more and she brushed them away. She paced to the window of their hotel room and stared out at the city. I will. She looked over her shoulder at her mother. And next time Ill work harder. God would want that from me.

I agree. Her moms expression showed how badly she hurt for Bailey.

They ate pizza in their room that night, and Tim turned in early. Bailey and her mother watched an ESPN special on the Indianapolis Colts, and how Baileys fatherthe Colts offensive coordinatorwas one of the top coaches in the NFL. When the special was over, they called Baileys dad and congratulated him. Every team in pro football will want you after that, Bailey settled into the sofa closest to their hotel window. Im proud of you, Daddy.

By now he knew about her audition. Im proud of you, too, sweetheart. And next time youll be first one picked. His voice was tender. I know you. This will only make you stronger.

While they were talking, her mom took a call on her cell. She slipped into the hotel bedroom for the conversation and when she joined Bailey in the sitting area, her eyes were dancing and a smile tugged at her lips. That was Katy Matthews. She uttered a disbelieving laugh. Gods timing is amazing, as always.

Why? Bailey sat up a little straighter. Whatd she say?

I guess the casting director for Unlocked saw your footage from The Last Letter. She loves you, Bailey. Her mom sat down across from her. She said Dayne might contact you about an audition. She brushed aside a section of Baileys long brown hair. God has a plan in this, honey. Even if we cant see it now.

I know. I believe that. Bailey thought about the possibility of being an extra in Unlocked. It was bound to be a big moviethe book was a major New York Times runaway bestseller. Everyone had read it, and everyone loved it. Now the film was being produced by Jeremiah ProductionsDayne Matthews and Keith Ellison, the father of Baileys friend, Andi. Being an extra in a movie like that would be nice. It would look good on my resume, I guess.

Hmmm. Her mom tilted her head. Maybe they want you to read for a bigger part. Its possible, right?

Bailey smiled. I dont have experience for anything more. She shrugged, trying to stay light-hearted. Itll be fun. Ill definitely meet with them if theyre interested.

Thats my girl. Her moms eyes showed a support some kids only dream of having. Lets get some sleep, okay?

They turned in, and Bailey realized how exhausted she still was. She could sleep ten hours easily. But before she drifted off, she thought about Cody and Bloomington and the season ahead. She would enjoy every minute, hold onto the time with the people she loved. But she would also work harder than ever before. Because with Gods help and her own determination, this time next year she wouldnt be heading back home after an audition in New York City.

Shed be looking for an apartment.





Two

KEITH ELLISON STILL WASNT USED TO the attention Dayne received wherever they went. After Dayne replaced Chase Ryan as the other lead producer for Jeremiah Productions, Keith quickly forgot Dayne Matthews had once been a big-time Hollywood star. He had instead become a friend, a confidante, and a very talented part of their production company. When they were on the road, however, the reality of Daynes past was constantly an issue.

That was the case now on this late Friday afternoon as they boarded a United Airlines flight from Los Angeles International Airport to Indianapolis. Never mind that LAX was used to seeing celebrities frequent the ticket counters. Even after a few years of virtual seclusion, Dayne Matthews was enough to cause the sort of disruption that required extra security.

Here goes, Dayne grinned as they pulled up at the United outdoor baggage counter. He kept his head low as he stepped out of the black Navigator that had shuttled them about all week for various meetings regarding the first two Jeremiah Productions films, The Last Letter and Unlocked.

Keith signed for the ride, thanked the driver, and stepped out beside Dayne. The driver set their luggage on the sidewalk beside them and they headed for the line at the United counter.

Shorter out here, Dayne continued to keep his face downcast, as if hed developed a sudden and intense interest in the zipper on his rollerboard suitcase. Less chance of getting recognized.

Theyd traveled together enough times in the last month that Keith knew the drill. Hed keep Dayne engaged in what seemed like an intense conversation until they had boarding passes and were headed for security. Dayne had more than a million air miles built up from his days of acting, so they upgraded to first class every time they flew. That also added to some sense of privacy.

Even so, as they reached the baggage counter, a young woman in her twenties ran up and touched Daynes arm. Dayne Matthews! She screamed and looked around, as if she needed someone to appreciate what had just happened. I cant believe this! Everyone look! Its Dayne Matthews!

Keith felt his adrenaline kick into gear. They had a plan for moments like this. Maam, here you go. Keith pulled an autographed mini-picture of Dayne from his bag and handed it to her.

I wondered what happened to you after that terrible car accident. The woman stood as close as she could to Dayne, babbling so fast it was difficult to understand her. I mean, you were in the hospital for a really long time and a lot of us wondered if youd ever walk again. But then didnt you fall in love with someone from the Midwest? I read about it one of the magazines and

Ooops, sorry. Dayne smiled and held up his forefinger, just as he pulled his phone from his back pocket and pushed his wife Katys numberall in a quick rush of motion. Got a phone call, Dayne whispered. Its important!

On the other end, Katy mustve answered because Dayne lowered his head and covered the phone as he began to talk.

Keith stood between Dayne and the woman. Hes busy, maam. Thanks for your interest. He motioned toward the distant door. If you could move on thatd be great.

The woman seemed bewildered by the turn of events, but she did as she was asked, grateful for the autographed picture. As soon as she was gone, Dayne wrapped up what was a very quick call to his wife, then he put his phone back in his pocket and winked at Keith. Worked again.

Like a charm. Keith was amazed at how practiced Dayne was at diffusing moments like that one. Hows Katy?

Shes great. Sophie was saying, Da-da, in the background. Daynes eyes shone. Cant wait to get home.

They got through the baggage counter, and at the security line the man checking IDs looked hard at Dayne. You look a lot like another Dayne Matthewsused to be an actor a while back.

Hmmm. Dayne grinned. I hear that now and then.

The man moved on to Keiths ID and let the matter pass. When they were through security, Keith laughed about the incident. Its not like you grew a long beard and let yourself go, he grabbed his roller computer bag and hurried alongside Dayne to the concourse.

Hey, it works for me. The last thing you want is to sign an autograph for the guy checking security. He chuckled. The whole line figures somethings up.

They had only a little time at the gate before they boarded, and only after the plane was in the air did an older flight attendant bring him a piece of paper and a discreet smile. Please, Mr. Matthews, could I get an autograph for my daughter. Shes a huge fan.

Dayne was sitting near the window and seemed happy to oblige. He kept the matter quiet, the paper low to his lap, so no one would see what was happening. After the interruption things settled down Dayne turned to Keith. What a week.

It was. Keiths head was still spinning from everything that had fallen into place in the meetings these past few days. We finally have a release date.

Im glad they let us have input on that. Some dates can kill a movie. Dayne recalled an incident to Keith from a few years back, where a major studio released a Christmas movie in early November, thinking thered be more holiday weekends for people to see the film. Instead, moviegoers disregarded the picture as something not to see until the Christmas season. People werent ready for a Christmas story just days after Halloween. Dayne turned, his shoulder pressed into the seat, his attention on Keith. The movie needed a Thanksgiving Day release, of course. But by Thanksgiving it was already doing so poorly it was on its way out of theaters.

I agree. The release date is huge. I was glad for your input. Your experience is priceless, Dayne. Really.

Theyd agreed on a December 26 release for The Last Lettermeaning the film would go head-to-head with some of the top pictures of the holiday season. Generally, Christmas films would release around Thanksgiving, and the day after Christmas a slew of family-friendly movies would hit theaters, giving people on Christmas break another reason to line up at box offices.

A year ago if youd told me wed have a release date the day after Christmas I wouldve thought I was dreaming. Keith pulled a folder of notes from his travel bag and looked over a summary of their various meetings. I think they respect us more with you on the team. He paused. You feel good about it, right?

Its perfect. Dayne didnt look even the slightest bit concerned. The Last Letter is a great picture, and with the buzz from film festivals itll be huge. Might as well put it on a weekend when everyone can see it.

Keith tried to believe that was true. The stakes were high, because if viewers chose to support a different film that weekend, there might not be much of a second weekend for The Last Letter. And if that happened, the movie wouldnt only bomb at the box offices, it would lose money and fail to repay investorsa death knell to Jeremiah Productions and everything it hoped to accomplish.

I know what youre thinking. Daynes eyes danced, his confidence like a physical presence around him. It wont bomb. Itll be the top box office draw, for sure.

Keith didnt quite share Daynes certainty, but he liked the optimism of his new co-producer and he liked the deals theyd worked out that week. God was moving in a big wayhe needed to believe that the way Dayne did. They had their release date, and American Pictures had made good on its promisea ten-million-dollar advance toward publicity and marketing. With Daynes connections, theyd raised the other ten million dollarsunthinkable amounts when Keith and Chase first started out. But with a twenty-million-dollar budget, people everywhere would see the trailer, and maybe Dayne was right. Maybe The Last Letter would be the picture everyone would flock to see once Christmas was behind them.

Keith would pray about it every day until then.

The flight attendant brought them rolled up warm washcloths to clean their hands prior to the meal. Keith laughed softly as he took his. Just as well the people in coach dont see this. Its a little ridiculous.

Completely. Dayne wiped his hands just as the woman came back around collecting the used cloths. But you have to admire their efforts at customer service.

True. Keith pulled down his tray table as the flight attendant came again and spread linen cloths for each of them. No matter how many times they traded Daynes miles for first class, the experience would never seem normal to Keith. He checked his notes again. And the filming dates for Unlocked, youre happy about them too?

I am. Its soon, but I think itll work out.

What about the cold weather and the snow?

I think we can avoid it. But if not, it works. Dayne angled his head. Theres something symbolic about a boy struggling with autism through winter, and finding his way out of that internal prison come spring and summer. We can do the later scenes first, before theres a chance of snow.

Keith nodded, pensive. That should work.

It will. Dayne looked content with the plan. Last year we didnt have snow until well into November.

Is that right? Keith was surprised. I always pictured Indiana colder than that.

Oh, it gets cold. Dayne rolled his eyes. You should see me drive in the snow.

Not pretty?

Definitely not. I get snow tires each year on the first of November. But usually Im the only one driving around with them until the end of the month.

They start filming October 25, and hope for a six-week schedule. That way theyd wrap up two weeks before Christmas, which was just enough time for a brief break before the public premiere of The Last Letter. Depending on the editing process, Unlocked could be in theaters the day after Christmas a year from nowtwelve months later.

A man across the aisle from them reached over and tapped on Keiths shoulder. Keith was on the aisle, with Dayne on the windowthe way Dayne always flew. Excuse me, the man motioned past Keith to Dayne. Your friend, can you get his attention for me?

As soon as the man leaned over, Dayne instantly appeared lost in some tremendous sight beyond his window. Keith had no choice but to tap Daynes shoulder. Hey, quick question.

What? Dayne turned, surprised, and looked from Keith to the man. He smiled. Sorrywhat?

I hate to bug you. The man scrutinized Dayne. My wife wants me to sayyou look a lot like Dayne Matthews, the actor.

Dayne shook his head, like this might be one of the few times in his life hed heard such a thing. I used to hear that all the time. Not so much anymore.

Yeah. The guy nodded and settled back into his seat. Just thought Id tell you.

Dayne gave the man a friendly wave and did the same for the guys wife. It was all Keith could do to keep a straight face. Hed seen Dayne handle attention this way enough times that now it seemed like an art form. Dayne didnt deny the resemblance, but he didnt confirm it either. Almost no one went on to the next question, asking Dayne if he really was the actor. Most assumed by his response the resemblance was only that.

Once more Dayne resumed looking out the window, and only a few minutes later after the flight attendants brought lunch did he stare at his meal and mutter under his breath, You know whats really wild? How come no one ever tells you how much you look like Keith Ellison?

This time, Keith couldnt stop a single laugh from slipping through his lips. He, too, kept his attention on his meal, and they let the matter pass. They spent the rest of the flight talking about their families and all that laid ahead for them in the coming year. Daynes little girl, Sophie, was walking and saying her first words, and his wife, Katy, was excited to be alongside the two of them through the moviemaking process.

Hearing about Daynes young family made Keith miss the early days with his own daughter, Andi, back when she was still an innocent child and life on the mission field was wrought with very different dangers than the one they faced here in the Statesbefore the heartache and challenges of the past year.

Hows she doing? Daynes expression deepened. He knew about Andis pregnancy and her decision to give her baby up for adoption.

Were getting close again, so thats what matters. Keith pressed his lips together, still struggling to believe his precious Andi was four months pregnant. She was only nineteen, and not married. The guy had ditched her long before Andi found out she was pregnant. It was the sort of situation Keith would never have imagined for his only daughter. He sighed. Shes due at the end of January.

She still wants to give the baby up?

Thats what she says. Keith hadnt allowed himself to think about the adoption much. It was the right decision, he and his wife, Lisa, were sure. But this was their first grandchild, Andis firstborn. Giving up the baby would bring pain for all of themno matter how the next several months played out. Shes been talking lately about a family she saw in the listing at the adoption agency. Its a little early, but shes pretty sure theyre the ones she wants to have her baby.

Wow. Dayne let his head fall slowly back against the headrest. Its a lot for a girl her age.

Im just glad shes home. Shes a different person than she was last spring. Closer to us and to God. If it took this to bring her back, then I guess well always be grateful to some extent.

Its Romans 8:28 proving itself true again.

Exactly. Keith let the verse run through his mind. In everything, God works for the good of those who love Him. It was a Scripture hed thought about often in the days since learning about Andis pregnancy. No matter what consequences came as a result of bad choices, no matter how a fathers dreams for his daughter might seem lost, God was still at work. He still had plans for Andi and for all of them. That was the great reality of following Jesus.

The rest of the flight was uneventful, and Keith finally walked through the garage door into his newly rented Bloomington house at nearly midnight. The lights were off, and he figured everyone was sleeping. He tiptoed inside, left his bag by the kitchen entryway, and used the light from his cell phone to make his way back to Andis bedroom.

He stood at her door and watched her, sleeping beneath the patchwork quilt Lisa made for her tenth birthday. The blanket had been Andis favorite since then, and here in the darkly lit room it was easy to pretend they were back in that timeAndi a fourth-grader and the quilt her only gift that Christmasa gift Lisa had spent weeks secretly making.

Had they known then what they knew now, maybe they never wouldve returned from the mission field to work in movies. The cost had been so much higher than Keith ever imagined back then, back when he and Chase dreamed about making films with a Christian message and changing the world through popular culture.

Keith leaned against the doorframe and turned his attention to the dark shadows outside Andis bedroom window. Yes, the cost had been great, and they were still only halfway to seeing their dreams realized. Chase was no longer a part of Jeremiah Productions, and was working now at his home church back in San Jose, California. They didnt talk nearly as much as Keith had figured they would. Chase had moved on. He loved being the churchs youth pastor, and he and his wife, Kelly, were closer than ever. Her issues of inferiority and insecurity were resolved in her new commitment to God and in having Chase home again.

A recent conversation with Chase came to mind, and Keith marveled again at how his longtime friend barely sounded like the same person. He talked at length about the programs at church, new families moving into the area, and getting their children involved. If Keith hadnt offered details about the movies, he wasnt sure Chase wouldve even asked. He remembered a conversation with Chase in the first few months of their time together as missionaries in Indonesia.

Its like all of life before this never even happened, he had told Keith. And now thats how Chase mustve been viewing his time in Hollywood with Keithlike it had never happened.

Of course, Chases departure had been an answer to both his own prayers and Keiths, because it opened the door for Dayne Matthewsand Daynes presence had changed everything. But still, losing Chases constant friendship hurt. It was another sacrifice along the way to making movies that glorified God. Another cost was Ben Adams and Kendallthe father/daughter team Keith expected would be part of their production company for years. But Ben was fighting for his life, the cancer in his liver now, and Kendall was caring for him, barely having time for her work as his office manager.

Making movies hadnt caused Ben to get sick, of course, but his and Kendalls absence was a loss all the same. Keith looked down again at Andi. His daughters innocence was the greatest cost of all. He and Lisa had trusted Andis upbringing would be enough to keep her strong at Indiana University. For some kids, of course, it was enough. But not for Andi. Theyd sent her off and basically put all their time and attention into making movies. Lisa ran things at homethe email and phone correspondences, the updates to investors, the scheduling details. And Keith had been busy dealing with every other aspect of filmmaking.

Meanwhile, they had been losing their daughter, and they hadnt known it.

He walked quietly to her side and sat on the edge of her bed. Softly he brushed her bangs aside, and then he leaned down and kissed her forehead. His sweet girlhis Andi. If he and Lisa had known then what they knew now, they wouldve moved to Bloomington a year ago, let Andi live with them, and do whatever they could to keep her grounded. Maybe then he and Dayne would be talking about having Andinot her friend Bailey Flaniganread for the lead role opposite Brandon Paul. Bailey would be wonderful, he and Dayne were sure. The role would stretch her, but they wanted someone wide-eyed and untouched by the world. Bailey would only have to play herself, and shed be marvelous. Andi didnt know they were about to ask Bailey to read for the female lead. Even Bailey didnt know how big a part they were considering her for. But still

A sad sigh came from him, interrupting the silence of the room. God, you still have a plan for my girlI know you do. Please be with her in the coming months. Help her hear your voice. Help her believe the best is yet to be, that she hasnt lost her future because of her mistakes this year.

There was no answer. Not one that spoke loudly in his mind or rattled the windows in his soul. But Keiths eyes fell on a small framed print on Andis bookcase. It was her favorite verse, the one she had believed in when she was a little girl:  For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord. Plans to prosper you and not harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. 

Tears stung at Keiths eyes and he blinked them back. They were going to be okay, all of them. They would get their movies out to the people, and the culture would be changed because they would pray believing, absolutely believing, God wouldnt have led them this far without giving them the strength and blessings to see the mission through to completion. Sitting there beside his pregnant daughter, Keith prayed like he hadnt in weeks, months maybe. He prayed God would part the waters of Hollywood and their mission would be wildly successful. If it was going to happen, the change would need to occur in the coming yearand so Keith prayed.

As he finished, as he took a final look at his daughter and tenderly touched her cheek, his heart broke for the hard road she had ahead. In time people would notice her growing belly. They would stare and whisper and use her as an example of what not to do, how not to be. His precious Andi. And there was the emotional cost, as wellgoing through the second half of her pregnancy when shed feel her baby moving, when she would feel an undeniable connection to a baby she would never know, never hold or teach or read to. A baby who would never know her.

Only one truth gave him hope Andi would get through this, that they all would: the fact that Andi still clung to Gods Word. This had to be true, because otherwise she wouldve taken down the framed verse from her bookcase. But it remained. Telling the world and anyone who looked that Andi Ellison still believed in Gods plans for her future. And because of that, Keith would believe too.

Even if it took everything he had.





Three

FOOTBALL SEASON WAS RIGHT AROUND THE CORNER and Cody could hardly wait for the first game. But that wasnt why this late August was better than any Cody Coleman could remember. The reason was Bailey Flanigan.

Now, with twenty minutes left in practice on the third Saturday in August, Cody couldnt stop thinking about her. Six weeks had passed since the Fourth of July when everything had changed. Only then did Cody learn Bailey and Tim Reed had broken up, and only then did he finally understand what he had never known until that day: Bailey had feelings for him, the same way he had feelings for her.

Since then theyd taken things slowly. Bailey had dated Tim for two years, so neither of them wanted to rush into a relationship. But still, Cody spent much of his free time at the Flanigan house, and every day felt more unbelievable than the last. Being with Bailey, letting himself imagine this might be the beginning of a long-term relationship, made even the troubles with his mother pale in comparison. She was spending hours each day dancing, working out, and training for her next Broadway auditionand Cody encouraged every minute of it. If theyd survived everything up to this point, a little distance couldnt keep them apart. Not for long, anyway.

Cody was working with the quarterbacks, lining them up on the ten-yard line. Baileys younger brother Connor Flanigan hadnt come out thinking hed be a backup quarterback, but his arm strength had surprised the entire coaching staff. They were training Conner as the primary go-to guy if anything happened to their starter. Cody lined his quarterbacks up on the ten-yard line and shouted, Footwork!

The guys responded instantly, dropping into a squat for their ready position.

Left, Cody kept his eye on Connor and pointed where he wanted the quarterbacks to move. Left again! Rightleft.

Connor looked almost better than their starter. By next year the job would be his, and by then Cody and Bailey might bemight be what? More serious, for sure, even if she was living in New York. She wasnt a city girl at heart. If she took a job, she wouldnt live there indefinitely. At least he didnt think so. And if she did, then hed follow her. She was his world, his reason for believing in God and hope and life and dreams. He loved her more every day.

He roped his thoughts back to the moment. He couldnt think too long about Bailey, because when he did he wanted too badly to be three years down the road, with rings on their fingers and all the answers behind him.

Sunshine beat down on the field and humidity added to the late afternoon heat. The guys were given one more water break and another series of drills before practice was over. The Flanigan boys walked out of the locker room together and found Cody waiting for them. The plan was to head home and swim for an hour or so. Connor grinned and wiped the sweat off his forehead. I can already feel that pool.

Me too. Justin had his gear bag on his shoulder. That was a long one. He elbowed Connor. You looked great today. Maybe youll get the nod to start.

Cody thought the same thing, but he couldnt talk about it. The decision belonged to Coach Ryan Taylor. They piled into the car and Shawn waited until they were out of the parking lot before he leaned forward and put his hand on Codys shoulder. So, whats the deal with you and Bailey? You gonna ask her to be your girlfriend?

Hey, Justin was sitting in the backseat next to Shawn. He gave his brother a friendly punch in the arm. You cant ask that.

In the front seat, Connor stayed quiet. He was closer to Bailey than any of the Flanigan boys. Instead of joining the conversation he only turned a half-smile in Codys direction, as if to say, Yeah, what are your intentions for her?

Cody laughed under his breath. Well, guys, sorry to disappoint you. He kept his eyes on the road. I dont have any answers yet. Its not smart to rush things with girls.

But you like her, right? I mean more than a friend? Shawn was relentless.

Again Justin gave him a shove. He said he didnt know.

By then they were all laughing. Cody glanced at the rear view mirror and raised his brow at Shawn. If things get serious with me and Bailey, Im sure youll be one of the first to find out.

Probably not. Shawn slumped back against the seat, teasing. She tells Connor and Mom everything first.

Okay, youll be second.

Probably third.

Cody enjoyed the banter. The Flanigan boys had been like brothers to him for yearsever since he lived with their family. Cody had watched the boys grow up, and he loved the easy way they had with each other. He turned up the music, and in five minutes they pulled into the Flanigan driveway.

The boys emptied out with their gear, and Cody went inside with his own bag. The familys downstairs guest bedroom was still always open for his use if he needed it, especially now that he was back from Iraq and in their lives on a regular basis again. He didnt see Bailey, so he went to the guestroom and took a shower. He fitted his leg with his waterproof prosthetic, the one he used for swimming. Again he was grateful his doctors had been able to save so much of his left leg. He had his knee and several inches below that. It was why his prosthetic looked so real and why he was still so competitive in sports. Most people never noticed his injury.

He headed to the backyard and stretched out on one of the Flanigans chaise lounges. Since the Fourth of July, Cody had thought constantly about how to handle this new connection with Bailey. Yes, theyd kissedbut only once. Since then he remembered once more how precious she was, how hed looked after her and protected her when he was nothing more than her big brother, back when he lived here.

She was a precious girl, a gift from God. He didnt plan to kiss her randomly, and maybe not at all until they had an understanding between them. Cody felt butterflies in his stomach, and he looked up at a single puffy white cloud making its way across the sky. He wanted to ask her soon, make it official so he could call her his girlfriend. But he didnt want her to feel rushed. A two-year relationship, like the one shed had with Tim Reed, needed a little time to healno matter who initiated the breakup.

Also, in the days since the the Fourth, theyd spent their time with her family, and not alone. Cody liked this because being with her family helped him keep his focus, helped him think with his head and not his heart. Bailey was a forever sort of girl; there was no need to hurry things.

He heard the screen door and he sat up a little higher. Bailey and Ricky led the way, with her other brothers a few feet behind. They were talking about practice, Shawn and Justin bragging that Connor was proving to be the best quarterback on the Clear Creek field.

Seriously? Bailey wore shorts and a T-shirt. She had a towel draped over her arm and a smile Cody could feel across the patio. Bailey looped her arm around Connors waist. Way to go, buddy. I knew youd love playing this year.

I miss CKT, Connor grinned and put his arm easily around her shoulders. But I have to admit, Im loving me some football.

The boys had already rinsed off, and all of them were in their swim trunks. They lined up and did a group cannonball into the pool. At the same time, Bailey looked at Cody across the deck. Their eyes met as she walked toward him, and Cody felt his heart slam against his chest. He couldnt look away, could barely remember his name. Thats the affect she had on him.

She took the chair beside him, sitting on the edge, her feet on the ground. Hi. Her eyes turned softer, a little shynot because she wasnt able to open up to him, but because they both felt so deeply for each other. And because those feelings were out in the open now. It was all a little more than either of them could believe. She angled her head, her pretty blue eyes shining in the sunlight, her chestnut hair hanging in long layers around her face. How was practice?

Your brothers were right, he laughed and nodded toward Connor in the pool. Hes about to beat out the starter. He put his finger to his lips. But shhh, dont say anything. Coach Taylor has to make that call.

Bailey laughed. Hey, after we swim, wanna take a bike ride? It was already almost five oclock. My dads barbecuing ribs for dinner. But after that, maybe?

She couldve asked him to walk on coals, and he wouldve said yes. Even on a day as hot as this one. He reached out and took her fingers in his for a few seconds. Like a race, you mean? He was teasing her, because thats what he did. It was how theyd related to each other since she was a very young girl.

Yeah, a race. She flexed her arms. You know me. Miss Triathlete. She laughed again. Then after you beat me, lets take a slow bike ride. The kind where we can actually talk for a few minutes. She looked over her shoulder. Without every one of my brothers trying to figure out again her expression turned shy. You know.

I do know. Cody told her about the ride home, how Shawn wanted to know what was happening. Justin stuck up for us though. He said it was no ones business.

The conversation between them stayed easy and intimate. There was none of the getting-to-know-each-other awkwardness most couples had to go through. Through the swim and later after dinner when they took a couple bikes from the Flanigan garage and set out through Baileys neighborhood, Cody kept feeling the same way. He might be able to ask her soon. She wasnt grieving the loss of her relationship with Tim. Theyd basically been broken up for months before the actual ending. Thats what Bailey had said.

Whatre you thinking? Bailey was riding beside him, the warm breeze on their faces.

About you. Cody smiled at her. The sun was setting, and the sky was streaked with pinks and pale blues.

They turned right out of her parents driveway, down a hill toward a dead-end cul-de-sac.

Oh, yeah? Baileys eyes danced. What about me?

How you really should become a triathlete. I mean, the power in your pedaling is impressive.

Stop. She laughed, her head back. Then with a burst of speed she took the lead, lowering her body over the handlebars and flying down the hill. At the bottom, she skidded to a stop and pointed at him, her face taken up by her smile. See, I can ride a bike.

I know. He was out of breath, but more from the thrill of being with her than any exertion from the ride. Maybe you could train me.

They were at the bottom of the hill at the end of the road, where a gravel path took off through a section of woods surrounding the Flanigans neighborhood. She was still laughing when she climbed off her bike and shaded her eyes. The sunsets so pretty.

Its one more reason I love living here. Cody stepped off his bike, too. He had a feeling Bailey wanted to walk the path. Either way he enjoyed this, being alone with her. A short walk through the woods would be nice. There was a stream a quarter mile in where a family of box turtles had created a home, probably preparing to hibernate for the coming winter. Lets go find the turtles.

The ones Ricky says are in there somewhere? She took a few steps toward the gravel path. As long as we stay away from snakes.

Earlier in the summer Baileys brothers had come across a copperhead snake, and Bailey hadnt forgotten it. Cody laughed. Theyre in for the night by now.

Im not sure. She waited for him to start out on the path, and she walked alongside him.

This was the sort of moment they hadnt shared much of this summer. Cody couldve pushed for it, but again he wanted to make sure Bailey was comfortable with things between them first. He reached for her hand and gently eased his fingers between hers.

I still cant believe it. She walked close enough to him that their arms brushed against each other.

Cody didnt have to ask. He knew very well what she was talking about. Me either.

Tell me something. She lifted her eyes to him, their pace slow. The trees were still a ways off, so for now the sunlight still danced on her face.

Anything. He didnt look away, didnt want to be anywhere but lost in her eyes.

Why did you tell me to stay with Tim when you came home from Iraq? The slightest shadow fell over the moment. I figured you didnt see me she lifted their joined hands, like this. You know?

How could he answer her? It was too soon to put his feelings for her into wordsthe intensity of how he felt might scare her off, even now that theyd found this connection. He swallowed hard and looked straight ahead. I told you why.

You said he was better for me.

I thought he was. Cody slowed his pace and looked at her. His background isnt complicated like minehe doesnt have a past. I felt old, like Id seen too much. I guess I wanted to keep you away from all that.

I care about your past. Her voice was kind, but still a little hurt. Its not your faultwhat happened in Iraq.

Not just Iraq. He thought about his drinking problem, and the trouble with his mother. I come with baggage, Bailey. You know that.

None of that matters. She smiled, but there was sorrow in her eyes. You know what I wanted you to say that day? The day you came home from Iraq?

What? He ached to take her in his arms, but he resisted. He focused on her eyes, her heart.

I wanted you to tell me to leave Tim. I wanted you to say youd been thinking about me the whole time you were at war.

Again Cody wasnt sure how much to tell her. They kept walking, heading into a thicket at the entrance to the woods. They could hear the creek somewhere up ahead. I wouldnt have told you to break up with him. He kept his tone soft, tender. That had to be your idea.

You couldve said that. She wasnt trying to fight with him, that much was obvious in her expression. Instead I spent every day from then until this last Fourth of July thinking you werent interested.

At that, a single laugh rattled in Codys throat. Yeah, BaileyI was interested. I was always interested.

He could feel her smile. Really? She gave his hand a slight squeeze. Always?

Cody stopped and touched her cheek as gently as he could. Always, Bailey. They hadnt talked about this, even since the Fourth of July. Almost as if it had been enough that theyd found something special together. Like they didnt need to define it or analyze it or wonder about why it hadnt happened sooner. Not until now. Every momentevery day.

She smiled, and for a moment it seemed like they would kiss again. The electricity between them, the connection was enough to stop his breathing. The air was cooling, and the deeper they got into the woods the less the fading sun cast light on the path. He wanted to talk more about this, but not here, with darkness falling around them. What if there really were snakes out here? They didnt bother him, but hed never forgive himself if something happened to her. I think the turtles are a few yards up.

The stream was on their right, and Cody led her off the path toward the water. He slipped his arm around her waist, the two of them standing shoulder-to-shoulder. Keep quiet. We might hear them moving.

Bailey snuggled against him, waitingthe air around them silent except for a subtle rustle of leaves overhead. Suddenly, further on a little, came the sound of something splashing into the water. Bailey gasped. Was that a turtle or a snake?

Snakes arent that loud. He kept from laughing, since she was serious. Its gotta be the turtles. Maybe a couple of them. They kept walking, slowly, softly, and there in the last remaining rays of sunlight were two turtles swimming in the stream.

Oh, Bailey whispered. Theyre so cute.

They are. Thats why there arent lots of them left in the countryside. People take them home for pets.

They like it out here. Bailey rested her head on Codys shoulder. They look happy.

He smiled. Sort of like theyre smiling.

Exactly. She giggled softly.

For a few minutes they stayed, watching the turtles swim together, and then exit onto a bank at the other side of the creek. When the turtles were out of sight, Cody led her back to the path. He wanted to kiss her so badly, here in the woods amidst the wonder of the turtles and the seclusion of the trees. But something about making that sort of move didnt feel right. Especially with the questions Bailey had. She deserved his conversation first.

They were on the edge of the woods, with the clearing and their bikes in sight, when Cody spotted a fallen log. He pointed to it. Lets sit a minute.

Side by side they sat, hands joined, their bodies close. The humidity had let up, and the slightest damp chill filled the aira first hint of the impending fall. Cody enjoyed the warmth of her there next to him. He took a full breath and looked at her, straight into her heart. You mentioned Iraqhow you hoped Id been thinking about you when I was there.

Yeah. It was a fantasy, I guess. Despite the shadows that fell across her face, her eyes shone with a depth that was unmistakable. Before you leftI dont know, I thought you and I found something special.

We did. Cody wasnt ready to tell her he silently cried into his pillow all the way to the airport when he shipped out, but it was time she knew a few of the details of that time in his life. I thought about you constantly. Back when we were writing to each other.

I remember that. Her eyes took on a faraway look. I was so worried. I prayed for you every day. She shivered a little. Ill never forget hearing that you were missing. After a while I thought she looked down and for a long time she said nothing. When she lifted her eyes to his, they were flooded with unshed tears. I thought Id never see you again.

She didnt have to say it, but the truth remained. It was after that timeafter he escaped life as a prisoner of warthat Codys letters grew further apart, his tone more distant. Eventually Bailey started spending more time with Tim. By the time Cody returned to Bloomington, Bailey had a boyfriend. None of that mattered now, because here they were. But still Cody struggled to explain why hed distanced himself. The truth was, he didnt think Bailey deserved him battered and broken. His baggage was too great.

He sighed. When they captured me, I believed every single day Id find a way out. An intensity filled his voice, passion and pain over the memory of that time. I couldnt stand up in my cell, couldnt straighten my legs or raise my arms. They beat us every day. Gave us some sort of watered down cereal and crusts of moldy bread.

Bailey slid her hand up his arm and held on, clinging to him. I hate that. I cant picture you trapped that way.

At night there were rats. He looked straight ahead, seeing life the way it had been those lonely weeks. You could hear them in the dark, scurrying on the floor. Some of the guys wanted to give up, so that was the other part. Keeping them strong, making them believe. He spared her the graphic details, because that time was behind him. He would tell her someday, if the two of them stayed together. But for now she needed to know only one thing. He shifted so he could see her better. Then he brought his hand to her cheek. God was with me, that was my constant hope.

Her expression told him she had no idea what was coming.

Every day, every long nightnot for a single moment did I think Id die there. I prayed and I always believed Id get out. He lifted her chin with the crook of his finger. Their eyes met, and after a few seconds he watched her fears ease some. You know why?

She shook her head.

Because of you. He hadnt intended the conversation to get so intense, but she needed to know. She was right; hed kept his feelings from her for a very long time. He was finished believing he wasnt good enough for Bailey Flanigan. God had brought them together, and now nothing could make him leave. He would fight for her, stand by her, and herehere he would tell her how he felt because he loved her that much.

Me? Her voice was barely a whisper. She searched his face, not believing him. You thought about me?

I wasnt sure wed ever have this. He brought her hand to his lips and kissed her fingers. But if I could see you again, spend an afternoon with you again, I was going to find my way out.

Cody Tears filled her voice. Why didnt you tell me? The sky was dusk now, the pinks and blues faded to charcoal gray. The early evening shadows created an intimacy they hadnt shared together since the Fourth. You came home and I thoughtI thought youd changed. That you didnt care about me the way you did before. I wasnt sure you ever cared in the first place.

I cared. He wasnt sure if he should kiss her, but the timing seemed right, one of the only ways he could let her know how he felt then, how he felt now. He drew closer to her until his lips found hers. The kiss was marked with a passion and longing, a desperationbecause what if he hadnt made it home? He drew back and let himself get lost in her eyes again. I always cared.

Mmm. She returned his kiss, bringing her hand up alongside his face and pushing her fingers into his hair. The kiss was slow and filled with emotion, the years of wondering answered in this single moment. She drew back and her eyes were so blue, so full of love. All that time? She kissed him again, briefly and the moment was interrupted by a ripple of her sweet laughter. Really?

Really. He resisted the desire to kiss her again, longer this time. Her touch reminded him he still had to be careful. No matter how much control he thought he had, he couldnt let his desire get ahead of him. He kissed her one last time, letting his fingers linger alongside her pretty face. For a long time he looked at her. Sometimes I cant believe this is really happening.

Me, either. Her tears from earlier were gone, and her eyes danced.

Cody could feel his resistance fading, so before he could find a reason to stay he stood and helped her to her feet. We have to get back.

Okay. But instead of heading toward the bikes, she turned to him and hugged him, laying her head on his chest. Thank you. Her eyes found his once more. For telling me.

Theres more. He could feel himself regaining control as they walked slowly down the gravel path. He smiled at her. But we have time.

We do, dont we? She grinned at him. Then after a brief hesitation, she turned and raced ahead. First one homes a triathlete.

Cody laughed and it cost him a few seconds. By the time he reached his bike, Bailey was already pedaling up the hill, lowered over the handlebars once more, pushing herself toward home. Cody let her keep the lead, because he wanted to savor everything that had just happened, the conversation, the closeness they shared. Their kiss. They had found something rare and special these past few months. They had laughter and longingand a faith that could get them through whatever tomorrow held. And they had something that made every day better than the last.

They had time.
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