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Chapter 1: Spilled Milk 

 

---Chapter One: Spilled Milk--- 

January, 1994 

My locker would not open. 

I stood there defiantly, struggling with the combination, telling myself over and over again I 
would not cry. Yet no matter how many times and in how many ways I twisted that stubborn 
dial, it wouldn’t budge. The more I struggled, the more impossible the task became, until I could 
hardly think straight for sheer desperation. Hot tears stung my eyes. My breath came in little 
shaky gasps. I fought to stay in control. 

“Are you almost done?” A tall girl with a frown on her face stared down at me. “I need to get my 
history book out and you’re right below me.” 

Stunned by the sharpness in her tone, I backed away. “Go ahead.” 

The girl opened her combination locker in one fluid, well-practiced motion. She pulled out a 
U.S. History book and a thin folder, then shut the door firmly. Her hair bounced as she whirled to 
face me. “You’re new, aren’t you?” 

“Y-yes.” Her penetrating stare paralyzed me. 

“Maybe you should go back to elementary school where they have cubbies instead of lockers. 
And you’ve got some milk on your lip.” She turned to her friend who stood nearby, and as they 
walked off together she muttered, “I don’t know why they always put the little kids below me. 
They can’t ever get their lockers open.” 

I stared after her, so deeply hurt I could do nothing but stand there looking pale and helpless. 

And then I did the very thing I had sworn I would not do. I cried. 

Students swarmed around me. Not one of them seemed aware of my presence. I must’ve been 
invisible, or else they must not have cared. Who was I to them, anyway? I was the intruder, the 
girl who started halfway through the school year and didn’t know anything or anyone. 

I stood there wallowing in the humiliation of my first day at East Appalachian Middle School. 
The misfortune I had suffered replayed itself over and over in my mind. My father had dropped 
me off at the secretary’s office and disappeared without one reassuring word. An old, stern-faced 



woman had walked me to English class and left me standing in the doorway not knowing what to 
do, while everyone stared at me as if I had suddenly turned into something green and slimy. 

Then in math class I answered a problem wrong on the chalkboard, and received not only a 
grimace from the teacher, but mocking laughter from my amused classmates. At lunch I spilled 
my milk carton all over the table, and no one offered to help me clean it up. Then I spent twenty 
minutes during recess sitting on a rubber horse swing in the corner of the playground wishing I 
could disappear. 

And now…well, now the world was falling apart because some mean girl had made me cry and I 
couldn’t open my locker. 

The bell rang, and I realized I was alone. I leaned back against my locker and slid to the floor, 
drawing my knees up to my chest. I hugged myself tightly and cried all the harder. I wished my 
mom would hold me safely in her arms and kiss my tears away. Why did you have to leave me? 

“Has your locker got a bad case of stage fright?” 

The voice startled me. I looked up to see a scrawny boy with dark, curly hair and big brown eyes. 
His grin was lopsided, yet somehow strangely reassuring. 

“Sometimes these lockers get shy,” he said cheerfully, “and it takes a while for them to warm up 
to you. What’s your combination?” 

I handed him a tear-stained shred of paper on which I had scrawled the numbers. 

“My locker wouldn’t open for a whole week.” He glanced at the paper, then twisted the lock 
back and forth. “You have to be gentle, and really patient, and then…” The lock swung open, 
and he smiled triumphantly. “There you go.” 

I breathed in awe. “Thank you.” 

“Sure. Where’re you off to?” 

“Choir, I think.” 

“With Mrs. Shockley?” 

I nodded. 

“Well, how about that? I was on my way over there just now. Would you like to walk with me?” 

I wiped my tears, relieved I wouldn’t have to find the choir room alone. “Yes.” 

“Mrs. Shockley is my favorite teacher. You’ll like her.” 



I smiled shyly at him and then, feeling ridiculous, averted my gaze. I pulled my math book out of 
my backpack and exchanged it for the science book I would need after choir practice. The boy 
watched me without comment, and it wasn’t until I closed my locker door that I remembered the 
bell had already rung, and we were both late for class. 

“What’re you doing out here, anyway?” I asked. 

“I was looking for you.” 

I blinked in surprise. “Me?” 

“Sure. We’re going to be friends.” 

My stomach did a little flip. “How do you know that?” 

“Because God told me.” 

My brow furrowed. “God doesn’t talk to people.” 

“Sure He does. Hasn’t He talked to you?” 

“No.” 

The boy pondered this. “Don’t feel bad. He’ll talk to you some day.” 

I almost told the boy I didn’t care if God talked to me or not, but I didn’t want to hurt his 
feelings. He had rescued me, after all. 

“Your name’s Ally, right?” 

“Yeah.” I didn’t ask how he knew my name, but I vaguely remembered seeing him in math class 
when the teacher introduced me. 

He nodded approvingly. “Nice to meet you, Ally. I’m –“ 

“Nathan McCartney!” A stern voice boomed down the hallway. “What are you doing out here? 
How many times do I have to tell you to stay in your classroom? Are you skipping choir practice 
again?” 

“No sir,” he replied calmly. “I’m going to class.” 

The man shook his head in frustration. “And who are you, little miss?” His voice softened as he 
turned to me. He had gray hair and glasses, and looked important. 

“I’m Ally Shepherd.” 



“Ah, the new student. Has Mr. McCartney been bothering you?” 

I shook my head. “He helped me open my locker.” 

The man grunted. “Nathan, I want to see you in my office. I’m going to call your parents. This is 
the third time this week, and it’s only Tuesday. You know better than to wander the halls during 
class time.” 

“But God told me to –“ 

“I don’t care what God told you to do, boy. We have rules here and I expect you to follow them. 
Now go to my office!” 

Nate hung his head and obeyed. I watched him go, feeling helpless and guilty. It was my fault 
he’d gotten into trouble. 

“He was just helping me,” I whispered. 

“If you need help, Miss Shepherd, you can come to my office. I am always happy to assist my 
students. Do you know which way to the music room?” 

“No, sir.” 

“I’ll have my secretary show you. Come with me.” 

Sighing, I slung my backpack over my shoulder and followed him. 

 
Chapter 2: Horses Have Crushes 

 

---Chapter Two: Horses Have Crushes--- 

April, 2004 

“You’ll never guess what I heard today.” I plopped into a big leather chair next to my friend 
Nate and sprawled back into its cushiony depths. 

Nate had his nose in a book, and didn’t look up. “The Taco Bell on Main Street is closing 
down?” 

“Nope.” I dangled a booted foot in the air, the low lamplight of Studio7 reflecting off my silver 
spurs. “Apparently, right at this very moment, we are living in the end times. Economic, social, 
and spiritual chaos will lead us into an era of anarchy and destruction. We should make a trip to 
Wal-Mart and stock up on bottled water and batteries.” 



Nate turned a page and kept reading, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Where’d you 
hear that? Oprah?” 

“The radio.” 

“Art Bell?” 

“Come on, you know I never listen to those creepy nighttime shows. Ghosts, aliens, conspiracy 
theories – they give me the chills.” 

Nate chuckled. “Doesn’t anyone read the Bible anymore? The world is just as sinful and corrupt 
as it was before the flood. And most of the Biblical passages about the end times were referring 
to the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 A.D.” He flipped another page in his book. “Every 
generation likes to fancy themselves the last one.” 

“Where’s the compassion in that?” I gasped. “What about our children and our children’s 
children and our children’s children’s children…?” 

Nate rolled his eyes, and very nearly lowered his book. “You’ve got to stop listening to the 
radio.” 

“Oh, but then they were interviewing Joel Osteen.” I leaned against the armrest and grinned 
knowingly at Nate. “Did you know his sermons are seen on TV in over one hundred nations 
around the world?” 

The book flew to his lap, and his big brown eyes widened in horror. “You’re kidding me, right? 
There’s nothing I despise more in the world than the health and wealth gospel! Do people like 
Osteen have any idea they are destroying the work of God-fearing missionaries by offering 
promises of prosperity and wealth to people in third-world countries? Salvation isn’t about 
getting things; it’s about giving things up. ‘Whoever wishes to save his life will lose it; but 
whoever loses his life for My sake will find it.’” 

“Relax, Nate.” Laughing, I reached over and ruffled his hair. “I just wanted you to stop studying 
for a second. What is this – Greek?” I picked up his textbook. 

He loosed a sigh and sat back. “Pluperfect verb endings. I have a test tomorrow.” 

“Don’t worry. There’s a good chance the end of the world will hit us tonight – and after that no 
one will care if you can read ancient Koiné Greek or not.” 

He smiled – an effortless, broad smile – and as always I melted before it. “Thanks for the 
support,” he mocked. “And how was your day?” 

“Oh, the usual.” I tossed his book back, then sank into my chair and crossed one booted ankle 
over the other. “Disco broke out of his paddock at six-thirty this morning and it took me an hour 
to find him. Then Kipling lost a shoe before his workout and Noel wasn’t happy. I spent the 



afternoon tracking down the farrier, who didn’t come out until four. I haven’t had lunch or 
dinner, and I’m exhausted. The lesson tonight wore me out.” 

A disapproving light flickered in Nate’s eyes. “You seem pretty chipper for someone who by all 
accounts should be home in bed by now.” 

“But it’s only eight o’clock, and I have nine hours left before the process repeats itself.” Just the 
thought of getting up tomorrow at five a.m. made me want to curl myself into a ball and weep. 

“’One hand full of rest is better than two hands full of labor and striving after wind,’” Nate 
quoted. “Go home and sleep.” 

Defiantly I shook my head. “Studio7 refreshes me. Speaking of which, I need an iced tea. Save 
my seat?” 

Nate muttered something under his breath as I heaved myself to my feet and shuffled across the 
room to the café counter. Studio7 was packed for a Tuesday night, filled wall to wall with chatty, 
sociable college students and young singles. A jazz band played not-so-softly from the center 
stage, and two perky girls wearing green aprons stood behind the café counter taking orders for 
deserts and coffee. Lounge chairs and small tables were scattered throughout the room, most of 
them occupied. The dim lighting added to the lazy, casual atmosphere and a sense of belonging. 
It was one of my favorite places in the whole world. 

“Would you like some coffee?” Cheyenne Robinson smiled, showing off two rows of perfectly 
straight white teeth – compliments of her father. 

“No thanks. But I’ll take an iced tea.” I slid onto an empty bar stool. 

Cheyenne poured the drink and made the sale. Then, before I had time to flee, she whipped out 
her spiral notebook and a pen with a tuft of pink fur at the end. I cringed at the sight. 

“So,” she drawled in her rich Southern accent, “I’m having a birthday party at my apartment next 
Friday. We’re going to decorate T-shirts and watch season one of Gilmore Girls. You’re 
invited.” 

I hesitated, wondering if I was supposed to accept said invitation. “I’m teaching a lesson Friday 
night. I won’t be home until at least nine.” 

The girl’s eyes grew wide. “Oh, but you can come after. It’s a sleepover. It has to be, if we’re 
going to watch all of the episodes.” 

I stared at her dazedly. “There are twenty-two episodes.” 

“I know.” She smiled. 

I stared. 



Her smile brightened. “Is that okay?” 

“Um….” 

“You’ll be there, right? Please say you’ll be there. It won’t be the same without you.” She wore 
that puppy dog look on her face – the one I had never been able to refuse in all our ten years of 
acquaintance. 

“Um…sure. I’ll be there.” What else could I say? 

“Wonderful!” She jotted something down in her notebook. Blond curls bounced against her 
shoulders. “Thanks, Ally!” She smiled and danced off into the back storage room, humming a 
tune under her breath. 

I took a long drink of my iced tea and tried to put thoughts of a Friday night sleepover out of my 
mind. Refreshed, I returned to my big leather chair next to Nate. He had his textbook open again 
and was looking at a very complicated chart of verb endings. 

“You’re going to make an A on your test,” I reminded him. 

He smiled at me the way he always did when I teased him about his studies. “I love this class, 
you know. Language is fascinating when you think about its complexity and how God created it 
all in an instant.” 

I pulled my feet up onto the chair and leaned back. “Somehow I missed that in between all the 
crying, hair-pulling hysteria fits I had over Arabic last year.” 

“That’s because you’re too impatient to sit back and appreciate complex things.” He studied me 
for a moment. “And you’ve got hay in your hair.” 

“That accounts for it.” I laughed, and fished it out. 

Nate returned to his studies. I sipped my tea slowly, stealing glances at him now and then for no 
other reason than I liked looking at him. The band quit for a short break, and the room swelled 
even louder with voices. I watched the people around me, noting who was talking to whom, and 
who looked especially happy tonight. My gaze reached the doorway just as a tall, skinny man 
wearing a Tar Heels baseball hat walked into the studio. 

“Pastor Jacob’s here,” I announced. 

Nate looked up, his attention at once riveted on the young pastor. He closed his textbook and 
plopped it onto the table in front of us. “I’ve got to talk to him for a minute. I’ll be right back.” 

“Sure.” I spun the ice cubes around in my glass and smiled. 



Nate hadn’t been gone thirty seconds when another young man dropped into his vacated seat and 
leaned toward me. I nearly choked on an ice cube. 

“We missed you at the game last night,” Logan said, indicating himself and his trusty sidekick 
Shane, who stood beside the chair looking bored. 

The intrusion slightly dazed me, and it took me a moment to find my tongue. “I meant to come, 
but my friend needed a babysitter.” 

“That’s too bad. It was tight until the end. We won in overtime, seventy to sixty-eight.” 

“Congratulations.” 

“Thank you.” He glanced at his broad-shouldered friend Shane, then back to me. “We’re playing 
Winthrop next week – postseason game. Are you going to come?” 

“I might. If I have time.” 

Logan leaned in closer and lowered his voice. “I always play better with an audience. You’d be 
good luck.” 

His tone unnerved me, and I didn’t know what to say. 

“How’s the horse riding going?” 

I shrugged and swirled my ice cubes. “Good, I suppose.” 

“What about that wild one who almost broke your finger a few weeks back?” 

“Sebastian? Oh, that was an accident. He’s not wild at all.” 

“No?” 

“Not a bit. He’s all snort and no bite. Sometimes I catch him playing nosies with the barn cat.” 

“Well!” Logan grinned suggestively. “How about that? Horses have crushes, too.” 

I frowned at him. Where was he going with this conversation, and why was he interrupting my 
previously pleasant evening? 

“Did I tell you about the horse I rode once at summer camp?” he asked. 

“Yes.” 

“Did I tell you how big he was? His hoof was wider than my spread hand.” 



I smiled politely. 

“He was fast, too. They let me run him through the pastures.” 

“On your first day?” 

He blinked at me. “What?” 

“Usually they don’t let you gallop horses at summer camp. It’s too dangerous.” 

“Oh.” He dismissed my observation with a short laugh. “That was down in Texas. They do 
things differently there. We just went out and had fun. You wouldn’t know, of course. You ride 
prissy English ponies from Europe and do…what is it you do again?” 

“Dressage.” 

“Right. How much fun can that possibly be compared to racing wild out on the trails?” 

“You’d be surprised.” 

Logan shrugged. “Well, I liked that horse. His name was Charger.” 

I couldn’t think of anything else to say, so we lapsed into silence. 

“Come on, let’s go.” Shane spoke for the first time. “We were supposed to be at the Steakhouse 
ten minutes ago.” 

Logan didn’t take his eyes off me. “Have any plans for dinner?” 

“Um…I was just going to eat at home.” 

“You should come with us.” 

I chewed on my lip. “I’m kind of hanging out with Nate tonight. You’re in his chair, actually.” 

At the mention of Nate, Logan’s entire expression clouded. 

The tension in the air thickened. I longed to get up and run, and had very nearly come up with an 
excuse to do so when Nate walked into our midst, nonchalant as could be. 

“You can have dinner at the Steakhouse if you want,” he said. “I really need to get home and 
study anyway.” 

My mouth went dry. Sometimes I wished Nate wasn’t so accommodating. 

“So…will you come?” Logan pressed. “It’s on me.” 



I glanced at Nate. His eyes reassured me that whatever I decided was okay with him. 

I turned to Logan. “Thanks, but I’m tired tonight and I think I’d rather go home. Long day at the 
barn.” 

Logan’s disappointment was palpable, but he gathered himself together in moments and forced a 
smile. “Maybe another time. Have a good night.” 

I nodded, and the two big basketball stars sauntered off. Relieved, I glanced up at Nate. “Next 
time can you please not encourage them?” 

“Why not?” He sat down. “They’re not so bad.” 

“Are you forgetting seventh grade? The soccer field?” 

“I forgave them a long time ago. I thought you did, too.” 

“I know, but…” For some reason, I couldn’t shake the slight feeling of aversion I had toward 
them. I tried to be polite, and yet was always left wishing they would leave me alone. 

“They make me uncomfortable.” 

Nate smiled warmly. “Sweet little Ally, that’s just because you don’t know what to do with all 
the attention. I think you should give them a chance.” 

I grunted. 

He pulled his textbook off the table and opened it. “Boys like that who are riding the fence 
between God and the world can learn a lot from a girl like you. You can reach them in ways no 
one else can.” 

My cheeks warmed. “I don’t see how.” 

“God will show you.” 

God will show you. That was Nate’s answer for everything. Sometimes it encouraged me, and 
sometimes it frustrated me. Tonight it simply made me tired. 

“So what did you and Pastor Jacob talk about?” 

Nate looked up quickly. “That’s right, I haven’t told you, have I? Pastor Jacob asked me to head 
up the city outreach program now that Al Johnson is going back to Michigan. What do you think 
of that?” 

“Director of Shine? That’s fantastic!” 



“I know. I have so many ideas. We’re going to help out with the low income kids at the schools 
and the International students at UNCA. I want to start a program for taking meals and groceries 
to the elderly. And Ally, I remember once you said it’d be great if we could expand Studio7 and 
get more young adults to come. I’m already working on the logistics of it…” 

Nate rambled on about his plans for Shine. His eyes brightened with enthusiasm, and his voice 
held that slight tremor of excitement that any normal boy’s might after a great ball game or a 
fantastic date. 

I sighed as I watched him talk – for indeed, I was no longer listening but watching – and 
wondered what it might be like if he was ever that excited about someone else besides 
God…someone like me. 

I laughed inwardly at my own folly. Who was I kidding? The day Nathan McCartney ever 
looked at me twice without seeing his little friend Ally would be the day I appeared before him 
as an angel of the Lord. 

And we all knew that would never happen. 

---ooo--- 

Matthew 16:25 “For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it…” 

Ecclesiastes 4:6 “One hand full of rest…” 

 
Chapter 3: Problem Fifteen 

 

---Chapter Three: Problem Fifteen--- 

February, 1994 

“Have you ever met Jesus?” 

I looked at Nate, puzzled. “That’s a silly question. Jesus lived a long time ago. Of course I 
haven’t met Him.” 

“I’ve met Him.” 

I dropped my pencil onto my math notebook, forgetting all about that troublesome problem 
fifteen. “You have not.” 

“Sure I have.” 

“When?” 



“On my ninth birthday. He came to see me. He said He wanted to give me a birthday present.” 

“No, he didn’t.” 

“Yes, he did.” 

I stared at him skeptically. I was pretty sure he was lying. “Well, what did he give you?” 

“Eternal life.” 

I rolled my eyes and picked up my pencil again. Sometimes I wondered if Nate wasn’t a crazy 
person – he said stuff like that all the time. “That doesn’t make any sense.” 

“’For the wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life through Jesus Christ our 
Lord.’” 

I vaguely remembered hearing something about eternal life in Sunday School the couple of times 
my mom took me. She said every good little girl should go to Sunday School. But then after a 
while we stopped going, because she said I was good enough already. 

“Do you know that everyone who was ever born on earth deserves to die because of their sin?” 
Nate scooted closer to me on the gym bleachers, his nearness making me uncomfortable. 

“I’ve heard that.” I drew squiggly lines on my math notebook, avoiding his penetrating gaze. I 
knew if I looked up at him my face would turn bright red. 

“It’s true. God has a very high standard because He is holy and He can’t be in the presence of 
sin. You have to be absolutely perfect to go to heaven. But of course nobody can be perfect.” 

I tried to follow him. “So you’re saying no one can go to heaven?” 

“Not by themselves. You have to have faith in Jesus. ‘In Him we have redemption through His 
blood, the forgiveness of our trespasses, according to the riches of His grace which He lavished 
on us.’” 

I was still confused. Nate always talked about things that made my head spin. “I don’t know 
what you’re talking about,” I said tersely. 

“I mean, you have to believe in Jesus to go to heaven. ‘If you confess with your mouth Jesus as 
Lord, and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved.’” 

I tried to concentrate on problem fifteen, but couldn’t. 

“Jesus Christ died on a cross and shed His own blood for us,” Nate said, perfectly oblivious to 
my growing discomfort. “You know why?” 



I didn’t really care, but I knew Nate wouldn’t leave me alone unless I humored him. “Why?” 

“He died to pay the punishment for all your sins. Every little thing you ever did wrong, He 
erased. Jesus was ‘offered once to bear the sins of many.’ ‘Though your sins are as scarlet, they 
will be as white as snow.’ See, Ally? Do you understand what I’m saying?” 

I sat there quietly, motionlessly. I didn’t like what he was telling me. He was using a bunch of 
big words and for some reason it made me feel vulnerable and self-conscious and confused. I 
didn’t understand everything, but it frightened me all the same. Desperate to squelch the feeling, 
I asked, “Nate, are you really only in sixth grade?” 

This comment derailed his train of thought, and it took him a moment to respond. “Of course.” 

“Well, you talk like a preacher or something.” 

He quieted at my words, and hung his head. I felt a twinge of guilt at having hurt him, but I was 
feeling defensive, and couldn’t apologize. 

“Don’t you want to live with God forever?” he murmured. 

“I don’t know. Should I?” 

“Oh, yes! God loves you very much. He wanted me to tell you that.” 

So now God and Nate were talking about me? This was too much. I gripped my pencil harder 
and pressed random numbers onto my notebook paper. “I have to finish my homework.” 

“But God said –“ 

“Does it really matter what God said?” I snapped, then immediately wished I hadn’t. I saw the 
hurt in his big brown eyes. But again, I couldn’t apologize. Four weeks ago he had been my hero, 
the boy who had opened my locker and rescued me from utter despair. But now all his pestering 
questions and confusing statements annoyed me. I wished he would go away and leave me alone. 

Nate was silent for a long moment before he answered my question in a very soft voice: “It 
matters more than anything in the world.” 

The reverence in his tone irked me. I burned with anger toward him but I didn’t know why. 
“Listen, I have to finish this problem set. I don’t care anything about Jesus.” 

“You should. You need him.” 

“No, I don’t.” My voice was rough. 

“You’ll be miserable without Him.” 



I clenched my teeth. “Please, just go away. I don’t want to talk to you right now.” 

He sighed, and stood. “When you realize that you need Him, I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you all about 
Him.” He clutched his Bible to his chest and walked away. 

My pencil didn’t move for a very long time. Then the bell rang, and I gathered up my things and 
went to class. 

---ooo--- 

Romans 6:23 “For the wages of sin is death…” 

Ephesians 1:7 “In Him we have redemption through His blood…” 

Romans 10:9 “If you confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord …” 

Hebrews 9:28 “So Christ also, having been offered once to bear the sins of many…” 

Isaiah 1:18 “Though your sins are as scarlet…” 

 
Chapter 4: A Coke Can 

 

---Chapter Four: A Coke Can--- 

April, 2004 

“Easy there, boy,” I sang to my horse as we trotted down the long side of the dressage ring. “All 
I asked for was a little lengthening, not a head toss and half a stride of canter.” 

Legend snorted, but settled obediently beneath my soft hands. He played with the bit in his 
mouth, and his ears flopped happily back and forth. 

I bent him around my leg in a small ten meter circle, then turned him up the centerline and 
slowed him to a halt in the middle. He stood absolutely still for about three seconds, and then his 
left ear twitched back to me, waiting for the praise he knew would come. 

“You are the bestest, smartest, goodest horse in the whole world.” I dropped the reins and flung 
my arms around his neck. His coat was sweaty, but soft and warm against my cheek. 

An airy whicker was my sweet response. 

“Just wait till you’re mine,” I whispered dreamily. “Then Ican take you to shows and clip your 
little number to your bridle and give you carrots and peppermint candies after your tests. 
Wouldn’t you like that?” 



His answer was unsurprisingly ambiguous – he picked up his feet and headed toward the barn. 

I laughed at him. “Silly boy. What am I going to do with you?” 

Legend was the horse of my dreams. I’d fallen in love with him the first time I’d seen him, 
clambering down the trailer ramp onto Noel’s gravel driveway. He’d been a three-year-old then, 
bright-eyed and curious, his dark bay coat gleaming in dapples under the sun. Every day after 
that he had proved to be as sweet as he was lovely, and before long I knew in my heart that until 
I could call him my own, I would never be satisfied. 

Luckily for me, Noel had thought him scatter-brained and easily-distracted, and within nine 
months had told me if I could raise the money, she’d sell him to me. 

I was four months away from that elusive $8,000. 

“Hey, Ally,” called my friend Jessi as we approached the barn. “Noel is looking for you. She’s a 
little frazzled, so watch out.” 

Noel was always frazzled, but I didn’t point that out. “Thanks. How was your ride?” 

“Good.” Jessi patted her horse’s neck. The gray mare stood tied to the outside of her stall, 
happily devouring a flake of hay. “We got some nice flying changes today. Two’s and three’s.” 

“Well done,” I praised. Jessi was a fantastic rider, and Charm was an aging schoolmaster with an 
impressive record of wins in the dressage ring. If Jessi had been any less humble about it, I 
would have been jealous. 

“You and Legend looked great out there. Is Noel taking him to Riverbend this weekend for the 
show?” 

I vaulted off Legend’s back. “I think so. I hope so. But she always complains about how he 
won’t pay attention and how he messes up his stall with the pacing. She might have her hands 
full enough with the others and leave him behind.” 

“It’s a shame. The judges always love him.” 

“I know.” I ran up my stirrups, then loosened Legend’s girth. The gelding brought his nose 
around and nuzzled my hip for a carrot. 

“What are you up to tonight? Want to come over for a movie?” Jessi tucked a blond curl behind 
her ear. 

I grimaced. “Sorry. Nate and I are brainstorming tonight at Studio7.” 

“Brainstorming? For what?” 



“We thought it’d be cool if we could expand Studio7, and Pastor Jacob gave Nate the go-ahead 
to write up a proposal.” 

Jessi gave me a look. “And of course you agreed to help him.” 

“Why wouldn’t I? I love Studio7. It’s practically my second home.” 

Jessi shook her head. “I worry about you sometimes, you know. It’s really not healthy, this 
obsession you have with him.” 

“With who?” 

“With Nate.” 

I frowned at her. “It’s not an obsession. He’s my best friend.” 

Jessi gave me a knowing smile as she untied Charm’s lead rope. “I’ve known you for three years, 
Ally, and you’ve never once looked at another guy. Just think about what you’re doing. Nate’s in 
a world all his own. Give him a few years and he’ll be off in some war-torn, third-world country, 
never to return. There’s a good chance you’ll only end up getting hurt.” She pulled Charm’s head 
up from the ground, where the mare had been fishing for leftover strands of hay. “There are 
plenty of guys in this world, believe me. Ones who don’t want to get themselves killed before 
they’re thirty.” 

I knew from past experience that trying to argue with Jessi was pointless. As much as her words 
hurt me, I refused to get defensive. She didn’t understand Nate like I did. She never would. 

“Ally, I’m sorry.” Jessi’s voice softened and she laid a hand on my arm. “I don’t mean to upset 
you. I just care about you, okay? I’d hate to see you waste your life waiting for someone who 
doesn’t want to be waited for.” 

“I’m not waiting for him, Jess.” 

“Then why don’t you let me set you up with one of my friends? There’s this one guy you’d 
really like –“ 

“I’m not going out with any of your friends and you know why. Can’t you just accept that?” I 
pushed Legend’s nose away from my hip, as he was now trying to knock me over in his quest for 
a carrot. 

“You know, that’s one thing I don’t get about Christians,” Jessi said. “They’re so exclusive. 
They think there’s only one right path in life, and it’s theirs. Anyone who doesn’t follow their 
rules is automatically out.” 

“It’s not about rules, Jess. It’s about having a relationship with the only One who can satisfy 
you.” 



Jessi snorted. “God satisfies me about as much as a melted popsicle on a hot summer day.” 

What was I supposed to say to that? She was trying to bait me, and I wasn’t in the mood for a 
debate. I loved Jessi to death, but some days she sure did her best to push my buttons. 

“Let’s call a truce and remain friends, shall we?” I offered with a hopeful smile. 

Jessi grinned back. “Always. I’ve got to get this gal out to her paddock anyway.” 

I took my sweet time grooming Legend, and afterwards went to find Noel. She was sitting on the 
back porch of her two-story farm house drinking lemonade and arguing with someone over the 
phone. 

“No, Mom, I told you I would be there. Yes, I’m coming tomorrow, and I’ll bring the recipe 
book. No, I’m not copying all the pages for you. You can just have the whole darn thing…. I’ve 
told you already, I don’t need it. I never cook!” 

Noel looked up from her tirade long enough to wave me up the stairs. “Mom, I have to go. 
Business. I’ll call you later.” She snapped her cell phone shut. “Ally, have a seat. You’re just the 
person I need to see. My mom is having heart surgery and she needs me to come up and take 
care of things at the house until my sister gets back from Europe on Friday. I’ll be gone four 
days. I need you to ride Cadence and Kipling for me. We’ve got the show this weekend and they 
can’t afford a day off. You know how Cadence forgets to bend left if she does, and Kipling will 
get fat. Can you do that for me?” 

Her request left me momentarily speechless. Noel had never asked me to ride her two best show 
horses before. I’d always been stuck with ‘that scatter-brained colt’ Legend. My heart swelled 
with excitement at the prospect of riding her lovely horses – and yet in the back of my mind I 
knew it would only wear me out. Already I was responsible for managing the minute, every-day 
details of the ranch, teaching eight lessons a week, and exercising three horses. Add two more, 
and my day would be swamped. 

But it was Cadence and Kipling! How could I turn down such an opportunity? 

“Of course I can ride them,” I offered, barely masking my eagerness. 

Noel nodded, as if she hadn’t expected any other answer. “I’ll be back late Friday, so if you can 
have the trailer packed before you leave that day, I’d appreciate it.” She took a sip of her 
lemonade. “I can’t believe Mom chose this week to have her surgery. She knew I had Riverbend 
this weekend.” 

“Are you taking Legend?” I asked hopefully. 

She grimaced at the thought. “Oh, dear, no! He’d cause a ruckus. I can’t handle him sometimes, 
Ally. I wish I’d never bought him.” 



I stared at my boots. “I like him.” 

“Of course you do. All young women like a horse with spirit. But wait till you’re my age, dear, 
and you’ll realize the best horses are the ones that don’t cause you any unnecessary trouble.” She 
picked up her cell phone. “I have to call Lauren and make sure she’s coming home on Friday. 
What on earth will I do if she doesn’t?” 

Noel frantically dialed a number, and wishing to distance myself from the situation as much as 
possible, I waved goodbye and fled. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

By definition it was a perfect evening: Nate and I together, hanging out at Studio7 discussing 
some God-related topic, free from time-constraints, agendas, and social obligations – just us, the 
way we so often had been as children, and so seldom were now. The plans for rebuilding a new 
young adult center had been discussed and put aside, and all that was left was to finish our root 
beer floats and enjoy the last few minutes of sunlight beaming through Studio7’s wall-length 
glass windows. 

“It’s the one thing most professing Christians can’t seem to understand or accept,” Nate said, 
leaning onto his elbows which were propped up on the café counter. “They try so hard to please 
God, to do good things and fulfill duties which, according to the Word, we are called to fulfill. 
But striving to be a better person of your own strength, even for the right reasons, is insufficient. 
We can’t transform ourselves. It’s a supernatural act only God can perform in our lives, if we 
trust Him.” 

“Without faith it’s impossible to please God,” I murmured in agreement, enjoying the tranquility 
of the moment. 

“Exactly. We can wear ourselves down trying to please God, when the truth is that there is 
nothing we can do that will cause Him to love us anymore than He does right now. We are His 
chosen ones, holy and beloved, and He wants us to become on the outside who He’s created us to 
be on the inside.” 

I felt in my soul a warm, calming peace – the peace that always consumed me when I 
contemplated God’s love for me. So undeserved, and yet so desperately needed. What was there, 
really, to cling to and hope for in this world except the love of God? 

“That’s the humbling part,” I acknowledged softly. “Knowing I’m insufficient to change 
myself.” 

Nate glanced over at me, his profile all shadows against the low, orange sunlight behind him. 
“’My grace is sufficient for you’ – and praise God that it is. He will never let us go. ‘Brethren 
beloved by the Lord, God has chosen you from the beginning for salvation through sanctification 



by the Spirit and faith in the truth.’ All we have to do is believe in His promises and let His Spirit 
change us. It’s the true mark of a Christian – transformation. Without it the world will never see 
Christ in us.” 

It never ceased to amaze me, the depths to which Nate treasured his relationship with God. I 
wondered if some day the Lord would be that precious to me, if I would comprehend and believe 
in truth the way he did. I opened my mouth to say as much – and stopped short when the back 
door shook open and two tall, buff figures strode into the room. 

Logan sat directly in the chair beside me without so much as a hello. “I heard a rumor today that 
Nate here is taking over Shine.” 

My body tensed, and I couldn’t make myself look at him. Couldn’t make myself respond to his 
statement, either. I noticed on the other side of him Shane had collapsed heavily against the 
counter. He looked irritated. 

“Yes, that’s true,” Nate said – probably the only one thinking rationally at the moment. “Al 
Johnson is moving back to Michigan.” 

“It’s a great opportunity.” Logan leaned in front of me so he could talk to Nate. “It’ll look 
impressive on your resume.” 

Nate raised an eyebrow, half frowning, half questioning. “I’m only doing it because God told me 
to.” 

Logan smiled – the kind of smile that wasn’t quite as sincere as he meant it to be. “Well, it’s 
good to know all is well in Nate’s world.” 

My disapproving frown was punctuated by a long, awkward silence. 

Nate broke it first. “I heard you played well this weekend against Winthrop.” 

“Sure,” Logan scoffed. “But ‘well’ isn’t winning, is it? I graduate next month, and my chances of 
making this a career aren’t looking good. It just doesn’t happen anymore – making pro straight 
out of college.” 

Again I looked at Shane, who rubbed his temples with his fingers and wore a look of complete 
disgust. I wondered fleetingly what his problem was. 

“Don’t give up before it’s over.” Nate’s gaze flicked to mine, then back to Logan’s. “God 
delights in doing good things for us. ‘No one has heard, no ear has perceived, no eye has seen 
any God besides you, who acts on behalf of those who wait for him.’” 

Logan pursed his lips together and sat back, unwilling to continue the conversation. It was the 
same reaction he always had whenever Nate tried to encourage him: hostile silence. 



“Where’s Cheyenne?” Shane growled, tapping the countertop with his fingers. “It’s blisterin’ hot 
outside and I’m parched.” 

“She’s cleaning the coffee maker,” I said. “I can get you a drink if you want one.” 

Shane shrugged his big shoulders. “Don’t trouble yourself. I’ll get one.” 

I watched in mild alarm as he moved around the counter and reached into the cooler for a Coke. 
“Want one, Logan?” 

“Sure.” 

He tossed one to his friend, then opened the one he kept for himself and guzzled down half of it 
in three big swallows. 

I almost opened my mouth to protest – after all, he had no business helping himself to drinks. 
Coke wasn’t a free commodity. But the possibility of stirring up trouble over something as 
frivolous as a Coke kept me mute and glued to my seat. 

“Hey, what’re you doing?” Cheyenne appeared with the coffee maker just in time to catch Shane 
sauntering around the counter. “It’s fifty cents per Coke, and you’re not allowed back here.” 

Shane looked her in the eye. “I don’t have fifty cents.” 

“Then give me back the Coke. Logan, you have to pay, too.” 

Logan popped the cap and took a drink. “Chill, Cheyenne. It’s just fifty cents.” 

Cheyenne’s face turned pink. “It doesn’t matter if it’s ten cents. I have to account for everything 
that comes and goes from this kitchen, and if something’s missing, I have to pay for it.” 

“Are you kidding?” Shane laughed. “What’s the big deal? Don’t have a fit over it.” 

Anger and frustration clawed at me like a ravenous monster. The whole situation was completely 
unfair. Cheyenne might be a little ditzy and clueless, but she didn’t deserve to be treated that 
way. I glanced over at Nate – he was watching Cheyenne with a look of deep compassion. 

Say something, Nate! Why won’t you say something? 

“You each owe me fifty cents,” Cheyenne demanded, her voice high-pitched and wavering. 
“And I don’t think you’re very nice.” 

Shane crushed his empty can against the table and left it there. “Let’s go, Logan.” 

Logan winked at Cheyenne, then turned to follow his friend. “Catch you around, Ally.” 



I refused to answer him back. 

Beside me Nate reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. He plucked a dollar bill from 
its folds and held it out to Cheyenne. She stared at the bill for a long moment, hardly daring to 
take it. Her eyes were shiny with tears. After a moment of deliberation she reached for it, and the 
gratitude on her face spoke far more than words ever could. 

“Thank you, Nate.” 

I sat there feeling like a fool. My anger had clouded my judgment; I had wanted Nate to rebuke 
them. But instead he had done something far more gracious and far more powerful – and without 
saying a word. 

I looked toward the door and realized Shane and Logan still stood there. They had seen 
everything. Logan grabbed Shane’s arm and tried to pull him toward the door, but Shane stood 
statue-like, staring back at Nate with a look of cold hostility. 

I shivered even though it was warm, and turned away. 

---ooo--- 

Hebrews 11:6 “And without faith it is impossible to please Him…” 

Colossians 3:12 “So, as those who have been chosen of God, holy and beloved…” 

2 Corinthians 12:9 “My grace is sufficient for you…” 

2 Thessalonians 2:13 “Brethren beloved by the Lord…” 

Isaiah 64:4 “Since ancient times no one has heard, no ear has perceived…” 

 
Chapter 5: Bloody Nose 

 

---Chapter Five: Bloody Nose--- 

September, 1994 

The fist came flying out of nowhere. 

I saw it out of the corner of my eye. I was sitting on the rubber horse swing on the playground, 
dangling my bare legs and pretending to talk to a girl named Cheyenne while sneaking peaks at 
the scene developing behind the soccer net. 



I saw Nate go stumbling backwards. He almost fell over, but caught himself at the last moment 
and regained his balance. His hand went to his nose, and came away all bloody. Horrified, I 
jumped off the horse and ran to him. 

“Shut up about God, would you?” came the steely voice of Shane Matthews. “I’m tired of 
hearing your nonsense. Can’t you kick the ball straight? If you miss one more time, you’re off 
the team.” 

Nate met his gaze steadily, saying nothing. 

“Stop staring at me, you little weirdo. Go on, get out of here.” 

Nate opened his mouth as if he might say something, but only took a breath. He didn’t waver, 
and his feet remained planted in the grass before his irate and considerably larger opponent. 

Shane’s fist flew again and collided with Nate’s forehead. I yelped in surprise, aghast that any 
human being could willfully hurt another human being. 

“Miss King! Nate’s got a nosebleed!” hollered Cheyenne, as her eye caught sight of the 
commotion. She spun around worriedly, arms flailing. 

I stepped in front of Nate just as Shane raised his arm to strike again. “Stop it! Don’t hurt him!” 

Shane glared at me. “Hey, Logan, look at this. Bible Boy’s got a friend.” 

Logan Warner smiled in amusement. “Well, now, why the sudden interest in Fisherboy, Ally? 
It’s not like he got cute or anything over the summer. And he sucks at soccer.” 

I ignored them and inspected Nate’s face. Blood streamed out his nose, and the red spot on his 
forehead swelled larger with every passing second. 

“Let’s go to the nurse,” I said. 

The soccer boys laughed gleefully. 

“That’s right,” Logan mocked. “Take him off to the nurse and doctor him up. Then kiss his little 
bruised forehead. That’ll make him feel better.” 

The laughter was hideous, and I hurt for Nate. I wished I had the guts to hit Shane and Logan 
back. I wanted them to know what it felt like to be unjustly attacked, to have blood running down 
their faces, to have absolutely no way of defending themselves. I wanted them to feel for one 
second the pain Nate must be feeling. But they only stood there and laughed – and I only took 
Nate’s arm and retreated. 

Miss King arrived on the scene just as Nate and I stepped off the soccer field. She took one look 
at him and gasped. 



“Nate, dear, what happened?” 

“Nothing,” he muttered, still holding his nose. 

Miss King bent to inspect his face. “Did someone hit you?” 

He didn’t answer, and his silence fueled my anger to the breaking point. “Shane punched him!” I 
exclaimed. “Twice! And then they all laughed and called him names!” 

Nate frowned at me, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t going to let Shane get away with it. He deserved 
detention for a whole week…no, make that for the rest of the year…no, for the rest of his life! 

Miss King pursed her lips together in one of those knowing adult looks that adults think children 
don’t understand. Well, I understood – Shane’s dad was on the board of directors, and 
suspension was absolutely out of the question. Shane would get away with it; he always did. 

Miss King touched Nate’s forehead, and he winced. “Take him to the nurse, Ally, then get to 
class on time. I’ll deal with Shane.” 

I reached out to take Nate’s hand, but he stepped away from me and walked quickly across the 
abandoned basketball court. I followed wordlessly, feeling oddly hurt and confused. 

When the nurse saw him, she swept him inside to clean his wounds. She told me I could leave, 
but I chose to sit in an empty chair and wait while she dabbed at his nose and covered his 
forehead with a bandage. Nate didn’t say anything the entire time. 

Five minutes later his nose had stopped bleeding and the nurse gave him an icepack to hold on 
his forehead. She said his nose wasn’t broken, but it would be sore for a while. Then a girl came 
into the office crying about having a sick stomach, and the nurse turned to help her, leaving Nate 
alone, two chairs away from me. 

I got up and sat next to him. He wouldn’t look at me, though I wished with all my heart he 
would. His hand shook as he held the icepack. 

Never in my life had I felt such empathy for another human being. And it wasn’t just about 
Shane hitting him or Logan calling him Fisherboy or the soccer team laughing. I was wholly 
ashamed of myself and overwhelmed with guilt for having disliked him so much last year. I had 
ignored him and turned my back on him over and over again. Yet still he said hello to me when 
we passed in the hallway, and still he smiled and talked about Jesus as if nothing else in the 
world mattered. At that moment I knew my own inner horribleness, and I wanted – needed – his 
forgiveness more than anything. 

“Nate,” I cried, beady tears slipping down my face. “I’m sorry.” 

He peered up at me. His hair was very curly and a little long, brushing the tops of his eyes. 
“What for? You didn’t hit me.” 



“But I think I have. I think I’ve hit you many times. Only it left a mark on the inside, not the 
outside.” 

He pondered my words with that deep, searching mind of his. At last he nodded. “Sure, I forgive 
you.” 

I could tell he meant it, and cried all the harder. Was it really that easy? How could he instantly 
forgive me like that even though I’d been horrible to him? 

“I wish you hadn’t forgiven me,” I wept. 

“Why?” 

“Because then everything would be the way it should be.” 

Understanding shone in his eyes, and his expression softened with compassion. “That’s how I 
feel about God sometimes. I don’t know why He forgives me. But He does, and I accept it, and I 
have life because of it. ‘Blessed are those who lawless deeds have been forgiven, and whose sins 
have been covered. Blessed is the man whose sin the Lord will not take into account.’” 

This time his words comforted me. We sat in silence, and neither of us moved when the bell 
rang. Then, seeing his hand was still shaking, I reached up and took the icepack from him. He 
blinked in surprise but let go, and I held the icepack against his bruised forehead. 

“Why did you just stand there and let him hit you?” 

“‘You will be hated by all because of My name, but the one who endures to the end, he will be 
saved.’” 

“Is that from the Bible?” 

“Mark 13:13.” 

“But surely God doesn’t expect you to let people beat you up.” 

“Fighting back never solves anything, Ally.” 

“I know. But you could’ve walked away. Or you could stop talking about Jesus so much.” 

“’Everyone who confesses Me before men, I will also confess him before My Father who is in 
heaven. But whoever denies Me before men, I will also deny him before My Father.’” 

“Do you have the whole Bible memorized or something?” 

“I wish I did.” He sighed regretfully. “It’s pretty hard, though. There are a lot of words.” 



I stared at him as if I had never seen one of his kind before. “Nate, are we going to be friends 
now?” 

“I hope so.” He looked up at me – a simple, unassuming gaze that was so beautiful in its 
sincerity, I knew I would never have to ask him again. 

From that day on, we were best friends. 

---ooo--- 

Romans 4:7 “Blessed are those whose lawless deeds have been forgiven…” 

Mark 13:13 “You will be hated by all because of My name…” 

Matthew 10:32 “Therefore everyone who confesses Me before men…” 

 
Chapter 6: Pink Silk Pajamas 

 

---Chapter Six: Pink Silk Pajamas--- 

May, 2004 

Ten o’clock had long since passed when I loaded the last crate of show supplies onto Noel’s 
trailer. I’d been at the barn since six-thirty that morning and hadn’t sat down once. Another 
sixteen hour day. I was hungry, tired, and frustrated that Noel had left me with all the packing to 
do the night before the show. If anyone had been around to have sympathy on me, I would’ve 
cried. 

Riding Cadence and Kipling this week had been a dream – one I was none too proud to thank 
God for – but the extra hours had nearly been my undoing. I rejoiced in the fact that tomorrow 
was Saturday and I could sleep in… 

Until I remembered tonight was Cheyenne’s birthday party and I’d promised to attend. 

Oh God, why tonight? I’m so weary. I just need a moment of rest. Help me! 

The fifteen minute drive from the barn to Cheyenne’s house was the longest drive of my life. The 
thought of staying up all night watching Gilmore Girls with Cheyenne and her giggly friends 
made my head hurt. The whole way there I tried to think up a good excuse for not going, but I 
knew none of them would satisfy Cheyenne. If I didn’t show up, it would hurt her. 

I sat in my car at least ten minutes before I gathered the courage to walk up to her front door and 
ring the bell. 



“Ally!” Cheyenne’s bright, round face greeted me. She looked beautiful tonight with her 
platinum blond hair piled on top of her head and her cheeks flushed pink. “I’m so glad you’re 
here. I was starting to worry you wouldn’t come.” 

She ushered me into her living room. A dozen girls sat cross-legged on the floor, their gazes held 
transfixed by the television screen. They all wore pajamas with their hair pinned up in much the 
same style as Cheyenne’s. 

Thank goodness I missed the makeovers, at least. 

“Did you bring your sleepover stuff?” Cheyenne asked. 

I grimaced, and pondered whether or not to admit I’d forgotten all about it. “I’ll just sleep in my 
shirt.” 

“You can borrow my pajamas if you want.” She grabbed my hand before I could protest and 
directed me down the hallway to her room. 

“Oh, no, that’s okay, really.” I tried to pry her death-grip from my wrist. 

“Ally, you can’t sleep in your T-shirt. I’ve got these new pink silk pajamas that will make you 
sleep like a baby.” She pushed open the door. 

I’d been in Cheyenne’s bedroom countless times over the years, but it shocked me all the same to 
see it now. Purple walls, purple bedspread, frilly purple curtains, purple lounge chair – even the 
trashcan under her desk was purple! 

“See, aren’t these cute?” Cheyenne held up the silky pink pajamas. With all the purple 
surrounding them, the pink was blinding. 

“You’re sweet, Cheyenne, but I really don’t need pajamas.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Here. Put these on and then come to the living room. You’d better hurry up 
or you’ll miss the part when Rory breaks up with Dean.” 

Wouldn’t want to miss that, would I? 

It occurred to me, as I begrudgingly stuffed my feet through the pajama bottoms, that my attitude 
was far from pleasant. I didn’t want to be here, I didn’t want to watch Gilmore Girls, and I 
wasn’t in the mood for putting up with Cheyenne’s quirkiness. I just wanted to go home and 
sleep. 

God, give me patience. Help me to be cheerful. I need your grace now. 

I heard the girls exclaiming over Rory and Dean’s relationship as I emerged from Cheyenne’s 
bedroom wearing the silky pink pajamas. 



“I can’t believe she didn’t just say ‘I love you’ back!” one of the girls moaned. “What was she 
thinking?” 

“She was scared,” explained a petite Chinese girl named Mei-Li, one of the girls in my small 
group Bible study. “Dean was moving too fast for her.” 

“Yeah, why do guys always say ‘I love you’ when they don’t mean it?” asked another. 

“Maybe he did mean it,” said the first. 

“Even if he meant it he shouldn’t have said it,” declared Mei-Li. “They’re only in tenth grade. 
They’re way too young to be in love.” 

I stood in the hallway debating whether or not to enter the living room until at last Cheyenne saw 
me and waved me over. Reluctantly I obeyed, and took a seat beside her on the sofa. 

“I think teenagers can be in love,” Cheyenne said dreamily. “Really in love. The kind that lasts 
forever. Don’t you think, Ally?” 

I froze like a deer that senses trouble but can’t get away. “Um…” 

Another girl from my small group – Stacie, the really conservative one – shook her head 
decisively. “I don’t think teenagers know what love really is. I don’t think most people our age 
know. There’s a big difference between love and infatuation.” 

A bunch of murmurs and nods of agreement rose up from the group. 

A wave of exhaustion passed over me, and listening became impossible. All I could do was pray 
for deliverance and hope the night would end quickly. In my struggle to keep my eyes open I 
didn’t realize the topic had diverted to some of the guys in our young adult Sunday School class. 
That is, until Cheyenne tapped me on the shoulder and asked, “You think so, right Ally?” 

I blinked at her. “Think what?” 

“That Nate will be one of the greatest missionaries of the twenty-first century.” 

I stared at her, dumbfounded and far too surprised to be annoyed by such a pompous statement. 
Patience, I reminded myself. I drew in a long breath. “I think Nate would rather not be 
remembered at all and have God receive all the glory.” 

Every pair of eyes turned to me, and every expression showed keen interest in the topic – typical, 
considering what most church-going girls thought of Nate. The irksome part was they didn’t care 
half as much about his passion for reaching Muslim peoples as they did about his dark curls and 
unforgettably soulful eyes. Tightening my jaw, I added, “In fact, I think he would rather us not 
talk about him at all.” 



“That’s true,” Cheyenne agreed. “But we’re only saying good things.” 

“Isn’t he going on a mission trip soon?” Stacie asked. “Where is he going?” 

I felt the heat rising to my cheeks. Patience! “He’s going to Sharghistan.” 

Wrinkled brows and questioning glances came my way. “Where’s that?” Stacie wondered. 

“It’s in the Middle East. Southeast of Turkey.” Most of the girls knew he’d spent a year overseas 
after he graduated from high school – though apparently no one had cared enough to remember 
the country’s name. 

“It must be hard for you,” Mei-Li said, reaching up to touch my arm. “You two are pretty close, 
aren’t you?” 

That familiar burn started behind my eyelids, and I forced myself not to think about Nate 
leaving. I knew if I did I would burst into tears in front of all these girls who had no idea how 
deeply their probing questions hurt me. Please God, I can’t handle this much longer! 

My cell phone rang. 

Hallelujah! 

I dove across someone’s foot – dotted with sparkly pink toenails – and reached for my purse. 
“Hello?” I gasped into the phone. 

“Hi, Al,” Nate greeted. 

“Oh, thank goodness! I’m so glad you called.” I motioned to Cheyenne that I had to take the call, 
and disappeared into the kitchen. T-shirts, ribbons, glitter, and paint were spread haphazardly 
across the table. I looked away, afraid if I stared too long I’d get dizzy. 

“Sure, what’s wrong?” he asked. 

“How’d you know something was wrong?” 

“I didn’t. But God told me to call you, and you sound awful.” 

“Thanks.” I fell into the nearest chair with a sigh. “I worked sixteen miserable hours today – the 
last three spent loading the trailer alone because Noel is out of town and Betsy went home early 
– and now I’m at Cheyenne’s house dressed in pink silk pajamas, sitting in front of the TV with 
poofy-headed girls debating why Rory and Dean broke up and why Rory didn’t just say she 
loved him back in the first place!” 

Nate’s amused laughter filled my ears. “Pink silk pajamas?” 



“Don’t mock. She made me wear them. At least I didn’t have to participate in the glitter and the 
makeovers. Oh!” Something cold tickled my elbow, and I lifted it off the table. “Great! I just 
stuck my arm in a pile of glitter glue.” 

“Sorry, Al. You sound really tired.” 

“I could fall asleep in this chair if I had a pillow.” 

I could almost feel his smile through the phone. “You’re doing a nice thing for her, you know.” 

Of course. Leave it to Nate to remind me of my selfishness and how it was more important to be 
there for a friend than to get a couple extra hours of sleep. I groaned into the phone. “But I’m 
really tired.” 

“Then tell her the truth and go home. But you should know,” he added, “she looks up to you. She 
admires you.” 

“I don’t see why.” I pulled a napkin off the table and wiped my elbow. 

“Well, I can,” Nate said softly. “It’s easy to forget people are watching, that everything you do 
and say is what the world sees of Christ. You have so much to give to her, and as hard as it is, I 
know you can do it. You can do all things through Christ who strengthens you. Believe that.” 

Just the sound of his calming voice lifted the emotional burden away from my soul. He thought 
Christ was working through me, but he had no idea all the ways Christ had worked through him. 
“Thanks,” I murmured. 

“Anytime. Have a good night.” 

“You too.” 

Just as I closed my phone, Cheyenne walked into the kitchen. She bit her lip worriedly and 
wrung her hands. “Is everything okay?” she asked. 

I smiled at her as one overflowing with peace. “Everything’s fine. I was just chatting with Nate.” 

She pulled back a chair from the table and sat down, drawing her bunny-slippered feet up under 
her. “I’m glad you came tonight,” she said. 

“Thanks for inviting me.” 

She nodded, fingering a strand of red ribbon glued to a T-shirt. “Ally, there’s something I wanted 
to ask you.” 

“Sure.” 



She grinned sheepishly, a touch of excitement lighting her eyes. “I’m heading up the year-end 
college bash this month at Studio7, and I’ve been thinking a lot about what to do for the 
decorations. I’ve decided it has to have a Shakespearean aura. Grand, romantic, a little dark with 
low lights. We’ll have to get new curtains that are long and flowy, and the colors will be white, 
burgundy, and muted brown. And we’ll have flowers. Lots of flowers.” She looked at me 
pointedly. “I was wondering if you might be able to help.” 

There it was – the dreaded question. I sank beneath her expectant stare, trying to think of some 
way to get out of this without actually refusing. I might be overflowing with peace, but I 
certainly wasn’t overflowing with time and interest. 

I wracked my brain for a good excuse. “Well…I’m honored you think I could help with such a 
grand undertaking, but I’m really not that creative, and –“ 

“Oh, stop.” Cheyenne waved a hand. “You’re the most creative person I know.” 

If I was the most creative person she knew, she clearly didn’t get out enough. “It’s not just that. 
I’m swamped with work. My boss has me riding two extra horses, and I’ve been staying 
overtime just to get all the chores done.” 

Cheyenne’s smile faded. She looked down at her hands the way a little girl might look down 
when you refused her a cookie. The image of her sitting there dejectedly pulled at my heart 
strings, and I knew there was no escape. 

“Okay, okay,” I conceded. “I’ll help you. But only on the weekends. I have zero free time during 
the week.” 

She jumped up from her chair and almost knocked a cup of paint over in her haste to reach me. 
Throwing her arms around my neck, she exclaimed, “You’re amazing, Ally!” 

I sure didn’t feel amazing. I just had a headache. 

“Ally, can I ask you something else?” Cheyenne returned to her seat. 

Oh, dear. If she wanted me to dress up like Juliet and recite poetry, I’d cry. “What?” 

Her face reddened, and she twirled her finger around a lock of blond hair. “I’ve never had 
anyone I could talk to about this. But we’re close, aren’t we?” 

I cringed inwardly at the question. “Sure, you can tell me.” 

Still, she hesitated. Her finger twisted faster and faster. “There’s this guy I like…and he asked 
me out to dinner.” She glanced around to make sure none of the other girls were eavesdropping. 
“Should I go?” 



She looked so helpless, and again my heart went out to her. “If you like him, Cheyenne, you 
should go.” 

She bit her lip. “But…are you sure it’s not better to be friends first?” 

I squinted at her in confusion. “Well, it’s good to have some basis of friendship before you start 
dating. What do you know about him? Does he go to our church? 

“Yes. He plays bass guitar in the band.” Her face flushed pink. 

“Brian Callahan!” I gasped. 

“Shh!” Cheyenne reached across the table and covered my mouth with her hand. “Not so loud. 
There are people around.” 

I found it endearing, the way she got that cute, embarrassed look on her face and insisted on 
absolutely secrecy. “All right,” I promised. “I won’t tell anyone. Brian is nice, and he loves 
Jesus. He’d be good for you.” 

Although somewhat of a geek by most standards, being a chemical engineer and a Civil War 
fanatic, Brian had always impressed me with his unflagging pragmatism and common sense – an 
essential quality for anyone who dated Cheyenne. 

“But I don’t want to be too forward,” she said. “He might think I like him.” 

“Don’t you want him to think you like him?” 

“I don’t know. Should I?” 

“If you like him, and he asked you out to dinner, it’s perfectly appropriate for you to reciprocate. 
For goodness’ sake, Cheyenne, just go to dinner with him.” 

She fussed with the red ribbon on her T-shirt. “But maybe we should just be friends first. You 
think that’s better, don’t you? That Christian women should be very reserved and proper about 
this sort of thing?” 

Puzzled, I shook my head. “When did I ever say that? You should have boundaries and you 
should be careful, but you don’t have to lock yourself in a closet. How else are you supposed to 
find someone to spend your life with?” 

A crease indented itself on her brow, and she frowned. “But Ally, how come you don’t go out 
with Nate, then?” 

Her question stunned me speechless. My heart dropped to my feet, and I stared at her in absolute, 
bewildered disbelief. 



“It’s not like I can’t tell you like him,” she said defensively. “Please don’t be mad.” 

“I’m not mad,” I croaked. 

How had she possibly learned my secret? I had tried so hard to guard my feelings from the rest 
of the world – especially people like Cheyenne. She would go on blabbering it to everyone 
without realizing the damage she was doing. The humiliation of having everyone know I liked a 
man who would never like me back was the worst kind of humiliation I could bear, I was sure. 
That’s why I never talked about Nate to anyone. Better if they all thought I only saw him as my 
best friend. 

“I’m sorry, Ally. I didn’t mean to upset you.” Cheyenne placed her hand on my arm. “I thought 
you guys were just staying friends until the timing was right. That’s why I thought Brian and I 
should be friends first, so we can have something as special as you have.” 

Oh, how had I steered her wrong without even knowing I was doing it? 

“You’ve misunderstood everything,” I said quietly, unable to look at her. “We’re not holding 
back because we think we should be best friends for twenty years before anything happens. The 
difference between me and Nate and you and Brian is that Brian actually likes you, and asked 
you out. You have a chance at something great and exciting, and you should take it. Go to dinner 
with him. Don’t follow my example, Cheyenne. There’s nothing there worth envying.” 

We lapsed into silence. I felt Cheyenne’s eyes on my face, but didn’t have the courage to look 
up. My heart pounded erratically, mournfully. Every time I thought about it, every time a 
comment or situation brought Nate to mind, I hurt a little more. 

“Ally, I’m sorry. I had no idea.” 

I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “You know what, let’s just forget I said anything, 
okay?” 

“But I find it hard to believe that Nate doesn’t like you that way. He adores you.” 

“Sure, like a little sister.” I laughed brittly. “You don’t know him well, do you? The day he ever 
asks a girl out will be the day the sun fails to rise. So let’s talk about something else, hmm?” 

Cheyenne studied me with her keen blue eyes. I felt uncomfortably transparent beneath her gaze. 
She opened her mouth as if to say something, but then shook her head a little. “All right. But if 
you ever need to talk, Ally, you can talk to me.” 

Bitter tears stung my eyes. Her sincerity touched me, but I couldn’t smile. I hated every reminder 
that my life was going nowhere, and my dreams would never come true. 

---ooo--- 



Philippians 4:13 “I can do all things through Christ…” 

 
Chapter 7: The Copy Machine 

 

---Chapter Seven: The Copy Machine--- 

May, 2004 

Sunday afternoon I found Nate in the intern office at church working on proposals for Shine. He 
sat at a computer typing away, his sleeves rolled up to mid-forearm, his eyes clear and focused. 
He hardly noticed when I walked in, until I set a bottle of water and a sandwich onto the desk 
next to him. 

“Mmm, thanks.” He looked up and smiled. 

Just receiving that smile made my heart beat faster. He was dressed in his Sunday casuals – a 
button-down shirt and slacks, with the collar loosened – and the faint scent of his cologne 
swirled around me. 

“What’d you think of the sermon today?” I asked, pulling a chair up next to him. 

He swung away from the computer and turned toward me, eager to answer the question. “It’s 
amazing, isn’t it, the profound words of love Jesus spoke to his disciples – and to us? ‘Do not let 
your heart be troubled; believe in God, believe also in Me. In My Father’s house are many 
dwelling places. If it were not so, I would have told you, for I go to prepare a place for you. If I 
go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, 
there you may be also.’” That familiar passionate light filled his eyes, the light that always shone 
in him when he spoke by the Spirit of God. 

“Do you ever think about it, Ally?” he asked, catching my gaze. “Do you stop and picture it? 
There’s a room for you, there’s a room for me, in our Father’s house. The most beautiful house 
that ever was created – and we’ll be there, in the presence of God, forever. Wherever He is, we 
will be there, too. I long for that day.” 

Yes, I had pictured it. Many times. It blew my mind to think that I would have a room in God’s 
house, and that Jesus had gone to prepare it for me. “I long for it, too,” I whispered. “And we 
know the way to get there. It’s not a thing or a place or an idea…it’s a person. Only Jesus.” 

“Yes, exactly.” Nate reached for his sandwich and unwrapped it. “So why should we be troubled 
about anything? Our future, our significance, our salvation – it all depends on Jesus Christ, and 
He has already secured it by His death and resurrection. We know the end of the story – God 
wins. We just have to trust Him on the path to get there. Every step, every day. Radical 
obedience.” He bit hungrily into his sandwich. 



As always, seeing Nate’s passion for Christ increased my own a hundredfold. I wanted what he 
had. I wanted to feel the things he felt. I wanted God to be for me everything He was for Nate. It 
was my constant, unchanging prayer. 

I leaned forward on my elbows and studied him. “How come you never went to divinity school?” 

He swallowed a mouthful of turkey and cheese, then reached for his water bottle. “God told me 
to bring the good news to unreached people groups. Why would I go to divinity school?” 

“I don’t know. You would make a great pastor. You’d have people coming from all over the 
Southeast to hear you preach.” 

“Where’s the fulfillment in that? ‘His praise is not from men, but from God.’ And what are you 
talking about anyway? I’d be a horrible pastor.” 

“Well, the public speaking would be a challenge at first,” I conceded, “but it would come with 
time. Nobody’s completely natural at it. Even the great speakers get nervous sometimes.” 

He laughed. “You know as well as anyone that standing up in front of a crowd of people renders 
me completely incoherent. No thanks, I’d rather live overseas.” 

“And what happens when you start a church in Sharghistan and they need a pastor, hmm?” 

He shook his head, feigning annoyance. “They’ll have their own native preachers and elders. I 
won’t have anything to do with it. Now stop baiting me and eat your sandwich, please.” 

“I already did.” 

“Well, and now what am I going to do with you?” He smiled again, his expression wide and 
effortless. 

If only he knew what I wished he would do with me. 

But I refused to think about that now. 

After finishing his sandwich Nate went back to work. I sat there quietly, adding my two cents 
whenever necessary. A while later Shane came in to make copies at the copy machine. He glared 
at us and passed by without saying hello. 

I took a sip of my water as I watched him. He made a few copies, then seemingly altered his 
strategy and began feeding multiple pages through the manual feeder. I couldn’t figure out what 
he was doing until I heard the copy machine beep – he had jammed it. 

I put my water down uncapped on the table and looked at Nate. He’d heard the beep too and was 
now watching Shane expectantly. 



“The copy machine’s jammed,” Shane said as he walked over to us. “Do you know how to fix 
it?” 

“Sure.” Nate got up and went to putter with the copier. 

I frowned at Shane, almost daring him to try something else. “You can only feed one page 
through at a time, or else it will jam,” I told him. 

“I guess I know that now.” He propped his hip against the desk, and as he leaned back his elbow 
collided with my water bottle. It tipped over and spilled everywhere – across the desk, the 
floor…and Nate’s proposal notes. 

“Shane!” I exclaimed, jumping up and hurrying to rescue Nate’s papers from the water. 

“Sorry,” he muttered, and headed straight for the door. 

I fumed silently at his back. Sometimes it was hard to have the Spirit of God living inside me, 
especially when I had to put up with people who did mean things all the time and never felt 
guilty about it. I couldn’t even contemplate doing something mean without feeling ashamed and 
sinful – and let me tell you, if I hadn’t felt that way, I would’ve run after Shane, told him he was 
a jerk, and kicked him in the shins. But I knew my first reaction was wrong, so I mastered it and 
forced myself to stay calm. 

“Nate, all your papers are soaked,” I bemoaned. 

He had gone after paper towels and now returned to my side to help me clean up the mess. “It’s 
okay. It’s just water.” 

Was he seriously not having the same internal dilemma I was having? 

“Why do you let him treat you like that?” I asked, reaching for a paper towel. 

Nate sighed, and for a moment I thought I saw hurt on his face – it quickly vanished. “It’s not 
worth fighting over, and that’s what Shane wants – a fight.” 

“I don’t understand why,” I protested. “Sure, he was mean to you in middle school, but ever 
since he joined the church he’s at least been civil, if not friendly. I don’t know why he’s been 
deliberately stirring up trouble this week.” 

Nate wiped up the last of the water and threw the paper towel in a trash can. “I think I know 
why.” 

“You do?” 

“I’m pretty sure he wanted this job. He was helping Al Johnson for a long time with some of 
these projects. I can see why he’s disappointed they chose me.” 



“I wouldn’t exactly call him disappointed. Immature comes to mind a little more quickly.” 

Nate cast me a disapproving glance. “He’s not expressing himself well, true. But I can 
understand.” 

“It just makes me wonder,” I marveled, “how a true child of God can treat another person that 
way.” 

Nate took the pile of dripping papers from my hands and patted them dry with another paper 
towel. “Sometimes children disobey their parents and need a little correcting. I have a feeling 
God isn’t finished with Shane yet.” 

Nate had feelings about people all the time, and he was usually right. But that didn’t make it any 
easier to accept Shane’s inexplicable antagonism toward him. 

“Nate?” I asked suddenly. 

“Yeah?” 

“Have you ever had a feeling about me?” 

He looked up from his papers with a twinkle in his eye. “Sure.” 

“What was it?” 

He pondered the question for a moment. “I have a feeling one of these days you’re going to do 
something that completely surprises everyone who knows you.” 

“Like what?” Curiosity tickled my spine. 

“I don’t know. Maybe it will surprise me, too.” I caught his wink as he slid into his chair and 
turned his back to me. He flexed his fingers and continued typing as if nothing had changed. 

“No, wait,” I pleaded. “You can’t leave me hanging like that.” 

“I’m not leaving you hanging.” A smile danced on his lips. “I’m just opening up the 
possibilities.” 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

“Ally!” Jessi waved me into the tack room Monday afternoon as I returned from the indoor ring 
with Sebastian – he’d somehow managed to get his legs all twisted during a simple leg-yield and 
I’d had to dismount in order to untwist him. 



“Coming, just a sec!” I pried the bit from Sebastian’s mouth and buckled a halter over his large 
chestnut head. “Behave,” I warned, giving him a stern glare. 

He tossed his head, then grabbed the end of the lead rope and chewed on it. 

Sometimes I was sure he did that just to spite me. “Fine, slobber all over the lead rope. You’re 
still not getting a carrot today.” 

I found Jessi in the tack room beside the saddle racks, a grin the size of Texas on her face. “Ally, 
you won’t believe it!” She grabbed my shoulders and spun me around. “I have a hot date 
tonight!” 

Exuberance had always been Jessi’s forte, but it had been a while since I’d seen her this happy. 

“Wow, that’s great!” I said, knowing my obligation, as her closest friend, to share in her 
excitement. 

“It’s been almost six months, can you believe it? I am so deprived of male companionship.” 

Warning bells went off in my head, as they always did when Jessi talked about the men in her 
life. To her, being in a relationship was an indispensable necessity of life, a state of being 
without which no woman was complete. She would go to any lengths to make a guy fall for her, 
crave her presence, do her tiniest bidding – and then inevitably she would find something wrong 
with him and dump him before it got too serious. All the while she’d dream about getting 
married and committing herself to one person for the rest of her life. 

The problem, as I saw it, was that she kept looking for fulfillment in all the wrong places. 

But we’d been over this time and time again, and I knew the only safe questions were the ones 
that ultimately didn’t matter. “What’s his name?” I asked. “Where’d you meet him?” 

“Ben Allen. I met him at the auto shop. My Chevy broke down on the highway yesterday.” She 
pranced around the room with a leather girth in one hand and a soapy sponge in the other. “He is 
fine.” 

I tried to think of something creative to say in response, but couldn’t. 

“You don’t know what a relief it is,” she went on in a quieter, more solemn tone. “I was starting 
to think I’d completely lost my ability to attract a man. It’s hard enough having to tell them about 
Kali – that always turns them off – but I’m not getting any younger, you know.” 

No, I didn’t know. Even with the cute but slightly temperamental four-year-old, she was 
magazine-cover gorgeous. Guys could and did overlook a lot when that kind of beauty was 
involved. 

“Jess, you’ve never had any trouble finding dates.” I hung up Sebastian’s bridle. 



“I can find dates. Keeping them past the Kali-conversation is the problem. But Ben already 
knows about Kali ‘cause she was with me, and he still wants to date me.” 

The whole concept of seeing someone for the first time and immediately asking them out made 
no sense to me – but what else could I say? “I’m happy for you, really I am.” 

Jessi grinned like a schoolgirl with a crush. She slung her girth over Charm’s saddle and waltzed 
to my side, slinging an arm around my shoulders again with a look of entreaty. “So…we’re 
going to Lone Ranger’s tonight, and I was wondering…would you mind…?” she trailed off 
hopefully. 

I’d known the moment she mentioned a hot date I would end up babysitting tonight. The names 
were different, but the circumstances were always the same. Trying not to sound tired or 
reluctant, I conceded. After all, it wasn’t very often she asked a favor of me. 

“Sure, I can watch Kali tonight.” 

Jessi squealed and hugged me again. “Wonderful! You’re the best. I’ve been going crazy 
needing a night out. I just don’t get how you’re so happy being single. I get seriously depressed 
if I go this long without a date.” 

Frustration crept into my soul, and I fought to keep it at bay. I hated it when people assumed I 
was perfectly happy being single. Just because I didn’t date and run after guys didn’t mean I had 
no desire for that. I was content with my life, certainly. I had sources of joy Jessi would never 
understand. But if Jessi only knew the prayers I prayed at night, she wouldn’t be so quick to 
judge. 

Saddened and somewhat troubled, I asked, “You really think having a guy in your life is the 
secret to happiness?” 

“I don’t know.” She picked up a bucket of soapy water and dumped it in the sink. “But it sure 
keeps me from drowning in loneliness.” 

“For a time, yes. But in the end you always feel lonely again.” 

Jessi set the bucket down roughly, and turned to face me. “Is this the part where you’re gonna 
talk about Jesus?” 

“What other answer do I have?” I picked up a curry comb and a hoof pick and retreated towards 
the door. “If I didn’t truly believe that Jesus loved me more than a guy ever could, and if I didn’t 
feel fellowship with Him every moment of every day, I think I’d be the loneliest girl of all.” 

I left Jessi in the tack room and found Sebastian in the same place I’d left him, chewing on his 
lead rope. Icky slime coated the nylon and dribbled down his chin. “Stop that.” I pulled the rope 
from his mouth. He eyeballed me. 



Noel breezed down the aisle, tumbleweeds and strands of hay blowing behind her. “Ally!” 

“Yes ma’am?” I turned around and almost saluted – something about her presence always 
instilled in me a healthy dose of fear and the insane compulsion to bow in acknowledgement of 
her greatness. 

“I need you to exercise Cadence and Kipling on Thursday and Friday. I have to visit my mother 
again.” 

Inwardly I rejoiced at the prospect of another two days of glorious saddle-time. Outwardly, with 
those dark eyes of hers boring through me, I maintained a steady calm. “Okay, no problem. How 
is your mother doing?” 

“She’s driving me crazy. She wants me to repaint her room and put up new curtains. Something 
about having a new lease on life now that she’s faced death. Make sure Cadence gets her tempi 
changes right; she was horrible today.” 

“Of course.” 

“And Kipling was stiff to the right. Do lots of bending.” Without lingering or waiting to hear my 
response, she departed. 

A moment later Betsy walked into the barn carrying a dripping hose. An older woman with 
frizzy red hair and a penchant for eating peanuts in the tack room, Betsy was Frosted Hill Farm’s 
only stable hand, and a poor one at that. She never completed a task to any degree of satisfaction, 
and yet for some reason Noel wouldn’t fire her. 

“Hi Betsy,” I greeted cheerfully. 

The plump woman wrinkled her nose at me, and spoke in a low, velvety voice. “You know why 
she asked you to ride the horses again, don’t you?” 

“No, why?” 

Her hair fell about her face as she leaned toward me and whispered, “Cadence took first in her 
class on Sunday, and Kipling scored his first 8 for a shoulder-in.” 

This was news, and it warmed my spirit. Noel never bothered to tell me how she did at shows 
because for some reason she found it to be none of my business. Barn manager or not, I was still 
her minion – though why she often shared such details with scatter-brained Betsy, I would never 
understand. 

“When you get on a horse,” Betsy added, half-snickering, “he listens to you. You’ve got the gift 
– and she doesn’t. It eats her up inside.” 



She puttered on down the aisle humming a 70’s tune, stopping at each stall to fill the water 
buckets. I stared after her, hardly daring to believe what she’d said. Was it really possible that I 
had helped Cadence and Kipling perform better at Riverbend? And moreover, did veteran 
horsewoman Noel Hancock really think I had a gift? 

Encouragement could have come in no sweeter words. Hope filled my soul. I could put up with 
Noel and work a zillion hours a day if it meant this career was going somewhere. Everyone had 
been skeptical of me, even some of my closest friends. My dad had predicted I’d be cleaning 
stalls until my retirement, at which time I’d be so poor I’d have to sell everything valuable I 
owned and sign up for Welfare. 

But maybe God had other plans for me. Maybe He wanted my dressage riding to go somewhere. 
Noel would certainly recognize my skill and ask me to show her hoses, and after a year or two of 
competing them, I might get offers to ride for other barns. Ones with better horses and nicer 
owners. And before long, perhaps I’d be riding for the United States all across the world. 

Maybe this was what Nate meant when he said he had a feeling about me. Becoming an 
acclaimed dressage rider would certainly qualify as surprising everyone who knew me. 

If this is what you’re doing, God, I am totally in. 

---ooo--- 

John 14:1-6 “Do not let your heart be troubled…” 

Romans 2:29 “His praise is not from men…” 
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---Chapter Eight: Wet Sneakers--- 

December, 1994  

Dried tear tracks streaked my face. My nose was raw and red. My head pounded dully. I wanted 
to curl up in a ball and never face the world again. 

As it was, I had locked myself in a bathroom stall and refused to come out. School was over for 
the day, but I was afraid to go home. I didn’t want to see my dad. I didn’t want to get in the car 
with him and drive home in absolute silence again. I didn’t want to cook dinner and then watch 
him take it into his den and shut the door. I didn’t want to do my homework alone on the living 
room floor while the grandfather clock ticked eerily back and forth. I didn’t want to tuck myself 
into bed and cry myself to sleep. Not today. I couldn’t do it. 



Someone knocked on my stall door. “Ally, your father is here to pick you up. He’s worried about 
you.” 

No he’s not. He doesn’t care about me at all. If he did, he would come in here himself.  

“Honey, you can’t stay in there forever,” Mrs. Shockley soothed with her sweet voice. “Won’t 
you come out?” 

“No!” 

I heard a soft sigh, then the sound of her high heels tapping against the linoleum tile as she 
walked to the door. A moment later the door clicked shut, and I was alone. I shivered and 
hiccupped on a dry throat. I wished my mom was here. 

The door opened again. It wasn’t Mrs. Shockley’s short little steps coming toward me, but the 
squeak of wet sneakers. 

“Man, I was having so much fun falling all over that muddy field, getting elbowed and shoved 
around, eating leaves and dirt. Why’d you have to call me in here, eh?” 

In spite of myself, I laughed a little. “I didn’t call you in here.” 

“Well,” said the familiar, boyish voice, “Mrs. Shockley thought you needed a friend. I figured it 
must be bad for them to let me come in here. It’s all pink and stuff. And you have some sort of 
smelly hand lotion. And flowers,” he added after a moment, “but they’re wilted.” 

Laughter spilled heartily from my lips. “Stop it. You’re making me forget.” 

“Forget what?” 

“That I’m supposed to be sad.” 

His shoes squeaked as he walked closer. “Why’s that? ‘This is the day which the Lord has made; 
let us rejoice and be glad in it.’ It’s a beautiful day, too. Clouds all different shades of gray, thick 
and ominous looking. The trees are bare and shivering in the wind. They look like they’re 
dancing with each other. And the ground sparkles with raindrops whenever the sun peaks out 
from behind the clouds. I guess if I was you, I’d be smiling.” 

But I wasn’t smiling. I sighed wearily, and leaned back against the wall. I wished I could see the 
world the way Nate did. Why did bad things always happen to me? “My mom died a year ago 
today, on December eighth,” I explained. “She had breast cancer.” 

Nate’s sneakers peeked below the stall door. “I’m sorry.” 

I sniffed and rubbed my eyes again. “My dad doesn’t talk to me anymore. He misses her, I know. 
But I don’t want to go home with him today. I don’t want to be alone. I miss her.” 



“But where are you going to go if you don’t go home?” 

I shrugged, and then remembered he couldn’t see me. “I don’t know.” 

“Maybe you should go home with your dad, and try to talk to him.” 

“No, that’s a bad idea.” 

“Why?” 

“He never talks back.” 

“Maybe he will today.” 

“No, especially not today. He’s thinking about her.” 

“He’s thinking about you right now. He’s afraid you’re hurt.” 

“No, he’s not.” 

“Sure he is. He said so right as I was walking in.” 

Tears welled up in my eyes. My chest hurt, and I pressed my face into my hands, wishing 
something would take away the pain. “If Mom was here,” I said, “she would make everything 
better.” 

Nate shuffled around. “Can I come in, please? It’s weird talking to a door.” 

I got up and slid the lock open. Nate, thoroughly smothered in mud from head to toe, walked 
inside. He closed the door and sat down in front of me. His gaze was calming. “Tell me about 
your mom.” 

The request surprised me, but I’d secretly been wanting to tell someone about her since the day 
she died. Memories flooded my mind. “She was beautiful,” I whispered. “Like an angel. That’s 
what Dad always called her. She used to take me places – like to the park or to pick strawberries 
or to go horseback riding – and we would talk about everything. She told me stories, and we 
laughed, and…” Tears rolled down my cheek, and I cried freely. “Why did she have to die?” 

Nate studied me for a long moment, his lips moving slowly, as if he was praying. Then, as I 
reached for toilet paper to blow my nose, he said, “I don’t know, Ally. I really don’t know. But I 
do know that one day we won’t be sad anymore. ‘The ransomed of the Lord will return and come 
with joyful shouting to Zion, and everlasting joy will be on their heads. They will obtain 
gladness and joy, and sorrow and sighing will flee away. I, even I, am He who comforts you.’” 



I blew my nose and cried all the more. I cried for a long time. Mrs. Shockley came in once, 
assessed the situation, and walked back out. Nate sat across from me through it all and didn’t say 
a word, but somehow his presence healed the inner sorrow. Somehow I knew he understood. 

At last, exhausted and spent, I wiped the tears from my face and looked solemnly at my friend. 
“Nate, I’m tired of being sad all the time.” I hesitated, feeling suddenly awkward. “Would 
you…would you tell me about Jesus?” 

A broad smile bloomed on his face, and his eyes lit with instant enthusiasm. “Of course! I’ll tell 
you everything about him. Oh, where to begin!” 

I drew in a long breath, and listened as he poured out his heart. 

---ooo--- 

Psalm 118:24 “This is the day which the Lord has made…” 

Isaiah 51:11 “The ransomed of the Lord will return…” 
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---Chapter Nine: Sneeze--- 

May, 2004  

My dad was giving one of his famous speeches. 

It was the same speech he always gave whenever Nate came over for a meal – the one where he 
unloaded all the world’s problems and dumped them on Nate’s shoulders because in his eyes 
Nate was the epitome of everything Christian and, in fact, the reason for all the world’s 
problems. 

My dad wasn’t deliberately mean or tactless. He was just an old, solitary grouch who had been 
scarred by the world and needed some way to explain away his pain. So he took it out on the 
people around him – sometimes the people he cared about the most. 

“It’s just like tippin’ at restaurants,” Randall said in his lazy southern accent. “Christians are the 
worst tippers I ever saw. They get out of church, get in their nice SUV’s, blow a bunch of toxic 
waste into the air, show up at the restaurant like they own it, make a bunch of noise at the table, 
laugh a lot, ignore their eight or so little kids who spill stuff all over the place, mention God a 
few times because, hey, that’s what you’re supposed to do, and then at the end of it all, when the 
waitress is disheveled and exhausted from seein’ to their every nit-pickin’, high-falutin’ request, 
they leave a buck or two on the table and jump back into their ozone-killin’ cars.” 



Nate grinned, and I could tell he was thoroughly amused. “Certainly there are those types of 
Christians, I agree.” 

“One type is the same as the next type. I used to work for a Christian. He made me sign a 
contract demanding my honesty, integrity, and hard work while promising to give the same back 
to me. Six months later I caught him buying tips from a spy at our rival company’s headquarters. 
I confronted him about it, and he fired me. What a hypocrite.” The last word was drenched with 
disgust. 

Sometimes I wondered if my dad ever acknowledged I was a Christian, too, or if he tried to 
block that part out of his memory. 

“The Bible doesn’t condone any such thing,” Nate said. “Dishonesty is never pleasing to God, 
nor are dishonest people truly abiding in Christ. ‘You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of 
you: “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far away from me.”’” 

“And that’s another thing.” Randall bit into a mouthful of chicken. “All that Christian 
terminology makes not a lick of sense. ‘Abide in Christ.’ ‘Get saved.’ ‘Bear fruit.’ As if normal 
people can understand any of that mumbo-jumbo.” 

For all his grumbling my dad was in a cheerful, energetic mood. He was talking, socializing, 
expressing himself in the only way he knew how. Nate didn’t mind humoring him, which alone 
was the reason my dad remained civil in his presence. It was hard for him to legitimately diss 
someone who refused to take offense at anything he said. 

“He’s one of those Jesus freaks, Ally,” my dad had told me once. “One of those loonies who’s 
caught the spirituality bug and insists on making everyone around him miserable because of it. 
Why’re you friends with him, anyway? He’ll never amount to anything.” 

Ten years had gone by, and the mantra was still the same. 

“Well, my show is on.” Randall pushed his chair back and stood up. “Good meal, darling’. I 
suppose you don’t watch TV, do you Nate? It’s probably sinful.” 

“Only if it becomes an idol,” he conceded. “To be honest, though, I don’t have the time for it. 
I’m taking twenty-one credits this semester.” 

My dad nodded as if he’d expected such an answer. Yup, Nate fit right into his little box. 

“Don’t let him stay too late, darlin’,” my dad instructed as he disappeared into the living room. 
“You have to get enough sleep with that busy work schedule of yours.” 

I didn’t point out that it was only seven o’clock, and that Nate rarely stayed past eight. 

Nate helped me clean the dishes, and then we went out onto the back porch of my father’s quaint 
little North Carolinian townhouse and looked out across a green field edged by oaks and 



evergreens. The Blue Ridge mountains loomed majestically in the distance, their peaks 
shadowed by the setting sun. A few birds flapped and squawked around the feeder, and my little 
border collie Sneeze bounded up from the field, scattering all the winged creatures in his 
desperation to greet me. He jumped up and wagged his tail and sneezed. 

We weren’t quite sure why he did it so much. 

“I wish my parents would let me have a dog,” Nate said, crouching down to rub Sneeze’s ears. 
The dog licked his hand with more enthusiasm than I’d ever licked an ice cream cone. 

“Well, you know,” I suggested with a devious smile, “if you forgot about Sharghistan and bought 
yourself a house right here in Crystal Grove, you could have as many dogs as you liked.” 

“Ally,” Nate admonished, giving me a familiar let’s-not-do-this-right-now look, “you promised 
you would stop trying to talk me out of it.” 

“I know. Sorry.” I collapsed woefully onto a stiff wooden rocking chair my mom had picked up 
once at a garage sale. Seven o’clock and already I was tired – I was turning into one of those old 
maids who never had the energy to go out at night and instead resorted to socializing with 
animals and the occasional nice bachelor who would probably always be a bachelor because he 
liked it better that way. Not that I really knew how Nate felt about his singleness; we never 
talked about it. 

Sneeze ran off to find a Frisbee and brought it back to Nate. Nate sent it flying far into the grassy 
field, and Sneeze dashed after it – going zero to sixty in 0.2 seconds. 

“I have a favor to ask you,” Nate said after a moment. 

I rocked back and forth in the squeaky chair. “Sure, what?” 

He squinted out over the yard, shielding his eyes from the low sun. Sneeze returned with the 
Frisbee, and Nate threw it again. “There’s a girl I ran into today at UNCA – a Muslim girl. Her 
family just moved here from Sharghistan. She was sitting alone on a bench practically crying, 
but when I talked to her she wouldn’t tell me what was wrong. I was going to leave her alone, 
but then I realized that she’s the same girl I’ve seen outside that house next door.” He pointed to 
the blue house on the right. 

I cringed inwardly, loath to acknowledge I couldn’t remember her name. 

“I asked if she knew you,” Nate went on, “but she said she didn’t. Her name’s Kaveen.” 

“I’ve seen her outside in the morning picking flowers,” I said, “but she never goes out at night, 
and we’ve never talked.” 

Nate wrestled the Frisbee out of Sneeze’s mouth – apparently Sneeze had decided it would be 
more fun to play tug-o-war. “Well, I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind befriending her. She’s 



Shar, so I feel sort of responsible for her. I’d befriend her myself but aside from the fact that girls 
aren’t my expertise, she seems a little scared of me.” 

I rolled my eyes at his seeming lack of awareness. Of course girls were scared of him; he was an 
intimidating person – far too forward and confident in what he was about to put a girl at ease. I 
would have said as much, but he wouldn’t have understood. His mind was only capable of 
recognizing that she needed Jesus, and someone had to tell her about Him. A typical Nate-to-the-
rescue scheme. 

“Why were you at UNCA?” I asked. He didn’t even go there. He commuted all the way to 
Montreat College just so he could take Greek and study other cultures away from the buzz of a 
major university. 

“I’m trying to get Luke to enroll in some classes,” he explained, “so we went together to check it 
out. Then while we were standing in the admissions office, Luke informed me he hadn’t taken 
his GED yet even though he said he did last week.” Wow. An actual touch of annoyance laced 
his tone. Good for him. 

“Luke will say anything if he thinks it will get him a free lunch. You’ve been trying to help him 
for years, Nate, and he’s still homeless.” 

“At least he’s coming to church now.” Nate pondered his own statement, then added, “When I 
take him out for lunch afterwards.” 

I rolled my eyes. I didn’t want to talk about Luke anymore. “So this Shar girl, does she speak 
English?” 

“A little. Enough to get by.” He sent the Frisbee flying again. Sneeze wouldn’t tire for another 
five hours, at least. “You up for it?” 

I had to admit, I was curious. Nate had come back from Sharghistan with pictures and stories 
galore, but I’d never actually met a Shar in my life. Perhaps if I spent time with Kaveen, I’d 
figure out why on God’s beautiful green earth he wanted to go back to that barren land. 

“Sure, I’ll talk to her,” I agreed. 

“Thanks.” There went his million-dollar smile again, perfectly and gloriously wide. I wondered 
if there would ever come a day when it wouldn’t make my skin tingle or my heart leap inside my 
chest. I wondered if there would ever come a time when I wouldn’t wish he would smile at me 
like that every day for the rest of my life. 

A familiar, almost painful feeling welled up inside and consumed me. It was Longing with a 
capital L. I knew it well by now; it had been my almost constant companion since that fated day 
years ago when I had first realized what I felt for Nate was more than just “brotherly love.” 
Every year it was my New Year’s resolution to get over him, but I usually gave up after a day, or 
when he smiled at me. Whichever came first. 



I knew my obsession, as Jessi called it, was irrational. Nate was in a league all his own and I 
would get hurt when he left me for eternal riches on the other side of the world. I knew in my 
mind there was no future with him, and yet I couldn’t keep from crying myself to sleep at night 
because the ache in my heart wouldn’t go away. 

I had reached the point in my life where I realized the enormity of my problem. Sometimes I 
wished I could go back to the beginning of seventh grade, leave Nate in heap on the ground 
beneath Shane’s bloody fist, and reverse the history of the past ten years. 

“Ally?” 

I was so deeply buried in my thoughts, I didn’t hear it the first time. 

“Ally? Are you okay?” 

I blinked and looked up at him. “Yes?” 

“Is that a statement, or a question?” 

“I’m fine. Just tired.” 

Concern filled his big, dark eyes. But that was Nate, always concerned about everything and 
everyone around him. “You should talk to Noel, ask her to lighten your load a little.” 

“No, it’s okay. It’s just that Betsy has been absent a lot lately. I wish Noel would give her the 
boot and find someone with a work-ethic. I hate mucking stalls.” 

“Maybe you should take it easy tomorrow afternoon instead of coming with me to Brady 
Elementary.” 

“And miss a chance to hand out toys to little kids? No, I’m coming.” 

“You really should slow down, Ally. You’re juggling a hundred things.” Sneeze dropped to the 
ground at Nate’s feet and happily worked at untying his shoelaces. 

“I don’t see you slowing down, and you’ve got twenty-one hours a week of Koine Greek, 
comparative religion, and independent research on Muslim people groups. Not to mention all 
these projects you’re doing for Shine.” I rocked back and forth in my mom’s chair, enjoying the 
cool breeze that had descended upon us. 

“I also get eight hours of sleep at night.” 

“I get at least six.” 

He frowned. 



“Sometimes.” Sneeze jumped up onto my lap and licked my face. “Eww! Get down!” 

Nate pulled the little pest off of me. “Promise me you’ll talk to Noel.” 

“No. I can’t talk to her. She’s irrational half the time. And anyway, I like working at the barn. 
Once we get more reliable help, everything will be fine.” 

I heard the sigh that came from Nate’s lips, but I didn’t look at him. I knew it would only take 
one look to have me groveling at Noel’s feet tomorrow morning, begging for a reprieve. 

And I couldn’t afford the time off, not with show season heating up and my own career on the 
verge of a glorious breakthrough. I’d just have to grin and bear it, and God would get me 
through. 

---ooo--- 

Matthew 15:7-8 “You hypocrites, rightly did Isaiah prophesy of you…” 
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---Chapter Ten: The Soccer Field--- 

April, 1995  

“Nate, what are you doing?” I asked, swinging merrily from my favorite rubber horse swing 
during recess. Nate stood a ways off, his eyes surveying the soccer field. 

He turned slightly toward me and smiled. “I’m praying for Andy.” 

“Who’s Andy?” 

“The short one that keeps getting knocked over.” 

I spotted the boy with the red T-shirt and big red shoes. “Oh. Is he the new guy?” 

“Yup.” 

“That’s nice of you to pray for him.” 

Nate squinted through the bright sunlight. “I just don’t want him to get kicked off the team.” 

I rolled my eyes, not understanding Nate’s solemnity at a time when we were supposed to be 
having fun. Sometimes he was too darn serious. “You know there’s not really a team, right? It’s 
just recess.” 



“Oh, there’s a team,” he assured me. 

We watched in silence for a while. Shane and Logan, now eighth graders and by far the best 
athletes at East Appalachian, had complete control of the ball. They wove between members of 
the opposing team as they ran down the field and scored in style: Shane passed the ball through 
two boys to Logan, who kicked it high over the goalie’s head in the left corner of the net. They 
danced and hollered and high-fived each other. Then I noticed Andy bent over in the grass, 
writhing in pain. 

Nate noticed, too, and took off across the field. By the time I thought to follow after him, he was 
halfway there. 

“He’s fine,” Shane said dismissively as I arrived on the scene. “He can suck it up. Right, 
buddy?” He towered over the poor boy, who nodded frantically. 

A deep crease formed on Nate’s brow as he looked from Andy to Shane. “You kicked his legs 
out from under him and then ploughed him over when you ran to the net. And you think he’s 
fine?” 

“Don’t take it out on me because he has more guts than you,” Shane spat. “Didn’t I tell you to 
stay off the field?” 

Nate said nothing, and Shane’s annoyance grew so powerful I thought for a moment he might hit 
him again. Instead he turned to Andy and held out his hand. “C’mon,” he said. “I’ll help you up. 
I didn’t mean to knock you over, honest. No hard feelings?” 

I gaped in astonishment. Nate’s expression was equally perplexed, but he remained silent. 

Andy took Shane’s proffered hand, and the older boy helped him up. 

“I’ll try to take it easy next time,” Shane promised, “if you try to stand up to me. Don’t let me 
run you over, okay? You gotta be strong.” 

Andy nodded and in breathless agreement. “Okay!” 

They jogged off together – Andy limping but happy – and the smug grin Shane threw back at 
Nate did not escape my notice. I felt sick. 

“Well,” Nate said at length, “at least God answered my prayers.” 

I stared at him wide-eyed. 

“Isn’t it obvious? Shane won’t kick him off the team now.” Something flickered in his eyes, 
something terrible that I would have called pain, if it weren’t for the carefree way he stuffed his 
hands inside his pockets and turned to leave the field. 



Awe for him consumed me. I followed after him, shivering with wonder at the sincerity and 
selflessness of what I had just witnessed. 

“Nate,” I said, trembling, as we returned to the horse swing, “if I become a Christian, will I be 
more like you?” 

He stopped in his tracks and turned to me. His eyes darkened with solemnity, and his lips pursed 
together. When he spoke, he sounded sad. “Ally, you don’t want to be like me. I mess up all the 
time. You have to understand that Christianity is not just about being a good person, even though 
God calls us to live blamelessly. What you just asked me, that’s a very wrong reason to want to 
be a Christian.” 

My hopeful smile faded. “Why?” 

“Because Jesus didn’t die for you so that you could want to be like me. He died for you to save 
you from yourself and all your sins. This isn’t about good and bad. This is about life and death. 
Be a Christian if you want to have life. But don’t ask me that other thing ever again, Ally. It 
hurts me very much.” 

He sat down on the swing next to mine as if a heavy weight were pressing down on top of him. 
He looked so distressed, I didn’t know what to say. My heart pounded wildly. So many things 
were going on inside of me that I didn’t understand. What did it mean to be a Christian? What 
did it mean to have life? Why was Nate so upset? 

“I’m sorry.” I sat next to him, peering at him now and then, afraid he might not forgive me. 

When he lifted his head and looked at me, I saw the gleam of tears in his eyes. It cut to my soul. 

“‘He was pierced through for our transgressions,’” Nate quoted with feeling. “‘He was crushed 
for our iniquities; the chastening for our well-being fell upon Him, and by His scourging we are 
healed. All of us like sheep have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own way; but the Lord 
has caused the iniquity of us all to fall on Him.’ Do you believe that, Ally? Do you believe that 
Jesus died for your sins? Do you believe He can give you eternal life?” 

My throat went dry. “I…I don’t…know.” 

Whatever Nate was thinking at that moment, I couldn’t tell. After a long pause, he looked away. 
“Then you’re not ready to be a Christian.” 

I shivered now with fear…not of Nate, but of what he had said. I didn’t know what I believed 
about Jesus, but one thing I did know, I wouldn’t rest until I found the answers. 

---ooo--- 

Isaiah 53:5-6 “He was pierced through for our transgressions…” 
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---Chapter Eleven: Religious Affections--- 

May, 2004  

Every morning when I let Sneeze out to run, he went hysterical. 

He’d zip round and round in circles and wouldn’t let me catch him until, some twenty minutes 
later, he wore himself out. Most days I found his antics amusing. This morning, however, his 
ridiculousness had reached even my limits. He wouldn’t sit still long enough to take his monthly 
heartworm pill, and deliberately ran the other direction when I called him. He couldn’t be 
contained even when I tempted him with his favorite leftovers – macaroni and cheese. 

So I stood in the middle of my backyard contemplating how much I cared if he got heartworms 
or not, and at some point during my contemplations I heard the neighbor’s back door open and 
saw a young woman step outside. 

She wore a black headscarf and a long blue nightgown made of thick, velvety material. She kept 
her eyes downcast as she walked, and despite her small, slender body, she looked to be a woman 
of infinite strength. She stopped beside her garden, now blooming with violets, lilies, and 
petunias, and looked up at me. 

I smiled. 

She smiled back. 

I guess now’s as good a time as any to talk to her. I gathered up my courage and approached. 

“Kash kor,” I greeted awkwardly. 

Her eyes, keen and dark, widened in surprise. “Gud spasita tuf fashbin? An duchit casavia?” 

“Um…” I grinned sheepishly, not understanding anything she’d said. I should have paid more 
attention when Nate tried to teach me some phrases. 

The girl smiled again. Her beauty was natural, understated, like a quiet, tranquil river. “You 
know Shar?” she repeated in her thickly-accented English. 

“No. Just a few words. My name is Ally.” 

“Ally.” She tried it on her tongue. 

“What’s your name?” I asked. 



“Kaveen.” 

“That’s a pretty name. My friend said he met you at UNCA a couple days ago. His name is 
Nate.” 

Her cheeks flushed red, and she fiddled with the scissors in her hands. 

Okay, so clearly that wasn’t the best opening topic. “He said you were from Sharghistan. What 
city are you from?” 

“Lanavia.” 

I tried to recall what little Shar geography I knew. “Is that in the mountains?” 

“Yes, near Turkey.” 

“Do your parents live here, too?” 

“Yes.” She readjusted the folds of her head scarf, covering up an exposed wedge of hair. 

“Do you have brothers and sisters?” 

“Four brothers and two sisters.” She held up her fingers proudly. 

“Wow, that’s a big family. Are they all living here?” 

“Here?” She shook her head. “No. I am the youngest.” 

“Are they in Sharghistan?” 

“Yes. But one sister in Germany. Two brothers in Switzerland.” 

I marveled at the disconnectedness of her family – a seeming oddity among such a close-knit 
culture. But Nate had told me it was common for Shars to immigrate to Europe and America. 
Especially the younger generation. They were all about making a way for themselves. 

“What are you studying at UNCA?” I asked. 

“Nursing. Father said if I want to work I can become a nurse.” The tone of her voice turned 
decidedly melancholic, and she pressed her lips together in a tight line. 

My gut instinct warned me that talking about personal life issues in the middle of her backyard at 
six-thirty in the morning wasn’t the best idea. “Nursing is a good profession,” I said with an 
encouraging smile. “I have to go to work now, but maybe we can talk again later?” 

Her head bobbed in agreement. “Yes. Okay. Come to my house.” 



“I will. Nice to meet you.” 

As she smiled she looked like a great, quiet princess. “Aza refasi tuch, mervej.” 

“Bye.” I waved and hurried off to my car. 

I was pretty sure I heard Sneeze rejoicing gleefully behind me. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

For all Nate’s complaining that I didn’t appreciate complex things, I did like to read. I loved 
fiction, biographies, classics, the great Christian authors – almost anything except Shakespeare. 
And so I made it a habit every Sunday to browse through the church library looking for 
something interesting to read. 

I pulled Jonathan Edwards’ Religious Affections off the shelf and paged through it. Pastor Jacob 
had recommended it a few weeks ago in church. I’d been wanting to read it ever since, but my 
work schedule had made it almost impossible to do so. 

“Jonathan Edwards, eh?” interrupted a voice behind me. “He’s a fiery one, isn’t he?” 

I closed the book and spun to face Logan. He’d probably never read Jonathan Edwards in his 
life. “Not compared to some,” I answered warily. 

He smirked. “Guess what I got my hands on yesterday at Danny’s music store?” 

Instantly, and completely involuntarily, my stomach knotted up in distaste. What was it about 
Logan that evoked such strong and unpleasant emotions before he’d even had a fair chance to 
offend me? 

“What?” I asked, feigning disinterest. 

He produced two printed tickets and handed them to me. “The Asheville Symphony Orchestra. 
Mozart’s 20th concerto and 39th symphony. What do you think of that?” 

I stared at the coveted tickets. I loved Mozart. I loved orchestras. I wondered how he knew that. I 
also wondered how on earth he knew what a concerto was, or even how to pronounce it. 

“Um…these are great tickets.” 

“I know.” He stepped closer. “You like all that music stuff, right?” 

I looked up at him. His mesmerizing blue eyes twinkled under the light and made me 
momentarily forget I despised him. 



“I like music, sure,” I hedged, horrified to realize my hands were shaking. 

“You want to go with me next Saturday?” he asked. The blue in his eyes intensified. 

Fear choked my throat, and I shoved the tickets into his hand. “No, thanks.” 

He frowned at my vehemence. “Why not?” 

“Because I can’t.” I turned away and stuffed Religious Affections back into the shelf. 

Not very smooth, to be sure. But I wasn’t used to such attentions, especially by the likes of 
Logan Warner. He’d called me a dork and a wallflower in middle school, he’d never spoken to 
me once in high school, and now he wanted to date me? I couldn’t believe he was serious. 

“Why can’t you?” Logan hovered at my shoulder. “Are you busy next Saturday…or are you 
scared of me?” 

“Scared of you?” I spun around again. 

His eyes flashed in triumph. “You’re not so hard to figure out, you know. You’re the kind of girl 
who secretly longs for things she’s too afraid to admit she wants.” 

I gaped at him, unsettled by his forwardness and disturbing insight. I hated that at these moments 
when it was most necessary for me to say something intelligent or articulate, I suddenly became 
mute. Who was he, anyway, to presume so much about my character? He didn’t know me at all. 

“That’s not true,” I said defensively. 

“Then tell me why you won’t go?” 

“Because I don’t want to go out with you. It’s that simple, Logan.” 

He held up his hands. “Woah. I didn’t say it was a date, did I? I just thought you’d like to go as 
two friends who share a common interest in Mozart.” 

I might have believed him – if it weren’t for that mischievous, laughing gleam in his eyes. 

“We’re not friends,” I said with great effort, “and you hate classical music.” 

“Says who?” He smirked again. That annoying, pompous smirk. 

I ignored him and moved down the aisle, searching for another book. 

“Ally, listen.” Logan’s voice held a trace of desperation. “I’m not so uncultured as to under-
appreciate one of the greatest musical masterminds the world has ever known. Mozart’s cool. 
Please go with me.” 



Why did he insist on humiliating me like this? Dozens of people still lingered around, any one of 
them able to hear every word we said. My uneasiness increased, and my face reddened with 
embarrassment. 

“I’m sorry, but I can’t go.” My voice wavered unnaturally. “Ask Nate if you want company. He 
never turns down a free ticket to an orchestra.” 

Logan made a strange noise in his throat. “Nate’s about as much fun as my grandma. She knits 
and watches the history channel.” 

Anger rose up inside me, and I fought to keep it down. “Then go by yourself.” 

“Please come?” 

“Logan…” 

“All right, all right. You don’t have to make a decision now. Think about it and I’ll ask you again 
next week.” 

“I don’t need to think about it. I’ve made up my mind, so please stop –“ But he was already 
gone. 

I wanted to pick up a book and throw it at him. I wanted to yell at him to leave me alone. I didn’t 
want to go to the concert with him, and I didn’t want to be pursued. Every time I saw him those 
sparkling eyes taunted me, reminding me of all the things I wanted and could never have with 
Nate. 

Nate. 

A resigned sigh left my lips. This was the lot God had given me, and it was best to accept it and 
move on. 

I checked out Religious Affections, then set off looking for Nate. I found him in the empty 
Studio7 practice room, hammering out a Beethoven sonata on the piano. Beethoven wasn’t his 
usual choice of music, and I could tell by the tightness in his shoulders something was wrong. I 
opted to hang back and wait for him to finish. 

Nate’s piano playing was as close to magical as anything I’d heard in my life. And I didn’t think 
that just because he was my best friend – he was truly gifted. The sounds he coaxed and pulled 
from those ivory keys were to my ears the most beautiful sounds in the universe. Sometimes I 
thought I could hear God Himself speaking through them. 

Even now, though his sonata was angry and unrelenting, I lost myself in the pleasure of listening 
to it. I almost didn’t remember where I was or what I was doing, and when the piece at last came 
to its crashing finale, it took me a full, breathless moment to recover. 



“I don’t understand people sometimes,” Nate growled. “They stand there with their hands raised, 
worshipping God and telling Him how much they love Him. But they won’t turn in their pew and 
welcome the person standing next to them if for some reason that person doesn’t measure up to 
their standards. Christians make a bad name for themselves – and for God. ‘The name of God is 
blasphemed among the Gentiles because of you.’” 

He stood up from the piano bench and paced across the room. Concerned and mildly alarmed, I 
ventured toward him. “Nate, what happened?” 

He shook his head. “I thought for sure of all people our church would welcome them. I guess 
you never know if people believe what they say until you see them live it out.” 

I leaned against the piano and folded my arms over my chest. “Are you talking about the 
Grahams?” 

“Yes.” He sighed deeply, his passion waning. The Grahams had been at Brady Elementary on 
Wednesday when we passed out toys and clothes to the children. Nate had invited them to 
church, and they’d come in late and found seats at the back. At some point Nate had gone to sit 
with them, and that was the last I knew of the situation. 

But I needed no further explanation. The reason for Nate’s distress was crystal clear: the 
Grahams were African American, and our church was mostly…well…white. 

The situation was one of those nasty realities we all pretended didn’t exist. Church-goers told 
themselves the only reason other ethnicities didn’t come here was because our style of worship 
didn’t appeal to them. Maybe that was true, but I’d seen enough to know there were other 
reasons, as well. 

Nate resumed his pacing. “No one took the time to greet them, or talk to them, or invite them 
over for a meal. By the time I got there, the damage was already done. They’ll never come 
back.” 

“Did they say that?” I asked. 

“They didn’t have to. I saw it in their eyes.” He collapsed onto the piano bench. “That’s not the 
worst of it. A few people went up to Pastor Jacob after the service and expressed their concern 
over the matter. Apparently the Grahams don’t look like the safest people to have around.” 

Mr. Graham might look a little rough around the edges, but so did my dad, and he wouldn’t hurt 
a flea. “I’m sorry, Nate.” 

He stared blankly across the room, wholly preoccupied with his thoughts. I didn’t know whether 
to stay, or leave. 

“What book did you get?” Nate asked suddenly, shaking off his frustrations. He nodded toward 
the volume I’d tucked under my arm. 



I held it up for him to see. 

“Good choice.” He stood up and joined me beside the piano. I felt a whoosh of air against my 
skin as he leaned back – somehow he managed to land at least six inches away. It was always six 
inches. 

“Logan seemed to think so, too,” I murmured, and then immediately kicked myself for saying it. 
As if I really wanted to talk about Logan with Nate.  

“What about Logan?” Nate raised a brow. 

“Oh, nothing. Never mind.” I tried to laugh it off. 

“It’s not nothing. You’re turning red.” 

These were the times I wished my best friend was a girl. Talking about this stuff with Nate was 
always awkward, and it always made me wish he’d just shut up and kiss me so we could never 
talk about another guy again. 

“Ally, tell me,” he prodded. 

“All right. Fine. He asked me to go to a Mozart concert with him next Saturday.” 

Nate mulled over my words, his expression maddeningly unreadable. “Mozart, eh?” 

“He said it was just as friends,” I went on hurriedly. “But the problem is, we’re not friends.” 

Nate stirred beside me. “Then maybe this is your chance to become friends. You should go. You 
love Mozart.” 

Why didn’t he just kick me in the stomach? It would’ve hurt less. I certainly didn’t expect him to 
get jealous or anything, but to actually take Logan’s side? Ouch. 

I struggled to find my voice. “You know he’s only trying to make a fool out of me, right?” 

“Maybe he’s being sincere.” 

“Come on, Nate, you don’t believe that.” 

“He doesn’t have a lot of friends. He’s probably lonely.” 

“Stop making excuses for him. He’s been following me around for weeks. He’s deliberately 
trying to cause trouble.” 

“Did it ever occur to you that maybe he’s following you around because he likes you and wants 
to date you?” Nate asked sharply. 



Surprised, I looked up. He glanced away immediately, and we both fell into silence. I sensed 
there was more beneath his tone than his words suggested, but I’d long since stopped searching 
for signs of affection on his part. When I did I always ended up disappointed. 

“I know you think he’s always out to get you,” Nate said at length, “but what if he does like you 
and this is God’s way of bringing him around?” 

I drew in a long, wearying breath. How could he do this to me? How could he put the weight of 
Logan’s relationship with God on my shoulders, as if I had any sway over what God was doing 
in his life? And worst of all, how could he say all that as if he actually wanted it to happen? 

“So you think I should date Logan even though I don’t like him, just in case God wants to use it 
for good? I need more confirmation than that, Nate.” 

He lifted his eyes and caught my gaze. He stood close to me, and I shivered under the intensity 
of his dark, searching eyes. “I’m not telling you what to do,” he said quietly. “I trust you. When 
God tells you it’s right to date someone, you’ll know.” 

I breathed out slowly, willing myself not to act on what I was feeling – but it was hard to 
concentrate when he stood that close to me. 

Presently he eased back. “It’sa shame to waste a perfectly good ticket to a Mozart concert. If you 
go, you can tell me whether or not the pianist was any good.” 

I wanted to cry. Why did he keep pressing me to go? Why wasn’t he getting all mad and telling 
me Logan was a waste of my time? Where was the desperation in his voice at the thought that I 
might date someone else? 

It only confirmed even more how impossible it was that he would ever see me in the same way I 
saw him. 

“Maybe I will go,” I said, more out of frustration and rebellion than any particular desire to 
spend an evening critiquing the pianist. 

Nate’s expression remained indifferent. He went back to the piano bench and sat down. Without 
saying a word he eased his fingers into a soothing Rachmaninoff prelude that was completely at 
odds with the turmoil raging inside me. 

Well, fine. If he thought it was such a good idea for me to spend an evening with Logan, I’d do 
it. 

But only because it was Mozart. 

---ooo--- 

Romans 2:24 “The name of God is blasphemed…” 



 
Chapter 12: Angel 

 

---Chapter Twelve: Angel--- 

June, 1995 

Here lies an angel who touched our lives with her love. 

I knelt solemnly before my mother’s gravestone and laid a bouquet of white roses on the grass. 
The wind whipped up locks of hair around my face, obscuring the grave from my sight. I stared 
blankly ahead, too numb and empty to shed a tear. For the first time in my life I felt the weight 
and finality of death. She would never come back. I had lost her forever. 

“My mother wasn’t an angel,” I said softly. 

Nate knelt beside me. “No, she wasn’t.” 

I brushed the hair out of my eyes and stared at my mother’s name engraved in the stone tablet. 
“She did bad things sometimes,” I said, as painful, repressed memories flooded my mind. “She 
yelled at my dad when he left cookie crumbs on the couch. And she lied to me about Bounce. He 
didn’t get hit by a car. They put him to sleep because he bit my cousin. I heard them talking.” 

A puff of dandelion seeds danced through the air around us. 

“Did my mom go to hell?” I blurted out. For months I had longed to ask the question, but 
couldn’t, because I feared the answer. 

Nate didn’t answer right away, and I wondered if he’d heard me. But then, just as I took breath to 
repeat myself, he spoke. “’Do not go on passing judgment before the time, but wait until the 
Lord comes who will both bring to light the things hidden in the darkness and disclose the 
motives of men’s hearts.’ Only God knows, Ally.” 

I realized I was on the verge of grasping something profound, something deeper and more 
satisfying than anything else in the world. The past few months I had listened with rapt attention 
as Nate told me Bible stories. I had even picked up the Bible on my own a few times, ever since 
Nate gave one to me for my thirteenth birthday. Sometimes when I read it I felt warm, and my 
heart beat faster. Other times when Nate talked about Jesus my soul would burst with excitement 
– the kind of excitement you feel when you’re starting to understand something important, 
something that could change your life forever. 

Now, as I contemplated my mother’s eternal fate, a deep sense of sadness consumed me. Did she 
know about Jesus? Did she know that she needed faith to go to heaven? And if I was so worried 
about her, did that mean I believed what the Bible said was true? That Jesus was the Savior of 
the world? Did I believe that I needed Him, too? 



“I don’t want to go to hell,” I said, rubbing my arms together to ward off a sudden chill. 

“You don’t have to,” Nate reminded me. “That’s why Jesus died and rose again. So that you 
could have eternal life.” 

“I’m a very bad person.” 

“Everyone is a bad person. Jesus died to save sinners.” 

“But you keep saying all I have to do is believe. That I don’t have to do anything. That it’s all 
about God’s grace, Him giving me what I don’t deserve.” 

“That’s right.” 

The wind grew stronger, blowing flower pedals and dandelions into my face. I thought long and 
hard about the concept of “believing” in Christ. It sounded beautiful, wonderful…but… “It’s too 
easy,” I concluded. 

“Easy?” Nate echoed in surprise. “Simple, yes. But definitely not easy. Being a Christian is hard. 
God gives you a new spirit, and it is always at war with your flesh. It’s like a battle constantly 
going on inside of you. The process of becoming more like Christ is a journey of all the greatest 
challenges, failures, triumphs, struggles, and joys you will ever experience in life.” 

“I don’t know if I can do that.” 

“You can’t.” He smiled patiently at me. “But God can. ‘With God all things are possible.’ ‘He 
who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus.’” 

Suddenly I came to the top of the mountain I’d been climbing since the day I met Nate, and I saw 
before me a whole new world full of color and life and promise. God loved me, and wanted to 
shower me with His blessings and His grace. Jesusloved me, and with His sacrifice He had given 
me life. 

And I believed. 

“Nate,” I breathed in awe, “I think I just became a Christian.” 

He searched my eyes, for what I didn’t know, but a moment later the biggest, brightest smile I’d 
ever seen broke out on his face. He didn’t have a word to speak, but he threw his arms around me 
and hugged me tightly. I felt his smile through my hair. His happiness increased my own, till I 
could hardly bear it. 

That was the day Jesus Christ set me free from my sin. I’ve never been the same since. 

---ooo--- 



I Corinthians 4:5 “Do not go on passing judgment before the time…” 

Matthew 19:26 “With God all things are possible …” 

Philippians 1:6 “He who began a good work in you…” 

 
Chapter 13: Chocolate Chip Cookies 

 

---Chapter Thirteen: Chocolate Chip Cookies--- 

May, 2004 

Strains from Mozart’s overture to The Magic Flute echoed through my ears. Legend cantered 
rhythmically along the side of the arena, in perfect sync with the beat, while I reveled in the feel 
of his powerful stride and how it carried me along as if I was floating through the air. 

My heart was light and full of hope. This morning I had asked Noel if I could take Legend to the 
Five Woods dressage show next month, and she had consented. It would be the very first time 
I’d ever shown him, and I could hardly contain myself for all the anticipation of it. 

The music streaming through my I-Pod transitioned to a new theme, and I closed my hands on 
the reins to bring Legend down to a trot. He moved forward steadily, keeping time with the 
rhythm as I directed him. No other earthly feeling could compare to having thirteen hundred 
pounds of free will beneath me, obeying my slightest command. This was dressage: music and 
harmony and rhythm and beauty and willing obedience. When they all came together, it was 
magic. 

“Ally!” Noel shouted above the music. 

Trying not to groan aloud at the interruption, I pushed pause and slowed Legend to a walk. 

She stood at the edge of the low white railing, staring hard through slanted eyes. “Ally, I have to 
talk to you now.” 

Momentary panic consumed me. What had I done? Had I forgotten to order the de-wormers 
again? 

“Betsy’s coming to take care of Legend,” Noel said. “I need you up at the house. We have to talk 
business.” 

She seemed upset with something more circumstantial than me, so I tried to relax. “Sure, no 
problem.” 

You could have waited until I was done with my ride, though. 



Noel and I marched up to the house – or rather, Noel marched, and I followed along as if she was 
pulling me against my will. I looked longingly back at my horse. 

“Here, have a seat.” Noel gestured toward a chair at her kitchen table. Spreadsheets and notepads 
and a few random sticky-notes cluttered the table’s surface. 

We had a unique relationship, Noel and I. Technically I was the barn manager, but she liked to 
keep a tight rein on things. A more suitable term for my position would have been “lackey”, as I 
often had no idea what was really going on. 

Noel sat across from me, a stony expression on her face. “The ranch is in trouble.” 

I blinked at her. For a moment I didn’t know what to feel, and couldn’t conjure up a reaction. 
Then I realized those cold, stony eyes of hers were serious, and my whole future life depended 
on what she meant by “trouble.” 

The panic set in again. “What did you say?” 

“See this chart here?” She shoved a piece of paper in my face. “My savings have been steadily 
declining for the past eight months, and in another three months, I’ll have to file for bankruptcy. 
Ever since the Bakers left it’s all gone downhill in a fury.” 

I studied her hard, wondering why she hadn’t told me this before. After all, I had my B.A. in 
business management and was perfectly capable of handling financial complications. If she 
really thought I was so incompetent, she shouldn’t have hired me in the first place. But of course 
I could never say that to her face. 

“We’ve got to redo everything.” Noel distractedly pushed more papers into my hands. “We need 
to do more marketing, and fix up the barn, and refurnish the tack room. I want to offer a new 
lesson program for kids this summer. That means you have to brush up on your jumping skills. 
Kids hate dressage. We also need to fire Betsy and get better help, since you can’t keep it all 
together by yourself. I want a new dressage ring, and I want more flowers and plants. Most 
importantly, we need more boarders – at least five more each month. And we’re upping the 
monthly fee by a hundred dollars.” 

I squinted at the papers, comprised mainly of scribbles and hand-written math equations. “But 
how are you going to pay for all the improvements?” 

“My mother is loaning me some money. I have to get returns on it though; she wants interest. So 
I need you to take care of these plans as soon as possible.” 

“But…isn’t this a bit much?” I tried to keep the tremor out of my voice. The thought of 
rebuilding the ranch and designing a new lesson program, on top of riding two more horses every 
day and picking up Betsy’s slack, was beyond overwhelming. 

Okay, God, when I said I could handle a zillion hours of work a day, I didn’t mean it literally! 



“A bit much?” Noel scoffed. “Did you not hear anything I said? We’re going to lose everything 
if we don’t tackle this aggressively. The situation requires complete restructuring from the inside 
out. There’s no other way.” 

“But if you would take me to shows with you, I could talk to people. Owners are always looking 
for a nice place to board their horses, and with two beauties like Cadence and Kipling strutting 
around in excellent condition, you’re bound to catch peoples’ interest.” 

“Ally, I can’t afford to pay you on the weekends. I can barely afford to pay you now. Show me 
what you’re made of, and we’ll see about the showing.” 

“But…” I gritted my teeth in frustration. I wished I had the guts to tell her I disagreed with the 
whole plan. 

“There’s nothing else to do, child. For goodness’ sake, don’t cry. You’ll make me regret hiring a 
twenty-something fresh out of college.” 

My chest tightened with the sting of her words, but I refused to let them hurt me. “If we could 
just talk about this…” 

“What’s to talk about?” Noel scrunched up some papers and stuffed them inside a folder. “Get to 
work. We’ll reevaluate in four weeks.” 

I stood up weakly. For a moment I watched as she puttered with her papers, then said quietly, 
“Are you still going to sell Legend to me when I have the money?” 

She waved a hand without looking up. “Of course. Why would I want him, anyway?” 

I left her house feeling like I’d been tossed into a washing machine and spit out to dry. I had no 
idea where to begin, no inkling of what was going through her mind when she said “fix up the 
barn,” and not the slightest means of acquiring said information. Her notes were 
incomprehensible. She gave me all the freedom in the world and none of it at the same time. 

Not knowing what else to do, I fled to Legend’s stall. I flung my arms around his neck and 
buried my face in his thick, black mane. 

This isn’t how it was supposed to work, God. What are You doing? 

My only answer was the swishing of Legend’s tail. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Nate lived with his family in a cozy brick house ten minutes outside of town. I loved the drive – 
evergreens lining the serpentine country roads; mountain peaks jaggedly touching the sky; 



dappled sunlight shining through my windshield. I could drive it a million times a day and never 
get tired. 

Thursday nights Nate and I always spent together. We alternated between his house and mine, 
depending on whose parents were home at the time. The hang-outs were never specific or 
planned – and while there had never been a spoken agreement that all Thursday nights would be 
this way, we somehow always ended up in each other’s company. 

I knocked on the front door, and when no one answered, I turned the knob and let myself inside. 
In all the years I’d known the McCartneys, their front door had never been locked. 

“It’s me!” I called into the house. 

“Ally, darlin’, come on in,” Nate’s mother answered. She poked her head into the hallway and 
waved me into the kitchen, where a delicious-smelling casserole dish cooled over the stove. Nate 
sat at the table studying. 

“I’m baking your favorite dessert for tonight,” Jackie said, back turned to me as she furiously 
stirred something in a bowl. 

“Chocolate chip cookies?” 

“You bet. Hand me that flour jar over there, would you?” She pointed to an old ceramic jar 
beside the toaster oven. 

I handed it to her. “Thanks, Jackie.” 

“Honey, you just keep that son of mine in line, and I’ll always have fresh cookies for you.” 

I smiled at her, then turned my attention to Nate. “Speaking of which, what are you doing over 
here?” I peered over his shoulder and tried to make sense of his assignment. Greek and English 
scribbles filled his notebook, and eraser filings covered the table space around him. 

“I’m almost done with John,” he said, looking up briefly. “Then it’s on to Ephesians.” 

“Hmm.” I settled into the chair next to him. “Is this for school, or your own personal 
enjoyment?” 

“Personal enjoyment?” He crossed out a word and wrote something else above it. 

“Well, this is what you do for fun, right?” 

Laughing, he closed the textbook and shoved it toward the center of the table. “I don’t enjoy 

giving myself a headache.” 



“Aha!” I exclaimed triumphantly. “So it is hard. Are you going to give me a little slack about my 
Arabic class now?” 

He shook his head. “You didn’t even try.” 

“Sure I did. I got a B in that class.” 

“You didn’t study at all. Which says a lot more for your intelligence than your work ethic.” 

I rolled my eyes. 

“Nathan, please move your stuff off the table.” Jackie wiped the space around him with a 
washcloth, shoving his papers to the side as she mopped up eraser filings and dust. “We’re about 
to eat. Would you please set the table?” 

He leapt to rescue his books from the washcloth. “Be right back,” he murmured. 

Jackie bustled around the kitchen, wiping counters and reorganizing dishes as if in some great 
hurry. Her low heels tapped against the linoleum tile. 

“Need some help?” I asked. 

She loaded my arms with plates and silverware. “Yes, here you go, dear. How sweet of you. 
Remember, the knives and spoons go on the right side and the forks go on the left.” 

Nate returned, and we worked together silently to set the table. Jackie served the casserole and 
green beans, and we all sat down to eat. Nate took breath to bless the food, but before he could 
say a word, the kitchen door burst open and someone barged into the room, slamming the door 
behind him. 

Mason McCartney. 

All three of us jumped to our feet. My surprise was no greater than Nate’s and Jackie’s; clearly 
they hadn’t expected him home today. For weeks now I hadn’t seen him; he’d been out drinking 
with his friends, as was his custom. He only came home when he wanted a good meal and a 
decent bed to sleep on, or when he felt like messing up his family a little more. 

Jackie darted up to him and kissed his cheek. She took his hat and his briefcase and disappeared 
down the hallway to put them away. Nate barely looked at his father – just puttered with the 
silverware on the table. 

I stood beside Nate awkwardly, wondering what to do with myself. 

“Hello, Ally,” Mason said gruffly. Big and imposing, with a stern brow and a square, angular 
jaw, he was a man to be reckoned with. “How’s your dad?” He sat down at the head of the table. 



“Fine,” I squeaked. 

“He still has a job, then? I heard they were laying people off at J.B. Electrical.” 

I hadn’t heard anything of the sort, but it didn’t worry me. Mason always tried to intimidate 
people. “His job is good,” I said. 

Mason ignored me and stared hard at his son. “Aren’t you graduating this month?” 

Nate flinched. “Yes.” 

“How come you’ve got guests over, then? Don’t you have studying to do?” 

“Ally’s not a guest, dad.” 

“I can go.” I backed away from the table. 

“Nonsense!” Jackie exclaimed as she reentered the kitchen. She caught my arm and gently 
pushed me into my chair. “Ally is very helpful, Mason. She set the table. She’s going to stay for 
dinner – right, dear?” 

Jackie’s gaze met mine. Those dark depths pleaded with me to stay, to break up the tension, to 
protect them from the fullness of Mason’s wrath. 

“Sure.” I glanced sympathetically at Nate, who continued to stare at his fork. 

Mason bent to pick something up off the floor. I realized with a start it was one of Nate’s 
translation assignments. 

“What is this?” Mason demanded. 

Nate looked up, and when he saw the paper in his father’s hands, he turned white. Jackie 
scampered over to the table with dinnerware for Mason. Frantically she spooned casserole onto 
his plate. 

“What’re you still studying this crap language for?” Mason growled. “Why don’t you learn 
something useful, like how to screw a darn doorknob into a door?” 

Nate muttered something unintelligible. 

“Why the heck haven’t you fixed it yet?” Mason bellowed. “I told you last week to get up out of 
your chair and find a screwdriver and fix the dang doorknob. Your mother has to wrestle with it 
every day when she brings in the groceries, you lazy ingrate!” 



A protest formed at the tip of my lips. The wood around the doorknob had splintered, rendering 
it impossible to fix – and Mason refused to buy a new door. Nate had spent hours working on it 
and I’d even sent my dad over to look at it, but all to no avail. The door was irreparably broken. 

“What’re you gonna do after you graduate, huh?” Mason’s face darkened. “How’s a dead 
language gonna help you in life? How’re you gonna support yourself? How’re you gonna 
support a family? You can’t mooch off of us forever.” 

“Honey…” Jackie laid a hand on Mason’s arm. 

He brushed her away. “It’s about time he answered me. When’s he gonna grow up, huh? Do you 
want him staying here forever, wasting his time on things that only make him look stupid?” 

The expression on Nate’s face hurt to see – not anger or pain or frustration or anything else one 
might expect him to feel, but weariness. He was tired, and not just because of Mason’s harsh 
words, but because of the burden I knew he carried with him every day, knowing how greatly he 
disappointed his father. 

I could only imagine a fragment of what he felt. My own father, although not a Believer and not 
always supportive of my equestrian pursuits, was nonetheless still a father. He hugged me when 
the occasion called for it, and showered me with all the nice things his honest salary could 
afford. I had never once feared him. I loved him dearly. 

But Mason…he had never been a father. 

I wished in that moment I’d had the courage to tell Mason he was wrong – that Nate wasn’t 
wasting his life, but pouring it out into the things that mattered most. He might not have cared, 
and it might not have changed anything, but at least I wouldn’t have had to stand there watching 
injustice in its purest form, while everything good and right was swallowed up by evil. 

“Well?” Mason demanded. “What do you have to say for yourself?” 

Nate met his father’s gaze solemnly. “Only that you don’t understand, and that one day you’ll 
bow down before the risen Christ and acknowledge Him as Lord. I hope it’s not too late when 
you do.” 

Mason banged his fists on the table. Too angry to speak, he stood up, knocked his chair over, and 
stormed into the living room. 

Raw, intense silence pressed around us. Jackie came up behind Nate and put a hand on his 
shoulder. He shivered beneath her touch, then with a sigh turned away. I watched as he sauntered 
down the hall into his room and shut the door. 

“I should go,” I mumbled, feeling like an intruder. 



“No, please.” Jackie wrung her hands, glancing nervously from the living room to the hallway. “I 
worry about him, Ally. He never talks to me…about any of this.” 

She looked lost and desperate, her eyes brimming with tears. 

“Jackie, I think you’re a very strong woman, and I know God will carry you through this.” I 
drew her into my arms and hugged her. “I’m praying for you.” 

She hugged me back tightly. “Thank you, dear.” 

After a long embrace I left her in the kitchen and ventured down the hallway to Nate’s room. I 
rapped lightly on his door. “Nate?” 

“Come in.” 

I pushed the door open. Clutter greeted me: books, sheet music, clothes, boxes of stuff he 
collected and gave to charity. Somehow I managed to squeeze around his computer desk and 
nearly tripped over a pair of tennis shoes in my haste to avoid the music stand braced up against 
the side of his bed. 

“Your room looks exactly like it did when you were fourteen,” I told him. 

He sat on his bed, tossing a bean bag ball into the air over and over again. “You sound 
surprised,” he murmured. 

I sat next to him. “I guess I figure one day I’ll walk in here and find that God has convicted you 
of disorderliness.” 

He chuckled. “Mom sent you in here to talk to me, didn’t she?” 

“She’s just worried about you.” 

“About me? My dad’s the one who’s drunk every time he walks into the house.” 

I drew my knees up to my chest and peered over my shoulder at him. “Why do you even live 
here, Nate? Why don’t you just move out and get an apartment?” 

He tossed the ball higher. “Because God told me to stay here.” 

I sighed, realizing nothing else I said would change his mind. “Nate…” 

He looked up at me, his brow creased with fatigue. I wanted to reach over and touch his face and 
make him smile again. 

“If I leave,” he said, “my mom will be here all by herself. With him. When I went to Sharghistan 
it was worse for her; he yelled at her all the time. At least when I’m here, he yells at me instead.” 



He absently turned the bean bag over in his hand. “That’s the hardest thing about going back 
again, Ally. Leaving her behind.” 

Something about the way he talked always touched my soul. So few words, and yet so much 
significance behind them. “Are you sure God wants you to go back to Sharghistan, then?” 

He sighed, and tossed the ball onto his cluttered floor. “Sometimes I know for sure, Ally, and 
then other times, I wonder what kind of a son would leave his mother alone with an abusive 
husband.” He paused. “It’s getting worse.” 

“Have you talked to your mom about moving out?” 

“Yes, but you know my mom. Loyal to a fault. She won’t even consider separation.” 

We pondered this in silence. Nate stared at his hands, his eyes void of their usual sparkle. I didn’t 
know how to help. 

“Nate, why do you let him treat you that way?” 

“My father?” He shrugged his shoulders. “I’ve already failed in his eyes. What’s the point in 
fueling his anger by standing up for myself?” 

It truly baffled me how he could get all riled up and passionate when the church shunned Mr. and 
Mrs. Graham, but couldn’t even work up one angry feeling toward his father, who had mistreated 
him in every possible way. 

“You don’t have to be the martyr for your family, you know,” I told him. “No one deserves to be 
treated that way.” 

“I’m not a martyr. I don’t care what he thinks of me.” 

“Yes, you do.” 

His jaw tightened – but then after a moment he sighed away his frustrations, and leaned back 
against his pillow. He looked at me tenderly. “Ally, you don’t have to stay here. I’m afraid I 
won’t be much fun tonight.” 

“You’re never fun, you know that?” I kicked his foot. “If it wasn’t this, you’d be studying.” 

“Probably so,” he admitted. “But all the same, my dad’s going to ruin your night if you stay.” 

Granted, he probably would, and I’d probably regret it come dessert – but if Nate was going to 
suffer through the evening, I was, too. “No, it’s okay. I can handle it. Your mom made me 
chocolate chip cookies, after all.” 

He smiled at me, eyes brimming with gratitude, and my heart skipped a beat just to behold it. 



“You’re an amazing girl, you know that?” he said. 

Yes, I do know it! An amazing girl for you. Open your eyes, would you? “Thanks,” I breathed. 

He looked as if he might say something else, but then swung his feet off the bed and stood up. “I 
guess we should eat something for dinner. If we’re lucky, my dad’s fallen asleep on the couch by 
now.” 

“Yeah.” Disappointment curled my toes. “If we’re lucky.” Sighing, I followed after him. 

 
Chapter 14: Foxtrot 

 

---Chapter Fourteen: Foxtrot--- 

October, 1995 

Mrs. Shockley had just lost her mind. 

“Now come, my dears, why all the groaning?” The choir director smiled and twirled across the 
stage, her skirt billowing around her in slow waves. “I was quite certain you would all be 
delighted with my idea.” 

Sure. We were with her about the “spice up our Christmas routine” part – that is, until she 
explained she wanted to spice it up with dancing. 

“I think it’s a splendid idea,” piped Cheyenne. “Can we do ballet? I know how to do a pirouette.” 

“You can do a pirouette whenever you like, darling.” Mrs. Shockley twirled up to the platform 
where we stood and grabbed Nate’s hand. She pulled him down onto the stage. “But I was 
thinking more of ballroom dancing. Waltzes and tangos and foxtrots.” 

I wasn’t the only one who stared in surprise as Mrs. Shockley took Nate’s hands and drew him 
into a waltz. Tchaikovsky’s Sleeping Beauty played through the speakers, and the stage sparkled 
with little white Christmas lights and silver tinsel. Teacher and student danced, weaving a spell 
on their audience. Mrs. Shockley was so petite that even at thirteen Nate was tall enough to lead 
her – and lead her he did. Somehow his gangly, awkward-looking appearance vanished as he 
spun her around and around, sweeping her across the floor as if he’d been born doing it. 

The sight bewildered me. 

“Ah! Wonderful, Nate.” Mrs. Shockley beamed, her cheeks flushed from the exercise. “What do 
you think, my dears? Would you like to add a few dance routines to our program? Wouldn’t it be 
fun? What good is music if you can’t dance to it?” She laughed and released her partner. “Who 
wants to try?” 



“Oh, I do!” Cheyenne cried, throwing her hand into the air. 

Mrs. Shockley gave the eager girl over to Nate, who kindly took her in his arms and attempted to 
waltz with her across the stage. But Cheyenne lost herself to her own exuberance, and before 
long pranced off in a passionately wild solo routine nobody could make sense of but herself. 
Nate scratched his head as he watched, while the girl beside me tried really hard not to laugh. 

“Lovely, dear, just lovely.” Mrs. Shockley clapped. She appreciated creativity in all its forms. 
“You can do that while we sing Kyrie Eleison.” 

Cheyenne pranced even more, and would have slid right off the stage if Nate hadn’t caught her in 
time. 

“You’d better sit down, dear, before you hurt yourself. Ally, why don’t you come down and try, 
hmm? 

My stomach flipped and flopped and flipped again. No way was I going to dance with Nate. That 
was just…too weird. I stared at my feet and hoped she would call on someone else. 

“Ally, don’t be shy.” Mrs. Shockley took my arm and pulled me down gently. 

“I…I don’t know how to dance,” I protested. 

“I’m sure you’ll be a natural, dear. Nate can help you.” 

Terror gripped me, and I tried to resist by planting my feet on the ground. 

“Oh, but would you do it for me?” Mrs. Shockley implored. “I’ve always said to myself it would 
be truly delightful to watch Miss Ally dance. You have all the lines for it, darling, and a sweet 
smile that will carry to the back of the audience. Why don’t you try it out now, that smile of 
yours.” 

But I couldn’t, because she had placed me in Nate’s arms. I trembled all over but didn’t know 
why, and my confusion made me tremble more. I was sure Nate could feel my fear even as I 
willed it away, but he didn’t seem affected by the situation. Rather, he wore a grin that spoke of 
joy. I didn’t know what we were doing, but somehow it seemed we were waltzing. 

“Is something wrong with my face?” Nate asked as a new orchestral piece started up – one 
demure and slower in tempo. 

“No,” I said without looking up. 

“Your feet can probably handle themselves, you know.” 

I bit my lip and tried desperately to keep my composure. What was wrong with me? “Everyone’s 
watching us,” I murmured. 



“Then let’s give them a show, shall we?” He released his hold on my back, stepped away, and 
twirled me under his arm. He caught me and drew me back before I realized anything had 
happened. 

“Wow,” I breathed. 

“Fun, huh?” He did it again. 

A smile bloomed on my face. “Where’d you learn to dance?” 

“Mom’s been dragging me along to her dance classes since I could walk. She used to practice 
with me at home, too. At first I didn’t like it, but now…well, there is ‘a time to mourn and a time 
to dance.’ I’d rather dance, I think.” 

He waltzed me over to the piano, then dipped me so far I nearly lost my breath. I giggled as he 
pulled me up. 

“What’s this song?” I asked. I liked how mysterious it sounded. 

“A song has words, Ally. Instrumentals are called pieces.” We’d been having this argument for 
months, and I still refused to acknowledge he was right. “I think it’s something by Dvorak. 
Maybe a serenade?” 

“Well, whatever it is, I like it.” 

He smiled at me, and I shivered inside. “Music is one of God’s greatest inventions,” he declared. 
“‘Raise a song, strike the timbrel, the sweet sounding lyre with the harp.’” 

“See?” I teased. “Even the Bible calls it a song.” 

He laughed and twirled me faster. 

We finished the dance, and Mrs. Shockley applauded wildly. “Bravo! Wonderful! This is going 
to be the best concert ever! Now, let’s everyone pair up and try the waltz. I’ll help you with the 
steps. Cheyenne, why don’t you practice your ballet a little more, since we’re short one boy. 
Nate, show Ally how to foxtrot. Smile, dears! This is going to be fun!” 

---ooo--- 

Ecclesiastes 3:4 “A time to mourn and a time to dance…” 

Psalm 81:2 “Raise a song, strike the timbrel…” 

 
Chapter 15: A Black Headscarf 

 



---Chapter Fifteen: A Black Headscarf--- 

May, 2004 

Jessi’s little girl had so much energy, she put little boys to shame. She ran around the living room 
climbing walls, jumping off sofas, and throwing toys at the television. Her destructive habits 
made it impossible for Jessi and I to ever have a grown up conversation at her house – but we 
tried. 

“I don’t know what I’m going to do if nursing school falls through,” Jessi confessed on Friday 
night when I visited her. “I can’t afford to live here without my housing stipend, and my parents 
are only helping me out while I’m in school. I can’t go on being a waitress forever.” 

“You could do something with your biology degree,” I suggested. 

“Like what? Run lab experiments all day long? Not my idea of fun.” 

Kali screamed for no reason at all and somersaulted off the sofa onto a pile of one-eyed, three-
legged stuffed animals. 

Jessi sighed wistfully. “Maybe Ben will marry me and all my troubles will be over.” 

I reached into the bowl between us for a handful of popcorn. We had all the makings of a movie 
night – without the movie. We hadn’t picked one out yet. “So things are going good with you 
and Ben?” 

She smiled like a school-girl in love. “He’s perfect. He’s smart and handsome and really kind to 
me. He has a great job. His house is beautiful. He’s so patient with Kali. I know it’s only been 
two weeks but I feel like he’s the guy I’ve been waiting for my whole life.” 

I knew the cycle had begun all over again – Jessi would get too attached, Ben would disappoint 
her, and she would break it off. I wanted to offer a word of caution, but her spirits were so high I 
couldn’t make myself do it. “I’m happy for you.” I squeezed her hand. 

“I hate Ben! I hate Ben!” Kali jumped on the couch like it was a trampoline. “Go away Ben! I 
want Daddy!” 

Jessi’s smile faded, and she glanced away to hide the hurt in her eyes. “Kali, stop it. You’re 
making too much noise.” 

“I want Daddy!” she screamed. She jumped off the sofa and ran out of the living room. A second 
later she slammed her bedroom door shut. 

“She’ll be fine,” Jessi said dismissively. “She does that sometimes. Chase hasn’t been around in 
a while.” 



“She sounds like she really misses him.” 

“Of course she does. He’s great with kids.” Jessi laughed bitterly. “He’s just a jerk when it 
comes to women.” 

Jessi never talked much about Chase. All I knew was they had met a year after high school when 
they were both working low-end jobs, and two years later Kali was born. They had even been 
engaged for a few months, but in the end had broken it off. That was when Jessi had decided to 
enroll at the university. 

“You’ve never thought about getting back with Chase, then?” I asked. 

Jessi rolled her eyes. “Not a chance. I can’t waste my time on a guy who won’t get his act 
together. I have a little girl, and I want her to have the best life possible. Ben can give her that 
life.” 

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I grabbed another handful of popcorn. 

“You’re judging me, I know,” Jessi said. “You think I ought to forsake my own happiness just to 
give my daughter her father back.” 

My eyes flashed. “I didn’t say that at all! Of course I want you to be happy. And I’ve never 
judged you once, Jess. You’ve raised that girl all by yourself, working long hours and studying 
hard, all the while trying to hold onto that horse you love dearly. You don’t give up, even when 
you see your dreams slipping away. I am so proud of you.” 

Tears welled up in Jessi’s hazel eyes, and she bit her trembling lip. “It’s hard sometimes.” 

“I know.” I reached forward and hugged her. She clung to me tightly. “I love you, Jess.” 

“You too,” she whispered. 

At length I pulled back and looked into her eyes. “I pray for you and Kali every day, do you 
know that? God works all things together for good for those who love Him. He won’t ever leave 
you hanging if you trust Him. He has a plan for your life.” 

She scoffed at my optimism. “Does that plan involve Ben?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe you should pray about it.” 

Her forehead wrinkled. “I’m not really the praying type.” 

Jessi’s constant cynicism toward all things God-related had at one time frustrated me. But 
without the Spirit of God working in her and revealing truth to her, how could I expect her to 
understand? 



“I know – just a thought.” I tapped the popcorn bowl, then nodded toward the television. “Should 
we find a movie to watch?” 

“Sure. You pick.” 

I got up to rummage through her library rentals, and movie night commenced. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

I stared at the door in front of me. 

I had done many strange things in my life, but knocking on my Shar neighbor’s front door for a 
one o’clock lunch invite was pretty high up on the list. 

I didn’t know what to expect, nor what was expected of me. Nate had taught me a few rules of 
etiquette, but even that seemed insufficient for the task ahead of me. If only I hadn’t been outside 
playing with Sneeze this morning when Kaveen came out to pick flowers. Then she wouldn’t 
have asked me to lunch, and I wouldn’t be in this awkward situation. 

The door opened, and Kaveen appeared behind it. She wore a red Shar dress with a black 
headscarf, and her wrists and neck sparkled with gold jewelry. 

“Dar suphal di man. Please come in.” She drew me inside and kissed both my cheeks. 

As I bent to take off my shoes, I noticed a whole slew of women huddling together behind the 
landing. They watched me curiously and murmured amongst themselves. The moment I smiled 
at them, they rushed to my side and kissed me one after the other. I counted at least six of them. 

“Come meet my parents.” Kaveen took my hand and led me into a large, spacious room lined on 
three sides with pillows and foam-like cushions. An older man and woman sat at the far corner, 
and beside them were a few younger men. They had previously been watching TV, but now 
stood up to greet me. 

Shar words came at me left and right. I understood nothing, but smiled anyway. Kaveen’s mother 
kissed me five times, then pulled me down onto the cushion next to her and refused to let go of 
my hand. 

Kaveen sat gracefully on the other side of me, her legs tucked neatly beneath her dress. “I am 
very happy you came. My mother says you are beautiful.” 

I blushed. “Thank you.” 

Kaveen said something in Shar to her mother, who patted my hand and grinned. I noticed one 
front tooth was missing. 



“My mother asks why you did not come sooner,” Kaveen said. 

My shoulders tensed, and my face flamed red. “Oh. I’m sorry, I didn’t know…” 

Kaveen smiled at me. “Cha reya. It’s nothing. She only means she is happy you are here.” 

“Oh.” I breathed out slowly. 

The women made dozens of trips in and out of the kitchen with food. They spread a large 
placemat across the carpet and piled dishes of steaming food on top. Rice, chicken, fresh 
vegetables, chickpea soup, bread, dolma – or at least, it looked like the dolma Nate and I had 
eaten at an Arab restaurant once – and some fried rice patties in a tomato-based sauce. I had 
never seen so much food on one tiny tablecloth in my entire life. 

“Who is she?” I asked, pointing to a young woman in a flattering black dress. She carried a tray 
of glasses against her hip, her face pinched with exhaustion. 

“Her name is Galiva,” Kaveen answered. “She is my brother’s wife.” 

“Which one is your brother?” 

“He is not here. He is in Sharghistan on business.” 

“It must be hard for her, with her husband so far away,” I mused. “Does she have any children?” 
I’d seen a few of those bright-eyed young ones peeking out from the kitchen doorway. 

“No. She has no baby. My parents are very sad. They want her to have a baby.” 

I watched Galiva as she poured Pepsi into the glasses. Something about her face and manner of 
moving touched me. Her shoulders slumped as if she carried a heavy burden, and even in a room 
full of people she looked lonely. 

“That girl is my cousin,” Kaveen pointed to another young woman. “And that woman is my 
cousin’s wife. My cousin is over there. His father died last year. That is his mother, my father’s 
sister. And that woman is his other sister. Her husband died, too. The Turks killed him.” 

I couldn’t keep all the relationships straight, but I realized quickly it wasn’t about remembering 
how they were related so much as remembering they were related. I had entered into the presence 
of one big family who had stuck together through great hardships and somehow made it to the 
other side. 

“That woman there was just a baby when we fled to Iran, to escape the armies.” Kaveen nodded 
toward a girl who looked about eighteen. “Both of her parents died. She is my mother’s niece, so 
my parents took care of her.” 



I marveled at the way Kaveen spouted off these facts as if they were void of painful memories. I 
began to wonder exactly what she had endured in her short life. 

“Eat, eat,” Kaveen ordered presently, piling rice and chicken onto my plate. Her mother helped 
her, and within seconds my plate was overflowing with delicious-smelling food. 

Kaveen’s mother said something in Shar, and Kaveen gave a short laugh. “My mother says you 
need to eat everything so that you will be fat.” 

My eyes widened in surprise. 

“Eat, eat,” Kaveen urged again. 

The food was better than anything I’d tasted in my life. Everyone sat around the mat and dug 
into the food as if the meaning of life itself could be found in each tasty morsel. It wasn’t long 
before I relaxed. They all spoke rapidly in Shar and I understood nothing, but somehow I felt like 
part of them. I felt welcomed, honored, loved – and they didn’t even know my name. 

After lunch Galiva came out to serve us tea and chocolate. Kaveen’s father told colorful stories 
about when he was in the Fergaphon, fighting in the mountains to save his people. Kaveen 
translated, and I listened with rapt attention. 

When the stories came to an end, one of the cousins put in a video tape of a Shar wedding. I 
watched in absolute fascination as the women danced around in their sparkly bright dresses, 
waving scraps of cloth in the air. A bride in a white dress sat next to her groom while hundreds 
of people swarmed around them. 

“That is Galiva’s wedding,” Kaveen explained. 

The bride did not smile. She sat very still, hardly glancing at the man beside her. She looked 
almost…frightened. 

“How long has she been married?” I asked. 

“Five years.” 

“How old was she then?” 

Kaveen thought for a minute, counting on her fingers. “Seventeen, I think.” 

Seventeen. I couldn’t begin to image what she must have gone through. 

The afternoon passed in a blur. I lost track of time, and might have forgotten to go home at all if 
my phone hadn’t rung and jolted me out of my strange dream. 

“Hello?” 



“Ally, how was lunch?” Nate asked cheerfully. 

I smiled at the sound of his voice. “Great. I’m still here. I’m looking through Kaveen’s photo 
album.” 

He chuckled. “I’m not surprised. Have they shown you a wedding video yet?” 

“Yup. Some of the girls got up and danced right here in the living room.” 

“Of course.” I heard him playing something on his rickety old piano in the background. “Shar 
food is delicious, isn’t it?” 

“Yeah. I gained at least five pounds, I’m sure.” 

“You should tell that to Kaveen’s mom. It’s a compliment.” 

“Really? I will, then.” 

The melody came out strongly now – he was playing a Chopin nocturne. He probably had me on 
speaker phone. “What are you up to tonight?” he asked. “Are you going to Studio7?” 

“Tonight? What’s tonight?” 

“Saturday.” He ran up and down the keyboard with lightning-fast arpeggios. 

“Saturday?” Reality hit me at once, and I gasped. “Oh no, I completely forgot!” 

“Forgot what?” 

“I’m going to the concert with Logan tonight.” He had cornered me at Studio7 earlier in the 
week, and I’d given in, thinking – hoping – it might make Nate jealous. Only I’d forgotten to tell 
Nate about it, and now that I had, I suddenly wished I hadn’t. 

Nate’s playing faltered, but he quickly regained control and carried on. “The Mozart concert?” 
he asked after a momentary pause. 

“Yeah.” Does that bother you at all? 

He transitioned into a slow section, and I heard him take a breath. “Have a good time, then. 
Make sure you take notes on the pianist.” 

Disappointment wrenched all the joy from my soul. I bit my lip – hard. “I’ll call you later, okay? 
I have to go.” 

“Sure.” 



I snapped my cell phone shut and checked the time. Five o’clock. Just enough time to finish the 
photo album and rush home to change. 

I hoped, after all this, the pianist would blow me away. 

---ooo--- 

Romans 8:28 “And we know that God causes all things to work together for good…” 

 
Chapter 16: Mozart 

 

---Chapter Sixteen: Mozart--- 

May, 2004 

I wrung my hands together and glanced anxiously at the grandfather clock in the living room, 
dreading the moment Logan would walk up and ring my doorbell. Oh, God, I don’t think I can 

do this. 

We weren’t going on a date. If we were, I wouldn’t have agreed to it. But even though I told 
myself it was perfectly innocent, I still couldn’t shake the feeling I was betraying everything I 
believed in. 

I decided to play it casual: pinstripe black slacks and a long white blouse with a cute belt, my 
hair up, and a dab of makeup. Substandard for concert-style dress, but I didn’t want Logan 
getting any ideas. This was strictly business. I was only going because of Mozart, and it was 
Mozart to whom I would devote all my attention. 

I had nearly worked myself into a tizzy when at last the doorbell rang. My stomach flipped, and 
for a moment I considered playing sick. How could I go through with this? Date or no date, it 
was just all wrong. 

The doorbell rang again. I said a quick prayer, reached for the doorknob, and surrendered myself 
to my own folly. 

Logan greeted me with a wide smile that lit up his face and his sky-colored eyes. He wore a 
black suit without the tie – an impressive look for someone with his athletic build. He held out a 
small bouquet of blue and white flowers and handed them to me. 

No guy had ever given me flowers before – unless you counted my dad on Valentine’s Day, and 
that didn’t count. 

“Logan, this isn’t a date, remember?” 



He stepped into the house and put the flowers in my hand. “You look beautiful,” he said in a low 
voice. 

I shivered and looked away. Flowers and flattering compliments were way out of my comfort 
zone. I didn’t know what to say or do or even think, because all my experience in the past 
twenty-two years had left me wholly unprepared for this moment. I wanted to turn and run. 

“Your house looks the same,” Logan mused as he moseyed into the living room. “Do you 
remember the last time I was here? Sophomore year, when you threw Mei-Li a birthday party?” 

No, I didn’t remember. But it surprised me he did. 

We stood awkwardly for a moment. Logan checked his watch. “We should get going. Are you 
ready?” 

Oh dear, was I? 

“Sure. Just a minute.” I went into the kitchen and put the flowers in a cup of water. Then I 
grabbed my purse and followed Logan outside. 

My nervousness increased with every step, and it made no sense to me. He was just Logan. Why 
should I have any other reaction to him than a slight aversion? But when he opened the 
passenger door for me and smiled, I began to doubt my own strength and resolve. No guy had 
ever paid me such attention before, and I didn’t like the feelings it roused inside of me. 

Careful, Ally. Don’t go falling for the charms of a wily man. Logan is insubstantial and 

superficial. Remember that. 

“I thought you might like a preview on the way, so I burned a CD.” Logan pushed play as he 
pulled his black sedan out onto the main road. 

A Mozart piano sonata blared through the speakers. It sounded remarkably similar to something 
I’d heard Nate play before. I glanced over at Logan, mildly impressed – and perhaps a little 
shocked – that he’d gone to all the effort to make it. 

“What do you think?” he asked. 

“I like it.” 

“Excellent.” 

We drove on in silence, listening to the music. My discomfort increased with every passing 
second until I thought for sure I would make myself sick. What was I doing? Nate was supposed 
to be driving me to a symphony orchestra performance. How had I thought going with Logan 
would bring me any sort of satisfaction? 



Logan turned the music down. “You seem a little tense. Is everything okay?” 

“Yes.” 

He eyed me doubtfully. “If you didn’t want to come, why’d you agree to it in the first place?” 

I hated that I’d been found out, and could only toss back a curt, “I don’t know.” 

We stopped at a light, and Logan turned to face me – one eyebrow raised, half challenging, half 
reprimanding. “You could have fun tonight, if you let yourself.” 

I doubt it.  

“I know. I’m just a little tired, that’s all.” I pressed my fingers into my temples, willingly away 
the pain that throbbed there. 

“Did you work today?” 

“No. But I spent the afternoon at my next door neighbor’s house. She’s Shar, and her whole 
family invited me over for lunch. It was a big to-do.” 

Logan let out a rumbling chuckle. “Fifteen people huddled around a mat on the floor, eating 
lamb and rice out of the same big dish, talking really fast in a language you don’t understand, 
eh?” 

I stared at him, wide-eyed. “How’d you know?” 

“I’ve read a thing or two about Middle Eastern culture.” The light turned green, and he drove 
forward, a knowing smirk on the corner of his lips. 

“Why on earth would you do that?” I wondered. 

“I’ve been thinking about going there for a short term mission trip.” 

This was news, and I didn’t know what to make of it. “But why?” 

He fixed his eyes on the busy, three-lane road, one hand draped casually over the top of the 
steering wheel. “I didn’t make pro.” 

Oh.  

For a brief moment in time, I felt something close to compassion for him. But it vanished quickly 
when I reminded myself how mean he was to me and Nate and Cheyenne and everyone else I’d 
ever known. 

“I’m sorry,” I murmured. 



He shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, well. I guess God has other plans for me.” 

I stared at him, perplexed by his indifference. Since when did he not care about basketball? And 
since when did he talk about God’s plans for his life? 

“Where in the Middle East do you want to go?” I asked. 

“Don’t know for sure. But Egypt is pretty cool.” 

“Why Egypt?” 

“Oh, you know. I’ve always wanted to ride a camel.” 

I gave a short laugh. “No, seriously.” 

“Seriously? Egyptian women are hot.” 

“Logan!” 

He shrunk beneath my horrified glare, but wouldn’t repent. “Well, they are.” 

Dismissively I faced the side window, arms crossed over my chest. “This is why girls will never 
go out with you.” 

“Why? Because I’m honest?” 

“No, because you say the most inappropriate stuff sometimes.” 

“What, I’m not allowed to comment if I think a girl is hot? I think you’re hot.” 

“Good grief, Logan!” My cheeks flamed. I stared out the window, desperate to distract myself. 
My eyes saw nothing but the reflection of my own pinched expression in the glass. 

“You think I’m just saying it, but I’m not,” Logan insisted. “Hasn’t anyone told you that 
before?” 

“No.” Which was why I didn’t believe him. He always messed with peoples’ minds, got under 
their skin, so that one day they would do exactly what he wanted them to do. If he thought I was 
going to play along, he was sorely mistaken. 

When I finally glanced back at him, he grinned affably. “Tonight’s going to be great, you know 
why?” 

I redirected my gaze to the dash board. 



“Because for the first time in your life you’re going to experience what it feels like when a guy 
likes you.” 

My body tensed, and my hands tightened around my purse. “Logan, stop it, okay? You don’t like 
me.” 

“What if I do?” 

I tipped my head back against the car seat. “I’m really too tired to deal with this right now.” 

“Fine,” he snapped. “Listen to Mozart.” He turned the music up. 

We drove most of the way in silence, exchanging verbal interludes only as necessary. At six-
thirty we arrived at the concert hall and found a parking spot. Women paraded all around me in 
their sparkly evening gowns and styled hair. The line up to the front door vaguely resembled a 
beauty pageant for the musical elite. 

Logan put his hand on my back to guide me through the main entrance. I tensed at his touch, and 
glanced up sharply. “What are you doing?” 

He pretended not to hear me. “This place is huge. Have you been here before?” 

“No.” I walked on ahead of him. 

The grand old concert hall overflowed with guests. We squeezed into our seats and waited 
amidst the bustling noise for the lights to dim. The orchestra tuned their instruments and warmed 
up on stage, and momentarily I forgot Logan as the excitement of the upcoming performance 
coursed through me. 

At last the conductor appeared on stage, and the audience stood for a thundering round of 
applause. Then all became hushed murmurs, and the air thickened with anticipation. 

Logan leaned toward me and whispered, “Do all famous musicians have frizzy gray hair and 
glasses?” 

I frowned at him. “No, they don’t. Now be quiet.” 

“He looks exactly like the picture on my mom’s hairdryer that says, ‘warn children of risk of 
death by electric shock.’” 

“He does not.” I scowled. “He looks intellectual.” 

“I suppose that’s true. I can picture him bent over a Bunsen burner with a beaker of chemicals, 
conducting some sort of top secret science experiment.” 

I blew the bangs out of my eyes. “I kind of want to enjoy this, okay?” 



“All right, fine.” He sat back, a ghost of an amused smile on his face. 

For the next two hours Logan did not exist. My world was all about Mozart – beauty, harmony, 
creativity, ingenuity. The orchestra was full and clear, the conductor wise in his interpretation. 
The pianist played those sparkly fast notes as if they were tiny little bells ringing in perfect 
rhythm. If I closed my eyes I could imagine it was Nate playing, for indeed, he was a master of 
Mozart. I hardly ever preferred a professional recording over his playing, because while all the 
recordings achieved perfection, Nate achieved a depth of musicality that went straight to the 
heart. I wished one day I could hear him play with an orchestra, just to see what energy and 
inspiration it gave him. 

At last the performance ended. The lights returned, the guests shuffled out of their rows, and 
Logan stirred beside me. He yawned as we stood up. 

“Do you ever wonder if Mozart got tired of listening to his own songs?” Logan asked. 

“They’re called pieces, not songs. And why would he get tired of them? They’re beautiful.” 

“They’re repetitive.” 

“Sure, but it’s not an exact repetition. He modulates to the dominant key. It creates tension.” 

Skepticism lifted one of Logan’s eyebrows. “I didn’t know you were into all that music theory 
stuff.” 

I slung my purse over my shoulder. “I like music.” 

“How come you don’t play, then?” 

“I don’t have the time. My horses take priority.” Logan was watching me so intently it brought a 
rush of heat to my face. “I’ve always wished I could play Mozart. Maybe someday I’ll take 
lessons.” 

“You should.” 

He said it in a way that hinted at true encouragement, and I realized suddenly I’d just divulged 
personal information about my hopes and dreams. Frustrated with myself, and irritated with his 
person in general, I high-tailed it for the exit as fast as the meandering crowds allowed me. 

We filed out of the concert hall and mazed our way through the parking lot to Logan’s car. He 
opened the door for me, held it while I got in, and smiled when I murmured a thank you. 

Oh, God, if this isn’t a date, what is? 

I was so mad at myself for agreeing to the whole thing that by the time we escaped the 
downtown traffic and pulled onto the freeway, I could barely hold back tears. 



Why hadn’t Nate just taken me? Why couldn’t Nate like me the way Logan did? 

“So…” Logan interrupted my thoughts. “Are you hungry?” 

“No, thanks.” 

“You’ve already had dinner?” 

“I’m not hungry.” 

That obnoxiously easy-going smile appeared on his face. “Come on, I heard your stomach 
growling a minute ago. We’ll just stop at a restaurant along the way and eat something.” 

“I agreed to the concert, Logan, not dinner.” 

“Geez,” he chided, shaking his head. “One minute you open up, and the next you’re cold. What’s 
going on? I’m just trying to be nice.” 

His reprimand stung. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat, acknowledging to myself I hadn’t been 
fair. He was being nice, and I was giving him the cold shoulder. How could I expect to have any 
positive influence on him if I didn’t lead by example? His mild reproof shamed me out of my 
gloominess. 

“You’re right, I’m sorry. The concert was nice.” 

“Are we going to dinner, then?” 

“Sure.” If only my stupid stomach hadn’t growled. 

He pulled into a little Italian restaurant and low and behold I soon discovered he’d already made 
reservations. If I hadn’t vowed to be nice to him the rest of the evening, I’d have hit him with my 
purse. 

Why did it surprise me he’d had the gall to pull something like that? I should have seen it 
coming the moment he mentioned dinner, and I should have stuck to my guns in refusing him. 

The waiter brought us to a window table that overlooked a quaint little flower garden lit by gold 
and red lights. Rachmaninoff played in the background, and the low lighting and European décor 
created a tranquil, romantic atmosphere. My heart lurched in my chest as I acknowledged the 
horrific reality of the present situation: this was a date! 

“What would you like to drink?” asked the waiter, who wore a fancy black apron and a nametag 
that read “Mike.” 

I stared at his nametag, dumbfounded. 



“I’ll have a Coke. Ally?” Logan pressed. 

“Um…just water.” 

The waiter left, and Logan leaned forward. “You don’t have to order water, you know. I can 
afford this.” 

After the spiffy sports car and the expensive concert tickets, did he really think I doubted his 
financial situation? 

“I always drink water. Carbonation makes me sick when I ride.” I pulled a chapstick out of my 
purse and rubbed it over my lips, not knowing what else to do. 

Logan folded his hands over the table. “So…how are the horses going? Any new broken bones?” 

“No, but I’m going to have a broken back before all the barn improvements are done.” 

“Barn improvements?” 

“Take yesterday, for example.” I waved my chapstick in the air. “At nine o’clock the 
construction people came out to work on the overhead covering for the dressage ring. They were 
so loud Sebastian banged his leg against his stall and cut himself. I spent all morning trying to 
hold him still long enough to apply a bandage. Then during lunch Noel handed me the new 
reorganization plans for the tack room, along with a hammer and a bag of nails, as if she 
expected me to manually rearrange the saddle racks by myself. At two o’clock I had a meeting 
with the local feed store to discuss advertising possibilities, and since they were recovering from 
a leak in the ceiling, we met in the storage house, where a sack of oats almost fell on top of me. I 
got back to the barn in time for my lessons, but halfway through the landscapers started up their 
big tractor and Flash spooked so fast he nearly ran me over. My student fell off, and her mom 
was furious with me.” 

Logan whistled lowly. “What a day.” 

“It’s my life. I thrive on confusion and chaos.” 

“Don’t we all?” 

I eyed him doubtfully. 

“Sure. I face confusion and chaos every day. Clean socks with the holes in them, or day-old 
socks without the holes? Quick and easy peanut butter from the jar, or a labor-intensive chicken-
and-pickle sandwich? Call the girl I like and risk rejection, or don’t call her?” 

I sighed. “You must be tormented.” 

“And that’s only half of it.” 



Spare me the rest. 

The waiter returned with our drinks. I scanned the menu and ordered a chicken salad, and Logan 
splurged on a sampler with ten different options. How typical. 

With food in front of us, we settled into an easy conversation about church. Logan revealed he’d 
been attending the missions committee meetings, and together with a married couple hoped to 
lead a short term trip to Egypt in December. I wondered at his sudden interest in missions, and 
could only conclude he thought a missions-minded man was attractive to me. 

If he only knew how much I wished Nate would give up his overseas dreams and stay in Crystal 
Grove for good. 

Over the course of the meal Logan surprised me with his intelligence and tasteful humor. He 
didn’t go on and on about basketball and girls like he usually did – but rather talked of church, 
missions, and pursuing a master’s degree. But the longer I sat sharing a meal with him, the 
emptier I felt. My conscience nagged at me, shaming me for betraying Nate and giving Logan 
false hope when I had no intention of ever going out with him again. 

The evening came to a close, and after passing off his credit card to the waiter, Logan leaned 
forward and smiled at me. “So…what do you say we try this again next weekend?” 

My face turned white, and I pressed my back into the chair as the turmoil inside of me rose to a 
dizzying climax. I didn’t want to hurt him, but I knew I could never endure a night like this 
again. “I’m sorry, Logan, but I told you from the start we were only going as friends. I don’t 
want to date you.” 

His smile faded, and he sat abruptly back. “You’re not one of those girls who doesn’t believe in 
dating, are you?” 

“No, but there are a lot of things about dating I don’t like.” 

“Like what?” 

“Well, for one I don’t like that you think you can trick me into dating you.” 

“I’m not tricking you,” he defended, knuckles clenching around his glass of Coke. “I already told 
you I like you and I want to go out with you again next weekend.” 

“There is no ‘again,’ Logan. This isn’t a date. We came as friends. And you better nottell anyone 
differently.” 

Tears pooled around my eyelashes. I hated myself for my weakness, but I couldn’t remain 
indifferent. I felt all at once as if everything precious between me and Nate had been destroyed. 

“Ally, what’s wrong?” 



Fighting back tears, I folded my napkin and placed it on the table. I reached for my purse. 
“Nothing. I’m fine. Can we go now?” 

“As soon as the waiter comes back.” Concern flickered in his eyes. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 

“It’s okay.” 

“I don’t want you to hate me. I really like you, and I want you to understand I’m not who you 
think I am.” The earnestness in his voice moved me, but I couldn’t make myself see him any 
other way than I’d seen him my whole life. He was still Logan. 

The waiter returned with our receipt and wished us a good evening. “I guess we can go now.” 
Logan sighed, stuffing his credit card into his wallet. 

I got up and followed him outside. The whole drive home I rebuked myself for ruining 
everything – for thinking I could make Nate jealous, for hurting Logan, for betraying my own 
feelings. Tonight I had given up to Logan what had only been Nate’s to have. I had given him 
my first date. 

And I couldn’t take it back. 

 
Chapter 17: Sting of Death 

 

---Chapter Seventeen: Sting of Death--- 

May, 1996 

I set my lunch tray on the table next to Nate’s, and sat beside him. “How was your history final?” 

He looked up sharply, eyes wide, as if I’d caught him doing something wrong. “What?” 

“I said, how was your history final?” I rearranged the food on my tray, so that the milk was on 
the right and the Italian bread on the left. 

Nate didn’t answer at first, just stared at a spot somewhere behind me, biting his lower lip. “It 
was good.” 

“Are you okay?” I opened my milk carton and stuck a straw in it. “You look distracted.” 

“I’m just thinking, that’s all.” 

“About what?” 

He averted his gaze and shrugged. 



Worry tightened the lines of my face. It wasn’t like Nate to keep secrets, or to avoid telling the 
truth. Usually he came right out and told me what was on his mind, whether I wanted to hear it or 
not. 

“Did something happen?” I asked. 

He twirled a few strands of spaghetti around his fork. “God told me something last night.” 

I waited, hoping my silence would encourage him to talk. 

The spaghetti twirled faster and faster around Nate’s fork. His breathing quickened, and he 
struggled to get out the words: “He told me I’m going to die.” 

I frowned at him, trying to make sense of such a statement. “We’re all going to die someday.” 

“Sure.” He put his fork down and looked at me. “But I’m going to die when I’m twenty-seven.” 

Horror slugged me in the stomach, and my face turned ashen white. “What?” 

“It’s okay,” he said quickly, more for his own reassurance than mine. “I’ll have plenty of time to 
tell the Shars about Jesus before then.” 

I didn’t know who the Shars were, and didn’t care, either. Nothing could distract me from the 
horrifying topic of Nate’s death. “You can’t be serious,” I sputtered, pushing my lunch tray 
away. “This is crazy talk. God doesn’t tell people when they’re going to die.” 

“Well, He told mewhen I’m going to die,” he insisted. “It’s not crazy. He told me so I can be 
focused in the time I have left. I’m glad of it. I would ‘prefer rather to be absent from the body 
and to be at home with the Lord.’” 

“Nate! No, this is ridiculous!” I fought off a flood of tears. “You’re too good to die when you’re 
twenty-seven.” 

“Too good?” He frowned at me. “Haven’t we already been over this? Being good has nothing to 
do with it. The length of time we spend on earth was determined by God before we were born. 
‘Before I formed you in the womb, I knew you; and before you were born, I consecrated you.’ 
And anyway, I’m not good. I wish you would stop saying that.” 

I didn’t understand how he could be so calm. I wanted to shake some sense into him and make 
him take back everything he’d said. My emotions were so wild inside of me I didn’t know what 
to do with myself. God, this isn’t right! How could you do this? 

“Don’t cry, please,” he said, extending a hand toward me without quite touching me. “I didn’t 
mean to make you sad.” 

“I don’t want you to die,” I whispered. 



“I’m not dying anytime soon, am I? That’s what…thirteen more years or so? I’ll be an old man 
by then.” 

“It’s not funny,” I moaned, burying my face in my hands. 

He sobered at that. “I’m sorry. I guess I don’t understand why anyone would cry over me. Seems 
like a waste of tears.” 

I lifted my head and met his gaze. The frankness of his tone and the earnest look in his eyes 
broke my heart to pieces. “Don’t ever say that,” I breathed. “If you’re a waste of tears, there’s 
not a single person on earth worth crying for.” 

His eyes widened at my words, and he swallowed. He opened his mouth as if to speak, then 
looked away. 

We sat in the noisy cafeteria, staring at our uneaten spaghetti, unable to say another word to each 
other. The horror I had first felt at Nate’s confession had now morphed into something far worse: 
a deep, all-consuming sadness. I thought about my mother, and how impossible life had seemed 
without her when she first died. I couldn’t imagine what I’d do without Nate, either. 

My thoughts shifted focus, and I wondered how it would feel to know when I was going to die. It 
didn’t scare me like it once had, because now I knew I had eternal life, and when I died I would 
be with Jesus. But it didn’t take away the underlying fear of the unknown. I wasn’t sure if I 
would be able to handle that knowledge as easily as Nate. God, please give him strength. 

When most of the students had drifted out of the cafeteria to the playground, I turned to Nate 
again. “Did God tell you how you’re going to die?” 

“No.” He brushed a few curly locks out of his eyes. “But it doesn’t really matter, does it?” 

“I guess not.” I picked up my milk carton and took a drink. 

Nate stuffed a spoonful of spaghetti into his mouth. 

“Are you scared?” 

He pondered the question a long time before answering. “Why should I be? ‘When this 
perishable’ – our bodies – ‘will have put on the imperishable, and this mortal will have put on 
immortality, then will come about the saying that is written, “Death is swallowed up in victory. 
O death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?” The sting of death is sin, and the 
power of sin is the law; but thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus 
Christ.’” 

I felt the peace of God through his words, and rejoiced in my heart that Jesus Christ had saved us 
from eternal death. 



---ooo--- 

2 Corinthians 5:8 “We are of good courage, I say, and prefer rather to be absent…” 

Jeremiah 1:5 “Before I formed you in the womb I knew you…” 

I Corinthians 15:54 “When this perishable will have put on the imperishable…” 

 
Chapter 18: Blind 

 

---Chapter Eighteen: Blind--- 

May, 2004 

For the first time in years, I didn’t want to go to church. 

My “date” had ended awkwardly with Logan, and the thought of seeing him again at church 
made me sick – almost as sick as the thought of talking to Nate about the concert. 

But I knew God wouldn’t be pleased if I skipped church because of boy troubles, so I climbed 
into my clunky old Honda and drove those dreaded two miles to church. 

After a quick stop at the welcome center for two cups of coffee, I dragged myself to the intern 
office to look for Nate. He stood by the printer, waiting for a document to print off. 

“Hi, Nate, what are you up to?” I greeted with false cheer. Maybe if I acted normal he wouldn’t 
ask about the date last night. 

He handed me a sheet of paper. “These are the startup costs of a meal program for the elderly.” 

I scanned the page. “Wow.” 

“The budget committee is meeting tonight,” he said, monitoring the progress of the copy 
machine while simultaneously scribbling math problems in his notebook. “They might have to 
cut a few other things to make room for this, but it’s an important project. We focus so much on 
youth and college ministries we’ve completely ignored a whole segment of our community.” 

Well, he had a point. Crystal Grove was a youthful town, and our biggest ministry reached out to 
hundreds of students every week. 

“I can’t believe you have time to do all this,” I said. “You have finals this week.” 

“I know. But the committee wanted my budget proposals tonight.” He stacked all the pages 
together and stapled them. “I’ve got the proposal for Studio7 finished, too.” 



I internally kicked myself for leaving him with the proposal to finish by himself. I’d promised I 
would help, and then I’d been so busy at the barn I’d forgotten all about it. 

“I’m sorry,” I murmured. 

“For what?” He distractedly stuffed the papers into a folder. 

He’d probably forgotten I promised to help in the first place. Why did I even try sometimes? 
“Never mind. Have some coffee.” 

“Thanks.” He smiled as he took the cup. His work now completed, he gave me his full attention. 
“How’s everything going? You look tired.” 

Was it that obvious? “Work is killing me.” 

He sat down at the table, and gestured for me to sit across from him. “You haven’t talked to Noel 
yet?” 

“No. She’d probably fire me if I did.” 

“Maybe that’s not a bad thing. Do you even like working there?” 

“Of course I do. I love horses.” 

“You love horses, yes.” Nate looked at me over the top of his coffee cup. “But what you’re doing 
now doesn’t make your eyes light up the way they did when you were fifteen.” 

I snorted. “Nothing makes my eyes light up the way they did when I was fifteen.” Except for you, 

but of course you’d never notice. 

“Then maybe you should ask yourself if this is really what God wants you to do with your life.” 

I frowned at him. Why was he telling me this? Sometimes I wondered what he really thought of 
my equestrian career. His passion for ministry often times superseded his ability to see clearly – 
or, in this case, his ability to understand how much I loved my job. “Not everyone can be a 
missionary, Nate.” 

He flinched at my cutting words, and stared down at his coffee cup. “I never said you should be a 
missionary.” 

“Well, you implied it.” 

“The only thing I implied is you should do something you love, something that fulfills you.” 

“Riding horses fulfills me.” 



He met my gaze steadily, daring me to really believe that. “’Take heed to the ministry which you 
have received from the Lord, that you may fulfill it.’ If you seek Him, God will guide you into 
the life He has purposed for you. He’ll shower you with unspeakable joy, and you’ll know it’s 
where you belong.” 

Gentle as his reprimand was, it still stung. I clenched my teeth together, new frustrations rising to 
the surface. Nate might as well have said he thought I was wasting my life riding horses – it 
wouldn’t have hurt any less. “Just because I’m not at church twenty-four hours a day doesn’t 
mean I don’t have joy.” My voice wavered. 

“Ally…no…that’s not what I meant at all. I was just…never mind.” He sighed wearily, his brow 
creased with concern. “Why are you acting like this? Did something happen last night?” 

“Last night?” 

“At the concert. How was the concert?” 

Great – he did remember. 

“It was fine,” I said dismissively. I took a drink of my coffee, struggling to appear ambivalent. 

“You went to a Mozart concert and it was fine?” Nate laughed. “Are you sure you’re feeling 
okay?” 

Flustered, I tried to backtrack. “No, I mean, it was great. The orchestra was great. Fantastic. 
But…” I trailed off helplessly. 

“But the pianist blew it all, right?” he guessed. 

“No, the pianist was almost as good as you.” 

“Then there was a guy with a really loud cough sitting next to you?” 

I pursed my lips together, trying not to smile. “Nate…” 

“Well?” he pressed. 

I wanted to throw my hands up in defeat. Why couldn’t he be majorly depressed I’d gone out 
with Logan? Why did he have to smile about it? “I just wish I hadn’t gone, that’s all.” 

Nate sobered, and his eyes softened as he looked at me. “Why?” 

“Because all the good music in the world can’t make up for an otherwise lousy evening.” 

Alarm widened Nate’s eyes. “What happened? He wasn’t mean to you, was he?” 



“No, he wasn’t mean. He was nice. Too nice. He makes me uncomfortable.” 

Nate pondered my words, his eyes searching my face – though for what, I couldn’t tell. “That’s a 
natural feeling, you know. When you’re on a date.” 

Panic birthed anew inside me, and I clutched my coffee cup. “It wasn’t a date. I told you before, 
it was just a friend thing. It was not a date.” 

“You don’t really believe that, do you?” 

I stared back at him, spiritless and defeated. What did he want me to say? Why did he want me to 
date Logan so much? And why did this whole mess continue to be a source of misery in my life? 

Before I could respond, another intern walked into the office to make copies. Nate and I sat back 
as of one mind – unsettled and frustrated, but knowing the conversation was, for the time being, 
over. 

Nate checked his watch. “We should go. It’s almost ten-thirty.” 

“Yeah.” 

“I’m meeting a couple guys from UNCA outside the church. You can sit with us if you want.” 

“Okay.” I stood up and pushed my chair under the table. I collected my coffee cup and Nate’s, 
and threw them in the trash can. “Are they friends, or did you just meet them?” 

“They’re Muslims, actually,” he answered. “But I don’t think they practice their faith.” 

I followed him outside the office and down the hallway. “Where are they from?” 

“Oman. They’re here on a government grant, both studying pre-med.” 

“Wow. How’d you get them to come to church?” 

“I didn’t.” He grinned at the question. “God did.” 

“Come on, you know what I meant.” We dodged around a circle of chatty, mingling women and 
passed by the welcome booth, where a family with four rambunctious kids had stopped for 
information. The youngest was poking his sibling with a stick. 

“I met them on campus,” Nate said as we walked through the front doors. “I started talking about 
Jesus, and now they’re curious. It’s always a mystery to me why God opens the eyes of some and 
not others. I certainly don’t do anything differently.” We stopped beside a young spruce tree and 
waited, the hot, bright sun beaming down on us. 



“’I will have mercy on whom I have mercy,’” Nate quoted with feeling, “’and I will have 
compassion on whom I have compassion. So then it does not depend on the man who wills or the 
man who runs, but on God who has mercy.’” 

Nate’s Omani friends arrived a few minutes later, wearing looks of guarded interest. Nate 
welcomed them with joy, and at once their apprehension vanished. They soaked up his kindness 
as if they’d been parched for years. With the greetings completed, Nate led the way to the 
worship center and found us seats somewhere in the middle. He kept up an easy, pleasant 
conversation, and before long his guests relaxed. 

I glanced around, observing the people who filed into the worship center. Most of them didn’t 
notice the Omani men sitting in their midst. But a few did – and showered upon them looks of 
shock and disapproval. Anger rose up inside me. Why didn’t they come over and say hi instead 
of staring and judging? 

Throughout the service I felt the sharp, unspoken criticism of some in the room. This was the 
exact reason our church would never be a sending force for missionaries: we had all the love in 
the world for each other, but none at all for everyone else. 

These thoughts so consumed me that when the service ended I sat motionless in my pew, waiting 
and thinking while Nate took his friends up to meet Pastor Jacob. I didn’t notice what was going 
on around me until someone slid into the space next to me. 

“Hi, Ally.” 

I jumped at the sound of Logan’s voice, and instinctively backed away. 

“Ally, wait,” he pleaded. “I just wanted to apologize for last night. I shouldn’t have pressured 
you the way I did. I know I can be overbearing sometimes.” 

The genuine repentant gleam in his eyes softened my feelings toward him – but only so much as 
to make my response cordial. 

“It’s okay. I wasn’t at my best, either. I was really rude, and I’m sorry.” 

“You weren’t rude. You were just overwhelmed.” 

I could have argued – and should have, knowing my own sinful failings last night – but I let it 
slide. 

We sat awkwardly for a moment, and then Logan scooted closer to me. “Ally, if you give me 
another chance, I promise I’ll go slower. None of these big nights out and fancy restaurants. We 
can just catch a movie, or go out for ice cream or something. Get to know each other.” 

I shook my head. “It won’t work, Logan.” 



“Why not?” 

“It just won’t. We’re too different. I’m sorry.” 

“Different is good. Come on, Ally, I know you could have fun with me.” 

“Please, just stop.” I jumped to my feet and grabbed my things. “I don’t want to talk about this 
anymore.” 

His eyes darkened as he stood up and stepped in front of me, blocking my escape. “Are you 
really going to write me off that quickly just because of him?” His eyes flicked to Nate and back. 
“He wouldn’t know what to do with a girl if God dropped one in his arms. You deserve better 
than that.” 

I refused to let his words affect me. I clutched my Bible tightly, and tilted my chin. “Nate is my 
best friend, so stop saying things like that about him. I have to go now. Have a good afternoon.” 

I didn’t wait to see his expression or hear his protests. I simply walked away. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

For the first time in weeks I found myself home alone on a Monday night, curled up in my dad’s 
big leather chair in the living room with a cup of coffee and good book. I’d only just begun to 
read Religious Affections, and now looked forward to a few quiet hours to devour it. Afterwards 
a bubble bath awaited me. 

I hadn’t read more than three pages when the doorbell rang. Annoyed, I frowned at the door and 
refused to get up. Couldn’t people just leave me alone for one night? 

The bell rang again, and again. Groaning, I swung out of my chair and answered it. 

“Hi.” Nate stood in the doorway, shifting his weight from one foot to the other. “Are you busy?” 

The scowl on my face vanished, replaced instead with a pleasantly surprised smile. “No, come 
in. Are you okay?” I opened the door for him. 

He smiled awkwardly and sauntered into the living room. As he passed my dad’s leather chair 
his eyes caught sight of Religious Affections. He picked it up, then put it back down again. “You 
were reading. I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay. Is something wrong?” 

He didn’t answer at first. He paced down to the window and back, his hands stuffed into his 
pockets. His evasiveness made me nervous. 



“Nate? What’s going on?” 

He turned and looked straight at me, his eyes flickering with something very much like fear. “I 
heard something tonight at Studio7 that concerns me.” 

I waited, my whole body tingling with apprehension. 

He exhaled slowly, and forever passed before he spoke. “Ally, are you in love with me?” 

The world heaved beneath my feet. I froze, horrified, and for a moment could not find the breath 
to speak. How could he ask such a thing? 

“What?” I gasped. 

He braced himself for the repetition, which came out much less composedly. “Are you…in love 
with me?” 

A hot, oppressive dizziness flooded my senses. Surely I had heard him wrong. Nathan 
McCartney did not just ask me if I was in love with him. 

Yes, yes, yes! Are you really that blind you can’t see it? Kiss me now and I’ll forgive you for all 

the tears I’ve cried over you. 

But of course he just stood there. 

Incredulity bubbled up inside me, and I laughed nervously. “What? That’s crazy. Who told you 
that?” 

“Does it matter?” 

“Yes! If people are spreading rumors about me, I need to put a stop to it.” My body shook, and I 
couldn’t breathe. 

“You haven’t answered my question.” Nate’s voice trembled, and I saw in his eyes a look so raw 
and haunting, it frightened me. 

I wanted to say yes. I had no way of knowing what would happen if I did, but I was tired of 
waiting for him to say it first. What if he was scared, too? What if he really didn’t know how I 
felt? 

Then I laughed at myself. This was Nate. Why did I dare to entertain the thought he secretly 
wanted me to confess my love, when I knew his prayer was that I didn’t? I saw it in his eyes. He 
feared I would say yes, and then he’d have to do something unpleasant and let me down. 

And that was the part – the final rejection – I knew I couldn’t bear. 



“Of course not,” I said lightly, laughing it off. “We’re friends, aren’t we?” 

I couldn’t read his reaction. His brow softened and his shoulders relaxed, but his eyes – his 
soulful eyes – seemed laden with something so heavy not even the happiest feeling in the world 
could have lifted it away. 

“Then can you promise me something?” he asked. 

“Anything.” 

“That you won’t ever fall in love with me?” 

I looked up at him, hating myself for reacting the way I did every time I stood before him. As 
hard as it was, as much pain as his friendship cost me, whenever our eyes met I knew I would 
endure anything, say anything, do anything, just to have him in my life. So I gave him what he 
wanted – I drew in a breath, and conceded. “Okay, but…why?” 

He turned away from me and moved toward the window. “Well, you know.” 

“No, I don’t.” 

He faced me again. “The thing that God told me…about my future.” 

I stared at him, not understanding. He offered no further explanation, but waited, until finally the 
truth dawned on me in a rush of horrible, vivid memories. 

“You mean you’re going to die when you’re twenty-seven?” The words came out hoarse and 
broken. 

“Yes.” 

My eyes burned, but I fought off tears. “Do you really still believe that?” 

“Of course I do. God told me it would happen.” 

“But how, Nate? How did He tell you? Was it a dream, a spoken word, a feeling?” 

“He just did, okay? I can’t explain it.” 

I wanted to hit him and cry in his arms all at once. My emotions welled up like a storm inside of 
me, and I couldn’t hold them back. 

“Well, you know what?” I said fiercely. “I think that’s a really stupid reason not to let someone 
fall in love with you.” 

He gave me a puzzled look. 



“Maybe it’s not your choice to make, Nate. Maybe you should let the other person decide if they 
can live with that or not.” I stared defiantly up at him. “Some girls would rather spend one day 
with the man they love and afterwards lose him, then to never spend a day with him at all.” 

I had to get away from him. I couldn’t handle this anymore. Brushing at my eyes, I turned to 
flee. 

Nate caught my wrist gently and drew me back. The feel of his skin against mine birthed shivers 
all over my body. 

“And which girl are you?” he asked in a low voice. 

I couldn’t answer right away, for his face was right above mine. My gaze roved over his messy, 
curly hair; his big, expressive eyes; his strong jaw shadowed with day-old stubble. I couldn’t 
explain why the sight of him always took my breath away, but it did, and if I’d had an ounce of 
courage left I would have stood up on my toes and kissed him right then. He would’ve had his 
answer. 

But he had hurt me – albeit unknowingly – and there was too much at stake to risk laying my 
heart bare to him. “If you don’t know the answer to that question,” I whispered, “then maybe you 
don’t know me at all.” 

I pulled my hand free of his and fled down the hallway to my room. 

---ooo--- 

Colossians 4:17 “Take heed to the ministry which you have received …” 

Romans 9:15 “’I will have mercy on whom I have mercy…” 

 
Chapter 19: Take That, Flesh! 

 

---Chapter Nineteen: Take That, Flesh!--- 

May, 2004 

I suppose somewhere in the deep, secret places of my heart, I had believed one day Nate would 
open his eyes, see me for the first time, and fall helplessly in love with me. The waiting, the 
pining, the not knowing, had carried me through the years, promising some sweet reward in the 
end for all my suffering. But tonight Nate had made it clear he saw no future for us. The last 
threads of hope had frayed and torn apart, leaving me with nothing else to do but mourn my 
insurmountable loss. 



I hated my own weakness. I knew there was more to life than Nate. I knew my happiness was not 
dependent on whether or not he loved me back, but on knowing God and finding my every 
fulfillment in Him. 

Why, then, was it so hard to let go? 

I pulled my Bible off of the end table beside my bed and opened it. My bookmark fell out at 
Psalm 73, where I’d left off reading that morning. God, I need you to speak to me right now. 

I read the verses, and as usual nothing seemed applicable. I almost closed my Bible in 
frustration, but then my eyes stumbled upon verse 25: “Whom have I in heaven but You? And 
besides You, I desire nothing on earth. My flesh and my heart may fail, but God is the strength of 
my heart and my portion forever.” 

I stopped there, and meditated on the words. Yes, my heart was failing. The one thing I longed 
for most in the world – the one thing I would have given anything to have – would never come to 
pass. Suddenly my future looked bleak; dismal. Suddenly I didn’t know what to hope for. 

Maybe that was the problem. Maybe I had put too much stock on Nate and not enough on God. 

I read the verses again. Besides You I desire nothing on earth. Why was that so hard? Why was it 
practically impossible to give Nate up to God as if he didn’t matter to me? He did matter. And I 
believed he mattered to God. If He cared about the sparrows, He cared about my heart, too – 
didn’t He? 

I don’t know how to do it, God. I don’t know how to desire You more than anything. But I want 

to. 

With a sigh I fell back onto my bed and stared up at the ceiling. I couldn’t get Nate’s words out 
of my head. Was he really dead set on not loving anyone just because he thought he was going to 
die when he was twenty-seven? In some part of my mind it made sense he should reach such a 
conclusion, but it frustrated me because I would have told him in an instant it didn’t matter. 

For years I’d been trying to figure out why Nate had turned his back on love. It was a great and 
unchangeable mystery. Perhaps God had taken that desire away from him so he’d be absolutely 
focused on his work. Or perhaps he simply found nothing remarkable and alluring about me, and 
if the right girl came along, everything would be different. 

Either way, my pining days were over. I was done acting like a lovesick schoolgirl. My time and 
energies and emotions would be spent pursuing eternal things. I was going to rise above this 
once and for all. 

Someone knocked on my bedroom door. “Ally? Can we talk about this?” 



My breath caught in my throat, and I couldn’t speak. Nate was still here!? I’d assumed he would 
leave me alone, and at least give me a moment to process what had happened. Apparently, 
however, he had no intention of leaving. 

“Ally?” He knocked again. 

“Come in.” I stood up, wringing my hands. 

He walked in, and the moment our eyes met I realized why every day I failed miserably in my 
quest to get over him. How could I make myself stop feeling something I knew, in the deepest 
part of my soul, was good and right and wonderful? 

But I couldn’t live in a dream world forever. Nate had spoken; our fate was sealed. This very 
moment I had the opportunity to overcome something extraordinarily big. I could do this. I had 

to do this. I looked away, breath held, praying God would give me strength. 

“I feel horrible,” Nate said, and if I’d been looking at him, I knew I would’ve seen deep wells of 
repentance in his eyes. “I shouldn’t have asked you that; I’m sorry. I just wanted to make sure…I 
couldn’t live with myself if I thought I was leading you on.” 

I shrugged a little, unable to swallow the lump in my throat. I didn’t know what to say. 

“Ally, I need you to forgive me. I don’t want things to be awkward between us.” 

“I don’t either.” I stared at my feet. 

“You’re still mad, though.” 

“I’m not mad, I just…” I sighed, perversely wishing I could take it all back and tell him I lied 
and really did love him. But such a confession would serve me nothing but tears. 

“You can tell me the truth.” Nate stepped forward, earnestness in his voice. “We’ll work it out, I 
promise. I don’t want to lose what we have.” 

I looked up sharply. Something in his speech and expression hinted at emotions far deeper than 
what his words portrayed. For a moment I wondered if he didn’t want me to admit I loved him 
after all. But I quickly squelched the thought, certain of my own disillusionment. At times like 
this it was best to stay strong and not get caught up in doubts and second-guesses. 

“We’re not going to lose anything, Nate. We’re good, and I’m sorry about earlier. I don’t know 
why I got so upset – I must be really tired.” 

The tension bled out of him and the lines on his face disappeared. He smiled, and the world 
seemed right again. “That’s because life is stressing you out these days,” he concluded. 

“You have no idea.” I rubbed my forehead. 



“Then let’s do something fun this week. My last final is Thursday, and after that I’m free.” 

I brightened at the thought. “We could take Legend and Flash out on the trails. We haven’t done 
that in months.” 

Nate nodded, the eagerness on his face a seeming desperate attempt to pretend the past twenty 
minutes had never happened. “I’ll meet you at the barn after my exam?” 

“Okay.” Willing away the awkwardness, I smiled at him. He smiled back, and the tingles raced 
up and down my spine, my heart fluttering at his nearness and at the thought of spending an 
entire day with him. Then I remembered we were supposed to be on a strictly friendship level, 
and looked away. 

Take that, flesh! 

“I have more studying to do,” Nate said after a moment, gesturing casually toward the door. But 
still he lingered, apprehension darkening his eyes. “Are you sure we’re okay?” 

I knew it didn’t make a difference whether we were or not. It wouldn’t change my answer. “Of 
course.” 

“Good.” He nodded with finality, and moved toward the door. “Get some sleep, Al.” 

After he left I tried to concentrate on Religious Affections, but couldn’t. Then I tried to sleep, but 
couldn’t do that, either. I laid in bed for hours, grieving what I had lost, praying over and over 
again for the strength to overcome my feelings for Nate. Surely God would grant me such a 
request. Surely He would have mercy on me. After all, I wanted more of Him and less of 
everything else – right? 

Besides You I desire nothing on earth. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

My cell phone woke me up the next morning with its incessant buzzing. 

Muttering under my breath, I reached for it and answered. 

“Ally, where are you?” Noel’s high-pitched voice greeted me. 

I peered one-eyed at my alarm clock, and groaned when I saw the time – 7:00 a.m. 

“I’m in bed.” I pulled the covers over my face. 



“Why aren’t you here yet? The construction people are going to be here in a half hour, and the 
horses are still in their stalls.” 

“Isn’t Betsy supposed to let them out?” I yawned. 

“Betsy’s not here. Haven’t you hired someone else yet?” I could hear her foot tapping against her 
linoleum kitchen tile. 

“You told me you wanted to do the hiring.” 

“Well, now that I’m riding again, I don’t have the time. You can do it.” 

If I hadn’t been so tired I would have laughed. When Noel rode all her horses that meant I 
groomed them and I tacked them up and I cooled them down. Her part of the deal required 
minimal effort. 

“Ally, are you there?” 

I threw the covers back and kicked them off my bed. “Yes. I’m coming in soon. If the 
construction workers get there before I do, the lead ropes are in the tack room.” 

“Ally,” she said, in the motherly tone she often used with me, “I start paying you at six-thirty.” 

“I know, I’m sorry. I’ll be in soon.” I hung up. 

Ten minutes passed before I found the energy to crawl out of bed. How had I managed to not 
sleep a wink, and yet still miss my five-thirty alarm? My eyes hurt and my head pounded, and I 
wished I had the leisure of calling in sick without risking losing my job. 

I refused to acknowledge my lethargy and moodiness had anything to do with Nate. He would 
not occupy my thoughts today. He would not be the reason I couldn’t concentrate at work or the 
reason I avoided any social interaction that might involve him. Life would continue as normal, 
and I would be strong. 

Noel – out of spite for my showing up an hour and a half late – sent me on annoying, frivolous 
errands all day just to see how long my patience would last. She asked me to hold nails for the 
construction workers and bring them iced tea on their breaks. She made me walk a mile to the 
south pasture to fetch her yearling, then decided not to work her after all. She had me scrub down 
the tack room walls with soap because one of the students had drawn on them with a marker – 
even though the marker never came off. But I refused to give her an ounce of satisfaction by 
complaining. 

Nate called me once after his New Testament Greek final, but I didn’t answer. The old me would 
have grabbed the phone before the second ring. The new me had no difficulty waiting until a 
convenient time to call him back. 



After work I drove to Studio7, just to prove I could. I ordered an iced tea and sat at the counter, 
enjoying the commotion around me without needing to be part of it. The band played upbeat 
Chris Tomlin praise songs, and I hummed along under my breath, happy to distract myself from 
less cheerful occupations. 

“Ally, there you are!” Cheyenne slid into the seat next to me. She wore a pink sleeveless dress 
with white flowers on the skirt. “Did you get my messages?” 

I grimaced, remembering the five identical text messages she had sent me yesterday. “Yeah. I’m 
sorry about that. I was going to call you back tonight.” 

“That’s okay.” She waved a perfectly-manicured hand. “But the dance is going to be next Friday, 
so we should probably meet this weekend to finalize all the decorations. Are you busy Sunday 
afternoon?” 

My mind raced to keep up with her. “Wait – the dance?” 

“Yes, isn’t that a great idea? Those year-end bashes are so boring. Everyone hangs around 
playing games and telling lame jokes. This time the committee decided we should have a dance. 
Fun, huh?” 

Oh, great. Now I had to find a way to be sick or previously engaged next Friday night. 

“You can help me pick out the music, too. But we can’t play all classical stuff because no one 
will dance to that. Except maybe Nate, but he can’t dance by himself.” She whipped out her little 
notebook and her pink fluffy pen. “So, will Sunday work?” 

“But I like playing games,” I moaned. 

“What?” 

“Who is the ‘committee,’ Cheyenne?” 

“Well…” She tapped her chin with her pen fluff. “Me. And Mr. Bell. And Mrs. Bell.” 

That explained it. 

“Cheyenne, listen carefully to me. A dance is always a bad idea for a college-aged church 
function. Everyone’s bad side comes out. You’re either jealous because the person you like 
won’t dance with you, or miserable because no one will dance with you, or prideful because 
everyone will dance with you, or scared because you don’t know how to dance, or pressured 
because you don’t like to dance but everyone expects you to, anyway. Save us all from 
unnecessary drama and stick to the game playing.” 

Cheyenne’s nose wrinkled. “But we had a dance three years ago at Christmas and everyone 
loved it.” 



“That’s because only five people showed up, including you and Mr. Bell and Mrs. Bell. Trust 
me, it’s a bad idea.” 

“But…but I’ve already planned everything out…and…and…” Her face turned white, and she 
dropped her pen. 

I sighed, knowing the hopelessness of my cause. Sure, the night would be miserable for nine-
tenths of the participants, but at least Cheyenne would have her moment to shine. Who was I to 
take away her joy? 

“All right, don’t panic.” I picked up her pen and handed it to her. “Just because I’m cynical about 
the whole dance thing doesn’t mean people won’t have a good time. You should do what you 
think is best. I’ll help you on Sunday.” 

“Really?” Her eyes brightened again. 

“Sure.” 

“Wonderful!” She scribbled something in her notebook. “And just think, then you can dance 
with Nate!” 

I scoffed inwardly. Dance with Nate? Yeah, right. Did she not understand anything? I stared at 
my iced tea, fighting off frustration and the insane desire to pick her up and shake her. 

Then a thought came to me, shaking my composure and turning my face ashen white. Oh, no, 

she didn’t! 

I grabbed Cheyenne’s hand and gasped, “Did you tell Nate I was in love with him?” 

Her face contorted into an unnatural shape. “What? Why would I do that?” 

“Because you know how I feel about him. Are you sure you didn’t accidentally blurt it out? 
Were you at Studio7 last night?” 

Cheyenne withdrew her hand from mine. “No. I was home studying for finals. Why would you 
accuse me of that? I know it’s a secret.” Her scowl warned me I was on the verge of offending 
her. 

Sighing, I sat back. My head pounded and my chest hurt, and I couldn’t shake the awful feeling 
in my gut. What was happening to me? “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I believe you.” 

Compassion flickered in her blue eyes, and she scooted closer. “Did something happen with you 
and Nate?” 



I marveled at her. Why did she still like me? Why did she act like she cared anything about me 
after all the ways I ignored and insulted her? Was she really that clueless? “No, it’s all right. 
Never mind.” I drank my iced tea. 

“It’s not all right if it’s freaking you out this much,” Cheyenne insisted. “Tell me what 
happened.” 

She sat unmoving, waiting for me to speak. The longer she stared at me, the more I found I 
wanted to tell her. I’d been carrying the burden alone for almost twenty-four hours, and I knew 
I’d go crazy if I didn’t let it out. So I caved. “Nate came to my house last night and asked if I was 
in love with him.” 

Cheyenne gasped – a high, breathy gasp that spoke of infinite astonishment. “Oh my gosh! What 
did you say? Did you tell him you loved him!?” 

“Shh!” I hissed, glancing wildly around to make sure no one had heard her. “I said the only thing 
I could say. No.” 

“But why?” she cried, perplexed and horrified. “This was your chance!” 

“Because he wanted me to say no. I could see it all over his face.” I turned my glass in circles, 
running a finger through the condensation. Feelings from last night returned, as strong and 
unrelenting as ever. God, don’t let me cry over him again. 

“I’m sorry you have to go through this.” Cheyenne laid her hand on my arm. 

“It’s okay. I’ve decided it’s about time I got over him. I’m doing a great job so far. I haven’t 
missed him all day.” 

Cheyenne tilted her head at me. “Are you sure that’s healthy?” 

“What?” 

“Suppressing your feelings?” 

I cowered defensively in my chair. “I don’t know, but it’s got to hurt less than acknowledging 
them.” 

“I think you should share this with your small group. They can pray for you.” 

“They won’t understand. But don’t worry, I’ll be fine. God is helping me through this.” 

“I don’t think –“ 

“Cheyenne, it’s okay.” I tapped the table in front of her. “What’s going on with you these days? 
Did you have dinner with Brian?” 



“Oh, yes!” she exclaimed, her concern for me entirely forgotten in the span of a moment. “It was 
wonderful! He took me to this quaint little diner his grandfather owns, and I had the best chicken 
pot pie I’ve ever tasted. Afterwards we went to the park and sat on the swings and talked. I really 
like him a lot. I’m glad you told me to go.” 

Surprisingly, nothing but happiness for her welled up in my heart. “I’m glad you went, then. Will 
there be a second date?” 

“Of course! This Saturday we’re celebrating my graduation.” Distracted once again, she whipped 
out her note book. “Are you coming to the ceremony? I need a head count so I know how many 
gift cards to buy.” 

“You don’t have to buy me a gift card.” 

“Yes, I do. Are you coming?” 

“I don’t know. Nate’s graduating Saturday, too, so I might go to Montreat with him.” 

Cheyenne’s cell phone rang, and she answered it. “Hello?” I watched her expression change to 
one of instant delight. “Oh, hi Brian. How was work today?” She grinned sheepishly and 
scampered off to a place of privacy. 

I downed the last of my iced tea. Cheyenne had a great guy. Jessi had a great guy. Isabel from 
my small group had a great guy – to whom she was now engaged. But I really wasn’t bitter about 
it. 

I sat alone at the counter and listened ostensibly to the band. The first day after heartbreak was 
the hardest. Tomorrow would be easier. 

Besides You I desire nothing on earth. 

---ooo--- 

Psalm 73:25-26 “Whom have I in heaven but You…?” 

 
Chapter 20: The Journal 

 

---Chapter Twenty: The Journal--- 

August, 1996 

Nate sat at the piano playing a piece so unrecognizably awful, it made my ears hurt. Loud, and 
blurry, with clashing notes, it sounded like something only a five year old could create. I often 



wondered why he never got better no matter how many times he played it. Every time it 
produced the same, horrendous noise. 

But of course I never told him so. 

I sat on the living room floor working on a puzzle while he played. Dad had dropped me off on 
his way to work, and wouldn’t be back to get me until after dinner. I didn’t mind; I liked being at 
the McCartney’s house, especially when Mrs. McCartney baked chocolate chip cookies. 

“What do you think, Ally?” Nate twisted around on his piano bench. “Do you like the 
Rachmaninoff prelude better, or the Schubert impromptu?” 

I almost told him they both sounded exactly alike. “Umm…I liked the second one better.” 

“The impromptu, then. Maybe I’ll learn another one.” He pulled a book off the top of his upright 
piano and leafed through it. 

I went back to my puzzle. A few minutes later Mrs. McCartney came into the room carrying two 
laundry baskets of folded clothes. 

“Nathan, can you put your clothes away?” 

“I’m busy, Mom.” He kept playing. 

“It’ll only take you two minutes.” 

He sighed dramatically, and tore himself away from the piano. “All right.” 

He disappeared down the hallway with a laundry basket. Mrs. McCartney smiled at me. “You’re 
a hard worker, Ally. I gave up on that puzzle a long time ago.” 

“I like it.” I touched the picture on the outside of the box: a gray horse standing in a golden field. 

“How are your lessons going at the barn?” she asked. 

“Good. I started jumping this week.” I fitted a puzzle piece into a slot that look like a good match 
– but it wasn’t. 

“Jumping? That sounds scary to me.” 

“Not really. I think it’s fun.” 

Mrs. McCartney ruffled my hair. “Well, aren’t you a brave young woman, hmm?” 

I shrugged. At fourteen, I sure didn’t feel brave or grown up – but if she wanted to call me a 
woman, who was I to argue? 



Suddenly Nate’s voice floated up from the hallway. “Ally! Come listen to this!” 

I got up and stepped over the puzzle, then scampered down the McCartney’s hallway. I found 
Nate in his room listening to the radio. “Isn’t this a beautiful piece?” he exclaimed. 

Indeed it was. A soft, melancholic melody reached my ears. It sounded almost mournful, but full 
of hope, and as the pianist carried it along the hope grew stronger and stronger until it became 
the very essence of the piece. Then it faded, and drifted back beneath a muffled, accompanying 
sadness. Its intricate nature mesmerized me. 

“It’s Schumann’s symphonic etude in g sharp minor,” Nate explained wistfully. “And someday 
I’m going to play it just like that, only with more color.” 

I wondered how he could talk about color when he couldn’t even play the notes right, but I 
contained myself. 

“I think it’s really beautiful,” I said. 

“Oh, there’s another piece I want you to hear. I have to get the CD, just a minute.” He hopped 
across his cluttered floor and disappeared from the room. 

I scanned my surroundings slowly. Nate’s clothes covered every piece of furniture, and his sheet 
music had been dumped in a pile between his desk and his music stand. I noticed a notebook 
open on his dresser, and stepped over a bean bag ball to reach it. 

Curiosity overpowered the voice in my mind that told me not to read it. I glanced down at the 
notebook and saw it was a journal entry, continued from the previous page. 

…and now I have to start high school in a week and I know they are going to tease me and do 

mean things to me all year. I hate them, God. I really do. I know it’s very wrong of me but I can’t 

help it. Just for once I’d like to show them I’m not afraid of them. Just once I’d like to stand up 

for myself. Why do you say, “whoever slaps you on your right cheek, turn the other to him 

also”? What happens after they slap the other cheek? Do you let them keep slapping until it 

hurts so bad you want to cry? Because Shane and Logan keep slapping. Back and forth. Back 

and forth…  

“Here it is.” Nate jumped over his soccer ball on his way in the door. He put the CD into his 
player. “You’ll like this one. It’s a wind serenade by Mozart.” 

I didn’t hear any of the piece. I couldn’t take my eyes off Nate, couldn’t stop thinking about the 
journal entry. After all the kindness and patience he had shown Logan and Shane, did he really 
hate them so much? Did it really hurt him when they made fun of him? All this time I’d thought 
he was invincible, that his love for Jesus superseded emotional pain. That all he had to do was 
say a little prayer and the infinite strength of God was his. 



But he’d said he hated them. I didn’t think Nate hated anybody. I couldn’t believe he would ever 
even think it. 

“Nate,” I breathed, unable to remain silent. 

“Yeah?” He swayed in rhythm with the serenade’s flute melody 

“When we go to high school, it will probably be hard.” 

His body stilled. Up until now he’d been fully engrossed in his music. But at my words he 
turned, brow wrinkled, the serenade forgotten. “Yeah, probably.” 

“I read a Bible verse today,” I said, fiddling with the hem of my shirt. “Do you want to hear it?” 

“Of course.” 

I drew in a long breath, and spoke before I lost the courage. “Blessed are you when people insult 
you and hurt you, and say bad things about you because of Me. Rejoice and be happy, because 
your reward in heaven is great.” I paused, thinking through the scripture I’d read that morning. 
“Or…you know, something like that. I can’t remember exactly.” 

Nate’s eyes darted toward his notebook, then back to mine. The color drained from his face. He 
opened his mouth to say something, but didn’t speak. We shared a look of understanding – me 
acknowledging I’d read his private journal, and him confessing his ungodly attitude toward 
Shane and Logan. 

Slowly the color returned to his face. “I like that verse, Ally.” 

“Then it can be our motto in high school.” 

“Yes.” 

I shivered under his gaze. Something extraordinary had happened, something new and 
frightening, in those brief moments when we’d looked at each other and seen not the outside, but 
the inner soul. I had the distinct feeling I should go back into the living room. 

“Well, I’m going to work on my puzzle,” I said, and fled from his presence. 

It was a long time before I could concentrate on the gray horse in the golden field. 

---ooo--- 

Matthew 5:39 “Whoever slaps you on your right cheek…” 

Matthew 5:11-12 “Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you…” 



 
Chapter 21: Unbridled 

 

---Chapter Twenty-One: Unbridled--- 

May 2004 

Thursday couldn’t get here soon enough. Nate and I hadn’t been trail riding in ages, not since 
last summer. I remembered the exact day, hot and humid, when we’d taken the horses up to the 
Blue Ridge mountains and ridden for hours, talking and laughing and dousing ourselves with 
water to stay cool. We’d reached the top and looked down over the green, hazy valley below, 
marveling at God’s magnificent design in creating it. 

I hoped today would be another such day. 

Sebastian had injured his other front leg that morning by kicking it through the fence, and by the 
time I found him, caught him, and got him to hold still long enough to inspect the damage, my 
entire morning schedule was off by hours. Still, I waited eagerly for Nate to arrive, and at last he 
did – pulling up in his father’s hand-me-down blue Chevy that somehow got him to and from 
Montreat every day without breaking down. 

He parked in Noel’s gravel driveway and hopped out wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and these mid-calf 
cowboy boots he always wore just because I thought they looked ridiculous. But the rest of him 
didn’t look ridiculous. Whenever he wore those slimming shirts and jeans it always reminded me 
how lean and solid he was and made me wonder what he did besides study and sit at his piano all 
day. He hadn’t always been able to hide his lankiness so well. 

I forced myself to concentrate on Sebastian’s poultice so I wouldn’t feel the heat rising to my 
cheeks. Get control of yourself, Ally. 

Nate’s boots shuffled to a stop somewhere in front of me. “I was halfway here when I realized I 
forgot my cowboy hat,” he drawled. 

I laughed. “Nate, you’re about as far from the cowboy type as those boots are from being in 
style. Throw them out.” 

“You don’t know anything about style, and you know it. You’re just bitter because I’m dressed 
up in Western garb.” 

“You’re totally out of place in that get-up. We don’t ride Western here.” 

“Well, I’m sure not dressing up like those English dudes with their breeches and top hats.” He 
peered down at my handiwork, his shadow falling over my face. “What’d Sebastian do to his 
leg?” 



“Got it stuck in a fence – I think it’s sprained. The vet is coming out tomorrow morning.” I 
pulled the last bit of bandage around Sebastian’s shin and Velcroed it together. He danced 
sideways to celebrate his freedom. 

I stood up and faced Nate. He had a glow about him I hadn’t seen in weeks, and his eyes 
sparkled with youth and good cheer. 

“How does it feel to have your college years behind you?” I asked, remembering the relief and 
sense of accomplishment I’d felt after my last final. 

“Amazing. I thought I would never get here. I’m so glad I came back and did it, as much as I 
wanted to stay in Sharghistan.” 

My eyes clouded, and a terrible, sinking feeling clenched my gut. I wish you would stay back. 

Nate rubbed the top of Sebastian’s neck. “So I’m riding Flash today?” Flash was one of the 
lesson horses – a big chestnut Appendix Thoroughbred who normally behaved himself, except 
when there were loud noises. 

“Yeah. He’s in his stall, waiting to be groomed. I’ve got to have a quick chat with the 
construction guys and then I’ll be right back.” 

After putting Sebastian away I trekked down to the dressage ring to give the workers Noel’s 
most recent instructions. Always uneasy about something, she now worried about the wind 
blowing through the sides and wanted the North end closed, not open. 

The men threw down their tools in disgust at this unfortunate news. 

“That woman is gonna drive us off a cliff,” groaned the contractor. 

“I’m sorry. I know she’s difficult to please.” 

“Difficult?” he scoffed. “My wife is difficult. That woman is impossible.” He shouted a string of 
orders to his men, who, with a plethora of curses on their lips, moved to do his bidding. 

I jogged back to the barn and joined Nate in tacking up the horses. We were about to strap on our 
helmets and hit the trails when Noel strutted down the barn aisle, heels clicking, breeze blowing 
in her wake. 

“Where are you going?” she demanded, stopping outside Legend’s stall with her hands on her 
hips. 

“On a trail ride.” I braced myself for what would come next. 

“The landscapers are coming in a half-hour, and you haven’t rearranged the tack room yet.” Her 
eyes slanted at me beneath locks of disheveled hair, and her shoulders drooped under an invisible 



weight. For the first time I considered how hard the present circumstances must be for her, to see 
her life’s dream on the verge of collapse. 

“The landscapers already know what to do,” I explained patiently. “And I’ll fix the tack room 
tomorrow, I promise.” 

“Ally, it’s only two-thirty. An infinite amount of work remains to be done. You can’t go 
gallivanting off into the wilderness.” 

“But I worked through my lunch break,” I protested, “and I’ve already put in ten hours of 
overtime this week.” 

Noel threw her hands into the air. “We’re in transition – don’t you understand that? Everyone 
has to pull their load. I know it’s work, but it will pay off in the end. There’s no time for trail 
rides today.” 

Anger tightened my neck and shoulders. I longed to argue my point, but restrained myself. 
Defying Noel would get me nothing, and though in another world I might have had the courage 
to free myself from her, instead I stood there dumbly and mourned. 

So much for a few special hours with Nate. What had possessed me, to think such a thing would 
happen? 

Nate emerged from Flash’s stall, a bridle slung over his shoulder. “What if I promise to fix the 
tack room when we get back?” he asked, looking at Noel. “I’ll unload those feed bags from your 
flatbed, too.” 

Noel turned to him and sized him up with her shrewd eyes. For a moment her expression 
softened, but then she set her jaw and spun back toward me. 

“Ally, get your work done. Everything will be finished in three weeks, and then you can play 
again. Who’s your friend?” 

“His name is Nate.” I didn’t remind her she’d met him several times before. 

Noel huffed, then without comment walked off. 

Nate shook his head, marveling. “Sorry, Al. She’s tough to crack.” 

“Tell me about it.” I pulled the helmet off my head and hung it on a hook outside Legend’s stall. 
“Every time I think I’m going to have fun, she shows up.” 

“Who says we can’t have fun?” Nate’s eyes twinkled. “Do you have a radio?” 

I frowned at him, not the least bit amused. “Of course.” 



“Then let’s turn it on and get to work.” He grabbed the bridle from my shoulder, winked, and 
disappeared into the tack room. 

“But this is your day to relax,” I protested, trotting after him. 

“I am relaxing. Come on, Al.” 

We got out the brooms and the wash rags and set to work, the local Christian radio station 
blaring in the background. Normally I would have despised such a chore, but with Nate keeping 
me company, I found my spirits buoyed. 

“How are things going with Shine?” I asked, watching as he climbed up a rickety old ladder to 
nail a bridle rack to the wall. 

“Good, for the most part.” He held the bridle rack in position and stuck a nail through one of the 
holes. “You know what makes me mad, though?” 

“No idea.” 

“The absolute self-centeredness of people who call themselves Christians. I can’t get anyone to 
volunteer for anything.” He squinted at the bridle rack. 

“A little more to the left,” I instructed, reaching up to hold the corner in place. I gave him a 
hammer. 

“The whole point of aligning ourselves with Christ is to show the world we’re different, that 
we’re being transformed. It’s to make Jesus’ name famous. But we can’t stop worrying about our 
own problems long enough to worry about anyone else’s.” He pounded the nail into the wood. 

“I’m sorry no one’s helping you.” 

“It’s not the lack of help that bothers me so much as the reason for it.” He took another nail from 
the cup I held and hammered it into the second hole. “We’re reluctant to do anything unless we 
get something material out of it. Giving up our precious time to help poor, distressed, often 
ungrateful people is a seemingly low payoff. But the Bible is clear on this: ‘If you do good to 
those who do good to you, what credit is that to you? For even sinners do the same…. But love 
your enemies, and do good, and lend, expecting nothing in return; and your reward will be great, 
and you will be sons of the Most High.’” 

I sympathized with him, knowing well the disturbing shortage of Christians who were willing to 
serve in the church. In my own life I struggled to make ministry a priority; even now a twinge of 
guilt pricked my spine, and I wondered if Nate was subconsciously rebuking me for my equine 
obsession. The thought tormented me. 

Nate jumped down from the ladder and wiped the beads of sweat from his brow. “There are so 
few things in life worth doing, and blessing other people in ministry is one of them. I wish I 



could get people to understand that. You know what the problem is? It’s all the stuff we have. I 
hate stuff. Computers, cell phones, I-Pods, DVDs, televisions, video games. Stuff is killing us. 
Imagine all the time we’d have to help people if we didn’t have stuff.” 

“Is that fair, though?” I countered, stuffing all the miscellaneous tools back into Noel’s toolbox. 
“Think of all the good things we use technology for. Communication, distribution of 
information, ministry…” 

“Technology isn’t the problem. Our materialistic nature is. Do you know why every other 
religion in the world is insufficient and will never satisfy man?” Nate leaned back against the 
ladder, his eyes sparking with that unbridled passion that made my knees weak every time I 
witnessed it. “Because every other religion puts material things as the eternal reward for belief 
and compliance in its rules: riches, prosperity, fame, a second life, a higher level of heaven, 
physical pleasures…the list goes on and on, and it’s all the same. What they don’t understand is 
that the most satisfying eternal reward is God Himself. We have a marvelous Creator, a merciful 
Lord, a beautiful Savior, who loves us so deeply we will never comprehend it. He offers us a 
relationship that can sweep us off our feet – yet we settle for infinitely less. I don’t understand. 
Why do we so easily miss the point?” 

I didn’t know, and I suspected he didn’t want an answer. I stood next to him, my heart beating 
rapidly – not because of him, but because of the way he inspired me to want God. I wished I 
could articulate God’s awesomeness the way he did, so effortlessly, as if he pondered these 
things all day long, tweaking them into the most appealing and lovely expressions. More than 
that, I envied his capacity to feel spiritual things in a way most people never would. 

God, I wish you would touch me like that. 

We finished cleaning the tack room and afterwards went outside for a break. Dozens of hay bales 
lined the wall outside the feed room, their fresh, sweet scent tickling my nose. I scrambled onto 
the top, and Nate climbed up after me. For a moment we lay sprawled across the bales, breathing 
in silence, enjoying the cool breeze and the swirling green leaves in the trees above us. Then I 
propped myself onto my elbow and peered over at Nate. 

“Thanks for helping me today,” I said. 

“Anytime.” His smile warmed my toes. “Honestly, I don’t know how you deal with this every 
day.” 

“Sometimes I don’t know how I do it, either,” I scoffed. 

He studied me for a moment, drinking in my words, pondering their meaning. “Are you sure this 
is where you want to work, then?” 

I frowned at him, wondering why he would say that. Did he mean to suggest my job was 
absolutely profitless, and I should quit and go into ministry? “Maybe,” I hedged, “but good-
paying jobs in the equestrian world are hard to come by.” 



“Don’t you think you owe it to yourself to look around?” 

I plucked a strand of hay and twirled it between my fingers. “No, I have to stay here.” 

“Why?” 

I sighed and tossed the strand of hay into the breeze. It fluttered through the air and landed on a 
grassy slope by Noel’s vegetable garden. “Because if I leave now, I lose Legend. It’s worth all 
this if in three months’ time that horse is mine.” 

Nate’s eyes softened as he looked at me. “You really love that horse, don’t you?” 

“Yes.” 

His gaze didn’t falter, and I nearly melted beneath its solemn intensity. “Then I think you should 
keep persevering until he’s yours.” 

My heart sighed with one great sweeping breath. And what about you, Nate? If you knew I was in 

love with you, would you tell me to keep persevering? 

I caught myself in the middle of that thought, and reminded myself it didn’t matter anymore, 
because I wasn’t in love with him. 

“You know what, Al?” He stared up at the trees, folding his arms behind his head. 

“What?” 

“I think you’re doing great work here.” 

His compliment, so unexpected, startled me from my drifting thoughts. “Really? I sure feel like 
I’m failing half the time.” 

Nate breathed slowly as he contemplated my words. His chest rose and fell – steadily, surely. 
“God ‘gives strength to the weary,’” he quoted, “’and in him who lacks might He increases 
power. Though youths grow weary and tired, and vigorous young men stumble badly, yet those 
who wait for the Lord will gain new strength; they will mount up with wings like eagles, they 
will run and not get tired, they will walk and not become weary.’” 

I felt the presence of God right there with us, holding us, supporting us, strengthening us. In 
moments like these I realized I loved Nate so much because he loved God so much, and because 
in rare moments of quiet and reflection I felt closer to him than any other person on earth. I 
wanted to stay forever in that place of peace and understanding, where the only thing that 
mattered was existing and enjoying the glory of God. 

Then it hit me – a powerful wave of emotion I was too weak to stop. I choked on my breath, and 
forced myself to look away from him. 



“You okay?” Nate asked. He sat up abruptly. 

I stared at the trees above us and prayed for some of that ‘new strength’ Nate had talked about. 
“Yeah, I’m fine.” My voice shook. 

We lapsed into silence. Nate sat back, pensive and unmoving, seemingly distracted by some 
inner thought. I watched him covertly, wondering at his secrets, wishing he would share them all 
with me. 

“Ally?” 

“Yes.” I held my breath. 

“I’m leaving in August.” 

My heart froze inside my chest, and I sat up. “What do you mean, you’re leaving?” 

“I’m going to California first, then Sharghistan. My agency called this morning. They want me to 
lead their next short-term team. I’m going to help with the language learning for their training 
program, and then in September I’ll take them to the field.” 

My chest hurt, and my throat choked up so that I couldn’t speak. My eyes stung with tears, but I 
refused to let him see how deeply his words cut me. 

I will not cry. I will not cry. I’m over him. I will not cry.  

Nate looked at me, sorrow coloring the lines of his face. “I know it’s sooner than I’d planned, but 
they need a leader, and God wants me to do it.” 

I bit the edge of my lip, struggling to find words.“How long are you going for?” 

“Ally, you know this is my calling. I’m going for the rest of my life.” 

I pursed my lips together tightly. I didn’t know what to say to him. I couldn’t be happy for him, 
even though I knew his destiny had always been on the other side of the world, among people 
who would never be his own, who would never appreciate him the way I did. All this time I had 
hoped, by some small miracle, he would change his mind and stay here. I had prayed God would 
give him a ministry other than that which would take him away from me. It hurt to imagine after 
two months I might never see him again. 

Nate stared down at his hands. Locks of curls fell over his eyes, shielding his expression from 
my view. My heart ached to ask if he would miss me at all, if any part of him would regret going 
so far away. But I couldn’t form the words. 

Presently Nate looked up, his eyes joltingly dark and austere. “Ally,” he breathed, “I know we 
haven’t talked about this much – about my leaving. But I want you to know that –” 



His cell phone interrupted with a loud, high-pitched rendition of Beethoven’s moonlight sonata. 
Leaving his thought unfinished, he pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Hello?” he answered. 
“Oh, hi Luke, what’s up?” 

I groaned inwardly at the mention of Luke’s name. Luke never called unless he wanted 
something, and Nate always dropped everything to rescue him. 

Nate listened as his friend babbled on the other end. Hesitation flickered across his face, but he 
pushed it aside. “That’s great…you mean now? All right, I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” 

My hope sank. 

“I’m sorry.” Nate switched off his phone. “Luke has a job interview at a trucking company. He 
finally took the driver’s test and passed. But he needs a ride to the interview. You don’t mind if I 
help him, do you?” 

Yes, I did mind. Today was supposed to be our day of fun, and not only had we spent the 
afternoon choking on dust and shavings, but now our time was cut short because some homeless 
person wanted a job for the twentieth-eighth time this year alone. I couldn’t understand why Nate 
gave so much of himself to help someone who didn’t want to change. 

“No, I don’t mind.” I sighed. What else was I supposed to say? 

“Thanks, Al. You’re great. We’ll talk again later, okay?” He touched my shoulder affectionately, 
then slid down the hay bales and jogged off to his car. 

Once again, it became crystal clear to me where I stood. The people who didn’t appreciate him 
always came first. 

Good thing I wasn’t in love with him anymore, or else it would really hurt. 

---ooo--- 

Luke 6:33, 35 “If you do good to those who do good to you…” 

Isaiah 40:29-31 “He gives strength…” 

 
Chapter 22: The Basketball Team 

 

---Chapter Twenty-Two: The Basketball Team--- 

January, 1997 

“Nate, you’re not paying attention.” I waved my hand in front of his eyes. 



He blinked at me, and stopped wiggling his pencil back and forth. “Sorry, Al. Where were we?” 

I sighed. At this rate we’d never finish our science project on time. “We’re at the part where I 
need you to hold this up so I can attach another carbon and a hydrogen.” 

“Sorry.” He picked up our Styrofoam-and-toothpick glucose molecule and held it steady while I 
attached the missing parts. 

“What’s the matter?” I asked, consciously trying not to touch his hands. All afternoon we’d been 
bumping into each other, and it made my hands tingly and uncomfortable. “You’ve been acting 
weird ever since I got here.” 

He stared down gravely, and drew breath as if to confess some great crime. “I didn’t make the 
basketball team.” 

I rolled my eyes. “So what? You’ve got better things to do with your time.” Like make more 

noise on your piano. 

“I know, but…” He trailed off. 

I stuck a little black hydrogen ball on the end of our molecule. “There, it’s perfect.” I beamed, 
unequivocally proud of our masterpiece. “Isn’t this much more fun than basketball?” 

He took a rallying breath, and squared his shoulders. “You’re right. ‘For we are not bold to class 
or compare ourselves with some of those who commend themselves, but when they measure 
themselves by themselves and compare themselves with themselves, they are without 
understanding.’” 

My eyebrows drew together. “What are you talking about? You don’t actually compare yourself 
to them, do you?” We both knew ‘them’ meant Shane and Logan. 

“No. I don’t even like playing basketball.” He picked up a toothpick and rolled it back and forth 
between his fingers. 

“Then why’d you try out anyway?” 

He met my gaze defiantly. “Why’d you try out for the volleyball team?” 

I opened my mouth to argue, but stopped. He had a point. I’d only tried out because everyone 
else was doing it, and because I’d wanted to overcome my loser-status in the eyes of my 
unforgiving classmates. Fortunately my substandard hand-eye coordination had delivered me 
from my folly, because I would have been miserable hitting balls around every afternoon. 

“All right,” I confessed. “We’ve both caved to peer pressure. We’re normal teenagers now.” I 
held up our glucose molecule to the light. “At least we’ll get an A on our chemistry project. 
What’s next – galactose?” 



Nate perused the research paper we’d spent all week writing. “Yup. And then fructose and we’re 
finished.” 

We built the last two molecules, and then sat talking on the living room floor until Mrs. 
McCartney called us in for dinner. She’d made her special macaroni and cheese casserole – 
complete with boiled spinach and rolls. We ate peacefully, enjoying soft, easy conversation and 
the comfort of trusting relationships. 

Halfway through our meal the kitchen door banged open and Mr. McCartney stormed through, 
upsetting the dishes piled on the counter so that they clattered into the sink. 

I stared intently at my plate, praying he wouldn’t notice me. 

“Nathan, for the last time, keep your dang bicycle out of my way! I had to park in the street 
again!” Mr. McCartney shrugged out of his big leather jacket and threw it toward his wife, who 
somehow managed to catch it before it landed in the casserole dish. 

Nate jumped up and ran for the garage, while Mrs. McCartney hurried to spoon macaroni and 
spinach onto her husband’s plate. 

I had seen enough of Mr. McCartney to know it was better if I kept my mouth shut. One pleasant 
but ill-timed word could throw him into a fit of rage even the most talented actor couldn’t 
reproduce. How Nate and his mom endured such volatile behavior day after day was beyond my 
comprehension. 

Nate emerged timidly from the garage and took his place at the table. Mr. McCartney barely 
acknowledged him before picking up his fork and digging in. He cleaned his entire plate in five 
minutes and afterwards sat back with a grunt, staring so severely at Nate the poor boy shrunk 
three inches in his chair. 

“How did tryouts go?” Mr. McCartney asked. “Did you remember all those passing tricks I 
taught you? Did you bend your knees for the free throw?” 

Nate’s lips quivered. He couldn’t form a response. 

“He didn’t make the team, honey,” Mrs. McCartney murmured, her voice trembling. 

Two large fists slammed onto the table. “Dang it, Nate! Can’t you do something right for once?” 
He stood to his feet and grabbed Nate’s arm. “We’re going outside right now and you’re going to 
practice until you get it right. Then we’re going to march down to that school of yours and set 
some people straight. You gotta learn how to work hard, sweat a little, take some pain. No son of 
mine is gonna grow up reading books and playing the piano.” 

Nate grimaced as his father dragged him toward the garage door. Mrs. McCartney pattered after 
them, arms flailing, face white. “Please, Mason, he did his best. Don’t force him to do this.” 



“Look at him, the scrawny little thing.” Mr. McCartney held Nate’s skinny arm in the air. “Leave 
me alone. I’m gonna turn him into a man.” 

Mrs. McCartney burst into tears, but her husband ignored her and pushed Nate out the door. He 
slammed it shut behind them. 

Astonishment glued me to my seat. I wanted to cry, but Mrs. McCartney’s hysterics forced me to 
stay calm. I watched as she collapsed onto the tiled floor and buried her face in her hands. 

My heart broke to see her so weak and fragile. I went to her, dropping down beside her and 
wrapping my arms around her neck. 

She cried harder. For a long time her shoulders wracked against my body and her tears soaked 
my shirt; but then, at last, her sobs subsided. She put her arms around me and pulled me closer. 

“Nathan is very blessed to have a friend like you,” she whispered tremulously. 

I buried my face against her neck. “I’m blessed, too.” 

“Sweet Ally.” She kissed the top of my head. “When you grow up there will be limitless 
opportunities within your reach. Promise me you won’t forget about Nathan.” 

I couldn’t imagine why she would think such a thing. I lifted my head slightly to look at her. “Of 
course not.” 

“You’ll be pulled in other directions. You’ll be tempted by someone who is easier to love.” 

I didn’t at all understand what she was talking about. I scrunched my eyebrows together and 
protested, “But Nate is easy to love.” 

She smiled at me with a sad, knowing sparkle in her eyes. “He’s easy to love as a person, yes. 
But he’s hard to love when you really want to know him.” 

I couldn’t make sense of her words. I struggled for a minute to understand them, and then 
concluded maybe I wasn’t supposed to. I sighed softly. 

“I hope you try, though.” She kissed me again, and held me tightly against her chest. 

She smelled like roses and warmed my cold body. I liked the way I fit perfectly under her arm, 
just like I had when my mother used to hold me. We hugged each other for a long time, each of 
us the other’s consolation, and whispered prayers for Nate. 

---ooo--- 

2 Corinthians 10:12 “For we are not bold…” 



 
Chapter 23: Honor and Shame 

 

---Chapter Twenty-Three: Honor and Shame--- 

May, 2004 

When Nate first told me he was leaving Crystal Grove in two months, the world had crumbled 
beneath my feet. The skies had darkened, the air had chilled, the last flicker of light in my soul 
had extinguished. What I had previously thought to be the lowest of lows had now reached new 
depths. Not only had Nate declared he could never be with me, but now he had willfully 
removed himself from my life. 

I couldn’t blame him for it, no matter how much I wanted to. He had never deceived me as to his 
ambitions for the future. I’d always known he would leave some day. The truth might be hard to 
face, but the truth itself wasn’t my problem. I had broken my own heart, and time alone could 
heal it. 

I refused to think any more about Nate the rest of the day, and focused instead on the work Noel 
had given me to do. I swept floors and scrubbed buckets and cleaned tack with such impressive 
determination my hands blistered and cracked. But feeling pain in my body hurt a lot less than 
feeling it in my heart, so I kept working. 

God, where are You? Why don’t you take this from me? 

When I got home at six o’clock my dad’s car was parked in the driveway – an odd sight to see on 
a weeknight, considering he rarely got off work before eight. Sensing something out of the 
ordinary, I parked behind him and rushed into the house. 

The TV blared from the living room, and the scent of fried chicken tickled my nose. I peered into 
the room, uncertain of my father’s condition, and found him slouched over in his big leather 
chair with a bucket of KFC chicken in his lap and a remote control in his hand. He flipped to a 
new channel every few seconds. 

Concerned, I dropped my bag beside the sofa and walked up to him. “Dad? Are you okay?” 

He didn’t react except for a slight twitching of his cheek. 

“Dad?” Frightened now, I knelt down beside him and touched his arm. “Dad, what’s wrong? Did 
something happen?” 

His empty, almost inhuman eyes slid around to mine. “I lost my job,” he croaked. 

“Lost your job?” I echoed, surprised that after eleven years of hard, devoted work, J.B. Electrical 
would have the gall to fire him. “What do you mean? Did they cut the payroll?” 



“Across the board, fifteen jobs.” Randall peered into his empty KFC bucket. “They like to keep 
the young guys on. They work for less.” 

My heart swelled with sympathy, and I picked up his hand and squeezed it. I hadn’t known my 
father’s job was in jeopardy, though perhaps I should have looked into it after Mason’s not-so-
subtle warning the other night. Had he known about the job cuts, or had it been a lucky guess? 

“What am I gonna do?” Randall punched the remote again and again. “What am I gonna do?” 

My father had never been one to receive comfort, and over time I had lost the ability to give it. 
So I crouched beside him, painfully aware of the awkwardness between us and my own 
inadequacy to overcome it. “You’re going to figure this out, Dad. You’ll find another job. A 
better one.” 

“I worked for that company for eleven years, Ally. I never missed a day. I finished all my 
projects. I got them return business. I passed my evaluations better than eighty percent of the 
employees they’ve got. And how do they thank me? They toss me out like I’m nothin’ more than 
yesterday’s garbage.” 

The bitterness in his voice worried me. My dad, though pessimistic by nature, had never 
succumbed to depression. In his eyes such weakness was hideous and unacceptable, the plight of 
men whose only ambition in life was to fail. I couldn’t bear to see him suffer the fate he so 
loathed – and willed myself to find words of encouragement. 

“Dad, you’ve got a master’s degree, a lifetime of work experience, and a great resume. You can 
do better than J. B. Electrical. ” 

He tossed his empty bucket to the side. With his remote-control hand he waved me off. “I’m 
watching my show now.” 

“But Dad –“ 

“You can’t help me, child, so go do whatever it is you do all night.” He turned the volume up on 
the TV. 

I stood slowly, fighting off frustration at his flippant way of dismissing me. “I’ll be in my room,” 
I murmured. 

So my dad was jobless and mourning his loss over a bucket of KFC and a mindless TV show. I 
didn’t know how I felt about it – shocked, obviously, and concerned over our financial state. But 
more than that, I wondered what God was doing in his life. Would my father finally come to the 
end of himself? Would he recognize his need for a Savior? 

I sat on my bed and stared at the wall until my thoughts began to torture me. Then I pulled 
Religious Affections off the end table and leafed through it. Before long restlessness consumed 
me, and I knew I had to get out. 



I grabbed my car keys and ventured down the hall to the living room. My dad still sat in his 
chair, a thick, ominous cloud of gloom surrounding him. 

“I’m going to church,” I announced. 

He waved his remote control at me. “Tell God He owes me one heck of a good job.” 

“God doesn’t owe you anything, Dad. He already offered you the greatest gift you could ever 
have, and you refused it.” 

Randall laughed, and flipped to another channel. 

Grieved at the sight of him, I turned and fled. 

Evening sunlight beamed through glowing orange clouds and slanted across the driveway. I 
sensed the world groaning under my footsteps, but couldn’t shake my agitation – not until I 
reached my car and saw a yellow sticky note on the windshield. Curious, I pulled it off. 

Sorry about this afternoon. The interview went well. Luke says thanks. Rain check for next week? 

Warm fuzzies danced in my middle and brought a smile to my lips. I tucked the note into my 
pocket, a new song swirling around me. 

After settling into my car, I fished my cell phone out of my purse and dialed Nate’s number. 

“Hi,” he answered on the second ring. 

“You have terrible handwriting, you know.” 

He chuckled, and offered no excuse for it. “I am sorry, Al.” 

“It’s okay. I’m glad the interview went well. Where are you now?” 

“Home.” He sighed. “Working up the courage to tell my mom I’m leaving in two months.” 

My gut twisted at the unpleasant reminder. Knowing his mom, she wouldn’t take it any better 
than I did. 

“Are you going somewhere tonight?” he asked. 

“Studio7. I can’t stay here anymore. My dad lost his job today.” 

Nate paused at this news, his silence suggesting a great degree of surprise. “That’s rough, Al. Is 
he okay?” 

“No. He’s gorging himself on chicken and poisoning the house with his gloom.” 



“Do you want to come over?” 

“No. I’d rather not be there when your mom breaks down in hysterics. I’ll just go to church and 
hide from Cheyenne. She called three times today wanting help picking out curtain colors.” 

Nate hesitated, and I could almost picture him frowning at me. “You sound a bit gloomy 
yourself. Are you okay?” 

“I’ll be fine.” I hugged the cell phone to my ear as I strapped on my seatbelt. “Listen, are you 
going to your graduation on Saturday?” 

“No, I can’t.” 

Exasperation flared. “Why not? You have to go! You’ve worked so hard…” 

“Luke asked me to teach a Bible class at the shelter on Saturday. I can’t turn him down. I think 
he’s finally starting to take Jesus seriously.” 

Why did I even marvel anymore? If I had prophesied what would happen on Nate’s graduation 
day, that’s exactly what I would have predicted. I slumped back in my car seat. “Let’s hope he 
is.” Because it’s about time. 

“I can tell my mom another day, if you want to come over.” 

Indecision plagued me, taunting my weakness. I would have much preferred to be with him than 
with the masses at Studio7, but part of being “over” him was to stop wanting to be in his 
presence all the time. “I think it’s better if I don’t. And you should tell your mom you’re leaving 
as soon as possible.” 

He sighed heavily. “You’re right. Have a good night, Al.” 

“You, too.” 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Smiling, boisterous, unassuming Shars filled the room. Five men sat on foam cushions against a 
bare cream wall, smoking and laughing hard over something on an Arabic television station. 
Four mischievous children rolled over each other on the center carpet, and the women occupied 
themselves with cutting patterns for a new dress. I sat by the open glass windows next to 
Kaveen, listening as she patiently reviewed names and relationships. 

“That is Sarlei, my cousin’s wife.” Kaveen pointed to a plump woman on her hands and knees 
brushing crumbs off the rug with a short broom. “Three of the babies are hers. They are girls. 
She is pregnant again and we are all praying it is a boy.” 



“Why?” I asked sharply. “What’s wrong with another girl?” 

Kaveen patted my knee affectionately. “You do not understand our culture. When a man and a 
woman marry, the woman goes to live with her husband’s family. She does most of the work – 
cooking, cleaning, raising children. She helps her husband’s mother. It is very valuable to have a 
daughter-in-law.” 

I wasn’t quite following. “Girls are valuable, yes. But why does Sarlei need a son?” 

“Because the only way to get a daughter-in-law is to have a son. If you only have daughters, you 
lose them all. They get married. They leave. Then you are all alone with no one to help you.” 

I looked back at Sarlei with newfound understanding. She caught my gaze and smiled – a pretty, 
beaming smile that made me feel warm inside. 

Galiva stepped into the room carrying a large silver tray. She knelt down in front of me and 
placed the tray gracefully on the rug. Then she lifted a tea cup from the tray and set it down at 
my knees. Her long eyelashes fluttered against her cheek as she worked. She possessed an earthy 
beauty so captivating, I couldn’t take my eyes off her. 

“Jenhok,” I thanked her. 

She stood up without speaking a word, and as my eyes flicked across the room, I noticed the men 
staring at her also. Clearly they were enchanted by her, and my stomach knotted to think that her 
husband wasn’t around to berate them for it. 

“When you get married,” I said to Kaveen, “will you stay in America, or go back to 
Sharghistan?” 

She shuddered visibly, and fingered the headscarf that had fallen around her neck. “I will not get 
married,” she said in a half-whisper. 

“Why not?” I leaned toward her, sensing we were about to discuss something very secret. 

“It is not good.” She peered across the room at her father. 

I waited for her to elaborate, but she didn’t. “Not good? What do you mean?” 

Her eyes met mine, and I could feel her shoulders trembling beside me. “When a woman gets 
married, it is a sad time. She must leave her family for good. Sometimes she goes a long way 
from home, like Sarlei. She also becomes a slave to her husband’s family. Not all mothers-in-law 
are nice. Some are very demanding and hard to please. But my mother is nice to Sarlei.” She 
leaned even closer to me, and linked her arm through mine. “We are also very afraid, because if 
we do not bleed on our wedding night, our husband’s family might kill us.” 



A surge of righteous anger rose up within me. In my confined little American bubble I had not 
really believed such things still happened today. But by Kaveen’s own confession they did, and 
the fear in her eyes was proof enough to convince me. “That’s horrible,” I whispered fiercely. 
“That is very wrong.” 

“Yes. A girl in my village was killed by her husband after their wedding night.” 

Tears gathered in my eyes, and my heart ached to contemplate such a reality. “Does that happen 
a lot, Kaveen?” 

“More than people think. My aunt burned herself to death many years ago because her husband 
abused her. Many girls burn themselves. Sometimes it is suicide. Sometimes it is an honor 
killing, after a girl shames her family. It is all about honor and shame, Ally.” 

I stared at my glass of tea and pondered her words. How many girls in Sharghistan right now 
were being abused by the men in their life? How many were without hope, without joy? I felt, in 
that moment, that Galiva and Sarlei and Kaveen and all the other Shar girls like them took a 
piece of my heart that I could never get back. 

“My father wants me to marry my cousin,” Kaveen whispered. She huddled close to me, almost 
holding me against her. “That one with the blue vest.” 

I glanced toward the group of men and spotted the one with the blue vest. He was a round, 
middle-aged man with a slightly balding head. His eyes had the crinkle lines of laughter, and he 
smiled now as he told stories to his relatives with the most animated hand motions. 

“You don’t like him?” I asked. 

“If I marry him, he will take me back to Sharghistan. I want to stay here. I want to finish 
college.” 

I remembered her earlier comments about nursing school, and chose to pursue the topic. “You 
said your dad wanted you to be a nurse.” 

“Yes. It is respected. But I want to be a singer. I want to take vocal lessons.” She blushed pink as 
she said it. 

“You can sing?” I loved the way her eyes lit up with passion. 

“Oh, yes. I sing many songs. I want to write Shar songs in English.” 

“But your dad won’t let you?” 

“It is very shameful for me to sing in public. Father does not like American singers. He says 
Christians are very immoral.” 



This piece of news startled me. I turned toward her, brows drawn together. “You know that most 
American singers aren’t Christians, right?” 

Her almond-shaped eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?” 

“America is not a Christian culture. It’s a secular culture. Real Christians, people who love and 
follow Jesus, don’t act immoral by principle. We obey the Bible.” 

She tilted her head like a kitten trying to figure out a puzzle. “You are a Christian, then.” 

“Yes.” 

Kaveen mused over this new thought. “I like you. I do not think you are immoral.” 

I smiled at her sweet, simple conclusion. “In Sharghistan you only see America through movies 
and music and the media. But that isn’t Christian. We are called to act differently. There’s a 
Bible verse that tells us we are chosen of God, holy and beloved, and that we should put on a 
heart of compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. It says we should forgive each 
other just as Jesus Christ forgave us. And above everything else we should love each other, 
because love is the perfect bond of unity.” 

Kaveen listened attentively, and a small smile bloomed on her lips. “That is pretty. I like it.” 

“Have you ever read the Bible before?” I asked. 

“Oh, no. I cannot.” She shook her head vehemently. 

“Why?” 

“My father says we must not read it. It has been corrupted.” 

“Corrupted? That’s not true. Ninety-nine percent of the Bible is exactly the same as when it was 
first written.” 

She drew back in surprise. “How do you know that? Are you sure?” 

“Of course. Many textual critics have validated the accuracy of the Bible.” I lowered my voice. 
“Do you want to read it, Kaveen? It has many stories about Jesus.” 

Her eyes widened with fright, and she hastily pulled her headscarf up over her hair again. “No.” 

I could tell the close proximity of her family worried her. I wasn’t so naïve as to think some of 
them didn’t know English and could understand what we were talking about. I had pressed 
enough, so I eased back. 

“Do you like to go shopping?” I asked cheerfully. 



The fear in her eyes disappeared. “Oh, yes. I like to try on clothes.” 

“Let’s go shopping together sometime.” 

She rocked back with delight, grinning like a schoolgirl. “Yes. Very good.” 

Joy lightened my heart and made everything in the world seem good. I smiled at Kaveen, then 
reached forward for a glass of tea. 

---ooo--- 

Colossians 3:12-14 “As those who have been chosen of God…” 

 
Chapter 24: Black and White 

 

---Chapter Twenty-Four: Black and White--- 

May, 2004 

Graduation night at Studio7 meant drinks were on the house and the doors stayed open late. 
Every year Cheyenne insisted this would draw a large crowd – and every year she was 
disappointed when only a handful of people showed up. She never could understand that there 
existed more worthy locations for a graduation celebration than a big room with tables and 
chairs. 

Until tonight, obviously, because she had run off to some fancy restaurant with Brian and left me 

in charge. 

For the first hour I sat dutifully behind the counter twiddling my thumbs, and after serving not a 
single cup of coffee, I gave up and removed myself to a big cushiony chair by the windows. A 
few people came in to say hi and then left, leaving me all alone again. 

By nine o’clock my boredom had reached unprecedented heights. I abandoned my duty and 
escaped to the practice room to fiddle around on the piano. I didn’t know how to play anything 
accomplished, but I thoroughly enjoyed picking out melodies and putting sounds together. I was 
wholly engrossed in my music, and loath for anyone to interrupt me, when I heard a shuffling 
sound at the doorway followed by a low cough. 

I spun around. Logan stood casually against the doorframe, one corner of his mouth lifted in a 
half smile. “Well, aren’t you quite the pianist?” He pushed himself away from the door and 
approached the piano. “I didn’t know you played.” 

“I don’t,” I said warily. What was he doing here? Didn’t he have more exciting places to be? 



“Nichole Nordeman, ‘Holy.’” He named the song I’d been playing. “I’m impressed.” 

I didn’t like the way he towered over me, so I stood up. “Can I help you with something? Do you 
want a drink?” 

“No.” He ran his hands over the bass keys. “Does Nate know you can play?” 

I folded my arms across my chest. “There’s a big difference between playing and fiddling 
around. I fiddle.” 

“But he doesn’t know.” 

Little knots of frustration tightened all over me. “Yes, he knows, Logan. Why do you care?” 

His gaze fast held mine, blue eyes jolting me with their intensity. He shifted closer. “So things 
are still the same with you two, then. Nothing’s changed.” 

I frowned at him, wondering why he’d asked such a thing. Why did he care how things were 
with Nate and I, and more importantly, what had given him reason to think anything had 
changed? I couldn’t make sense of it. But then, like the sudden, sweeping crash of a tidal wave, 
understanding flooded my mind. The horrific truth of what he was trying to tell me chilled me to 
the core. 

“It was you.” My eyes flashed, resentment welling up so tightly it almost choked me. “You told 
Nate I was in love with him, didn’t you?” 

I had expected him to grin smugly, or at least look pleased with himself, but instead he glanced 
away as if he couldn’t bear to see my face. “Yes, and I knew it would hurt you, but it had to be 
done.” 

My throat tightened, and I closed my fists together against my sides. “Why did it have to be 
done, hmm? You could have ruined our friendship!” 

“Listen.” His voice softened, and he widened his stance, as if to brace himself for a lengthy 
explanation. “Nate is one of those guys who will devote his entire life to pursuing holiness. He’s 
a modern-day Paul, passionate for the fame of Jesus Christ among the nations. At the end of his 
life he’ll receive crowns of glory in heaven.” He rolled his eyes slightly, as if he knew he was 
overstating Nate’s credentials, and didn’t think him worthy of even that much praise. “But 
people like that aren’t real. They don’t have the heart to settle down, find stable work, invest in 
close relationships, raise a family. They aren’t devoted husbands and fathers, because they’re too 
devoted to God. They have nothing left to give anyone else.” 

“No, you’re wrong,” I said, my voice wavering. “It’s not always that black and white. Sometimes 
you can have both.” 



He laughed at my naivety, and seemed to draw confidence from my doubt. “Do you honestly 
believe it isn’t black and white for Nate?” 

My heart pounded wildly in my chest. I hated that he made sense. I hated that I didn’t have a 
good argument against him. “You still had no right to meddle, or to spread lies about me.” 

“Lies?” His laugh was wholly without humor. “Can we be honest with each other? You’re head 
over heels for Nate and you have been since seventh grade. Everyone can see it, Ally. Everyone 
except Nate, because he won’t take his eyes off his heavenly prize long enough to look at you.” 

Logan had moved around the piano bench and now stood before me, his presence altogether 
unsettling, forcing me to shrink back, challenging my beliefs and perceptions about the world 
and about my situation with Nate. Fear wove its slithering tentacles around me, and words of 
protest stuck in my throat. I tried to breathe. 

“Has he ever kissed you, Ally?” Logan braced his hands on either side of me, close enough now 
I could smell his faint cologne. “What kind of idiot guy would look at you every day for ten 
years and not kiss you?” 

Goosebumps prickled my skin. I squirmed beneath his piercing gaze. My mind screamed, but my 
body, in an act of treacherous betrayal, refused to move. 

God, what is happening to me? Logan’s not right, is he? 

“No,” I said forcefully. “You think you know how things are with us, but you don’t. I’m not in 
love with him. Not anymore.” 

Logan’s face scrunched up as if I’d just told him the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard. “I 
don’t believe you.” 

“Well, you better, because that’s the truth.” Finally regaining control of myself, I ducked out 
from under him and put several feet between us. 

“How come you won’t go out with me, then?” he challenged. 

“Because I don’t like you that way.” I fidgeted with the hem of my shirt, readjusting it over my 
jeans. “And you still haven’t answered my question. Why did you tell Nate I was in love with 
him?” 

“You want to know why?” He sat on the piano bench like he owned it, and sprawled back. “I 
said to myself, what if Nate is in love with her, and just doesn’t know how she feels? Wouldn’t 
that be a great way to give Ally what she wants, and speed things along? I told myself if Nate got 
a little encouragement and actually did something about it, then I’d step back, let you two have at 
it.” 

I frowned in disapproval. 



“But he didn’t make a move, did he?” Logan straightened his collar, brushed a piece of lint from 
his black shirt. “Trust me, I know how guys think. If he hasn’t made his move by now, he won’t 
ever. He’s already made up his mind, and it isn’t for you. I know that hurts, but you’re better off 
for it. I hate to see you pining after someone who chooses not to deserve you.” 

I suppose in one sense Logan’s words sounded cold. But his soothing voice and sympathetic eyes 
made me believe he meant what he said – that he had done it with honest intentions. However 
much it angered me, I had to admit that from his perspective, it all made perfect sense. 

“This doesn’t change how I feel about you,” I said. 

“Doesn’t it?” He pushed himself to his feet, his eyes never leaving mine. “I might be a basketball 
player, but I’m not stupid. You’re inexperienced. You don’t know what to do with yourself when 
a guy likes you. And you’ve had your heart set on Nate for so long you refuse to see the world 
and all its possibilities.” 

“I’ve seen plenty of the world,” I tossed back, my arms trembling as I folded them across my 
chest. “I’ve also seen how you treat everyone around you with condescension and contempt.” 

Logan looked down quickly, and his jaw tightened a couple times in succession. “I regret how I 
treated you and everyone else in school, it’s true. But I’ve been watching you, Ally, and my 
feelings for you aren’t arbitrary or fleeting. I’ve liked you for a long time.” 

The sincerity in his eyes shone true, and I felt a slight shifting, a subtle change inside me, that 
softened my heart ever so slightly toward this man who I had despised all my life. 

“You’re expecting too much from me,” I half-spoke, half-whispered. “I can’t make myself feel 
something I don’t feel.” 

A light sparked in Logan’s eyes, and he boldly reached a hand out to touch my arm. “That’s 
okay,” he assured me. “All I need to know is that I have a chance.” 

But I couldn’t make myself promise any such thing. That I could ever love anyone besides Nate 
was impossible to imagine, and the thought of it brought tears to my eyes. I might be over Nate, 
but that didn’t mean I wanted anyone else instead. 

“I need to get back to work,” I murmured, stepping away from him. “Please, let’s stop talking 
about this, okay?” 

He sighed heavily, but argued no more. “Fine.” 

He followed me out to the main floor and joined his group of friends by the band stage. I hid 
behind the café counter, struggling to give off an air of indifference. 

I had no peace until he left Studio7, and even then, my convictions remained shattered. 



*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Nate showed up at church Sunday morning beaming with joy. He rushed up to me in the foyer 
with a big smile, and would have thrown his arms around me in a hug, I was sure, if he hadn’t 
stopped himself right at the point when he would have touched me. 

“Ally, you won’t believe it! I’ve been dying to tell you all night.” He could hardly stand still. 

“I have a cell phone, you know.” I wondered what could have possibly gotten him this excited. 
His eyes were lit like a five-year-old’s on Christmas Day. 

“Yes, but this kind of news has to be told in person.” 

What were the chances this had anything to do with me? I didn’t cross my fingers. 

Nate turned slightly and slung his arm around the shoulders of a middle-aged man standing next 
to him. The dark-skinned, shiny-haired man wore jeans and a striped button-down shirt with a 
band logo on the pocket. 

“This is Cory,” Nate explained as he squeezed the man’s shoulders. “He was at the Bible study 
yesterday. He had a lot of questions about Jesus so we talked over dinner. And now he’s a born 
again believer, isn’t that right, Cory?” 

The man’s mustache wiggled as he smiled. “I sure feel like a new person. Like the world finally 
makes sense. Ain’t that somethin’? I sure do wish I’d heard the truth thirty years ago!” 

“No looking back,” Nate reminded him. “The past has been forgiven. Now is when you finally 
start living.” 

“Ain’t that the truth.” Cory flashed a crooked-toothed grin at his discipler. 

The brief exchange between the two of them touched my heart. Respect and trust and 
understanding shone in both their eyes. Something special, something God-ordained and 
beautiful, had happened yesterday. I felt a prick of guilt for berating Nate for ditching his 
graduation ceremony. Clearly he had chosen the better path. 

“This is my friend Ally,” Nate explained, still smiling from ear to ear. 

“How’re you, miss?” Cory stuck out his hand. 

“Very good, thank you.” I shook his hand heartily. “Welcome to the family of Christ. If you ever 
need help with anything, let me know.” 



Cory nodded his approval. “Ain’t she a sweet thing? Now you take some advice from me, Nate, 
and snatch her up ‘fore she’s gone.” 

Oh, I like this guy. 

Nate gave a short laugh and patted Cory’s shoulder. “Where’d Luke run off to?” He scanned the 
crowd. 

Luke stood by the welcome center pouring himself coffee. I was mildly shocked to see him at 
church – he had fiercely resisted such an activity since the very beginning of his acquaintance 
with Nate. I couldn’t even remember how long it had been – yet there he stood, in those same 
worn black pants and a blue Tar Heels’ T-shirt, darkening the hallways of the church. Two ladies 
who were chatting next to him eyed his shirt as if they’d never seen anything so appalling and 
disrespectful in their lives. 

I fumed inwardly at their elitism. 

“Luke, come say hi to Ally.” Nate guided the big young man away from the coffee counter. 

Luke stared down at me – his height so vast and his gaze so unflinching I felt the sudden 
compulsion to run and hide behind Nate. 

“Hi,” he said gruffly. 

“Hi,” I squeaked. 

“Luke and Cory are going to sit with us in church, is that okay?” Nate asked. His eyes spoke of 
his intense delight at the present situation. And why shouldn’t he be happy? He’d invested in 
years of countless selfless acts on Luke’s behalf, only to receive one disappointment after 
another. In his eyes today was a Christmas present. 

“Of course,” I said. 

We sat down in the middle pew toward the front. Nate seated himself between me and Cory, and 
Luke chose the far end, much to my relief. 

Nate leaned toward me and whispered, “Did you hear? Luke got that job as a truck driver. He 
starts tonight.” 

My eyes widened at this unexpected news. I honestly hadn’t thought Luke would ever get a job. 
I’d always pegged him as a hopeless case, and while I longed to feel happiness at his good 
fortune, the guilt heaping itself upon my shoulders allowed for no such response. 

“Isn’t that great, Ally?” Nate prodded. 



His breath tickled my ear, and I had to exert conscious effort not to blush over how close he was. 
“It’s wonderful news. I’m glad you were able to help him.” 

“He did all the work,” Nate insisted, his voice still holding a slight tremor of excitement. “He 
studied, he passed the exam, he filled out the applications, he presented himself well for the 
interview. I think he really wants to change this time. Can you believe he came to church?” 

No, I couldn’t, and it was impossible to remain indifferent about it when Nate was so 
expressively overjoyed. I found myself smiling as I looked up at him. “Today is definitely a day 
to celebrate.” 

“Amen!” he exclaimed under his breath, and sat back against the pew. 

Presently my eye caught sight of Shane, who stood at the front of the church talking in hushed 
whispers with one of the deacons. He looked once in Nate’s direction, and that simple gesture 
was all it took to set off warning bells in my head. What were they talking about? 

Shane left the deacon’s side and headed straight toward us. A calloused expression glossed his 
face. He stopped in front of Nate and steeled his muscled arms against the pew railing. 

“Don’t you have interesting friends there, Nate?” Shane eyed the two homeless men with a 
mocking lift of his brow. 

My whole body tensed. “They are interesting. Cory is a new Believer, and Luke just got a job as 
a truck driver.” 

Nate shook off Shane’s comments altogether and changed the subject. “I heard your sister had a 
baby the other day,” he said to Shane. “Congratulations.” 

Shane’s smile reeked of complacency. “Thanks. I heard you were leaving in two months.” 

I felt all the hostility in his tone, and shifted to the edge of my seat, ready to intervene at a 
moment’s notice. 

“Yes, that’s true,” Nate said, a slight perturbed quality to his tone. 

Shane clasped his hands together on the back of the pew and leaned over it. “You ought to have 
fun in Sharghistan. I hear things are heating up in Najok. Car bombs, raids, kidnappings…” 

“I’m not going to Najok.” 

True as that might be, I knew for a fact he was going somewhere very closeto Najok, and in my 
mind there was no difference. I shivered at the thought. 

“Well, wherever you’re going, take care, buddy.” Shane tapped the back of the pew, then stood 
up. “See you around.” 



My stomach tightened, and a bitter taste burned my tongue. I wondered how Shane could sleep at 
night after talking to people that way. “It’s hard to imagine he’s next in line to take your job,” I 
murmured. 

“He’s missing out, that’s for sure.” Nate’s eyes followed Shane as he strode away. “Church is 
about worshipping and enjoying God with a community of believers. I hate it when people try to 
make it anything else.” 

Cory stole Nate’s attention by asking him about Bible translations, and I tuned out his answer, 
lost in my own thoughts. I remembered what Logan had told me last night, about Nate having a 
passion for spreading the gospel of Christ. Where in his day would he ever have time for a 
family? This was his life – meeting people like Cory and Luke and his Omani friends and the 
Grahams. He had no shortage of love to give them. It occurred to me for the first time that maybe 
Logan was right after all. Maybe it was black and white for Nate. Did I really want to spend my 
life with someone who had everything to give to the world, but nothing to give to me? 

Why did it matter anyway? He didn’t want me, and I was over him. The sooner I accepted 
reality, the better. 

 
Chapter 25: New Mexico 

 

---Chapter Twenty-Five: New Mexico--- 

March, 1997 

I fumed silently from my seat across the patio table, my eyes flicking back and forth from Nate 
to Tommy. They’d been studying the Bible together for hours; Tommy would ask a difficult 
question, and Nate, with the patience of a great exegete, would pick the scripture apart verse by 
verse in a whole-hearted attempt to explain it to him. They’d hardly even stopped long enough to 
eat the tuna sandwiches Mrs. McCartney had prepared for lunch. 

After five days of this nonsense, I was understandably perturbed. 

“So you’re saying if a person puts his faith in Jesus right before he dies, he’ll still go to heaven, 
even though he’s done bad things his whole life?” Tommy traced the verse in question with his 
ink-blotched finger. 

“That’s exactly right,” Nate answered. “The thief who hung on a cross next to Jesus put his faith 
in Him, and even though he’d done bad things his whole life, Jesus said to him, ‘Today you shall 
be with Me in paradise.’” 

“Amazing.” Tommy’s bright green eyes lit with wonder. 



“That’s the beauty of the gospel,” Nate said, hands raised and animated as he talked. “The blood 
of Jesus covers all our sins, and requires no act of goodness to cancel out the bad. Forgiveness is 
a gift – we don’t deserve it, but God pours it out freely.” 

A familiar pondering look came over Tommy’s face, and I knew he was about to ask a question 
that would require hours of explanation. “I wish God would forgive everyone,” he sighed. “Why 
doesn’t He? Why does He only give some people the gift of forgiveness?” 

Nate drew breath to answer, but I cut him off with uncharacteristic sharpness. “I hate spring 
break!” 

Nate and Tommy looked at me for the first time since lunch, identical perplexed wrinkles on 
their brows. 

“Why?” Nate squinted up at my face, lifting a hand to block the sun from his eyes. 

“Because spring break is supposed to be fun. Exciting. Adventurous.” I gestured at the wide 
expanse of green grass and trees behind Nate’s house. “But it’s already Friday and we haven’t 
done anything remotely fun or exciting or adventurous.” 

I plopped my elbows onto the patio table and rested my chin on my hands, in true defeatist form. 

Nate stared penitently at his Bible. “I’m sorry.” 

“It’s not your fault.” I blew the bangs out of my face. “It’s just that on Monday I have to go back 
to school and listen to Sarah talk on and on about how she drove all the way to New Mexico with 
Martin, because he has a driver’s license, and she’ll tell story after story about all the crazy 
things they did, and I’ll have nothing to say.” 

Nate scratched his head. “Sarah went to New Mexico with Martin?” 

“Yes! Don’t you ever listen when she talks?” 

He glanced at Tommy, as if seeking moral support against my unfair accusation. “Did you know 
that?” 

Tommy thought a minute, rubbing his chin like a great scholar. Generally he had no idea what 
went on in class other than what the teacher wrote on the dry erase board. 

“Well, it’s not fair,” I interrupted. “I want to go to New Mexico with Martin!” 

Tommy laughed out loud, and Nate shut his Bible – apparently he sensed my desperation, and 
knew he needed to intervene immediately. “Since when do you like Martin?” he demanded. 



“I don’t.” Exasperation tightened my voice. “It’s not about Martin. It’s about the fact that we 
only get four spring breaks in our entire high school career, and we’re wasting the first one away 
on books and patio furniture!” 

Understanding filled Nate’s eyes. He held my gaze for a moment in silent apology, then 
collected his commentaries and books and pens together and shoved them to the end of the table. 
I’d expected him to reprimand me for wanting to have fun when he was discipling his new 
friend, but instead he smiled and said, “You’re right. We’ve studied enough for one day. Let’s 
go.” 

“Go where?” I wondered as he seized my arm and pulled me out of the white wicker patio chair. 
“We’re not going to New Mexico, are we?” 

His eyes danced with good humor, but he wouldn’t commit either way. 

Tommy picked up one of the commentaries from Nate’s pile. “Can I bring this home and read it 
tonight?” he asked, eyes wide and awed at the size of the book. 

“Sure,” Nate called over his shoulder as he guided me down the porch steps. “Are you coming 
with us, Tommy?” 

Tommy had already opened the commentary and now eagerly perused its pages in search of 
some great, enlightening answer to the problem at hand. I marveled at his dedication to studying 
the Word. Ever since Nate had led him to Christ last week, he’d been all about learning and 
asking questions. He’d already read half the Bible, and probably remembered more of it than I 
had after two years. Even Nate had trouble keeping up with him. 

“He’ll be fine.” Nate waved a hand. “We’ve got at least a couple hours before he looks up and 
notices we’re gone.” 

I giggled and followed Nate across the yard, anticipation shivering down to my toes. I wondered 
where he could possibly take me that could surprise me, considering we’d already explored his 
backyard so thoroughly I could navigate it with my eyes closed. 

“I found something this morning when I was prayer walking,” Nate explained, as if to answer my 
unspoken question. “I think you’ll like it.” 

I almost skipped along beside him, delighted to venture into the unknown and leave the drudgery 
of the last five days behind. “Is this supposed to be an adventure?” 

“Sure.” Nate chuckled at my enthusiasm. “You can tell Sarah you trekked through the wilderness 
and found a previously undiscovered natural wonder.” 

Intrigued, and more than a little impatient, I ran on ahead through the grass and waited for Nate 
at the edge of the woods. When he finally caught up he shook his head at me, fondly and with a 
smile, the way he always did when I amused him. 



“You’re such a slow poke,” I chided, pushing him ahead into the forest. 

We mazed around pine and oak trees, dodging fallen logs and mud puddles. Dirt clung to the 
bottoms of our jeans and prickly vines scratched our arms, but we continued on, undaunted by 
the rigorous upward climb and the increasing distance from civilization. 

Long after passing our old tree house, which had fallen apart the previous spring during a freak 
thunderstorm, and just before the small waterfall that plunged off the side of a cracked and 
precipitous cliff, Nate stopped. 

I glanced around, breathing heavily, looking for the undiscovered natural wonder he had 
mentioned. All I saw were a dog’s paw prints in the dirt, a tree entirely consumed by cud zoo 
vines, and a discarded glass beer bottle. 

My eyes came around to Nate, and I put a hand on my hip, doubting the worthiness of this 
adventure. 

“I think they’re somewhere around here, unless they ran off.” He bent behind a fallen log, 
pushing weeds and brambles aside. “Ahah!” 

I crouched beside him, wild with curiosity. Nate pushed back the branches of a flowering bush, 
and there, snuggled together on a gray sweatshirt, were three squirming puppies. 

“Oh!” I gasped, intensely delighted at the sight. “How did you find them? Why didn’t you tell 
me!?” 

Nate beamed as he reached forward and picked one up. The puppy wiggled and tried to escape, 
but Nate held him close to his chest until with a sigh the pup surrendered and buried his nose 
against Nate’s arm. “I wanted them to be a surprise. I was going to show you after Tommy went 
home. Aren’t they cute?” 

“Adorable.” I touched the puppy’s floppy ear, already helplessly in love with him. “Have you 
seen their mom?” 

“No. But I think she’s been around, judging by the paw prints over there.” 

I eyed the other puppies, marveling at the way they burrowed into each other to stay warm. 
“Whose sweatshirt is that?” 

“I dunno, but I don’t think they have an owner. Here, you hold him.” Nate gingerly placed the 
puppy in my arms. 

I cuddled him, burying my face against his soft fur. He snuggled into my arms as if he belonged 
there, and I knew right then I would take him home and beg my dad to let me keep him. 



I opened my mouth to say as much when suddenly the puppy sneezed – so loudly and fiercely his 
whole body shook and he nearly fell out of my arms. I jumped in surprise. “What was that?” 

Nate laughed, and picked up another puppy. “He does that a lot. That’s why I like him.” 

“I like him, too,” I decided, kissing the top of the puppy’s black head. 

Nate and I dallied with the puppies, enjoying the novelty of their cuteness and the exhilaration of 
our secret. The sun dipped below the mountains, casting long shadows through the treetops. A 
chill descended into the air, and I began to sense that we ought to return home. 

Nate looked over at me, his expression sober and contemplative. I could tell his thoughts were 
far away, that he was mulling over something serious. He studied me for a long time, then asked, 
“This isn’t about spring break, is it?” 

Perplexed by the ambiguous nature of his question, I frowned. “What isn’t about spring break?” 

He grimaced, as if he didn’t quite want to explain any further. “The rude outbursts, the 
impatience, the crazy obsession with Sarah and Martin…” He trailed off, readjusting the restless 
puppy in his arms. “That’s not like you.” 

I swallowed and looked away, at once both frustrated and amazed by his insight. He always 
found me out, no matter how hard I tried to conceal the truth or mask it with something else. 

Nate took my silence as affirmation, and went on. “Tommy just needs a little direction, that’s all. 
God told me to help him until he finds his way, until his feet are planted on firm ground. It won’t 
be long before he surpasses my knowledge anyway.” 

I grunted at his assumption, highly doubting that to be true. 

Nate stroked his puppy’s head, averting his gaze – almost shyly, as if debating whether or not to 
speak his mind. After a moment he steeled himself and pressed on. “I guess what I’m trying to 
say is that Tommy’s just passing through.” He looked up and caught my gaze. “But you and me, 
Al…we’re forever.” 

My heart skipped a beat, and I struggled to find an appropriate response. My greatest fear this 
week had been that Nate might find a new best friend, someone who had more in common with 
him, someone he could talk to about God all day and never get tired. I hadn’t realized the depths 
of my own anxiety until the very moment when Nate had verbalized it. Emotion welled up inside 
me, choking me with the intensity of my trust and dependence and affection for the boy sitting 
across from me. 

I had no response, and thus could only look at him – thanking him, agreeing with him, and 
promising him that I would never again doubt the strength and steadfastness of our friendship. 

---ooo--- 



Luke 23:43 “And He said to him, ‘Truly I say to you, today you shall be with Me in paradise.” 

 
Chapter 26: Dance with Me 

 

---Chapter Twenty-Six: Dance with Me--- 

May, 2004 

“I say they get engaged before the end of the year,” Mei-Li predicted, biting into a chocolate-
covered strawberry. 

Stacie, who stood nearby finger-combing her long auburn hair, clucked her tongue at such a bold 
statement. “That’s what – seven months? They hardly even know each other. I give them at least 
a year and a half.” 

“A year and a half? Good grief! When something’s right, it’s right.” Mei-Li licked the chocolate 
off her fingers one by one, showing off her bright red nails that perfectly matched her bright red 
size 2 dress. “Why drag it out?” 

Stacie stuck a hair pin in her mouth, and talked around it while readjusting a stray lock above her 
ear. “Not everyone is as idealistic as you, Mei. Some people actually take their time getting to 
know each other.” 

Mei-Li rolled her eyes, and stole another strawberry from the silver platter balanced against her 
hip. “Maybe if you weren’t so scared of commitment you’d be getting engaged before the end of 
the year.” 

I sighed for the hundredth time since Mei-Li and Stacie had joined me at the ticket booth. It was 
bad enough I’d been roped into attending Cheyenne’s Year-End Shakespearean Ball – her 
previous ticket booth volunteer had called in sick after suffering an allergic reaction to peanut 
butter – but listening to Mei-Li and Stacie critique every couple in the room was proving to be 
more than I could handle. 

“What do you think, Ally?” Mei-Li poked my shoulder. “Do you think Brian and Cheyenne will 
get engaged before Christmas?” 

I glanced helplessly at the sliding glass doors of Studio7, wishing someone would walk in so I 
could do my job instead of answering irrelevant and boring questions. “Honestly, guys, I have no 
idea. But I highly doubt they’d be thrilled to hear you talking about it.” 

Across the room, in the center of the small dance floor we’d cleared below the band stage, 
surrounded by drapes of burgundy and beige and lit with warm-colored candles and tiny pink 
and white flowers, Brian and Cheyenne danced. They’d been so preoccupied with each other all 



night, that had Cheyenne not been in her element as party coordinator she might not have noticed 
when one of the drapes caught fire and momentarily threw the room into chaos. 

But all had settled down now, and as I watched the two of them dancing and smiling at each 
other, sharp pangs of longing throbbed in my chest. I wondered if I would ever have that, or if I 
even wanted it now that Nate had essentially rejected me. 

On the up side, the dance had proved to be an unlikely success. The first ticket-holders had 
arrived three hours ago, primly dressed in gowns and high heels and suits and ties. They splurged 
on chips and pizza, and drank so much punch I had to make a last-minute run to Kroger for more 
ginger ale. Smiles and laughter abounded, and the dance floor bustled with activity. I had to 
concede, at least to myself, that it was possible my colleagues were enjoying themselves, and had 
come for reasons other than the free iPod and worship CD giveaway. 

Mei-Li and Stacie returned to their posts as snack attendants, apparently having sensed my 
disinterest in their petty gossip. For a moment I was blessedly alone – until Logan sidled up to 
the ticket booth and handed me a Styrofoam cup filled with water. 

For the first time in my life, my gut didn’t wrench itself inward at the sight of him. 

“You look lonely over here all by yourself.” Logan leaned against the table and fiddled with the 
stack of torn tickets by my elbow. A far cry from his more conservatively dressed friends, he had 
shown up in slacks and a striped blue button-down shirt without a tie. But then, Logan had 
always been one to dictate the style, not follow it. 

“I’m not lonely.” I arched an eyebrow as I took a sip of the water he’d offered me. “I’ve said 
hello to every person in this room.” 

“I’m sure you have,” he acknowledged with a wily grin, “but you can’t come to a ball and not 
dance. Especially not you, who is quite possibly the prettiest girl in the entire room.” 

I tried not to blush at his blatant lie, but I couldn’t help it. Logan had been uncommonly nice to 
me all week, always throwing out compliments, but never overtly pursuing me. His unswerving 
perseverance and implacability almost made me feel guilty I couldn’t give him what he wanted. 
But alas, I felt nothing more toward him than a strange curiosity. 

“Thanks for the water,” I said, shoving the half-empty cup in his hands. “And thanks again for 
the offer, but I already told you, I’m not dancing tonight.” 

“Come on,” he coaxed, not the least bit daunted by my rejection. “You’ve passed out enough 
raffle tickets already.” 

I shook my head, wholly unmoved by his plea. “If you keep coming over here every fifteen 
minutes to ask me to dance, I’m going to lose all respect for your comprehension of the English 
language. I said no.” 



Relenting for the moment, he stood up straight and ran a hand through his short-cropped brown 
hair. “Suit yourself.” I caught the mischievous sparkle in his eyes as he sauntered off. 

I watched him covertly as he rejoined his friends, wondering why the world worked the way it 
did. How was it that the man I could love forever and follow anywhere had no feelings for me, 
while the man who did have feelings for me left me feeling sad and empty and on the verge of 
despairing? If I hadn’t believed God was working out His perfect plan for my life, I would have 
lost all hope for a blessed future. I had to trust He would bring about everything necessary for 
my happiness – indeed, that He Himself was my happiness, and in every way all-sufficient. 

But sometimes, like tonight, it was really hard to believe that. 

Someone dragged a squeaky chair across the tiled floor and sat down next to me, interrupting my 
thoughts. “It smells like smoke in here,” Nate said, batting the air with his hand. “Did someone 
set the curtains on fire?” 

More than a little surprised by his sudden appearance, I couldn’t at first get a word off my 
tongue. While he’d promised to show up tonight, as the minutes ticked by I’d begun to wonder if 
perhaps he’d found an old man stranded on the side of the road to help. In conjuring up such a 
scenario, I’d entirely written off the possibility of seeing him tonight. Now that he was here, the 
thought flittered through my mind that he might actually want to dance with me, and I flushed 
hotly with a wave of nervous energy. 

“Yeah, actually, there was a small fire.” I forced the words out, desperate to regain my 
composure. “But it’s all fine now. You’re late.” 

He stared at me a moment before answering, and although my heart skipped a beat at the thought 
that he might possibly be admiring my new white dress and loosely curled hair, I knew he was 
only wondering what I was doing at the ticket booth. 

“Yeah, my dad came home tonight,” he explained, settling back in his chair and crossing his 
arms over his chest. It didn’t escape my notice that he too had dressed casual, with a simple 
button-down shirt and his sleeves rolled up to mid-forearm. He eyed the table in front of us. 
“How’d Cheyenne rope you into manning the ticket booth?” 

I shrugged and studied my fingernails, afraid of appearing too eager or excited by his presence. 
“Her previous volunteer had a violent reaction to peanut butter.” 

“Ahh.” He picked up a raffle ticket and studied it, then tossed it back onto the table. “So you’re 
stuck behind here all night, eh?” 

“Yes.” Why, do you want to dance with me?  

If he did, he sure didn’t show it. Instead he stretched his long legs out in front of him, crossed 
them at the ankles, and took a deep, reviving breath. “So how’s your dad doing?” 



Once again disappointed, and fighting off bitter reminders of the reality of our relationship, I 
tried to focus on my father. “Honestly, I don’t know. For the past three days he’s only gotten out 
of his chair to use the bathroom, or to find another bag of potato chips. He’s been ordering pizza 
every night, and he piles all his trash up beside his chair until I start gagging from the stench. I 
try to talk to him but he refuses to talk back. I don’t know what to do.” 

I felt Nate’s eyes on my face, and knew if I looked up I’d see in their depths a soft, unassuming 
compassion. “I’m really sorry, Al. How are youholding up?” 

A heavy weight pressed down on me, and suddenly, without explanation, I wanted to cry. “I 
don’t know. But he’s scaring me, and I hate going home.” 

I didn’t know how else to explain it, but Nate needed nothing more profound than that to 
understand. He said nothing, presumably seeking that inner peace and wisdom the Lord always 
gave him in situations like this. I knew a response would come in time, so I sat and waited, 
watching the commotion on the dance floor, though it seemed miles and ages away. 

At last Nate stirred beside me. “’I dwell in the high and holy place,’” he quoted, “’and also with 
him who is of a contrite and lowly spirit, to revive the spirit of the lowly, and to revive the heart 
of the contrite…. I have seen his ways, but I will heal him; I will lead him and restore comfort to 
him.’” Nate pulled himself back from that far away place and looked at me. “Maybe God is 
finally humbling your dad, bringing him low so that in Christ He can restore and revive him.” 

The thought of my dad putting his trust and hope in Christ was almost too beautiful to bear – I 
prayed for such a miracle every day. But still doubt plagued me. He had suffered so much after 
my mother’s death – infinitely more than now – and it had only served to push him farther away 
from the truth. 

“I hope you’re right,” I murmured, hugging my arms to my chest. “I really hope you’re right.” 

I thought Nate might speak again, but a sudden, high-pitched noise interrupted him, filling the 
room with its cringe-inducing, unbearable sound. Then the noise faded and Cheyenne’s laughter 
came through the speaker system, muffled by the sound of her rustling yellow dress as she 
pranced across the stage. “Sorry. Okay, so it’s almost time to wrap up the night. We still have the 
prize drawing for the iPod, but before we do that I have one more surprise for you.” 

The room silenced, and everyone – except for a group of rowdy freshmen playing air hockey by 
the punch table – waited with varying degrees of interest for Cheyenne to elaborate. I leaned 
onto my elbows on the table, wondering distractedly if Nate still intended on honoring his rain 
check for a trail ride this week, or if we would never see the mountaintops again. 

Cheyenne tapped the microphone to test its volume, apparently unconvinced that it was working 
properly. The guitar-player assured her it was fine, so after switching it off and on a couple 
times, she stopped fiddling and continued her speech. “Mr. Bell, our college pastor, decided that 
this year we’d use our extra funds to give out two scholarships to our most promising young 
leaders. The money can be used to cover tuition fees, or to pay back school loans.” 



I watched with raised, amused eyebrows as Cheyenne fumbled to open a sealed white envelope 
which Mei-Li, her faithful assistant, handed to her. “The votes you all cast tonight have been 
tallied, and the winner for Most Promising Young Female Leader is…” She paused with a goofy 
grin, and cued the drummer for a drum roll. “Ally Shepherd!” 

Wait…what? Surely I had heard wrong. How was my name even on the nomination list? Popular 
vote? Most promising young leader? Certainly it must be a hoax, because I’d never won anything 
worth winning in my entire life – except maybe a horse show, but that was a whole other sphere 
of life completely unrelated to the present moment. Instant panic gripped me, and I almost 
couldn’t breathe. 

“Ally?” Nate nudged me with his elbow. “You okay?” 

I stared at him, pale-faced. “I am not a leader. This is silly. She’s playing tricks on me. My name 
was not on the nomination list when I voted.” 

Nate laughed, his face lighting up with amusement at the alarm in my voice. “Ally, you’re being 
silly. Of course you’re a leader. Now go get your scholarship.” He pushed me gently out of my 
chair. 

Groaning, I forced myself to buck up and assume the leader-like role everyone seemed to think I 
had filled. My face flamed with embarrassment and my hands shook, but still I walked forward, 
hoping at any moment I would wake up from this horrible dream and find myself in a faraway 
place, safe and unscathed. 

I felt everyone’s eyes on me as I climbed onto the stage. I kept my head up only by sheer force of 
will, and shuffled awkwardly to a stop beside Cheyenne. She flung her arms around me and 
hugged me. “Congratulations,” she whispered, winking as she pulled away. 

I hadn’t expected the wink, and suddenly my neck prickled with the odd suspicion that 
something else was going on here besides a mere scholarship giveaway. 

Cheyenne cleared her throat. “Okay, we have one more award tonight.” Again she struggled to 
open the white envelope and pull out the card. She grinned brightly into the microphone. “The 
winner for Most Promising Young Male Leader is…” Pausing again, she opened the card. As her 
eyes scanned the paper she frowned, and her face turned ghastly white. “L-Logan…Warner?” 

Clearly, judging by her intonation, he hadn’t been her first choice. He hadn’t been mine, either, 
but I was less surprised than she. The vote had been all about popularity and had little to do with 
actual merit – why wouldn’t Logan win? 

The results proved the futility of the contest, and I was sure God was looking down on us with a 
disapproving frown. A Bible verse came to my mind: “Let him who boasts, boast in this: that he 
understands and knows Me, that I am the Lord.” Awards such as this meant nothing in God’s 
eyes; He didn’t care who got the most recognition or who earned the most favor in the eyes of 



his peers. Conviction tightened my shoulders, and suddenly I didn’t want the scholarship, didn’t 
want to stand on that stage before the adoring masses. 

Logan, however, trotted up the stairs with his winning smile, hand raised in acknowledgement of 
his colleagues as they cheered him on. “Thanks everyone!” He half bowed, half saluted the 
crowd. 

The band struck up a lively tune, and everyone waited for Cheyenne to close out the evening. 
She kept staring at the card with Logan’s name on it, a look of utter horror washing her face 
white. Wondering what was wrong, I stepped toward her. 

“It was supposed to be Nate,” she whispered, glancing up at me. 

“It’s just an award, Cheyenne. He doesn’t care.” 

“I know, but…” Her hand clamped down on my arm and she whispered into my ear. “Now’s the 
time for the winner’s dance. You were supposed to dance with him. It would’ve been perfect, 
don’t you see? But now it’s all ruined.” 

I forced down a rush of anger, hardly daring to believe she would try to pull something like that. 
Did she honestly think I wouldn’t be humiliated and tormented by such an event? “A winner’s 
dance?” I echoed, bursting with incredulity. “That’s so…juvenile. You can’t just do that to 
people, Cheyenne! Especially not to me, not like this –“ I stopped short when she squeezed my 
arm tighter. 

A look of pure enlightenment glowed on her face, stunning me into silence. 

“Hey everyone!” she shouted joyously into the microphone. “How about we make some room on 
this floor for the winner’s dance!” 

More cheers. Louder music. Flashing lights. I felt like I’d stepped out of Studio7 and into some 
crazy high school homecoming dance where they’d just announced the queen and king. I prayed 
fervently I would wake up and find myself tucked safely in bed, far away from the present, 
tumultuous reality. 

“I can’t believe you would do this,” I muttered under my breath, intending my words for 
Cheyenne’s ears alone. 

She brushed off my frustration with a laugh, flicking her French-manicured fingernails into the 
air. “Don’t cause a scene, Ally. It’s just a dance. Trust me.” 

Impatience and ill-will bottled up inside me, barely contained under a frosty exterior. “You know 
I don’t want to dance with him.” 

“I’m helping you out, you’ll see. Come on.” She pushed me toward Logan. 



“No.” I tore my hand away from hers. “Why do you always insist on meddling in other people’s 
business? I don’t want your help. I wish you would leave me alone!” 

Her eyes rounded in astonishment. Her lips trembled, and as the sting of my words fully reached 
her comprehension, she hung her head in shame. 

Immediately I regretted my words, but I couldn’t find the strength to apologize. The college 
students stared up at us, knowing something had gone amiss but not fully understanding what. I 
knew I had already caused a scene, and if I didn’t just suck it up and dance with Logan, I’d be at 
the very center of all the drama I’d been trying to avoid. Whatever had to be done to float back 
into anonymity, I would do. 

Logan held out his hand to me with a half sympathetic, half triumphant smile – and praying for 
strength, I took it. His hand was strong and warm, and he led me down the stairs without a word. 

I couldn’t look at him. I couldn’t speak. I longed to disappear from this wretched place, or to turn 
back time and refuse Cheyenne’s cries for a ticket booth volunteer. I would have rather been 
anywhere else than standing in front of Logan, his hand at my back, his breath jostling the wavy 
strands of hair around my face. Why had I ever thought I could go to a dance and return home 
without disaster befalling me? 

“I know you’re mad at me.” Logan’s husky voice startled me out of my thoughts. 

“I’m not mad at you.” I stared at my toes. “I’m mad at Cheyenne. This is so high school.” 

“Aww, what’s the harm in it? It’s just a little fun.” He brought my hand to his shoulder in a not-
so-subtle attempt to draw me closer. 

I squirmed and prayed again for deliverance. “This isn’t fun, Logan. I hate dancing, and 
everyone’s staring at us.” 

“They’re only staring because your dress is gorgeous,” he whispered, “and because we look good 
together.” 

A powerful wave of humiliation washed over me. I didn’t like the way his hand pressed against 
my back, as if I somehow belonged to him, nor the look of admiration in his eyes. “I really wish 
you would stop saying things like that.” 

“Fine.” His voice was low, tight. “But you deserve to hear it, and it frustrates me to no end that 
you choose to settle for less.” 

Anger flared, and I fought to wrestle it down. Did he really think that by choosing Nate I was 
settling? That what I wanted most in a relationship was a series of meaningless, flattering 
compliments? Well, he was wrong. And who decided that Logan Warner was the most promising 
young leader, anyway? He’d never led anything in his life, except maybe a basketball team or 
two, and that didn’t count. 



Tears stung my eyes. I knew I was over-reacting. I knew I should just shake it off and pretend 
not to care. But how could I, when everything going wrong in my life had thrust itself in my 
face, hurting and mocking and taunting me? 

What are you trying to teach me, God? Why do you keep making me endure what I haven’t the 

strength to endure? I’m over Nate; do you have to torture me with Logan, too? 

A shadow loomed over us, blocking the lights from my face. “Excuse me – can I talk to her for a 
minute?” Nate put a hand on Logan’s shoulder. 

Logan’s expression chilled, and I felt his arms go stiff and hard. He glared at Nate, too perturbed 
to offer even a grunt in protest. 

Still, he backed away, and I thought on him no longer. Instead I sought Nate’s face, and for an 
endless moment reveled in the awe and disbelief of what he’d just done for me. I was sure I’d 
never thought he would have the guts to single me out on the dance floor, and I was even more 

sure I’d never thought he would take my hands in his and pull me into the crowd, away from the 
spotlight, away from the onlookers, away from all the shame and embarrassment. With that 
simple gesture the dancers moved into the circle again, the uproar of the last ten minutes 
forgotten. 

“You’re crying.” Nate slid his arm around my waist. Before I knew what was happening I was in 
his arms, and we were dancing. 

“I’m fine,” I sniffed. Maybe if I just stared at his chest, I wouldn’t get all light-headed and 
trembly. Because when you were over someone, you didn’t get those feelings – right? 

“Did he hurt you?” Nate asked, his whispered words tight with displeasure. 

“No.” 

His arms tightened around me. “Because if he did, I’ll talk to him. I’ll tell him to stay away from 
you. I’ll –“ 

“Nate, it’s okay.” I dared to look up. His eyes were wide with concern, his expression so tender it 
was hard to believe he didn’t really care about me that way. Fleetingly I wondered how his face 
would look right now if he was gazing down at a girl he truly loved. 

I shook my head, as if to separate myself from such thoughts. “Anyway, you’re the one who told 
me to go out with him in the first place.” 

“I might have encouraged such a thing, but I didn’t mean for him to make you cry.” 

“Maybe I wasn’t crying about him,” I ventured, boldly meeting his gaze. 

Nate bit down on his lip, and glanced away. 



We danced in silence, my stomach twisting itself into knots with every step. The way Nate held 
me, the protectiveness in his voice, the inexplicable tension between us – all if it seemed to cry 
out that possibilities still abounded and dreams could still come true. But my hopes had been 
dashed one too many times for me to believe I had reason to hope now. Besides, I was over him. 
Turning back and letting myself feel something again would only lead to disappointment. 

Drawing in a long breath, I backed away. “Thanks for rescuing me,” I mumbled, and turned to 
leave. 

But Nate surprised me again. His hand closed over mine and he drew me back against him – 
boldly, unashamedly, without fear. I dared to slide my hand up his shoulder, dared to lean against 
him; and rather than flinching away, he pulled me closer. 

“Dance with me,” he whispered in my ear. 

To do anything else was impossible, so I danced. 

---ooo--- 

Isaiah 57:15,18 “I dwell in the high and holy place…” 

Jeremiah 9:24 “Let him who boasts…” 

 
Chapter 27: The Fisherman 

 

---Chapter Twenty-Seven: The Fisherman--- 

June, 1997 

The cool, clear water swirled around my skin as I backpedaled across the ocean. The sun beat 
down on my face, drying the little droplets that splashed up around my eyes and nose. Every now 
and then I’d look up at the great expanse of blue sky and wonder how God could have created 
something so big with just a spoken word. Sometimes the thought of it made my head spin. 

I reached the shallows and planted my feet on the sticky, pebbly sand. Nate, who’d been 
following my lead as we explored our way down the shoreline, slowed to a stop beside me. 

“You’re fast,” he breathed, shaking the water from his hair. 

I grinned smugly. “Are you tired?” 

“Are you?” He cocked a brow. 



I splashed water at his face and took off again, diving into the sea and dolphin-kicking away as 
fast as I could. Nate’s laughter rang out across the waves, and I heard him splashing behind me 
as he tried to catch up. 

High-speed swimming must have been a far more demanding enterprise than horseback riding, 
because I lost my breath in a matter of seconds. My sides heaved and my stomach churned from 
the effort, and I sought ground on which to rest my feet. Nate swam on past me and stopped a 
ways down, watching me, waiting to see what I would do. 

“You win,” I surrendered. 

He pumped his hand through the air. “I knew you were tired.” 

“Don’t let it get to your head. I creamed you in volleyball.” I climbed out of the water, legs 
shaking and wobbling as I tried to walk. My knees gave way on dry land, and I collapsed onto 
my back with a sigh, one hand flung up over my head. 

“You only beat me ‘cause I kept tripping in the holes.” Nate dropped down beside me at a very 
respectable distance. 

Sand stuck to my skin and hair. I loved the feel of it, and lay unmoving under the sun, soaking up 
its warmth, taking in long draughts of air. “You just have clumsy feet, that’s all,” I murmured. 

Nate chucked, and I looked over at him. His eyes were closed, his curly dark hair plastered to his 
face, his chest rising and falling with every breath. I knew it was horribly wrong of me but I 
couldn’t help myself. My eyes kept betraying me, stealing little peeks at him whenever they got 
the chance. I hadn’t seen Nate with his shirt off since that day long ago when we’d gone 
swimming on a class field trip. We’d been in seventh grade then, newly friends, and I hadn’t 
thought twice about it. But now…well, he wasn’t twelve years old anymore. 

Stop it! I blinked and looked away. 

Nate settled into the sand and dozed off. I stared up at the sky, ostensibly admiring the wispy 
white clouds and the birds chasing each other around in circles. The sun and the sand burned my 
skin, but I couldn’t move. Thoughts tumbled through my mind, strange and new and disturbing – 
and the more I pondered them, the more confusing they became. 

It had all started yesterday morning, when I called Nate at nine o’clock to find out what he was 
doing and if he wanted to hang out. He’d answered the phone in a sleepy stupor, his voice low 
and velvety, like I’d never heard it before. His greeting still brought chills to my spine when I 
thought about it. “Hey there, sweet little Ally,” he’d said, and somehow it had sounded 
frighteningly intimate. 

Then he called me back an hour later inviting me to join him and his mom on their impromptu 
weekend trip to Holden Beach, courtesy of his grandparents, who couldn’t go because his 



grandpa was sick. “I told Mom I won’t go without you, ‘cause it’ll be boring,” Nate had said, and 
in a very short time he had me readily agreeing to the adventure. 

From then on it had been one incident after another: the way he gave me his flip-flops when the 
sand was too hot for my feet; the way he ate the second half of my ice cream cone I didn’t want; 
the way he grabbed my arm on the pier when I almost tripped and fell off the edge; the way it 
felt this morning eating warm blueberry muffins with him in the sunroom, while we were both 
still in our pajamas. Bottom line, I knew something had changed. I couldn’t get comfortable, 
couldn’t concentrate on anything he said, couldn’t stop looking at him. If only his hair wasn’t 
quite so curly and his eyes not quite so striking, then maybe everything would have been fine. 

His eyes flickered open and locked with mine. I blushed fiercely, as though I’d been caught 
doing something horrible. Desperate to say something, anything, that would distract my runaway 
mind, I pounced on the first thought that came to me. 

“Nate,” I urged, “tell me a secret.” 

His forehead wrinkled. “A secret?” 

“You know. Something you’ve never told anyone before.” I twisted a lock of hair around my 
finger, hoping I didn’t seem weird or anxious to him, hoping he wouldn’t discover my secret. 

Nate drew squiggly-lines in the sand. His expression sobered, and his eyes got that far off look 
they did sometimes when he contemplated things buried deep in his heart. 

Finally his words came out, soft and distant. “I had a little brother once.” 

So unexpected was this revelation that for a moment I didn’t really believe him. I kept waiting 
for him to take it back or say something else, but he didn’t, and slowly the truth began to sink in 
until I felt the horrible reality of his loss. 

“You had a brother?” I echoed faintly. 

He nodded. “His name was Joseph. We were going to call him Joey.” 

My throat tightened, and my voice came out dry and hoarse. “What happened to him?” 

“He died. My mom had a miscarriage.” 

The answer, so simple and plainly delivered, wrenched my heart to pieces. “Nate…” I breathed, 
wishing I had the guts to reach out and take his hand, “how come you never told me?” 

His expression spoke only of fond memory – no pain, no regret, no longing. “It was a long time 
ago,” he said. “Before we even met.” 



So Nate had a brother. Little Joey. I could almost picture a miniature Nate, curly brown hair 
flopping all over the place, pudgy little hands and feet, a wide, winning smile. Nate would have 
been a natural as a big brother. 

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. 

“Me, too.” 

The silence lengthened between us. The tides moved in, lapping at our feet every couple minutes. 
Down in the shallows an older couple walked, their hands entwined. Something about the picture 
struck me as beautiful, and I wondered what it might be like to be that old and still want to hold 
someone’s hand. 

Nate stirred beside me. “It’s your turn now. You have to tell me a secret.” 

“Hmm.” My heart pounded, though I tried to act casual. What would he think if I told him that 
for the past two days I’d been intensely aware of him in a way I never had before? He’d probably 
be horrified, and it would probably ruin our friendship. I still had high hopes everything would 
return to normal as soon as we got back to Crystal Grove. 

“Well, I guess…” I wracked my mind for an easy out, and settled on one I’d always kept from 
him because I feared he might judge me for it. “I smoked a cigarette once.” 

Nate’s eyes widened. “Really?” 

“Yeah. It was a few weeks after my mom died, and Shelly told me it would make me feel better. 
She got it from her dad’s closet.” 

Nate took a moment to ponder this information, his reaction far calmer than I’d expected. “What 
was it like?” 

“Oh, it wasn’t very good.” I wrinkled my nose at the thought. “It tasted nasty and I kept 
coughing. Shelly told me it would get better, but I couldn’t finish it. I was so sick the next day.” 

Nate sat up and brushed the sand off his arms, then wrapped them around his knees. “I wish I’d 
been there when your mom died.” 

I couldn’t imagine why he’d wish such a thing. I still shivered at the memories – the smelly 
hospital room, the coffin, the flowers I’d brought every day to her grave. “Why?” I wondered. 

He shrugged – that short bob of his shoulders that came across as endearingly unpresumptuous. 
“You know, so that I could be there. With you.” He fixed his eyes on my face. “I’m sorry you 
had to go through that alone.” 

I didn’t know what to say. His sweetness was only one more layer to the ever-growing confusion 
in my mind. Why couldn’t things be the way they’d been for the past three years? Why did they 



have to change? Why did I have this crazy spinning in my stomach that made me feel as if I was 
standing in the middle of a big stage with hundreds of people staring up at me? 

“You want to walk down to the pier, Al?” Nate interrupted my thoughts. “We could look at the 
boats, talk to a lonely old fisherman.” 

“Sure.” 

I scrambled to my feet and we headed off down the shore, leaving crooked, imperfect footprints 
behind us. I had the strange urge to want to hold Nate’s hand – but then, realizing the 
ridiculousness of such a notion, I busied myself picking up pretty seashells along the way. 

“Have you ever thought about what you want to do after high school?” Nate asked as we 
approached the pier. 

“I don’t know. Go to college, I guess.” 

“And study what?” 

I hadn’t thought that far ahead. In fact, I hadn’t even thought far enough ahead to know what I 
was going to do with a handful of white seashells. “I’m not sure yet. But I want to ride horses. I 
want to show them at Grand Prix all over the world. Maybe someday I’ll go to the Olympics.” 

“They have dressage at the Olympics?” 

“Of course!” I exclaimed, appalled he didn’t know that after all the time we’d spent together. 

“Just checking.” 

“Well, what do you want to do after high school?” 

His answer came readily. “I want to live in Sharghistan and tell the Shar people about Jesus.” 

My step faltered, and I whirled to face him, certain I must have heard incorrectly. “Seriously? 
Sharghistan? Where in the world is that?” 

Nate’s eyes rounded, and he frowned at the accusation in my voice. “It’s a country in the Middle 
East, south of Turkey. The Shar people live there – they’ve been persecuted over and over again 
by neighboring countries. Hundreds of thousands of them have been killed by war and genocide. 
They need Jesus.” 

This wasn’t the first time Nate had talked about going overseas, but it was the first time he’d 
ever mentioned a specific place. Suddenly it felt real, concrete, unbelievable. I could hardly wrap 
my mind around it. 

“Why on earth do you want to live in Sharghistan? That’s like, the desert, right?” 



“No. It’s the mountains. It’s the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. It’s Nineveh and the Assyrian 
empire. It’s the Fertile Crescent. It’s beautiful there.” 

Excitement laced his tone, frightening me with its intensity. Beautiful or not, I didn’t actually 
want him to go there. “But can’t you just tell people about Jesus here? Like that old fisherman.” I 
pointed to a man wearing overalls and a wide-brimmed straw hat, sitting on the edge of the pier. 
“Let’s tell him about Jesus.” 

“We can tell the fisherman about Jesus, too,” Nate agreed. “But I have to go to Sharghistan.” 

“Why?” Desperation clogged my throat and made me want to throw my handful of seashells at 
him. 

“Because,” he said simply, “God told me to.” 

I dropped the seashells into the sand and walked off. Sometimes I really hated it when Nate’s 
answer for everything was that God told him to do it. No further explanation was needed, as long 
as he’d been given divine direction. 

Nate strode after me, keeping up with my brisk pace as he tried to explain. “Ally, listen. God 
gave me a verse a long time ago, and I keep coming back to it every day, every time I think 
about the future. ‘Get up and stand on your feet; for this purpose I have appeared to you, to 
appoint you a minister and a witness…. I am sending you to open their eyes so that they may 
turn from darkness to light and from the dominion of Satan to God, that they may receive 
forgiveness of sins and an inheritance among those who have been sanctified by faith in Me.’ 
Don’t you see what that means? I have to go.” 

“But I don’t understand where in there it says you have to go to Sharghistan.” 

“Because the Shars are hidden in the darkness, trapped by the power of Satan,” he explained. 
“And because nobody else is going to them. Who’s going to tell them about Jesus if I don’t?” 

Why did I try to argue with him? Clearly he’d already made up his mind about what he was 
going to do with his life. He would leave me someday, and then what was I going to do with 
myself? Besides him who else did I have? A few horses and a deadbeat father? 

“Ally, don’t be upset.” 

“I’m not upset.” I willed myself to let it go, to accept things the way they were. Nate had always 
been just out of my grasp, just far enough away that I would never understand him. “I wish you 
would stay here, that’s all. If you leave I won’t have any friends.” 

He stepped in front of me and we both came to an awkward stop. “That’s not true. You’ll always 
have friends. And you have Jesus. He’ll be with you, even if you have no one else.” 



A breeze whipped up around us and blew strands of wet hair into my face. I brushed them away. 
“But it’s not the same. I thought we were going to be friends always, no matter what happens. 
You said we were forever, don’t you remember?” 

“We are forever.” 

“But you’ll be far away and I’ll never see you again.” 

“Ally, stop.” Nate looked calmly into my eyes, overwhelming me with his steadfastness and 
confidence. “You never know how God will work. Maybe we won’t be as far away as you think. 
Maybe He’ll surprise both of us.” His lips curled in a half smile, and he struck off again down 
the shoreline. 

I stared after him. What was that supposed to mean? Sometimes his cryptic statements infuriated 
me. I jogged after him and slowed at his side. “What on earth are you talking about?” I 
demanded. 

“I just mean you shouldn’t worry about it. Trust God. ‘For as the heavens are higher than the 
earth, so are My ways higher than your ways, and My thoughts higher than your thoughts.’” 

I watched my toes as they sank into the sand with each step. What was it about the Word of God 
that made you shut your mouth and realize you had control over nothing and God had control 
over everything? How could I even argue with the truth that my life was in His hands, and He 
had things planned for me that I couldn’t even imagine? As much as I hated the thought of Nate 
leaving me, there was indeed peace and security in knowing Someone far wiser than me was 
directing my path. 

And someday, maybe, it would all make sense. 

---ooo--- 

Acts 26:16, 18 “Get up and stand on your feet…” 

Isaiah 55:9 “For as the heavens are higher…” 

 
Chapter 28: The Red Dress 

 

---Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Red Dress--- 

June, 2004 

“December twelfth, that’s the date.” Logan slid into the empty chair next to me at Studio7’s café 
counter. He tapped his fingers on the marble table-top, drawing the attention of Isabel, who was 
working the Monday night shift. “I’ll have a Dr. Pepper on ice.” 



The curvy brunette turned from the sink, wiping her wet hands on a towel. “That’ll be fifty 
cents,” she said. She eyed Logan suspiciously, then added, “And keep your elbows off the table.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” Logan handed over the change, then swung around in his swivel chair and fixed 
his eyes on me, waiting for me to say something. 

“December twelfth?” I obliged, wiggling my straw in my glass of iced tea. It came about as no 
surprise that even after our awkward night at the Shakespearean ball, Logan remained doggedly 
determined to build some sort of rapport with me. We talked every time we saw each other, and 
somehow despite the plethora of weird, uncomfortable feelings associated with him, I found 
myself easing into the friendship. 

“That’s the date for the mission trip,” Logan explained, as if I should have instinctively known 
what he was talking about. “We’re leaving for Egypt on December twelfth.” 

“So it’s official now, is it?” I sipped my iced tea, refreshed by its sweet coolness. Today had 
been uncommonly hot for June, and after another frustrating day at the barn, I needed a glass of 
iced tea like I needed oxygen. 

“All that’s left is to plan the details – which I’ll be leaving up to the Careys, thank you very 
much.” Logan reached for the glass Isabel set before him, grinning suggestively at me over his 
shoulder. “You should come.” 

I sputtered on my mouthful of iced tea, appalled at such an idea. “Ha – yeah, right,” I said, after 
swallowing and setting down my glass. 

My reaction amused Logan; his eyes twinkled blue. “Why not?” 

“Because I have no desire to go to Egypt, and even if I did, I’m not the type.” 

“The type?” His eyebrow arched in question. 

I waved a hand, searching for some sort of logical way to explain what I was feeling. “You 
know, the pioneering type. People who live for one thrill after another, no matter how dangerous. 
People who traipse off into the unknown. I’m not a missionary.” 

A look of confusion darkened Logan’s face. Clearly he hadn’t expected such a reaction, and I 
could only guess why. He must’ve thought that my obsession with Nate necessarily involved an 
obsession with missions. Well, he was wrong, and it was about time he stopped trying to impress 
me with his mission endeavors. 

I put my elbow on the café counter and leaned against my hand, daring to ask what I’d been 
longing to ask for weeks. “Why do you want to go to Egypt, anyway?” 

His response, at once both eager and candid, surprised me only in its sincerity, and very little in 
its content. “For lots of reasons,” he began, listing them off on his fingers. “Adventure, cultural 



awareness, education, teamwork, spiritual revival, evangelism. I might as well do something 
useful with my life while I’m still young, don’tcha think?” 

He chuckled at himself, his voice light and noncommittal. But I sensed a vein of tension under 
the surface. I sensed he was still hurting over not making a professional basketball team. 
Basketball had been his life, and now that his plans for the future had crumbled, he was grasping 
at anything that would distract him and keep him from facing reality – the reality that he had no 
idea what to do with himself. 

“You know, Logan,” I said after a pause, “maybe you should really pray about whether or not 
God wants you to go overseas.” 

Logan’s smile faded, and a look of vulnerability came into his eyes. Clearly we were venturing 
out of his comfort zone and into a place he rarely ever went. “Why do you say that?” he asked 
warily. 

“Well…” I hesitated, debating whether or not to speak my mind, and then concluding someone 

needed to tell him: “Mission work isn’t supposed to be something you do just because you want 
to experience life in a new way, or because you have nothing better to do. It’s a serious calling 
that requires a lot of spiritual maturity and preparation. The battle out there isn’t against flesh 
and blood, but against the spiritual forces of evil.” I met Logan’s blue-eyed gaze. “You can’t run 
off and do something like this unless God empowers you to do it. Unless He specifically 
appoints you to be His witness in another place.” 

Logan’s jaw tightened as he considered my words. He picked up his Dr. Pepper and drank half of 
it, his knuckles white as he clutched the glass. Then he set it down with a sigh. “You’re never 
going to stop comparing me to Nate, are you? 

The question was without accusation, but it hurt all the same. I wished I could make Logan 
understand this had nothing to do with Nate, and everything to do with him. “That’s not what I 
meant. Nate has that calling, yes. But that doesn’t mean you don’t, either. I just think you should 
pray about it first, take it more seriously.” 

A chuckle rumbled deep in his throat. “That’s your problem, Ally. You take life too seriously.” 

“Do I?” I fingered the silver necklace at my collar bone, not the least bit offended. 

His blue eyes glinted under the light. “Yes.” 

How such a simple word could carry so much weight, I had no idea. All I knew was that his 
voice had suddenly gone soft, and he looked at me intently and with a hint of challenge, almost 
daring me to do something crazy, something unexpected. 

The door to Studio7 swung open then, and Nate strode in, his face bright and shining as it always 
did when he was bursting with news. He walked up to the café counter and greeted me with his 



usual exuberance. “Ally, guess what? I was just at your house and –“ He stopped abruptly as his 
eyes fell on Logan, and his smile disappeared. 

My heart fluttered into a fury – more from the pleasure of seeing Nate than from embarrassment 
at the present situation, though I did wonder what he must think about me and Logan chatting so 
amiably. I sat up in my chair and pressed my glass to my lips, praying my cheeks didn’t look as 
hot as they felt. 

“Hey there, Logan,” Nate welcomed with surprising enthusiasm. “It was good to see you at the 
missions meeting last night.” 

“Yeah. Thanks for backing our trip to Egypt,” Logan mumbled, studying the napkin holder in 
front of him. 

Nate shifted from one foot to the other, then finally decided he had nothing left to say to Logan 
and sat down. 

“You were at my house?” I asked, turning to him immediately, curious to know why he’d arrived 
in such an excited state. Had he finally received a revelation from God about me? Had he gone to 
my house, which was completely out of his way, in hopes he might find me there and speak his 
heart? 

“Sure. I wanted to talk to your dad.” He leaned toward me and lowered his voice. “You weren’t 
kidding about the smell.” 

Ah, yes. Of course he’d gone to see my dad. Everything made perfect sense now. 

I must have imagined the dance last Friday night, because if it had actually happened, surely 
Nate wouldn’t be able to go on as if nothing had changed, as if the moment we’d shared hadn’t 
topped every other moment between us thus far. I could still recall every tiny detail: his solemn, 
unwavering gaze, his strong hand closed over mine, his fingertips pressed against the small of 
my back. Even now I could hardly believe he’d done it – and yet he might as well have not, for 
all that came of it. He hadn’t mentioned it once since. 

No big deal. It’s not like I wanted anything to happen, anyway. I’m over him. 

“What smell?” Logan asked, jolting me back from my silent pity party. 

“My dad’s been eating a lot of pizza,” I said absently, too agitated to explain the hows and whys 
of my dad’s current funk. 

“Pizza and fried chicken and potato chips and a whole lot of other junk,” Nate added. “He was 
really peeved that I barged in on him, but when I told him you were thinking of moving out 
because of the smell, and he got up right then and cleaned the living room.” 

Astonishment widened my eyes. “No way! Seriously?” 



“Don’t get too excited. Your kitchen counter is a mess.” 

“But at least you got him out of his chair. Bless you, my friend!” Delight coursed through me, 
and I would have sprung upon Nate and hugged him, if only I’d thought I could do it without 
lingering a whole lot longer than necessary. 

Nate smiled knowingly. “And that’s not the half of it. We’re going golfing next week.” 

“Golfing?” I sputtered, equally as bewildered by this news as I’d been about my dad cleaning the 
living room.“Do you even know howto golf?” 

“No, but I’m betting your dad won’t mind winning. Loser treats the winner to lunch.” 

I shook my head at him, marveling, amazed at this strange turn of events. How was it that my 
dad had agreed to go golfing in the midst of his depression, with Nate of all people? 

“Amazing,” I breathed. “What did you say to him?” 

“Nothing, really. I think he just wanted someone other than his daughter to care enough to make 
him get up.” Nate retrieved a dollar bill from his pocket and flicked it onto the counter. 
“Cheyenne, can I have a bottle of water, please?” 

My eyes darted to her – I hadn’t noticed when she’d taken Isabel’s place behind the counter. She 
was ferociously scrubbing down the stainless steel espresso machine, her pony tail flopping back 
and forth. She turned around at Nate’s request and smiled sweetly. 

“Yes, you may.” She pulled a bottle out of the refrigerator and handed it to him. Her eyes slid 
around to mine, and her smile turned to stone. She tossed her pony tail over her shoulder and 
went back to her scrubbing. 

I groaned inwardly. I’d been trying to apologize all week for my rude outburst at the dance, but 
she willfully chose to ignore me, and insisted instead on holding a grudge. With each day that 
passed I began to understand how deeply I had hurt her, and I wanted desperately to go back in 
time and hold my tongue, that I might not have to endure the rift between us. I shuddered and 
looked away. 

Logan, who’d been drawing circles of boredom on the counter with his straw, finally spoke. 
“Well, if the golfing doesn’t work out, send him over to my place. I’ve got billiards, air hockey, 
and table tennis. Or he can take a spin around the block in my Lexus.” 

Nate and I both stared at him, dumbfounded. Neither of us had anything to say in response, so 
we lapsed into an awkward, pulsing silence that made my head hurt. 

Deliverance came in the unlikely form of Shane Matthews, who slid open Studio7’s glass doors 
and marched inside like he owned the place. Logan waved him over, and he joined us at the café 
counter. His hair was damp and his body emitted a faint odor – sure signs he’d just returned from 



the gym. He rarely showed his face at Studio7 these days, and I wondered what had prompted his 
visit now. 

“So Nate, buddy,” he began, bracing his hands on the counter beside Nate, addressing him as one 
who had every right to demand his attention. “I was wondering if I could ask a favor of you.” 

Wariness leapt into Nate’s eyes, but he answered without a hint of hostility. “Sure, what?” 

“I’ve got some friends at UNCA who’ve been dialoging about Muslims lately. They have some 
serious questions. You know, what do Muslims believe? How should we as Christians interact 
with them?” He rubbed the stubble on his chin. “What do you say, buddy? Would you mind 
sitting down and talking with them?” 

No! Don’t do it! It’s a trick! I almost shouted out those very words, but I knew nothing I said 
would change Nate’s mind, so I squirmed in my seat and waited. 

“Well…” Nate turned the water bottle over in his hands, his brows drawn together. “I’d love to 
talk to them, but let me think about it first, okay?” 

Shane’s lips curled up, and Logan had a weird look on his face that I couldn’t decipher. “No 
problem,” Shane replied, seemingly satisfied with Nate’s response. “Just let me know by 
Sunday. They want to talk with you Wednesday night at the campus apartments.” 

This so smelled of a prank, and I wanted to grab Nate by the shoulders and shake some sense 
into him. How could he even consider doing anything that Shane suggested? When had Shane 
ever approached him with honest intentions? When had Shane ever asked for his help? I couldn’t 
believe the drama unfolding before my eyes. 

“I’ll let you know,” Nate agreed. 

“Good.” Shane clapped Nate on the shoulder, then high-tailed it for the door. Logan’s chair 
squeaked as he got up and followed after his friend. Halfway to the door he glanced back at me, 
that strange light still filling his eyes. I felt sick to my stomach. 

Do something. Do something. Don’t just sit there. 

“Excuse me,” I muttered to Nate, leaping out of my chair and running for the door. I didn’t know 
what I was going to say when I got there, but I knew I had to intervene before those two bullies 
humiliated my friend again. 

I admitted to myself that my protectiveness was unwarranted – after all, Nate could take care of 
himself, even though I sometimes cringed at the way he let others use and abuse him. But Shane 
and Logan had hurt him so many times, and by association myself as well, that instinctively I felt 
compelled to rescue him. Whatever scheme they were cooking up, I would bring into the light. 



Shane had already sped away in his zippy silver hybrid, but Logan, who’d parked clear across 
the parking lot, was still in transit. I jogged after him, and caught up with him just as he reached 
his car. 

“What are you two up to?” I demanded, inserting myself between him and the driver’s side door. 

Startled by my sudden appearance, it took him a moment to answer. “I don’t know. Shane just 
told me about it earlier today. I’m going to investigate some more.” 

I didn’t believe him. No way did he not understand exactly what was going on. “These friends of 
yours,” I pressed, “who are they? What do they want? Why are they interested in Muslims? Why 
do they want to talk to Nate?” 

Logan held up a hand, retreating like one unfairly accused. “Woah, slow down there, Ally. I 
know it looks like Shane and I do everything together, but we really don’t. I have no idea what 
his friends are up to.” 

“I don’t buy that for a minute. Do you seriously expect me to believe you don’t know what 
Shane is planning Wednesday night?” 

Logan gazed at me composedly, unmoving in his resolve. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Now 
if you’ll excuse me, I’m late for a previous engagement.” He reached around me and put his key 
into the keyhole, unlocking his car. 

Reluctantly I moved aside. I hated that my best attempts to not believe him had melted away, 
giving room to other convictions – that perhaps he was telling the truth. He’d been different 
lately, less reckless, less unconcerned, less immature. Maybe it was about time I starting trusting 
him. 

“Ally, relax.” Logan softened, a small, comforting smile touching his lips. “I’ll figure out what’s 
going on. It’s probably harmless. Everyone’s talking about Muslims these days, and Shane 
knows Nate has some expertise on the subject. He’s probably just trying to impress his friends.” 

“He also despises Nate with all his heart and soul,” I reminded him. “I don’t trust him one bit, 
and let me just warn you, if you do anything – anything – to hurt Nate, I’ll never forgive you.” 

Logan pursed his lips together. “Maybe you should let Nate take care of himself. He’s a big 
boy.” With a grim expression on his face, he opened the door and climbed inside. “Have a good 
night.” 

He and his black Lexus raced off. Confused and frustrated, I mulled around the parking lot, 
afraid to go inside and find that Nate had already made up his mind to willfully subject himself 
to the wiles of Shane Matthews. I wished I could do something more than fret, and in the end, 
recognizing my own foolishness, I surrendered to whatever God would ordain, and went inside. I 
found Nate at the café counter where I’d left him, screwing and unscrewing his bottle cap, a 
blank expression on his face. I slid into the chair next to him. 



“You’re not really gonna do it, are you?” 

He blinked as if I’d disturbed him and shifted his gaze to mine. “I don’t know yet.” 

“This is Shane we’re talking about. Are you forgetting he causes trouble every time he turns 
around?” 

“So what if he does?” Nate countered, passion sweeping into his voice. “So what if I make a fool 
out of myself? God gives us opportunities to speak truth, and we have to be faithful to them. 
‘They will lay their hands on you and persecute you…and you will be brought before kings and 
governors for my name’s sake. This will be your opportunity to bear witness.’ If there’s one 
person on that campus whose life could be changed because of this, it’s worth it.” 

I had no other argument, no further objections, and could only sigh away the last threads of 
frustration. “Fine. Whatever. But I’m telling you, he’s up to something.” 

“Probably. But God’s up to something, too. That’s why I have to pray about it.” 

We fell into silence. I fiddled with my necklace; Nate spun his bottle cap. Whenever I looked 
over at him he was already watching me, his steady, contemplative gaze making me long to 
know his thoughts, at times so hidden and secret. 

“I ran into Kaveen’s father at the gas station today,” he said presently, abandoning his bottle cap. 
“He said you’ve been over a lot for tea and that Kaveen adores you.” 

I smiled as I remembered her sweet face. “I really like her. We’re going shopping on Saturday. 
She’s never been to the mall before, can you believe it?” 

He chuckled. “Her family is very conservative.” 

“I know. She told me the other day that her father yelled at her for wearing nail polish while she 
was praying. And she can’t ever leave the house after dark, unless a man from her family is with 
her.” 

Nate twisted toward me in his chair, one elbow propped against the counter. “You like her 
family, don’t you? You like being in their house?” 

The frankness of his question startled me, and as I pondered it, powerful, unexpected emotions 
brimmed to the surface. I hadn’t realized until that moment how much I did like Kaveen’s 
family. Strings tugged at my heart, and I wondered how they were doing, how Galiva was 
holding up under all the pressure. Despite the strangeness and otherworldliness of their house, in 
a way it felt like home. 

“Yeah, I guess I do,” I admitted. “Kaveen and her cousins are teaching me some of the Shar 
dances. And yesterday Kaveen’s mother brought over some piping hot dolma for dinner.” 



Nate’s eyes shone. “I knew you’d like them.” 

“Yeah, well, I had my doubts at first. But I guess now I can understand why you might want to 
live with them.” 

He studied me with genuine interest now. I couldn’t explain why, but I felt for a moment utterly 
exposed and vulnerable. 

“You better watch out, Ally,” he said softly. “God might burden your heart for them, and then 
what are you going to do with yourself?” 

I laughed with a voice that wasn’t quite my own. I didn’t know what he meant by that, and I 
didn’t want to know. My life was complicated enough already, wasn’t it? 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Kaveen twirled around in a silky red dress that made her olive-colored skin glow and her dark 
hair shine beneath the light. “This is beautiful,” she exclaimed, laughing with delight. 

I poked my head behind her and studied her form in the floor-length mirror, admiring my 
handiwork. The dress had been a lucky find – just her size, and on sale, too. “Let’s buy it,” I said. 

Her smile disappeared, and she stopped spinning. “Oh, no, I cannot.” 

“Why?” 

“My father will not let me. The sleeves are too short.” She seized the zipper in the back and 
tugged at it, trying to get it off. 

I frowned at the dress. The sleeves reached the middle of her upper arm; every flash of skin that 
might possibly be inappropriate was covered. This was the most modest dress in the entire store, 
and I mourned to think she could never wear it. 

“Well, I’m going to buy it,” I said, helping her with the zipper. “Then every time you come to 
my house, you can try it on.” 

Her lips trembled, and she hurried out of the dress. I watched with increasing concern as her face 
turned pale. By the time she’d changed into her Shar clothes, tears were pouring down her face. 

“Kaveen, what’s wrong?” I touched her arm. My heart constricted at the sight of her. I didn’t 
know what to do or what to say. 

She crumpled to the floor and pressed her head against the mirror. Grieved and frightened, I 
dropped down beside her. “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t mean to upset you.” 



Kaveen took my hand and squeezed it. “No. It is not you. My father told me last night I must 
marry my cousin Achmed. It is done. He gave me the gold. See?” 

She held up her left hand, revealing a large gold ring and a smaller gold-and-diamond ring – how 
had I not noticed them before? They glittered ominously on her finger, foretelling of grim days 
to come. 

My breath left me. Anger shook through me first, followed by a wave of sadness. I wanted to cry 
for her. I wanted to help her, but I didn’t know how. I just held her cold, slender hand in mine 
and prayed for her. 

“I will go back to Sharghistan,” she said at length, her voice shaking. “The wedding will be 
there, with his family. That is why I wanted to try on the red dress. Just once.” 

“Kaveen, I’m so sorry.” My heart broke for her. It seemed so wrong, that a beautiful young girl 
with her whole life ahead of her should be forced into a marriage she didn’t want, should be 
required to give up all her dreams and longings in exchange for a life of slavery and oppression. 

“God must want me to be unhappy,” she said bitterly. 

“No.” I rested my forehead against her shoulder. “’The Lord longs to be gracious to you. He 
waits on high to have compassion on you. For the Lord is a God of justice; how blessed are those 
who long for Him.’” 

She rocked her head against the mirror. “If God loved me he would not make me marry 
Achmed.” 

“You don’t know how it will turn out. Maybe Achmed will love you, and you will learn to love 
him. Maybe your marriage will be more wonderful than you can imagine.” 

“I want to be a singer.” 

“Maybe you will be, Kaveen.” Our eyes met in the mirror. “Who are we to limit what God can 
do? He is so much bigger than all our problems. We just have to trust Him, and have hope in the 
future. Hope in Christ will never disappoint us.” 

Kaveen turned her back to the mirror and faced me, brushing the tears away from her eyes. “It’s 
easy for you to say. You can do anything you want.” 

“That’s not true. Jesus gives me freedom, but I still have to live wisely. There are lots of things I 
can’t do.” 

“But you have everything you want.” 

I reflected on that statement for a moment, saddened by her naivety. I didn’t have everything I 
wanted. I didn’t even know what I wanted anymore, and that was the scary part. “No, Kaveen, I 



don’t. But God promises us that if we delight ourselves in Him, He will give us the desires of our 
heart.” 

Kaveen sighed, her shoulders sagging downward. “I wish I could believe in something the way 
you do.” 

“Try it,” I whispered with a smile. “You might find that it makes all the difference.” 

“Maybe,” she murmured. 

My heart pounded in my chest; my soul rejoiced at the things she was saying. She was thinking 
about life and God, realizing the things she’d been taught as a child could not hold up under the 
weight of reality. She was seeking, and I had to believe that some day she would find Him. 

A loud ring from my cell phone jolted us both out of our thoughts. I reached into my purse for it, 
and groaned when I saw Noel’s number. 

“Hello?” 

“I need you to come right now.” Her breathless, shrill voice filled my ears. “Some new potential 
clients are arriving in an hour. They want a tour of the barn.” 

I glanced at my watch: five-thirty on a Saturday afternoon. Did she really expect me to drop 
everything and come running? “I’m kind of busy right now.” 

“Get un-busy, then. I need your help.” 

“But you don’t pay me to work on the weekends.” 

“Don’t get sassy,” Noel barked into the phone. “Your future job depends on this. Be here in 
thirty minutes.” 

“I’m with my friend right now. It’s not a good time. Can’t you just give the tour yourself?” 

“Ally, you know I don’t have an ounce of charisma. I need you to convince them to board here. 
Tell your friend you have to work.” 

I gritted my teeth, wishing I could hang up on her but knowing if I did, I would lose my job. 
“Noel, I can’t –“ 

“It is okay.” Kaveen touched my arm gently. “I need to go home anyway. It is getting late.” 

I searched her eyes, seeking the truth of her words. She smiled slightly. “It is okay, really.” 



I almost wished she wasn’t so obliging – if she’d been weak and needy maybe I would’ve had 
the guts to stand up to Noel. But alas, I had Legend to think of, and if putting up with my boss on 
a non-work night was what it took, then so be it. 

I mustered up the strength within me and conceded. “Noel, I’ll be there in an hour.” 

“Thirty minutes, Ally. Thirty minutes.” She hung up. 

So not fair. 

---ooo--- 

Ephesians 6:12 “We do not wrestle against flesh and blood…” 

Luke 21:12-13 “But before all this they will lay their hands on you…” 

Isaiah 30:18 “The Lord longs to be gracious to you…” 

Psalm 37:4 “Delight yourself in the Lord…” 

 
Chapter 29: Mr & Mrs Benchcock 

 

---Chapter Twenty-Nine: Mr. & Mrs. Benchcock--- 

June, 2004 

My patience was already on empty by the time I pulled into Noel’s gravel driveway and parked 
beside her giant horse trailer. She’d called me five times along the way, demanding I appear 
instantly and attend to her clients who had already arrived. Repeatedly I encouraged her to start 
the tour without me, but she refused. She was in one of her moods where she wouldn’t listen to 
anyone about anything. 

I sat unmoving in my idling car, praying for some escape. I alternated between worrying about 
losing my job and worrying about the “check engine” light which had appeared on my car’s 
dashboard sometime after dropping Kaveen off at her house. In my mind the only thing worse 
than driving out to Frosted Hill Farm on a Saturday night, was being stuck there with no way to 
get home. 

Noel pounded on my car window, and I sprang into action. I turned off the engine and jumped 
out to greet her, mumbling a half-hearted apology for being ten minutes late. 

“Their names are Mr. and Mrs. Benchcock,” Noel said, seizing my arm and dragging me toward 
the barn. “They’re from New York, and they have two Oldenburg colts and a Holsteiner mare. 
Mr. Benchcock is a self-reported millionaire, and his wife is very competitive in the dressage 



ring. Couldn’t you have at least dressed up for the occasion?” She eyed my jeans and T-shirt 
with disdain. 

“Um…sorry?” I couldn’t fathom why I would wear anything other than jeans and a T-shirt to the 
barn. 

“Don’t be sarcastic with me.” We stopped abruptly outside the barn. Noel grabbed a handful of 
hair on each side of my head and fluffed it up against my shoulders. When that failed to produce 
the desired result, she flicked a bobby-pin out of her own hair and stuck it into mine, pulling 
back a lock from my face and securing it behind my ear. Somehow I found her attempts to 
beautify me amusing. 

“That’s better.” Noel took in a deep breath as she readjusted her skirt. “Now, go make me some 
money.” 

Mr. and Mrs. Benchcock looked exactly as I’d pictured a Mr. and Mrs. Benchcock to look like. 
He was short and bald and wore spectacles, and she was a parched, fading rail with a plastic 
smile. Together, they just looked comical. 

“My two-year-old is on a very particular diet,” Mrs. Benchcock detailed as we marched through 
the barn aisleway. “One scoop each of oats and barley at six o’clock in the morning, a flake and 
a half of hay at ten o’clock, after his workout. Another flake and a half at two o’clock, and half a 
bucket of soaked beet pulp at four o’clock. Then he gets two more scoops of rolled oats with a 
cup of molasses at eight.” 

I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing, and addressed her concern with unwavering 
professionalism. “Of course. Not a problem. All our horses have very particular diets, and we 
strive on a daily basis to accommodate each and every one of them. We’ve never had an illness 
related to poor feeding.” I stole a glance at Noel, hoping she’d heard my fantastically charismatic 
speech. 

Mrs. Benchcock stopped outside Legend’s stall and peered at him. Her nose wrinkled. “Is that a 
Thoroughbred?” 

I took immediate offense for my beloved horse’s sake, and leapt to defend his honor. “He’s half 
Thoroughbred and half Dutch Warmblood. His dam was imported from Holland, and his sire 
won three stakes races in Kentucky.” 

Mrs. Benchcock backed away from the stall, her face contorting in an odd, pinched shape. “This 
won’t do, not at all. I can’t have my babies stabled next to a Thoroughbred. He’ll teach them bad 
habits. Look, see how he’s pacing in circles? I bet he’s a cribber, too.” 

“He is not a cribber.” I thrust my hands to my hips. “He’s the best-behaved horse in the entire 
barn.” 

“Well, if that’s the case…” She eyed the other stalls, worrying her lip. 



“No, no, it’s no trouble at all, Mrs. Benchcock.” Noel glared at me, her dart-like eyes warning 
me that if I lost these clients on account of Legend, she might very well do me physical harm. 
“We can move the Thoroughbred. He can stay out in the back paddock, far away from your 
horses. Believe me, Ally doesn’t know what she’s talking about. Legend is terribly behaved 
compared to the others.” 

All the muscles in my body tightened, my hands balling into fists and my teeth clenching. 
Legend was not going to live in the back paddock, and he was not badly behaved. Did she not 
remember the tantrum Sebastian had in the wash room yesterday? He tore his own lead rope in 
half and knocked over all the wash buckets, for goodness’ sake! But I held my tongue. 

From that point on Noel took control of the tour, giving me no opportunity to talk. I merely 
served as her ‘charismatic’ side kick who stood around and did nothing at all. I couldn’t believe 
she’d dragged me all the way out here on a Saturday night, interrupting my time with Kaveen, 
just to shut me down. 

After spouting off a thirty-minute monologue about the history of Frosted Hill Farm, she led Mr. 
and Mrs. Benchcock into the tack room and detailed all its spatial and logistical advantages over 
most modern tack rooms. The Benchcocks listened attentively, nodding and murmuring in all the 
proper places. 

Mr. Benchcock took a particular liking to Noel’s German hand-crafted dressage saddle. He asked 
her how much she had paid for it and offered to double the price if she’d sell it to him. Noel 
agreed in a heartbeat. 

“Excellent!” Mr. Benchcock whipped out his checkbook from his jacket pocket and scribbled 
away. With a flourish he handed it over to Noel. 

She threw me a “see, didn’t I tell you?” look. 

The Benchcocks fawned over their new saddle, admiring its beauty and unique craftsmanship. 
Mr. Benchcock put his hand on the pommel and leaned against it – supposedly to test its 
durability. But his weight was too much for the saddle rack, and one of the nails popped loose. 
The rack collapsed, and the saddle tumbled off and crashed to the floor. Mr. Benchcock flew 
backwards into another saddle rack, which would have also come unhooked if I hadn’t grabbed 
his arm and heaved him back onto his feet. 

“Well, goodness!” Mr. Benchcock pushed his spectacles up his nose and straightened his jacket. 
“I’ve never heard of a saddle rack falling off the wall like that.” 

“Yes, that is very unsafe,” Mrs. Benchcock agreed. 

Noel waved her hands in the air. “No, no. It will not happen again. My employee here is very 
incompetent when it comes to fixing things. I’ll make sure a real mechanic comes in and nails 
everything into place. There’s no need to worry.” 



Mr. Benchcock squatted beside the saddle. He ran his hand over the flaps, inspecting the 
damage. A clicking sound issued from his mouth. “I’m afraid I’m going to need that check 
back.” 

“What?” Noel blanched. 

“It’s dented. See here?” He pointed at a spot on the flap only he could see. 

“There’s nothing wrong with the saddle,” Noel insisted. She picked it up and set it on an empty 
rack. “It’s beautiful. You’ll never find another like it.” 

“I’m afraid I can’t buy a dented saddle. The judges would certainly mark my wife down an extra 
point if they saw such a thing. The check, please?” He held out his pudgy hand. 

Incredulity widened my eyes. Is this guy for real? 

Noel scowled at me as if all her problems could be accounted for by my very existence. 
Reluctantly she handed the check over, her face fuming red. I was sure she was going to fire me 
on the spot, especially after Mr. Benchcock ripped the check in two and let the pieces flutter to 
the ground. 

“Let’s see the rest of place, shall we?” he asked cheerfully. 

We moseyed down to the covered dressage ring, and after giving it a brief once-over, Mrs. 
Benchcock decided she wanted to try the surface out for herself on a real horse. 

“Ally, go saddle up Cadence and bring her out here for Mrs. Benchcock,” Noel ordered. 

I bit the corner of my lip, doubting the wisdom and safety of such a proposition. “But I don’t 
think Cadence is the best horse for –“ 

“Don’t argue with me.” Noel flipped her hand through the air. “Now go, and hurry up.” 

I fumed all the way back to the barn. Cadence was easy enough to control, but only if you knew 
what you were doing. And judging the looks of Mrs. Benchcock, I wasn’t so sure she really 
knew anything. 

I saddled up Cadence, securing the girth and stirrup leathers and every other strap I could find, 
lest I suffer the blame for any unfortunate mishaps. Then I led the mare down to the dressage 
ring and handed her over to Mrs. Benchcock, who’d been warming up and stretching beside the 
gate. I debated whether or not to argue my point again – but when I saw the sharpness in Noel’s 
eyes, I opted for silence. 

Mrs. Benchcock appraised the mare, her lips scrunched together as if she was inspecting fine 
china. “I need a mounting block,” she concluded. “Do you have one?” 



“Ally, go back to the barn and get a mounting block.” Noel waved a hand in my general 
direction. 

I wanted to argue that if Mrs. Benchcock couldn’t even mount Cadence without assistance, she 
certainly had no business riding her. But somehow I kept it all bottled inside of me, and marched 
back to the barn to retrieve a mounting block. 

I held my breath as Mrs. Benchcock heaved herself into the saddle. Cadence fidgeted with the 
bit, but stood still. From there Mrs. Benchcock gathered the reins and nudged the mare into a 
walk. Her quiet hands and soft position surprised me, though I suspected her skill went no further 
than a pretty appearance. She trotted Cadence around the ring in perfect circles, and threw in a 
canter both directions. Fifteen minutes later she stopped. “I need some water,” she panted. 

I raced for the barn before Noel had the chance to bark another order at me. I grabbed a bottle 
from the refrigerator in the tack room and jogged back to the ring. I was halfway there when I 
heard the landscapers starting up their big plow. Cadence spooked to the left – hardly enough to 
unseat anyone – but the movement so terrified Mrs. Benchcock that she fell onto the reins with a 
shriek. 

Cadence spun sideways and bolted. Mrs. Benchock clutched the reins with all her strength, and 
Cadence, frustrated by the pressure in her mouth, broke out into a series of angry bucks. I 
watched helplessly as Mrs. Benchcock screamed and Mr. Benchcock shouted and Noel ran 
around in a tizzy trying to catch the uncontrollable mare. 

It all came to a horrendous end when Mrs. Benchcock tumbled out of the saddle and rolled onto 
the ground. Cadence shook her head happily and stopped, her ears twitching back and forth. Mr. 
Benchcock flew to his wife’s side. 

“Get an ambulance!” he squealed. 

“Oh, no! Is she hurt?” Noel pressed her hands to her cheeks in horror, pacing back and forth in 
front of the fallen woman. 

I lurked behind them, wondering how much damage had been done, and whether or not Mrs. 
Benchcock really needed an ambulance. She lay on her back, blinking up at the roof, her 
fingertips twitching. 

“I think she’s fine,” I murmured, hoping my calmness would defuse the rising panic of everyone 
around me. 

Mrs. Benchcock moaned and rolled onto her side. 

“Oh dear!” Mr. Benchcock cried, pulling out his flip-phone and dialing a number. “She might 
have a concussion. We need an ambulance right away.” 



“Hang on, dear, stay with us.” Noel squatted beside the woman and patted her hand. Terror 
sparked in her gray eyes and made her look wild. 

I threw up my hands. Unbelievable. Clearly they were all bent on making a big deal out of 
nothing, and I wanted no part in it. I stalked off to catch Cadence. 

The ambulance arrived with sirens wailing and loaded Mrs. Benchcock onto a stretcher. Not a 
speck of blood or a single bruise could be found on her body – thanks to the incredibly soft 
rubber footing she’d fallen onto – but under Mr. Benchcock’s stern instruction the medics carted 
her off to the hospital for testing. 

They hadn’t been gone more than five seconds when Noel turned to me, her eyes like shards of 
ice. “I can’t even talk to you right now.” 

Fear clutched my heart, and I didn’t know whether to run or cry. “How is this my fault?” 

“I told you to tell the landscapers to be absolutely quiet until the Benchcocks left.” 

“I did tell them.” 

“Well, obviously there was some form of miscommunication.” A low, frustrated growl issued 
from her throat. “Can’t you do anything right?” 

An intense heat spread across my body, making my throat dry and my hands clammy. I couldn’t 
handle this kind of criticism. I knew I didn’t deserve it, and I hated that she gave me no 
opportunity to defend myself. “I’m going home,” I said calmly, and started toward my car. 

“If you leave now, you better not come back!” Noel’s ultimatum rang across the yard, scattering 
birds and sending chills down my spine. 

For a brief moment I hesitated. My gaze flew to the barn, where I knew Legend was pacing in 
his stall, snatching flakes of hay and swishing his long, silky tail. I thought of his beauty and his 
sweet temper and the way he nosed my pockets every morning for a carrot. He didn’t belong 
here with Noel; he belonged with me. How could I ever leave him? 

Slowly I turned around, my shoulders slumped in submission. 

“Smart girl.” Noel smiled, fluffing her hair triumphantly. “Go fix the saddle racks in the tack 
room, and then put the horses out to pasture. Betsy called in sick today, and I’m going out 
tonight.” 

I barely caught the moan before it escaped my mouth. Betsy called in sick? How come I never 
got to call in sick? Why did Noel hate me so much? Why did she insist on making my life 
miserable just because she was miserable? 



“Oh, and one more thing,” Noel added, a hidden smirk on her face. “If you still plan on taking 
Legend to Five Woods next weekend, you’d better find another ride. I’ve decided to take 
Cadence to a clinic that weekend; she needs the extra practice. I hope it’s not too much trouble 
for you.” She paused a moment just to make sure I’d heard her, then turned on her heel and 
strode off. 

Too much trouble? Too much trouble!? My soul clenched in despair. Five Woods was supposed 
to be my very first show with Legend. Noel had finally agreed to it yesterday after I presented 
her with a chart detailing all the strategic and financial benefits of showing Legend at such a 
classy venue – not the least of which was the $10,000 prize for best of show in the 4-year-old 
division, which I was sure Legend could win hands down. Now, however, her childish, 
unfounded resentment toward me had overruled all her common sense. 

As cruel as this punishment was, it hurt more to know that I might never get to braid Legend’s 
mane and shave the little whiskers on his nose and clip his show number onto his bridle. What 
would happen when the time came to hand over the money to Noel and receive in return my 
beloved horse? Would she let him go? Would she dare give him up to me, the one person in the 
world she hated the most? For the first time I began to doubt the plans I had built my dreams 
upon. My confidence wavered, and my hopes dissolved into frightening emptiness. 

What was I doing with my life? 

Frustration overwhelmed me with such power that by the time I reached the barn I couldn’t do 
anything but fall onto a bale of hay and bury my face in my hands. Even tears would not come to 
me, though I willed them to, that they might replace the apathy and indifference creeping into my 
heart. Had the last year all been for nothing? 

Legend whickered from his stall – a low, breathy whicker that always made me smile no matter 
how I felt inside. I forced myself to get up and go to him. 

“I’m doing this for you, boy,” I murmured, rubbing his velvety black nose. His lips puckered as 
he tried to nuzzle my hip. “No, I don’t have any carrots. But I’ll bring you some tomorrow, I 
promise.” 

I heard Noel’s truck rumble to life, heard it speed down the driveway, pebbles kicking up under 
its frame and skidding underneath the wheels. Sighing, I turned away from Legend and got to 
work. If I put my mind to it I could be home in an hour, and then this madness would all be 
behind me. 

It was nearly eight o’clock by the time I’d finished all my chores, and only one task remained: 
cleaning Sebastian’s leg injury which he’d received during the wash room incident yesterday – 
Betsy hadn’t redressed it like I’d asked her to. Begrudgingly, and with no small measure of 
annoyance, I tied the feisty gelding in the aisleway and left him there as I went searching for 
iodine and a bucket of water. 



I hadn’t taken more than a dozen steps away from him when I heard the sound of something 
crashing to the ground, followed by a panicked whinny and the echo of flailing hooves. I whirled 
around just in time to see Sebastian rip his lead rope and its ring out of the barn wall. He reared 
up halfway and shied away from a broom that had fallen over in front of him. I dove for his lead 
rope but he was already gone, sprinting out of the barn and down the gravel driveway toward the 
road. 

Panic flared, and I raced for my car. This had happened twice before, and I knew I needed to 
catch him before he either got hit by a moving vehicle, or destroyed someone’s property. My 
keys dangled from the ignition where I’d left them hours ago, and I turned them. My car groaned 
and coughed and sputtered to life, then died. I turned the key again. Still nothing. 

It was one of those rare moments when I wanted to scream out loud and hit something really 
hard. I had nothing left to give. No strength, no will, no heart. My only desire was that I might 
disappear from this mess and never come back. 

I slammed my head against the headrest and closed my eyes. God, help me. I don’t want to live 

like this. What am I supposed to do? 

I breathed in and out in the stillness, desperately waiting for God to deliver me. I knew Sebastian 
would get himself into serious trouble if I didn’t find him, and I knew I couldn’t find him 
without a car. I needed help. 

My cell phone, which I’d left on the passenger seat, buzzed to life. I reached for it like one 
grabbing a lifeline. 

“Hello?” I squeaked, pressing the phone to my ear. 

“Hey, Al,” Nate’s blessed voice greeted me. “I thought you were coming to Studio7 tonight. 
Where are you?” 

Relief as sweet and precious as a flowing stream coursed through me. I let out my breath in a 
whoosh, my anxieties vanishing. “Oh, Nate, I’m so glad you called. Sebastian got loose but my 
car broke down so I can’t find him. I’d take Noel’s truck but she left, and Betsy called in sick so 
she’s not here. I swear, after all the trouble the Benchcocks caused tonight I don’t think I can 
handle doing one more thing by myself.” 

Nate paused, and I could almost picture the wheels in his mind turning as he attempted to 
decipher my gibberish. “What?” 

“I need help.” 

“You’re not hurt, are you?” 

My hands shook from the strain of it all, even as my mind acknowledged everything would be all 
right. “No, but Sebastian got out and I don’t know where he is. And my car won’t start.” 



“All right, I’m coming to help. Hang in there.” He hung up. 

I sighed back against the car seat, praying fervently Nate would get here soon and we would find 
Sebastian before he terrorized the entire city. 

 
Chapter 30: Promise Me 

 

---Chapter Thirty: Promise Me--- 

June, 2004 

I paced back and forth in front of my car, trying to clear my head. Sebastian could have gone any 
number of places, and there was no telling if Nate and I would find him before Noel returned. I 
couldn’t imagine how upset she’d be if she came back and found him missing. It’ll just give her 

one more reason to fire me. 

Desperate for something to do while I waited for Nate, I jogged back to the barn and filled a 
bucket with grain and grabbed an extra halter and lead rope. Ten minutes later I heard his truck 
rolling up the driveway, and hurried out to meet him. 

“Stay there, I’m getting in,” I said as I opened the passenger side door. I climbed inside and 
pointed west, toward the city. “He went that way. Sometimes he goes down to the soybean field, 
so if you follow the main street and go left at the gas station, you can –“ 

“Wait a minute.” Nate covered my hand with his, and I glanced up at him. He wore a faded blue 
T-shirt that somehow made his shoulders look broader, and he must’ve gotten his hair cut today 
because his curls were trimmed well back above his eyes. The calm I saw on his face quieted my 
soul, and I felt my breathing slow, my heartbeat settle. My hand, enclosed beneath his, stopped 
shaking. 

“Just sit there and breathe, okay? We’re going to find him.” Nate released my hand and put his 
truck into reverse. We backed out of the driveway and onto the main road. 

God’s grace abounded in our quest to find Sebastian. I spotted the runaway a mile and a half 
down the road, standing in the Phillips’ front yard eating grass and probably some flowers, too. 
An old, bent-over woman waved a pot-holder at him to shoo him away, but he stubbornly 
ignored her. 

I leaped out of the truck, halter and grain bucket in hand, and darted across the green, freshly 
mowed lawn. Sebastian saw me coming and tossed his head up, as if to dare me to come any 
closer. But I was smarter than him. I had something he wanted, and he would come to me. 

I shook the grain bucket, producing the sound every domesticated horse knows by heart – the 
sound of food. Sebastian’s head came up, his ears twitched forward, and without a moment’s 



hesitation he trotted up to me and plowed his head into the bucket. I buckled the halter over his 
neck and caught him. 

“Sorry about the trouble, Mrs. Phillips,” I shouted to the old woman, who still waved her pot-
holder in Sebastian’s general direction. “I hope he didn’t tear up your lawn again.” 

“No, dear,” she called back, cupping her mouth with her free hand as she hobbled toward me. 
“But you haven’t come for tea. When will you come?” 

I couldn’t begin to fathom when I would have a free moment to sit down for tea, but the old 
woman put up with a lot where Sebastian was concerned, so I obliged her. “Soon, I hope. Tell 
Mr. Phillips I said hi!” 

“Of course, dear.” She tottered around on her skinny legs and headed up to her house. 

By the time Nate and I got back to the barn with Sebastian, my back hurt, my head pounded, my 
throat ached, and I could hardly keep my eyes open. I locked Sebastian in his stall and then, 
unable to stand another moment, crumbled to the ground, my back braced against his stall door. 

“Ally?” Nate squatted in front of me and reached out to touch my arm. His faint, familiar scent 
tickled my nose and made me breathe in deeply. 

“How does this happen?” I murmured, rolling my head back and forth in my hands. 

I heard Nate’s breathing and sensed he longed to say what he knew I would not receive well. He 
shifted back on his feet and sat beside me, battling silence and his own conscience, his very 
presence unsettling me more. I knew if I looked up at him I’d burst into tears, so I kept my head 
plastered to my hands. 

“You can’t keep doing this to yourself.” His words came out in a rush of emotion. 

“I’m not doing anything,” I argued, mumbling into my hands. “It’s Noel. She asks me to do 
impossible things and then hates me for failing.” 

“No one makes you get up in the morning and come to work,” Nate said, struggling to remain 
composed as each word came out more forcefully. 

I bit my lip hard as tears burned behind my eyelids. “I love my work. Horses are everything to 
me. This is what I’m supposed to do with my life, and if enduring Noel is what it takes to get to 
there, then I just have to deal.” 

Nate grunted, and I almost felt the frustration sparking from his body. “Who are you trying to 
convince, Al? I don’t even have to ask you how your day was anymore because I always know 
the answer. You’re not sleeping, you can’t concentrate on anything, your face is pale and thin. 
You’re falling apart right before my eyes and I hate that the only thing I can do for you is pray! 
Would you just stop running for one second and think about what you’re doing!?” 



His words surprised me – for until this moment he had never spoken so boldly – but it was the 
way his voice broke that shook me to the core. I looked up, wide-eyed, overwhelmed to see the 
concern and pleading in his eyes. Just as I knew they would, the tears I had imprisoned burst free 
and rolled down my face. 

Nate softened, and in an act of unexpected affection slid his arm around my shoulders and pulled 
me against him. I pressed my face into his shoulder and cried, my body shaking with the pain of 
it all. 

Some hidden, lost part of my mind acknowledged he was right, that I was deceiving myself and 
pretending to love something that in truth had only taken a tiny piece of my heart. My joy had 
left a long time ago, replaced instead by a foreign, inhuman drive to win at a game I could only 
lose. But in my grief I couldn’t see clearly – I could only see the face of my beloved horse, and 
he seemed, at that moment, more important than anything else in the world. How could I leave 
him? I had worked too hard and too long to come away empty-handed. 

Nate’s voice broke softly into my thoughts, a half-whispered, half-spoken reminder of what I had 
forgotten. “The only race worth running this hard is the one that leads to eternity, and even then 
we do it not on our own strength, but on God’s. ‘The Lord is my strength and my shield; in Him 
my heart trusts, and I am helped.’” He stroked my hair, the pressure of his fingertips relieving the 
pounding in my head. “I know this sounds trivial,” he added, “but have you given this up to the 
Lord? Have you asked Him if this is really the path He has for you?” 

I didn’t have an answer for him. Not a coherent one, anyway. I rolled my head away from his 
shoulder and looked up at him, struck – oddly – not by the lovely lines of his face, but by the 
wisdom and strength I saw there. In his eyes was trust in One greater than Himself, the One who 
fed his soul with every word, every reassurance, every conviction. It shouldn’t have surprised me 
then, that in seeing Nate, I saw the reflection of Christ. 

I sighed heavily, the weight lifting from my shoulders. “You know what hurts the most?” I 
brushed at my eyes, certain all the dirt and sweat and mascara had run together in the most 
unbecoming streaks. “I don’t even know anymore if Noel will let me have Legend. What reason 
do I have to trust her when she says he’s mine? Why wouldn’t she go back on her promise like 
she’s gone back on everything else? Like she went back on her promise to take me to Five 
Woods next Saturday.” 

Nate grimaced at this news, looking almost as offended as I felt. “It doesn’t surprise me she 
would do that out of spite. She knows how much you were looking forward to it.” He thought a 
moment, then his eyes lit suddenly, a hue of inspiration coloring his face. “Say, Ally, why don’t I 
just take you? You’ve already paid the show fees, and it’s been a while since I’ve seen you ride, 
anyway.” 

New hope sprang up inside me, my worries forgotten in light of this promising, generous offer. 
“Really? You would do that for me?” 



“Sure. Why not?” He ruffled my hair, then eased back, putting a comfortable distance between 
us. “I’ve got a truck, and Mr. Griggs is always telling you you’re welcome to borrow his trailer 
anytime.” Indeed, Nate’s next door neighbor Mr. Griggs had taken a liking to me, and was 
always offering me the use of his trailer, his old saddles, his training equipment – everything left 
over from his days as a horse trainer. 

I almost couldn’t believe the blessings God was pouring down on me. I could have cried in my 
gratitude, but instead I smiled. “Thank you so much. You have no idea how much this means to 
me.” 

“Actually, I think I do.” He scrambled to his feet and brushed the shavings off of his jeans. Then 
he offered me a hand and pulled me up. “Let’s go home.” 

He held my hand but a moment, and his words were spoken carelessly, but I couldn’t stop myself 
from wondering what it might be like if he really meant that – if we could really go home 
together and have a life together and be done with all the hurting and pretending. 

My thoughts were so wrapped up in such possibilities that I hardly realized where we were going 
until we arrived at Nate’s truck. Rather than climbing inside, we stood and leaned against it, 
staring up at the stars as if of one mind. I felt remarkably at peace, and promised myself as soon 
as I got home, I’d think harder about what Nate had said, about whether or not this life was really 
what God wanted for me. 

“Ally, can I ask you a question?” Nate broke the silence first. 

“Sure.” 

He gazed down at me, his expression hidden by the bright, beaming street light behind him. “Are 
you and Logan dating?” 

My breath caught, and I floundered around for words. “What? Did he tell you that?” 

“No, but you’ve been together a lot this week, so I was wondering...” He trailed off, sounding 
oddly embarrassed by his own question. 

My face flushed red, and though I could not for the life of me understand why he’d come to such 
a conclusion, I dared to hope that perhaps, in some unacknowledged part of his mind, he was 
insanely jealous. 

“If I said yes, what would you think of it?” I hedged, unwilling to give him an answer he 
instinctively should have known. 

He shrugged and shifted uncomfortably against the car door. “I don’t know. I guess I’d deal with 
it.” 



“Deal with it?” My eyebrows flew up. The agitation in his voice amazed me, and encouraged me 
to press him further. “Nate, why are you so dead set on me dating him if the best you’re going to 
do is deal with it?” 

He stared at his shoes, arms crossed over his chest. “I’m not dead set on you dating him, or 
anyone else, for that matter. In fact, I’ve been dreading this day since the moment I met you – the 
day you’d find someone and get married and I’d have to take a back seat in your life. It’s not…I 
don’t…” He stopped himself short, hesitating over his own words. I sensed he longed to say 
more – and might have, had his convictions not held him firmly in place. He maintained silence, 
staring out across the darkening yard as though it was safer than staring anywhere else. 

His admission, though simplistic, dared to give me what I had not been willing to give myself 
since the night he’d asked me if I was in love with him – a tiny glimmer of hope. Perhaps he was 
determined not to have me, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want me. 

“Nate, you know Logan and I are completely incompatible, right?” 

He cocked a brow. 

“Well, we are,” I insisted, crossing one booted leg over the other and leaning back against the car 
window. I tilted my head toward him. “I’m curious though – out of all the guys at church, all the 
guys we know – why’d you single out Logan? We both know you don’t like him.” 

Nate shrugged and stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I guess I figure it’ll be a struggle to like 
whoever you marry, no matter who he is, so you might as well marry someone I have to struggle 
to like anyway.” 

He glanced at me and grinned, as if intending his words to be playful. But the depth of what they 
conveyed was chilling, and I rubbed my arms, warding off goosebumps that were certainly not 
caused by the warm weather. 

“Nate,” I whispered at length, “I’ve decided I’m not going to get married.” 

He turned sharply and squinted down at me, his expression maddeningly impossible to read. 
“Why do you say that?” 

Because you won’t love me or marry me and I don’t want anyone else!  

“Because guys are trouble,” I said without a hint of bitterness, my face tipped up to the stars. 
“When I look at all the relationships going on around me, I realize how rare it is to actually find 
someone you can be happy with. Why should I even try, hmm? I’ll just end up getting hurt in the 
end.” 

I felt Nate’s breath against my ear, and swallowed hard. I didn’t know why I was saying all that, 
except more and more each day I wondered if that wasn’t exactly how I felt. 



“You don’t really believe that,” Nate said with quiet confidence. 

“I don’t?” 

“No.” His voice dropped to a tone that tickled my skin and made me shiver all over. “You have 
too much to give. You believe in people too much. You believe in love too much. You’re going 
to live your life fully, and you’re going to find someone to love fully.” 

Wow. If he was that perceptive about my innermost thoughts, how did he not know I was in love 
with him? Or rather, that I had been in love with him at some point in the recent past. 

“Someday,” Nate went on, sounding increasingly tired and resigned, “you’ll meet someone, and 
all those things you believe in will be realized. You can hardly help it.” 

My throat tightened, and I knew if he kept saying things like that, something would burst inside 
me and I’d confess everything to him. Desperate to turn the question around, I asked, “And what 
about you? Are you going to be single the rest of your life?” 

Now that it was out of my mouth, I couldn’t believe I’d asked the question. For years now I’d 
longed to ask him, to know for sure if he had any thoughts of marrying some day, though I was 
certain I already knew the answer. Still, the opportunity had never presented itself, and I 
trembled now in expectation of his answer. 

“Paul wrote in 1 Corinthians that ‘one who is unmarried is concerned about the things of the 
Lord, how he may please the Lord; but one who is married is concerned about the things of the 
world, how he may please his wife, and his interests are divided.’” Nate stared down at me, his 
expression stoic and unchanging. “I can’t have my interests divided, Ally. I have to stay focused 
on Christ, no matter what it costs me.” 

I felt strangely numb as I contemplated his answer. But then a thought came to me, its clarity 
startling me out of my stupor. No matter what it costs me. I repeated the phrase over and over in 
my mind, almost breathless to realize the meaning behind it. Was it even possible that he 
struggled? That being single wasn’t really what he wanted? 

I turned to Nate and met his gaze unflinchingly. “You know what else the Bible says?” I paused, 
gathering the courage to say it. “It says that ‘it is better to marry than to burn with passion.’” 

Nate towered over me, his eyes wide and dark and probing. I couldn’t begin to fathom what he 
was thinking, but something about the look on his face made my heart beat faster. 

“Ally…” he breathed, stepping closer to me. 

Headlights beamed up the driveway, followed by the sound of Noel’s truck skidding across the 
pebbles. She honked at us and rolled down her window as she passed by. 



“Good grief, Ally!” Her words slurred together. “I don’t pay you to stand around on my lawn 
making out all night. Go home.” She sped her truck up to the house, dirt kicking up behind the 
tires. 

Nate stared after her, frowning. “Is she…drunk?” 

“Yes.” Stupid Noel, she has to ruin everything! 

“Should we help her?” He pushed away from the car. 

“No. It’s not the first time. She’ll be fine, and she doesn’t want our help, trust me.” I sighed, 
resigning myself to the fact that our conversation was over, and that the making out Noel had 
alluded to was definitely not going to happen. I strode around the truck and climbed inside, 
willing myself not to show my disappointment. 

Nate hesitated only a moment, then followed my lead and joined me inside the truck. We sat in 
silence, and I wondered why he didn’t start the engine. 

“Ally?” he asked, hands clutching the steering wheel. 

“Yeah?” My heart thudded in my chest. 

“Promise me you’ll pray about your work – if this is really what you should do.” He finally met 
my gaze, his eyes glistening with something very much like tears. “Can you promise me that?” 

I didn’t know why, but I had the distinct feeling his question had nothing at all to do with my 
unbearable work situation, and everything to do with him. 

“Yeah,” I whispered. “I promise.” 

---ooo--- 

Psalm 28:7 “The Lord is my strength and my shield…” 

I Corinthians 7:32-34 “One who is unmarried…” 

I Corinthians 7:9 “It is better to marry…” 

 
Chapter 31: Wildflowers 

 

---Chapter Thirty-One: Wildflowers--- 

July, 1997 



Limerick plodded along the dirt path, his nose out, his ears pricked forward. Now and then he’d 
stop and sniff something on the ground, or snatch a blade of grass. If I held the reins too tightly, 
he’d tug them out of my hands. He liked to have his way. 

But he was a safe little gray Connemara pony who didn’t balk at the water or spook at the birds 
or run back to the barn the first chance he got. That was why Peri, my riding instructor, let me 
ride him on the trails by myself – well, that and because she trusted me not to do anything 
foolish. 

I’d roped Nate into tagging along with me, and though he was naturally predisposed to like 
everything, he’d been especially enthusiastic about the prospect of a trail ride. Peri had put him 
up on Clue, a stocky old Quarter Horse he had to kick every stride to keep going. But Nate didn’t 
seem to mind the inconvenience. 

I loved riding out on the trails, surrounded by trees and wildflowers and songbirds and sunshine. 
I loved the feel of Limerick’s stride, and the way the wind blew in my face when we trotted. I 
loved the smell of leather and sweaty horse hair. And I especially loved that Nate was with me. 

“Do you know what my favorite Bible verse is this week?” he asked, kicking Clue up beside 
Limerick as the path widened between groves of Carolina hemlocks and white pine trees. 

A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “No, what?” 

Nate ducked under an overhanging branch, still urging Clue forward with all his strength. “’For I 
could wish that I myself were accursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, my 
kinsmen according to the flesh.’” 

Flustered by the passion in his voice, I found it difficult to respond. I clutched the reins in my 
hands. “That’s kind of extreme, don’t you think?” 

“If it’s extreme, I don’t care.” He kicked Clue around a stump protruding from the ground. “The 
Shars don’t know Jesus. I pray for them every night, and sometimes I really do wish I could be 
cut off if it meant they would know Him.” 

I couldn’t understand why anyone would want to be forsaken by God in order to save someone 
else. In Nate’s case it made even less sense, since he didn’t know the Shars personally. He’d 
never met one in his entire life. I opened my mouth to say as much, but as I looked over at him 
and saw the glow of truth on his face, I couldn’t form the words. 

“I think sometimes God gives us an inexplicable love for people, a love that doesn’t make sense 
to the world.” Nate’s voice had taken on a quiet, reflective quality that matched the soothing bird 
calls and humming insects around us. “That’s what Jesus did. His love for us doesn’t make 
sense; we are entirely unlovable. But on the cross He was forsaken by God to save us. I want to 
be like that. I want to be burdened like that for the Shars. Sometimes I think I might even want to 
die for them.” 



I shivered as I remembered the day Nate told me he would die when he was twenty-seven. I 
wondered if his words now weren’t a strange, vague prophecy of what would happen to him. 
Tormented by the thought, and eager to put it behind me, I gathered up the reins in my hands and 
squared my shoulders. 

“You want to try a canter through here?” We had reached an open field of white and pink 
wildflowers, and I longed to race through it. 

“What’s a canter?” He squinted at me from under his helmet. 

I almost rolled my eyes at his ignorance, but then I remembered this was the first time he’d ever 
gone horseback riding, and he couldn’t be expected to know. “It’s faster than a trot,” I explained. 
“You’ll have to kick Clue really hard.” 

“Lead on, then.” He grinned shamelessly. 

I pressed my calves to Limerick’s side, and he sprang into a lively trot. A few strides later I sat 
and rocked him into a canter. Off we went, skipping merrily across the field. Limerick had an 
easy, lolling canter – one of those strides I could sit to forever because it felt like I was floating 
through the clouds. I didn’t stop until I heard him panting and felt his rhythm slow. 

I glanced over my shoulder and saw Nate and Clue several strides behind us, careening forward 
at a rapid trot. 

“Is this…supposed to be…fun?” Nate choked out. His face was pale, his hands white-knuckled 
as his gripped Clue’s mane. 

I tipped my head back and laughed. “No, silly. You were only trotting. I told you to kick him 
hard.” 

“I did,” he insisted, casting me an evil glare. 

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” I tried to stop laughing, but couldn’t. “It’s just…you looked…your 
face…” I lost myself to hysterical giggles, and before long Nate joined in, willing as ever to 
laugh at himself if the occasion called for it. 

Right there in the middle of the field, our laughter pealed up toward heaven. The moment was 
freeing, invigorating. At last we quieted, and feeling the need to savor life a little bit longer, I 
kicked my feet out of the stirrups and vaulted off Limerick’s back. 

“What’re you doing?” Nate asked, watching me. 

“Taking a break. Hop off.” I pulled a halter and lead rope out of my saddle bag and buckled it 
over Limerick’s bridle. 



Nate followed my lead, and after haltering both the horses, we tied them to a nearby tree. Then 
we sat down amongst the flowers and drank from our water bottles, enjoying the sunshine and 
the intermittent breeze that made the flowers bob back and forth. 

“So what do you think?” I asked, leaning back on my hands, my legs crossed Indian-style. “Do 
you like horseback riding?” 

“Sure.” He wiped the sweat from his brow. “My dad used to ride horses, did you know? When 
he lived in Arkansas.” 

“I didn’t know your dad lived in Arkansas.” 

“Yup.” Nate unstrapped his helmet and yanked it off, revealing a very messy head of hair. “He 
and my mom both lived there before I was born.” 

I plucked a white flower from the ground and twirled it between my fingers. “I’ve never been to 
Arkansas before.” 

“All of my relatives live there. You should come with us sometime when we visit my 
grandmother. She wants to meet you.” 

I glanced at him, feeling suddenly shy and unsettled by his invitation. A wave of nervousness 
passed over me, and I stared down at the flower in my hand. “I’d like that.” 

Nate leaned back, arms folded under his head as he looked up at the sky and sighed contentedly. 
“So when did you start liking horses, anyway?” 

“I don’t know,” I said, grateful for the distraction. “I guess I always have. Mom used to take me 
riding with her.” The memories flooded back at once, tangible and full of color. I could see my 
mother’s laughing smile, feel her hand directing mine as she taught me how to brush a pony. I 
could hear her encouraging words whispered in my ear and smell her sweet perfume. “I think I 
always liked horses because it was just me and my mom, together. It was our special time, you 
know?” 

Nate’s head bobbed in agreement. “Do you think about her a lot when you ride?” 

“All the time.” I pulled my helmet off and tucked the white flower behind my ear. “Whenever 
I’m with horses, it’s like I’m with her.” 

Nate pondered my words, and though he had nothing to say in response – for indeed, no response 
was necessary – I knew he understood. “Hey Ally,” he murmured, eyes intently fixed on the sky. 
“Come look at this. See that cloud there?” 

I scooted closer to him and lay down on my back. I followed his pointed finger toward the sky. 

“That cloud looks like a horse,” he said. 



I scrutinized it, tilting my head to the side to get a better angle. “No, it doesn’t.” 

“Yeah, see the head, with the pointy ears, and then the legs and the back.” He drew his finger 
along the outline of the cloud. “And there’s the tail.” 

Somewhere in the massive, puffy ball of vapor, I made out the indistinct shape of a horse. “Well, 
maybe a little,” I conceded. 

“Yup. It’s a horse. God made it for you.” 

I smiled at the thought and turned my head to look at him. He did the same, and our gaze met in 
the middle. Grassy stems and flower pedals tickled my face, but I couldn’t look away, for his 
face, his expression, his manner, had become suddenly irresistible. 

Endless moments passed, and I felt my breathing quicken. Then Nate sat up and busied himself 
with picking flowers. 

“What’re you doing?” I pushed myself up onto my elbows, peering at his work. 

“Nothing.” A secret smile tugged at his lips. 

I watched with mounting curiosity as he cut little slits in the stems and stuck one flower through 
the other. I didn’t realize what he was creating until he’d completed the circle – the flowers, 
when joined together, made a wreath. 

“It’s beautiful,” I marveled, touching a white pedal. “How’d you learn how to do that?” 

“My mom used to make them and hang them up in our house until they wilted.” He fingered the 
wreath in his hands, readjusting the petals. “’Consider the lilies, how they grow. They neither toil 
nor spin; but I tell you, not even Solomon in all his glory clothed himself like one of these.’” 

Nate looked up at me with a wide-eyed gaze, and a blush crept into my cheeks. He pulled the 
white flower out of my hair and replaced it with the wreath he had made. “There. That’s better.” 
He sat back with a lopsided smile. 

It was so simple, so insignificant, that it should hardly have been a defining moment in my life. 
But it was. The sunshine lit everything around me with radiant color. A faint, sweet scent 
whirled on the breeze. Nate regarded me with his dark, clear eyes of effortless calm. As I looked 
back at him my heart filled up with a wave of deep affection that was so powerful it almost 
brought tears to my eyes. 

The reality of what I felt for him became clear to me. I loved him. I loved his smile, and his 
messy hair, and those big brown eyes. I loved the way he quoted Bible verses all the time, just 
because he liked to hear the word of God. I loved how he made friends with beggars and outcasts 
and how he was always the first person who wanted to help. I loved that he played his piano 
every day even though he sounded awful doing it. I loved that he could always see the good in 



people. And I loved how in a simple moment he could make me a wreath of white and pink 
wildflowers and put it on my head. 

“You okay?” Nate lifted a brow, questioning. 

My tongue stuck to my mouth and I couldn’t swallow the lump in my throat. I nodded rapidly, 
trying to reassure him. 

He took a swig from his water bottle. “You just looked a little scared for a moment.” 

“N-no,” I stammered, biting down on my lip to still its trembling. “I’m fine.” 

But in my heart in knew that after that day, I would never be fine again. 

--ooo-- 

Romans 9:3 “For I could wish…” 

Luke 12:27 “Consider the lilies, how they grow…” 

 
Chapter 32: Broken Dishes 

 

---Chapter Thirty-Two: Broken Dishes--- 

June, 2004 

“Thanks for driving me in today.” I jumped into the passenger side of Jessi’s truck, duffel bag in 
hand. 

“No problem.” She smiled at me over her shoulder, putting her truck in reverse so she could back 
down my driveway. “Like I said, Ben was so sweet to drop Kali off at daycare this morning, so I 
had the time.” 

I pulled an elastic band off my wrist and threw my hair up into a sloppy ponytail. “So things are 
still going good with him?” 

Jessi’s smile widened. “Oh, like you wouldn’t believe. Saturday he took me to a spa in Asheville, 
and then we had dinner on the river. It was the most romantic day of my life.” She fished through 
her purse for some lipstick. 

I sighed and kicked my duffel bag under the dashboard, hardly surprised that once again she’d 
lost herself to a guy who would probably break her heart. But what else could I say that I hadn’t 
already said? “I hope things work out for you, Jess.” 



She tilted the rearview mirror toward her face, then expertly applied ruby red lipstick to her full 
lips. “You know what, Ally? I think I’m gonna marry him.” 

My eyes rounded, and whether the predominant emotion coursing through me was surprise or 
mild horror, I couldn’t tell. “Marry him? You’ve known him for what? A month?” 

“A month, three days, a moment? How long does it really take to know someone is right for 
you?” She rubbed her lips together, admiring their glossy shine in the mirror. She paid not the 
slightest bit of attention to the road, and I cringed in my seat, wondering at what point I should 
remind her to keep her hands on the steering wheel. 

“How’s Kali doing with Ben?” I asked. 

Jessi swerved around a minivan poking along in the right lane. “She’s okay, I guess. She’ll get 
used to him.” 

“Get used to him?” I sensed the frustration in her voice. “Did something happen?” 

She scrunched a curl around her ear. “No, it’s just that every time I tell her Ben’s coming over, 
she starts screaming for her dad.” 

False cheer laced her tone, and I knew she was only pretending it didn’t bother her. The fluffing 
of her curls became agitated. “Chase called me yesterday.” 

Chase hadn’t called her in months; and I knew that every time he did, she ended up crying on her 
couch with a bowl of brownie batter and a sappy movie. “What did he say?” 

“Oh, just that he misses me and wants me back. The perverted loser.” Jessi slammed on the 
brakes and spun right, veering off the main road onto a back lane. 

I grabbed the door handle to catch my balance. “Does he still not have a job?” 

“Oh, he has a job. Got it last week. He sells bubble gum and comic books at a cheapo corner 
store. Why on earth would I want to be with someone like that? I’m doing what’s best for Kali. 
She doesn’t need to grow up with all the crap I grew up with.” 

In all fairness Jessi had been through a lot in her short life, and I knew better than to attack her 
reality. Opting for silence, I lowered my head and studied the cracked tips of my fingernails. 

“I told him about Ben,” Jessi went on, her hands gripping the steering wheel. “He got angry and 
yelled at me. But what does he expect? That I’m gonna sit around and wait for him to get his act 
together? I hope Ben marries me and gives Kali everything she wants, and then Chase will really 
be sorry.” 

“Vindication is never satisfying, you know.” 



“Of course you would say that,” she scoffed. “You’ve never been hurt the way I have. If some 
guy said he loved you and got you pregnant and asked you to marry him, and then you found out 
he’d been sleeping around behind your back, you wouldn’t dare say vindication isn’t satisfying.” 

“I’m sorry that happened to you, but the pain isn’t going to go away just because you find 
someone better and flaunt it in front of him.” 

Jessi laughed out loud as she steered wildly around potholes in the road. “I suppose you think I 
ought to forgive him for what he did to me and Kali.” 

“Justice isn’t yours to dish out,” I said. “It’s God’s. And that’s the great thing about hoping in 
Christ. We don’t have to live with the burden of unforgiveness. We can let it go, live in peace, 
and know that one day God will judge the world. He says in the Bible that He’ll render to each 
person according to their deeds: those who persevere in doing good, by the grace of Jesus Christ, 
will receive eternal life; but those who are selfishly ambitious and obey unrighteous will receive 
wrath and indignation.” 

The toned muscles in Jessi’s arms rippled as she clutched the wheel. “And by your standards I’m 
one of those who will receive wrath and indignation at the end times, so I might as well enjoy my 
vindication while I can have it.” 

I bit my lip and stared out the window. Sometimes I wondered if Jessi ever heard what I said, or 
if she just recreated it in her own mind so that it made sense to her. For three years I’d been 
trying to speak truth to her, and she always chose to misunderstand me. 

But I could be just as stubborn as her, and I would persevere. “You really ought to pick up the 
Bible and read it sometime. God will tell you exactly who you are now, as one apart from Him, 
and then He’ll tell you who you can be in Christ. The differences might astonish you.” 

“Thanks, but I’m happy the way I am. My life is great. I have a daughter, a perfect boyfriend, 
and in two weeks I’ll be accepted into nursing school. I don’t need your God to make me a better 
person. I can do better all on my own.” 

We rolled up Noel’s gravel driveway in silence. Talking about God with Jessi always made my 
heart heavy. I knew there was nothing I could say that would open her eyes. I could only pray 
and hope that one day God would reveal Himself to her. 

Jessi parked her truck beside Noel’s massive horse trailer and pulled the keys from the ignition. 
She looked over at me, apprehension widening her eyes. 

I smiled apologetically. “You know I love you, right?” 

The tight line of her lips softened, and she patted my cheek. “Why else do you think I put up 
with you?” 

I rolled my eyes and reached for my duffel bag. “Okay, come on. Let’s go.” 



We piled out of her truck, and the moment my boots hit the ground, I heard Noel’s shrill voice 
haranguing me from the back porch. 

“Ally! We need to talk! Come up here right now!” 

An involuntary shudder ran from the top of my neck all the way down my back. Just by the tone 
of her voice I could tell she was not only angry, but angry with me. Drawing in a long breath and 
steeling myself to bear her wrath, I jogged across the yard and up the wooden stairs of her porch. 

Noel gave me a steely once-over, her left eyebrow raised and arched. 

“What’s going on?” I linked my fingers together behind my back, hoping to give off an air of 
innocence. 

“You’re late,” she accused. 

I stared at my toes, teeth clamping down on my bottom lip. “My car broke down on Saturday. I 
left you three messages saying I’d be late because I was coming in with Jessi.” 

“Excuses, excuses.” She flipped through a stack of papers on the table in front of her. “Sit 
down.” 

I slid obediently into the chair across from her. 

“The Benchcocks have decided not to board their horses here. I hope you understand what that 
means.” Noel’s freshly manicured nails clicked on the glass surface of her patio table. 

“Umm…” I squinted up at the umbrella. “We don’t have to put up with them anymore?” 

Noel frowned at me. “Really, Ally, if I’d known you were this sarcastic I never would have hired 
you in the first place.” She threw a wrinkled piece of paper at me. “Look at that. It means we’re 
still losing money, and if we don’t get new boarders by the end of next month, I’m going to have 
to sell the place.” 

I studied the cash flow diagrams on the piece of paper, strangely unconcerned and indifferent, 
though – considering what it might cost me – I knew I should have cared. “What do you need me 
to do?” 

Noel shoved more papers at me. Her hands shook, and her eyes darted around skittishly. “You’re 

the barn manager. I ought to make you figure it all out. It’s about time you started earning your 
pay.” 

Annoyance pressed itself against my heart, but I fought it down. Not fair. She never let me make 
any decisions. Every time I offered a helpful suggestion or took ownership of my job, she cut me 
down. 



As I watched her now, shuffling through her papers, muttering under her breath, her cheeks 
sunken and pale and not altogether healthy, a light of understanding dawned. Somehow God 
opened up for me a doorway into her soul, and I saw not a crabby, controlling, heartless woman, 
but a fragile creature who’d never had control of anything in her life, even when she thought she 
did. Somewhere under that hard exterior, I knew she’d suffered one disappointment after 
another. Once again everything was falling through her fingers, and she didn’t know how to save 
herself. She didn’t know who to turn to for help, or even how to ask. 

My heart softening toward her, I tried again. “Well, I do have some ideas. I think that –“ 

“This is your last chance, Ally.” She ripped the cash flow diagrams out of my hand. “I need five 
new boarders by the end of the month, or else you’re gone. I can’t keep wasting my money on 
you. You understand?” 

My last shard of hope for her shattered, and I slumped in my chair. More thoughts invaded, more 
revelations, more understanding – until the reality of my future became at once crystal clear. 
Nate had been right. What was I thinking? That working for someone like Noel would launch my 
career? That she would actually let me compete her horses? That other barns would notice me 
and want to hire me? How blind I had been. Noel wasn’t in this as a partnership. She didn’t want 
to help me. She only wanted money and prestige, the very things I despised in people who 
worked with horses. 

And for a time I had been suckered right in. 

I stood up resolutely. I might feel sympathy for her, but it didn’t mean I had to let her walk all 
over me. I would stick this out, and I would find those five new boarders. But I wouldn’t do it for 
Noel or for money or for my own career. I would do it for Legend. And as soon as he was mine, 
I would leave. 

I was halfway down the stairs when Noel stopped me. “Oh, and I need you to ride Cadence and 
Kipling this week. I’m going to visit my mother.” 

Her voice cracked as she said it, and for some reason my heart caught against my chest. I stopped 
and turned around, started up the stairs again. “How’s your mom doing? Is she okay?” 

Noel brushed at her eyes. “Why do you care?” 

“Because I know what it’s like to worry about your mom, wondering if she’s going to be okay.” I 
hovered awkwardly before her, unsure whether to offer a comforting touch, or to keep my 
distance. 

“My mom is going to be fine. She’s a very strong person.” 

“Even the strongest people need help sometimes. I’ll pray for her.” I couldn’t believe what I was 
doing. No one had ever treated me as wrongly as Noel did, and yet here I was, feeling sorry for 
her and wanting to help. 



She twisted away from me, covering her face with her hands. “Just go to work. Leave me alone.” 

“Sometimes it helps to talk about things. You can talk to me, if you want.” I hesitated a moment 
– then, feeling compelled by the Holy Spirit to reach out, I gently touched her shoulder. 

She sprang up out of her chair in a violent manner, and fled into her house. The door slammed 
behind her. 

Oh, God, please heal her mom. And then heal her. 

With a heavy sigh I turned and walked down to the barn, where dirty stalls and hungry horses 
awaited me. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

That night, after another trying, fourteen-hour day of managing Frosted Hill Farms and all its 
equine residents, Jessi picked me up on her way back from work and took me home. By all 
accounts I should have been exhausted – and I was – but something in my attitude had changed 
over the course of the day. It seemed no longer necessary that I should wear myself down to get 
ahead, for I knew I never could. Instead, I had begrudgingly resigned myself to the remaining 
weeks of torture until Legend was mine. 

Nate’s last words to me Saturday night were never far from my mind. I had knelt countless times 
since then to pray about my future. I had sought the Lord honestly and faithfully, desiring His 
will above all else. But every time I came before Him I didn’t know what to pray for, and when I 
tried to listen to His voice, all I heard was my own incessant chatter… Horses have been your 

dream ever since you were a little girl. Your mother would be so proud to see you now, following 

in her footsteps. You have potential to be someone great. How can you give up before you’ve 

even accomplished anything? Just because working for Noel has been a nightmare doesn’t mean 

every other job in the equestrian world is going to be this hard. Once you have Legend, you’re 

free to go wherever you like. Follow your heart…your heart has always loved horses best. 

For all my efforts it seemed I was no more nearer to having an answer than if I’d ignored the 
issue all along. 

And so I burst into my house, my mind preoccupied with these perplexing thoughts – and as I 
rounded the corner from the hallway into the kitchen, and tossed my duffel bag beside the 
laundry room door, my eyes caught sight of a most remarkable scene I was totally unprepared to 
behold. 

My dad sat at the kitchen table with his laptop open in front of him, belting out the lyrics of a 
Bob Dylan song which blared through the speakers. A glass of icy water sat by his right hand, 
and instead of pizza, Chinese food arrayed itself in vibrant, healthy colors across the kitchen 
table. 



Numb from shock, I barely got out a muffled, “Dad…?” 

“Oh, hi dear.” Randall looked up from his computer. His hair shone from a recent shower, and 
he’d cut his beard close to his face, revealing that strong, familiar jawline I hadn’t seen in weeks. 

“Are you okay?” I eyed the Chinese food again, took in a whiff of its savory, spicy aroma. 

“Never been better.” He turned down the music, but his foot didn’t stop tapping with the beat. “I 
went golfing today. Hit a 92, can you believe it?” 

“You went golfing?” I pulled out the seat next to him and sat down, marveling at the cheerful, 
carefree song in his voice. “With Nate?” 

“Nate and his friend Mr. Thatcher.” Randall let out a happy burp, then patted his rounding belly. 

“Who’s Mr. Thatcher?” 

“An engineering VP. He works for a refrigerator company.” 

“Oh, you mean Charlie Thatcher,” I mused, smiling as I realized Nate’s strategy in the whole 
arrangement. Charlie Thatcher was one of the deacons at church, and as a practical, no-nonsense 
kind of man, he was exactly the type of person my dad would get along with. 

Randall lifted his glass of water and chugged half of it down. “Yup, Charlie Thatcher. How do 
you know him?” 

“Oh, you know, a friend of Nate’s.” I peeked into one of the Chinese food containers and stole 
an egg roll. 

“You won’t believe it, honey. Mr. Thatcher’s wantin’ to hire a new technician. I’ve got a job 
interview tomorrow morning with HR. Sure, it ain’t the same as installin’ lights, but I’m not too 
old to learn a thing or two, am I?” He chuckled at himself and turned the music up again. 

Who was this man in front of me? Two days ago he’d been severely depressed, and now he was 
singing Bob Dylan and eating Chinese food? I knew Nate had a way with people, but I’d never 
expected such a swift turn-around, especially not one accompanying a job offer. 

“I tell you, Ally,” my dad half-shouted over the music, “I was sure that friend of yours was 
gonna preach at me all day. Turns out I actually showed him a thing or two ‘bout golfing.” 

My throat choked up at his words, not so much because he’d escaped his funk and the hope of 
financial security loomed on the horizon; but because, for a brief, hairsbreadth moment in time, 
he had let Nate in and given him a chance to be someone other than a Jesus-freak. Whether or 
not his change of heart was permanent didn’t matter to me – only that he’d begun to lay aside his 
prejudices and see the beauty and good in a heart wholly committed to God. 



Naturally, the events of the evening required that I pay a visit to Nate and thank him in person 
for all he’d done. After church we’d tentatively agreed to hang out tonight, so rather than calling 
ahead, I borrowed my dad’s car and drove through the mountains to Nate’s vine-enshrouded, 
garden-cloaked house that overlooked the Crystal Grove valley. 

Nate answered the door after my second ring, and his smile was warm as always when he saw 
me. “I was wondering if you might show up,” he greeted, stepping aside to let me in. 

“You better not still be working.” I eyed the pencil he’d stuck behind his ear. “I thought maybe 
we could pull out the cards and have another go at a Nertz tournament. See, I brought my lucky 
horseshoe cards.” I pulled the stack out of my purse and waved it in front of him. “And 
popcorn.” 

Nate laughed at my words, knowing full well he never could win a speed card game if popcorn 
was involved. “I’ve got to make a few phone calls and sort through some scheduling changes for 
Meals on Wheels next week.” He closed the door behind us and locked it. “But after that I’m all 
yours. We might have to skip the popcorn, though. My mom’s kind of taken over the kitchen.” 

I could hear the clanking metal pans and shuffling of pots over the stove as he spoke. “No 
problem. What’s she making?” 

“Honestly, I have no idea.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets and started down the hallway. 
“I’m actually a little worried. She’s been cooking since breakfast, hardly saying a word to me at 
all.” 

I followed him to the kitchen and peered inside. As I took in the scene before me my heart froze, 
and I hardly knew what to say. Jackie darted back and forth across the flowered linoleum tile, her 
hair a frizzy mess, her apron splotched with tomato sauce, flour, and brownie mix. The kitchen 
was an absolute disaster. Pots and pans cluttered the stove, casserole dishes lined the 
countertops, filled with various forms of inedible-looking creations, the water ran unnoticed from 
the faucet, a sack of flour spilled out into the middle of the floor, and a burned sort of smell 
emanated from the oven. 

Nate stood wordlessly beside me, one hand running through his hair. 

“Is she okay?” I breathed, my eyes following her around the kitchen. 

“I don’t know. Lately she’s been doing that a lot. Sometimes she’ll fall asleep from exhaustion, 
and then I’ll have to clean it all up.” 

Jackie continued to dash around the room, muttering to herself as she worked. She didn’t even 
notice Nate and I standing there watching her. Burdened by the sight, I looked up at Nate. His 
blank, detached expression hinted at great depths of pain hidden underneath. I longed to reach 
out and take his hand and promise him everything would be okay, but all I could do was stand 
there dumbly. 



“Come on, I’m working in the den tonight.” Nate shrugged off his concern, backing away from 
the kitchen. “We can play Nertz in there.” 

How was it that I felt so helpless in a situation I desperately wanted to remedy? “But Nate…your 
mom…” I glanced at her, cringing to see how carelessly she chopped an onion, her fingers far 
too close to the knife. 

“She’ll be fine,” Nate said. “She’ll wear herself out and sleep well tonight, and tomorrow it’ll be 
like nothing happened. Come on.” 

But I couldn’t move. My mouth had gone dry, my heart clenching up as I began to realize the 
extent of Jackie’s problem. I’d always thought her a little obsessive-compulsive, a little insecure, 
a little frightened…but this? This was serious. 

“I’ll join you in a minute.” I took a tentative step into the kitchen. “I want to talk to her.” 

Nate nodded and retreated to the safety of the den. I might have accused him of not caring if I 
hadn’t known better. Clearly he didn’t know what to do with himself, or what to say, or how to 
help…and I couldn’t say I blamed him. I didn’t exactly know what I was going to do, either. 

“Jackie?” I called gently, walking up behind her. “It’s me, Ally. Are you okay?” I laid a hand on 
her shoulder. 

“Oh dear!” She dropped the bowl of diced onions onto the counter and lurched back. 

I marveled that she hadn’t heard or seen me approach. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I just 
wanted to say hi.” 

She pressed a hand to her heart, the wild look in her eyes softening as recognition dawned. “Oh, 
it’s good to see you, Ally. Yes. Everything is fine.” She hurried to scoop all the onions back into 
the bowl. 

“Can I help you?” I grabbed a handful of onions. 

“No, no. Everything is under control, dear.” She quickly took the onions from my hand. 

I scanned the countertops again, overwhelmed by the mess and the huge quantities of food. 
“What are you cooking for?” 

“Oh, so many things.” She abandoned the onions and turned the front left burner of the stove on 
high, presumably to heat a pot filled with chicken legs and peas and carrots. “The cake for Meg 
Thompson, the chicken dumplings for the neighbor lady, I forget her name. The brownies are for 
my Sunday School class.” 

I frowned, my concern for her growing to alarming heights. Her behavior now bordered on 
delusional, and it frightened me. “But Sunday School was yesterday.” 



Jackie didn’t respond. She turned her back to me and, muttering under her breath, continued to 
chop onions. It was then that I noticed what I doubted Nate had seen before: a round, reddish-
blue mark right below her ear, covered partly by frizzy wisps of her hair. Another bruise peeked 
out from under her left sleeve, the skin around it red and puffy. 

I understood at once what had happened to her, and indignation flared inside me. That any 
human being could willfully hurt another human being was beyond the scope of my 
comprehension. How selfish, how sinful, how depraved… 

Tears burned behind my eyelids, and I struggled to keep them at bay. Dad always said I cried too 
much, but then Nate had pointed out once that it was only because I felt things deeply. 
Sometimes I wished there was room enough in my arms for everyone in the world who’d been 
hurt, so I could hold them and keep them safe and teach them to lean on Jesus. But as it was I 
usually felt powerless and irrelevant, completely unable to help a single soul. 

Forcing myself to swallow down the vile taste in my mouth, I ran from the kitchen in search of 
Nate. I found him in the den, sprawled in the middle of the couch, his phone to his ear as he 
chatted away with one of his colleagues. I stopped in the doorway and stared at him, shifting 
uneasily on my feet, trying to work up the courage to tell him what I’d seen. 

At last he looked up, and the moment our eyes met, his expression fell. He rose to his feet. “Hey 
Doug, can I call you back? I’ve got to take care of something…No problem, thanks.” 

He tossed his cell phone onto the couch. “What’s wrong?” 

“Your mom,” I breathed, twisting the hem of my shirt between my fingers. “Right below her ear, 
and on her arm…she has bruises.” 

A look I’d never seen before flashed across his eyes, and I could hardly guess what he was 
feeling, except that when he spoke, he could barely get the words out. “Really?” 

“Do you think your dad might have…?” 

He crossed the floor to my side in three steps. “I’m sorry you have to see this.” 

“It’s okay.” 

His jaw tightened, and I sensed his anger towards his father and his frustration that he hadn’t 
been able to prevent it. “He’s never physically hurt her before, but I’ve been waiting for it, 
expecting it. I was only gone a couple of hours today, but it’s possible he had time to…” He 
sighed and ran a hand through his ruffled hair. “Oh, Lord, what are You doing?” 

“Maybe you should ask your mom about it,” I suggested. 

“She’d never tell me. She’d never admit that my dad hurt her.” 



“Why not?” 

“For a lot of reasons. One, because she loves him. Two, because she doesn’t want to admit she 
needs help. And three, because…” He turned away from me, rubbing his temples as if a great 
pain dwelt there. “She doesn’t want me to decide not go to Sharghistan because of her.” 

The despair in his voice tormented me. I wanted to offer reassurance, but I didn’t know how, and 
feared that any display of affection or comfort might cross the boundaries of our friendship. So 
once again I stood awkwardly before him, unsure what to do with myself. 

Something crashed loudly in the kitchen. Nate leapt around me and ran for his mother; I 
followed closely, my heart ramming against my chest. We found Jackie half kneeling, half 
sprawled on the floor, a broken casserole dish beside her, chunks of dumpling and chicken soup 
splotching her apron. She rocked back and forth in her hands, weeping hysterically. 

Nate hesitated in the doorway long enough for me to slide around him and reach Jackie first. I 
dropped onto the floor beside her and wrapped my arms around her shoulders, pulling her tightly 
to my chest. 

“Are you hurt? Are you bleeding?” Nate crouched beside us, touching his mother’s arm. “I 
should call an ambulance.” 

“No!” Jackie cried, shaking her head violently. “No, please! I don’t need an ambulance. I’m fine. 
I’m not hurt. I just…I just...” She buried her face against my shoulder and sobbed all the more. 

I stroked her hair, praying little prayers of comfort as I rocked her back and forth in my arms. 
She clung to me like a lost, frightened child, and for the longest time wouldn’t let me go. At 
length her hysteria calmed, and I lifted my eyes to Nate, my heart catching as I did. 

He was looking straight at me, neither seeing nor caring for anything else, his soul so deeply 
moved the tears flowed silently and unrestrainedly down his face. 

And somehow I sensed – I knew – it had nothing to do with his mother. 

---ooo--- 

Romans 2:7-8 “God will render to each person…” 

 
Chapter 33: Unspoken 

 

---Chapter Thirty-Three: Unspoken--- 

June, 2004 



I couldn’t get the image of Nate’s tear-streaked face out of my mind. It haunted me like a dream 
that lingers on into the day, promising some sweet, new revelation if only I could fully grasp it. 
Was it even possible he’d been crying about me? Had he really shed tears for my sake, or had he 
simply been looking at me because he couldn’t bear to look at his mother? I hardly dared to 
presume or hope – but I knew what I felt in my heart, that he couldn’t possibly be indifferent to 
me, and that somewhere behind that caged soul of his, he wanted the same thing I wanted, but 
wouldn’t let himself have it. 

I sighed as I lifted a teapot off the stove and poured hot tea into two small cups. Kaveen had 
taught me how to prepare and serve Shar tea, and I found something refined and satisfying about 
the process, almost as if it required a level of competency I’d rarely ever achieved. And so I 
found great pleasure in making it, especially for someone like Nate, who knew enough about the 
culture to fully appreciate my efforts. 

I arranged the teacups carefully on a tray and lifted it off the counter. Pausing in the kitchen 
doorway, I turned to admire the sparkling, sweet-smelling kitchen Nate and I had spent over an 
hour cleaning while Jackie slept on the living room couch. We’d thrown out half the food, but 
even then it had required extensive rearranging to fit everything into Tupperware containers in 
the refrigerator. Nate had decided to take it all down to the homeless shelter tomorrow and give it 
away. 

He sat now in an arm chair reading his Bible, stealing little glances at his mother every few 
minutes, just to make sure she was comfortable. I watched him surreptitiously, chills running 
down my spine to think how perfectly natural it was that he should be in the living room reading 
his Bible on such a night, and that I should be bringing him a cup of tea. 

“Here you go.” I set the tea down on the end table next to him, smiling as he looked up. 

“Thanks.” His eyes lingered on me, and he couldn’t find the words to say anything else. 

Blushing, though I knew not why, I settled down on the carpet next to him, placing the tray by 
my knees. 

“Take the chair, Al,” Nate interrupted, springing to his feet. “I’ll get another one.” 

“No, don’t be silly.” I patted the chair’s velvety armrest, gesturing for him to sit. “I like the floor. 
It’s comfy.” 

He stared down at me, mildly surprised – but then a ghost of amusement touched his lips, and he 
sat with a secret smile. 

“What?” I demanded, sensing he might laugh at any moment, and longing to know why. 

He shrugged and picked up his Bible, flipping it open to somewhere in the middle. “You should 
see yourself, that’s all. Sitting on the floor, drinking Shar tea…” 



I rolled my eyes. “So?” 

His smile widened, and he turned his head away so I wouldn’t see it. “Nothing. It’s nothing.” 

I watched him covertly as he went back to his reading, my heart pounding faster just to guess at 
what he might be thinking. There was something strangely intimate about sitting at his feet, 
about knowing that if I just turned my head or leaned back a little farther, he’d be there. Chills 
washed over me again just to think how ready and willing I was to do anything for him. I almost 
wished he would ask me to do something, just so I could take delight in doing it. 

I sipped my tea quietly, thinking through the events of the day and wondering how I could feel 
so at peace after everything that had happened. Perhaps this was how it felt to come home to 
someone safe, someone you trusted completely – to either shut the door and leave everything 
behind, or to let it all out, because you didn’t have to pretend or be strong or impress anyone. All 
you had to do was be yourself, and there was freedom in that. 

“Nate?” I murmured, peering over my shoulder at him. 

He looked up with a soft, questioning lift of his brow, one that made his whole expression 
perfectly endearing. My heart caught again as I remembered the tears I’d seen on his face earlier, 
and for a moment I could think of nothing but how much I loved him, and how impossible it was 
that I should ever get over him, and how stupid I’d been to think I could. A lump formed in my 
throat, and I knew I ought to get up now and leave before I told him everything. 

“I, um…” I quickly turned away and stared at my teacup, thoughts racing as I tried to remember 
what I’d planned to say. “I…forgot to thank you…for what you did for my dad. I came home 
from work today and found him singing Bob Dylan and eating Chinese food – not a chicken 
wing in sight.” I studied the flowery design on my cup, refusing to look up again, lest I give 
myself over completely to my emotions. “You didn’t tell me you were going to bring Charlie 
Thatcher.” 

Nate didn’t answer immediately, but I heard the fluttering pages of his Bible as he closed it. “I 
figured it might be a good match for both of them,” he said at length. “Charlie needs a good 
technician, your dad needs a good boss, and if anything spiritual comes of it, I’ll say it’s the 
providential grace of God.” 

I set my cup down on the tray and sighed. “Well, thank you. You didn’t have to go to all that 
trouble.” 

I heard Nate’s soft chuckle as he leaned forward and placed his Bible on the coffee table, his arm 
brushing against my shoulder as he did. “It’s never trouble to help you out, sweet little Ally.” 

His hand came to rest on my shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. The sudden touch made my 
heart leap, and my gaze slid around to his hand, his strong, artistic hands that had always been so 
eager to give, so willing to help. I felt tears welling up again, and wished he would either kiss me 
or get up and walk away, for anything in between was unbearable. 



But he didn’t seem in any hurry to do either, and so presently I found the courage to look up. His 
gaze was steadfastly fixed on mine, so much so that I found it impossible to breathe. 

“I’m gonna take my mom to her room; it’s getting late.” He tore himself away and went to tend 
to his mother. 

I watched as he folded the blankets around her and gathered her into his arms as if she was some 
special jewel requiring the greatest care. As he carried her off to her room, I slouched back 
against the chair and let out the breath I hadn’t known I’d been holding. Oh, God, I know you 

promised to be with me through fire and water…but when will the fire and water cease? Am I 

supposed to struggle with this for the rest of my life? 

I knew I should go home. The hour hand on the McCartney’s mantel clock was nearing eleven, 
and I never stayed out this late on principle. I had to be at work at 6:30 the next morning, and 
besides, my dad would throw a fit if I didn’t come home at a reasonable hour. 

But when I got up to bring the teacups into the kitchen and returned to collect my things, the 
vacated couch across from me, complete with fluffy pillows and soft upholstery, looked 
incredibly inviting. I was sure it couldn’t hurt if I just sat down for a minute until Nate came 
back. 

Giving in to my weary body, and loath to leave a place that in so many ways felt like home, I 
climbed onto the couch and curled up by a pillow. The relief it afforded my overstressed bones 
and aching back was blessedly sweet, and I was sure, before even a minute had passed, that I 
could fall asleep quite easily on the spot. 

Nate returned shortly thereafter, and as his eyes caught sight of me buried into the depths of the 
couch, he drew up short. A smile played on his lips, and he shook his head. “You can’t sleep 
here, Ally.” 

“I know,” I murmured, closing my eyes. “This couch is really comfy.” 

“Oh, no you don’t. Wake up.” He reached for the pillow at my feet and swatted me with it. “I 
will bring out my water gun if you don’t get up.” 

“You’ll never find it in that messy room of yours,” I taunted, but obliged him by sitting up. After 
all, I knew that under his playful tone he was being serious. “How’s your mom?” 

“Sleeping soundly for now. I don’t know what I’m going to do tomorrow, though. Or when I see 
my dad.” He slid into his chair with a sigh. 

“I think you should take your mom to the doctor.” I pulled my knees up against my chest and 
linked my arms around them. 



Nate uttered a half-hearted grunt, as though I’d suggested something ridiculously unhelpful. “I 
tried. I was going to take her last Friday, but she wouldn’t go. She locked herself in her bedroom 
the whole entire day.” 

His words struck me oddly at first, and then with great force. He hadn’t shared this bit of news 
with me before – in fact, until today I hadn’t known his mother’s condition was so fragile. A tiny 
wrench thrust itself into my heart at the realization he hadn’t confided in me from the beginning. 
It was only by chance I’d found out now… 

“How long has she been like this?” I asked, almost fearing his answer, lest it should be some 
great length of time. 

“I dunno, a few weeks.” He braced his elbow on the armrest and leaned against his hand. “But 
it’s never been this bad.” 

“You didn’t tell me.” 

He looked up, wariness lurking in his dark eyes. “I wanted to, but…” 

“But what?” Agitation prickled my back, and I shifted on the couch. “You didn’t think I could 
help? Or you didn’t want my help?” 

“No, nothing like that.” He sat up suddenly, eager to defend himself in the face of my bold 
accusations. “You have to understand. My dad…he’s a dangerous person, and –“ 

“And if try to help your mom through her problems, he’s going to hurt me too?” I felt a great 
lump lodging itself in the back of my throat. Perhaps it was the late hour, or my insane longing to 
be involved in every part of his life, but I couldn’t hold back the frustrations uncoiling inside me. 
“That’s ridiculous, and you know it.” 

Nate’s eyes flashed. “Forgive me for wanting to protect you from him.” 

“By keeping secrets from me?” I clutched the pillow in my hands, oddly beset with the 
compulsion to throw it across the room. 

“I’m not keeping secrets from you!” He raised his hands helplessly. “I’ve told you everything.” 

“Only because I showed up tonight and found out.” I rose to my feet, unable to sit still a moment 
longer. Some part of me acknowledged that I was being unreasonable, that Nate didn’t really 

shut me out of certain parts of his life; but at the same time I couldn’t help feeling that my 
involvement in the whole situation was an afterthought. “Tell me, how are we supposed to go on 
being best friends if I only find out what’s going on in your life by accident?” 

Nate stared up at me, a perplexed, baffled expression on his face. “If I was trying to hide things 
from you, I wouldn’t have invited you over tonight. And you’re the one who saw the bruises 
first.” 



“But I didn’t know about the delusional cooking fiascoes, or about her locking herself in her 
room all day!” 

Nate stepped toward me, his voice still tight and defensive, but no longer raised. “Ally, listen to 
yourself; you’re not making any sense. What is this about?” 

“I don’t know!” I choked back a sob, then blundered on without any awareness of how 
incoherent I sounded. “Sometimes it’s like there’s this wall between us, and I can’t ever get 
across it unless you help me, and you never do. Relationships are supposed to be about give and 
take, about honesty, about working together… I mean, what if she’d really hurt herself, or what 
if your dad had really hurt her, and I hadn’t known anything about it?” 

Nate stared down at me, regret darkening his eyes, his expression grim with resignation. After a 
moment a short sigh left his lips, and when he spoke, his voice was so soft it was as if his whole 
person had undergone a most remarkable transformation in a matter of seconds. 

“If this was your home,” he explained, “if my life was yours, then I’d say yes, I’ve been holding 
back, and I should have been more transparent about the whole thing. But the truth is, there has 
to be a wall. We’re not little kids anymore, and our friendship has to change. You understand 
that, don’t you? If there’s no boundary, then why on earth do we have to be so careful? You 
might as well stay the night tonight, because there’s really no difference between that, and 
opening up yourself so completely to someone that you could never separate yourself from them, 
or find room in your heart for anyone else.” 

He paused long enough to let the words sink in, long enough for my heart to leap at such an 
incredible, sobering thought. But then the sadness crept in, the accompanying realization that he 
was right: I had no legitimate reason to expect more from him than what he’d already given me. 

“We know each other too well to be able to separate one side of the coin from the other,” Nate 
went on, his speech as always mesmerizing in its effortlessness. “That’s why I know if I share 
some things with you, I’ll want to share everything with you.” He looked down, adding hoarsely, 
“And then how am I supposed to leave in two months?” 

He stood there gravely, waiting, breathing, willing me to understand. My heart raced inside my 
chest, my mind spinning frantically with the implications of all he’d said. I wanted so much to 
believe him, to accept his conclusions as true and right, and to be at peace with it all. Surely he 
must know, as he had just now almost admitted, that if such was the case between us, it was 
better for us in the end if we had no interaction at all. But he had never suggested such a thing, 
and I wondered if it was for the same reason I didn’t mention it now: because no matter how 
hard and frustrating and impossible our relationship was at times, I just couldn’t bring myself to 
risk losing it. 

And that was why, once again, even his promise-filled words of wanting to share everything with 
me – as surprising and beautiful as they were – could not illicit any other response in me than 
absolute, broken silence. 



Sometimes I really hated my cowardice. All my life I’d chosen to tip-toe around the eggshells 
rather than to plunge daringly through the middle of them and risk breaking one. But could I be 
blamed for it? If Nate, who could master eloquence on any topic imaginable, had not by now 
spoken even a word of his true feelings for me, how was I to expect or hope that he ever would? 

It all came back to what Logan had told me once, that Nate had already made up his mind, and it 
wasn’t for me. Our relationship was doomed forever to be unspoken. 

“I know I let you down a lot,” Nate said, breaking into the silence that might have stretched on 
endlessly between us, “and I wish I could be different, but I just don’t know how. I only know 
how to do what God tells me to do, and everything else I’m practically helpless to navigate. I’m 
sorry.” 

I looked up with a sad, sincere smile, allowing myself, for the thousandth time, to accept things 
the way they were, and put all my hope in the Lord. After all, the very things about Nate that 
threatened to drive us ten thousand miles apart, were the same things I deeply treasured about 
him. I knew in his heart he only wanted to follow Jesus, and to offer up his life as a pleasing 
aroma to the Lord. How could I blame him for that? 

I drew breath to assure him that everything was fine between us, but before I could speak, my 
cell phone buzzed from inside my purse. I reached for it, groaning inwardly as I saw my dad’s 
name appear on caller ID. 

“Hi Dad,” I answered, grimacing in expectation of a rambling lecture about staying out too late. 
Good grief, I was twenty-two, wasn’t I? 

“Where are you, kid?” he demanded gruffly, but not nearly as gruffly as I’d expected, thanks to 
his newly improved outlook on life. “I went outside to yell at the neighbor’s dog and saw my car 
wasn’t back yet. I thought you’d snuck in hours ago.” 

“I’m on my way home as we speak,” I promised, giving Nate an urgent I-have-to-go look as I 
slung my purse over my shoulder and bee-lined it for the door. 

“You’re not hangin’ out with that curly-haired friend of yours, are you?” Randall drawled. I 
could hear a late-night TV show blaring in the background. “’Cause when I went golfin’ with 
him, I didn’t mean to give him permission to court you or nothin’.” 

I rolled my eyes, waved Nate a hasty goodbye, and ran out the door, skipping over the double 
rows of gardenias on my way to my dad’s car. 

“I know, Dad,” I sighed resignedly into the phone. “I’ll be home in ten minutes.” 

---ooo--- 

Isaiah 43:1-2 “Fear not, for I have redeemed you…” 



 
Chapter 34: The Babylonian Empire 

 

---Chapter Thirty-Four: The Babylonian Empire--- 

April, 1998 

Nate’s face was white as death. 

He stood at the front of the classroom, shaking so badly his note paper rattled in his hands. His 
eyes darted around the room. His breath came in short little gasps. I was pretty sure if he had to 
stand up there one minute longer, he’d faint fast away. 

“Uh…the Babylonian Empire…was the greatest power in the world…after the fall of 
the...um…” Nate swallowed the lump in his throat, his eyes unable to focus anywhere but on the 
tops of his new gray tennis shoes. “The Assyrian Empire. Um…” 

One of the boys from the soccer team, who habitually sat in the back, snickered in that annoying 
way of his that was just soft enough the teacher couldn’t hear it, but just loud enough that 
everyone else could. 

The notes fluttered out of Nate’s hands, and he bent awkwardly to pick them up. “Um…in 612 
B.C., the Babylonian emperor Nabopolassar…he um…” Nate searched desperately through his 
notes, reorganizing them as he went – for indeed, half of them had flipped upside down and 
backwards when he’d dropped them. “He, um…he laid siege to Nineveh, the Assyrian capital. It 
lasted for three months.” He checked his notes again. “Yeah. Three months.” 

I dropped my chin into my hands and rested my elbows on my desk. It was torture having to 
watch Nate struggle to get a coherent word out of his mouth. It baffled my mind how he could 
speak so eloquently on a personal level, but when he got in front of a crowd, nothing came out. I 
wished there was some way I could help him, but all I could do at present was sit in my chair and 
squirm. 

“Nabo…Nabopulo..I mean…Nabopolassar…” Nate’s fists tightened around the paper in his 
hands, so that they crinkled together and made an easy perusal of their content impossible. “He 
died. Yeah. And then his son Nebuchadnezzar took over his campaigns to the east.” Nate looked 
up to the ceiling with breath held and eyes wide, as if waiting expectantly for some kind of 
divine assistance. “I mean…the west. He went west.” 

Mrs. Culpepper furiously scribbled notes on Nate’s critique sheet. Every now and then she’d 
peek up at Nate, grimace, and write faster. 

“Nebuchadnezzar also captured Jerusalem in…in 575 B.C. No wait…that was Tyre, I think. 
Um…” He paged rapidly through his notes. “Jerusalem was in 597. But the Jews weren’t exiled 



until it was captured a second time in 586. Because the king fought back. So they had to capture 
it a second time…um…” 

Now three or four of the soccer boys joined their ringleader in quietly mocking Nate. They 
snickered, whispered, and made funny contortions with their faces. They soon drew the attention 
of their classmates, who giggled and laughed under their breaths – and whether they were 
making fun of Nate, or reacting to the strange sounds coming from the back of the classroom, I 
couldn’t tell. 

Mrs. Culpepper slammed her pencil down. “Quiet, everyone. What did I say about interrupting in 
the middle of a presentation? Pay attention, please, and take notes.” 

More laughter floated through the room. Nate’s face had now morphed from white to scarlet, and 
he shifted restlessly on his feet. Then, unable to recover from the humiliation, he scrunched his 
notes up against his chest and fled back to his seat. 

I turned around in my chair and looked at him. He’d covered his head in his hands, and his 
shoulders shook so much it made the loose screws on his desk jiggle. I opened my mouth to 
console him, but Mrs. Culpepper interrupted before I could speak. 

“There, there. Just take it easy, all right?” She towered over Nate with a look of artificial 
concern, as if she dealt with stage fright every day and had little patience for it; even though, as a 
tenth grade speech teacher, she knew she had to at least pretend she did. “Don’t worry about it 
just yet. You can do your presentation again tomorrow, after you go over your notes some more. 
Who’s next? Jennifer?” 

Nate didn’t move from his cowed position until the bell rang. The soccer boys filed out in a 
disorderly, rambunctious fashion, each of them kicking Nate’s feet under the desk as they 
passed. I scowled at their backs as they retreated, wishing I had the courage to kick them the 
shins, so they could have a taste of their own medicine. 

When the room was quiet Nate rose and hurried for the door. I followed him at a distance all the 
way to the soccer field, where he wordlessly sat down on the grass. He dumped his backpack out 
in front of him and fished through his books and note papers for his Bible. Frantically he opened 
it and flipped through the pages, desperate to hear and see the Word of God, and to find some 
measure of faith to hold on to. 

“Nate, what are you doing?” I hovered above him, my hands awkwardly clasped at my waist. 

He froze mid-motion, a short grimace twisting his lips. “I have to find it.” 

“Find what?” 

“A verse on public speaking.” If he was perturbed by my intrusion he didn’t show it, but instead 
continued on with his search, running his finger down each page as he scanned the words. “I 
need a verse. I can’t learn how to do it if I don’t have a Bible verse.” 



My brow furrowed as I plopped onto the grass beside him and crossed my legs Indian-style. “But 
you were doing just fine. You should have kept going. All it takes is a little practice.” 

His curls bounced back and forth as he shook his head. “You don’t understand. I was terrified up 
there, and I shouldn’t have been. ‘Be strong and courageous! Do not tremble or be dismayed, for 
the Lord your God is with you wherever you go.’ I want to live courageously, Ally.” 

I marveled that he could be so stern and unforgiving with himself. He left little room for making 
mistakes, and never settled for mediocrity or the middle ground. Life for him was about progress, 
about growing, about reaching new heights. Such endless striving – though at times daunting and 
difficult – was, in my eyes, a quality greatly to be admired. One I often wished I could cultivate 
in my own life. 

“You do live courageously,” I encouraged, scooting closer to Nate on the grass. “Courage 
doesn’t mean you’re free from fear. It just means you learn how to face it. That’s what you do all 
the time. You stand tall when your father yells at you, and when Shane and Logan insult you to 
your face, and when you walk up to someone and tell them about Jesus. If that’s not courage, I 
don’t know what is.” 

A strong wind tumbled across the soccer field, lifting weeds and flower pedals and a wrinkled 
napkin into the air, to dance on its invisible waves. Nate tinkered pensively with the pages of his 
Bible, his breath coming softer now, slower. At length he glanced over at me, his eyes wide with 
gratitude. 

“You think so?” 

“Yes. I do.” 

My confidence must have overpowered his doubt, for he closed his Bible and held it reverently 
in his hands. “Someday,” he said wistfully, “I’m going to stand in front of a whole bunch of 
people and not be scared. God’s going to help me.” 

I nodded approvingly. “That’s right. And in the meantime, I’m going to help you. Where are 
your notes?” 

He fished them out of his back pocket and uncrumbled them, looking to me for guidance. My 
heart fluttered inside my chest as I realized he truly wanted my help. In that moment, it seemed, 
he needed me just as much as I’d ever needed him. The way his eyes gazed upon me with trust 
and hope, instilled such a joy inside me I might have easily floated up into the clouds and blown 
away. 

“Okay,” I instructed, commencing my role as teacher. “Let’s go through your presentation again. 
Pretend I’m the classroom. Stand up tall and look me in the eyes. If you stare at the boys in the 
back, they won’t laugh as much.” 



Nate scrambled to his feet and straightened out his rumpled T-shirt. He took a moment to 
reorient his notes and assume an easy stance. Then he fixed his gaze comfortably on mine. “Now 
what?” 

“Now tell me what you know about the Babylonian Empire. You have it all in your head; you 
don’t need to look at your notes so much. Just talk about what you know, about what interests 
you. Tell me a story.” I folded my hands in my lap, awaiting the enthusiasm and eloquence I 
knew would come. “Just say whatever comes to mind.” 

But he didn’t say anything. His head tilted slightly to the side, and he let out a short breath. I 
thought at first it might be the early signs of stage fright – but then he looked so settled and 
serene, I didn’t know what to make of it. 

“You have beautiful eyes,” he said, his delivery as straightforward and candid as if he’d just told 
me the year Babylon invaded Jerusalem. 

My eyes popped open, my tongue suddenly stuck against the roof of my mouth. I was certain he 
only meant it as a statement of fact, and not at all because he felt anything for me – but in my 
newly discovered love for him it quite unsettled me, and I didn’t know what to say in response. 

“Um…” I looked away, blushing. “Thank you.” 

The silence lengthened between us. I was too afraid to look up and see if Nate was still staring at 
me, so I fiddled with my shoelaces and tried to refocus my thoughts on the task at hand. 
“Um…so…we should get to work. How are you doing? You’re not nervous or anything, are 
you?” 

“Not with you.” 

My blush deepened. “Well, then maybe you should look at me tomorrow when you give your 
presentation, and forget everyone else.” I dared to peek up at him. 

His expression shone with hope, and he seemed to be mulling over something, perhaps judging 
for himself whether or not such a strategy would work. At length a lopsided smile touched his 
lips. “Okay.” 

Satisfied, if not a little flustered, I nodded toward the paper in his hands. “Good. Now start 
talking already. We have ten minutes until the bell rings.” 

He launched into his speech, and didn’t stumble over a single word. 

---ooo--- 

Joshua 1:9 “Be strong and courageous… 

 



Chapter 35: Hypocrite 

 

---Chapter Thirty-Five: Hypocrite--- 

June, 2004 

Nate and I stood side by side facing the big black door of Shane’s fraternity house. An 
uncomfortable knot had settled in the pit of my stomach, and I was sure if I had to endure one 
more moment of suspense about the evening’s activities, I might burst apart. Bad enough Nate 
had refused to back down from speaking to Shane’s friends about Islam. Worse was this 
ridiculous secrecy in which the whole thing was cloaked. For Nate’s sake, as well as my own, I 
wished the whole event over and done with as soon as possible. 

We’d had a quiet couple of days – no surprise there, considering the intensity of our last deep 
conversation at his house on Monday night. For my part I was willing to let the ramifications of 
it all slide, for fear that if I pressed the matter he might suggest something unreasonable such as 
keeping our distance for a while. Nate had been remarkably silent on the matter, though in all 
fairness he was suitably distracted by his mother’s antics and his father’s coming home again. 
The deep furrows on his brow were telltale signs of the stress he bore, though all of it without a 
single complaint. 

“Are you ready for this, Nate?” I glanced over at him, wondering why he took so long to knock 
on the door. 

He shrugged half-heartedly. “I guess so.” 

I studied his frame and stance for any signs of panic, but he breathed on steadily, his eyes calm 
and focused. 

“I have a really bad feeling about this,” I mumbled. 

“So do I,” he confessed, his voice lacking its usual strength. “But God told me to do it.” 

I often asked myself why I trusted him so enduringly when he said things like that. Every now 
and then the doubt would kick in, but it never stayed for long. In every situation, for as long as I 
could remember, God had come through for him and richly blessed his obedience. And even 
now, when I wanted to grab Nate’s hand and drag him far away from this place, I had to give my 
own fears to God and trust that He would take care of Nate far better than I could. 

Nate tucked his Bible under his arm and stepped toward the door. After a moment’s pause, he 
stretched out his hand and knocked. 

The door swiftly flew open, and Shane appeared behind it. He wore pressed slacks and a white 
button-down shirt, and the snarky grin on his face told me all I needed to know: he had a scheme 
or two up his sleeve. 



“So you came after all,” Shane appraised, giving Nate a thorough, condescending once over. 
“My friends wanted to meet you down in the lobby where there’s more room. Follow me.” 

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up straight. Nate, too, tensed at Shane’s words, his jaw 
tightening with suspicion. But he said nothing in protest, and followed Shane across the 
courtyard like a lamb being led to slaughter. 

Oh, God, whatever you’re doing, please give Nate strength. 

We entered a larger building which was connected to the main UNCA student lounge. I knew the 
setup like the back of my hand, having spent many an afternoon there cramming for exams or 
working on a team project. Thus as we rounded the first corner into the lobby and headed for the 
free speech lounge, a tendril of panic wrapped itself around my heart. Even before Shane opened 
the door to usher Nate inside, I knew it wasn’t going to be just a few of his friends gathered for 
friendly banter. I knew it was an elaborate setup orchestrated for the sole purpose of crushing 
and humiliating an honest man. My soul burned with the injustice of it all – but it was too late, 
for already Nate had stepped foot inside, and nothing more could be done. 

Just as I’d expected, the free speech lounge was packed from end to end with chatty, laughing, 
irreverent college students – some standing, some sitting, some sprawled across the couches with 
drinks and hamburgers in their hands. A few students were watching a home video on someone’s 
laptop, while others had congregated around a table for an unidentified and probably dishonest 
card game. At least a hundred people must have been in attendance, and I knew that for Nate, 
nothing could have been more terrifying. 

Nate froze in the doorway. I felt rather than saw him tense, and impulsively reached over to grab 
his hand. He hardly flinched. 

Shane happily observed Nate’s failing countenance, amusement twinkling in his eyes. “It’s all 
yours, buddy.” He clapped Nate on the back. “There’s a podium and microphone waiting for you 
at the front.” 

Incredulity nearly mastered me, so that I could not find the words to speak. But then as Shane 
moved to walk away, my horror at what he’d done to Nate superseded everything else, and I 
forced out the words: “You said a few friends, Shane, not the entire university!” 

He chuckled at my outburst. “These are a few of my friends. If I’d invited the whole university, 
we’d have moved into the conference hall, or maybe the theater.” 

“But Nate didn’t agree to this,” I argued, unwilling to put up with this insanity for another 
minute. “He agreed to talk to some of your friends in a nice, private setting, that’s all. We’re not 
doing it. Come on, Nate.” I tugged on his arm, but he was like dead, immovable weight. 

“It ain’t worth the trouble, Ally.” Shane’s eyes laughed at my feeble attempts to remove Nate 
from the room. “He knows he can’t leave now, don’tcha, buddy? Too much is at stake.” 



Before Nate could respond, Shane leaped for the front podium and grabbed the microphone from 
its stand. “Hey, everyone!” he half-sung, half-shouted. “So glad you could come out tonight. I 
want to introduce you to an old friend of mine, Nathan McCartney. Give him a hand, will you?” 

Disgust tore at my soul, wearing down my will and spirit. I couldn’t believe Shane would do 
something this cruel towards another person. Did he really call himself a Christian? Had he ever 
shown brotherly love to another person in his entire life? 

“This is ridiculous,” I whispered for Nate’s ears alone. “You don’t have to do this. You have 
nothing to prove.” I searched his face, pleading for him to turn back while he still had the 
chance. 

He pulled his hand free from mine. “I don’t have a choice. God told me to do this.” 

“But Shane tricked you. He just wants to make a spectacle of you in front of everyone. Don’t 
give him the satisfaction.” 

The crowd had more or less assembled around the podium, where they broke out into wild and 
animated applause. Shane stood at the front, his microphone extended towards Nate, his smile 
dripping with glee at the disaster about to befall him. 

Hesitation darkened Nate’s eyes. His lips trembled and little beads of sweat popped out on his 
forehead. 

“Pray for me, Al,” he whispered, then walked forward and took the microphone from Shane. 

I couldn’t bear to watch. 

“All right, everyone.” Shane held his hands up to quiet the audience. “Nate here is an expert on 
the Muslim religion. I know you all have some heavy questions – so ask away. There’s no need 
to hold back. Tonight is all about exploration and discovery, so let’s dig deep, and have some 
great discussion. Who’s first?” 

A chubby young man in the front raised his hand. He wore a baseball cap and Hawaiian shorts, 
and his speech slurred as he chomped down on a burrito. “I got a question. Do you think all the 
Islamic countries are trying to infiltrate our government? You know, conquer us from the 
inside?” 

The commotion in the room died down as everyone waited for Nate’s response. I frowned at the 
boy with the baseball cap, wondering what his question had to do with telling people about Jesus 
– not that I should have expected anything about tonight to go as planned. 

Nate set his Bible down on the podium and fiddled with the corner of it. “Well…um…” He 
stared at his microphone, which he held about two feet away from his mouth, where it was 
completely ineffective. “I don’t think…I mean…I’m not really one to buy into conspiracy 
theories…” 



I winced at the lack of confidence in his voice, and retreated to the back corner to engage in 
secret prayer. 

“I think if we’re not careful, they’ll bomb us again.” A tall guy in a red T-shirt spoke up. “Do 
you think we should ban all Muslims from entering our country?” 

A few people nodded their heads at this. Others looked bored, and went back to their previous, 
more interesting activities. Nate had already turned disturbingly pale. “That’s a, uh...strong 
statement. Most Muslims are peaceful…and…” 

An older man with glasses and a balding head shook his fist into the air. “What are you talkin’ 
about, kid? Muslims are people of war. We should just bomb them all out of existence and then 
they’ll leave us alone.” 

Nate’s hand shook as he held the microphone. I felt all the misery of his situation. He had not 
come here to talk about politics or to buffer hatred against Muslims. And he was too shocked and 
tongue-tied by the masses of people to even begin to think clearly. 

God, how am I supposed to help him? 

“Yeah, what do you think about that?” the boy with the burrito chimed in. “Should we have gone 
to war with Iraq? And how come we let our soldiers suffer in this slow-bleed of a war? Why 
don’t we just bomb the whole country and be done with it?” 

The students murmured amongst themselves, their excitement growing with each rousing, 
passionate question. 

Nate stared at his Bible, his voice now so low and muffled I could hardly hear him from the 
back. “I think that as ambassadors of Christ, we should love peace and hate war. It’s not our 
place to stand around criticizing and stirring up trouble. Our first reaction should be to love 
people and offer them hope when these horrible things happen to them.” 

The bald man laughed out loud. “Jeez, does this guy know anything?” He shook his head in 
frustration, chalked up Nate’s insecurity as ignorance, and stormed out of the lobby. 

I very nearly had decided to pull the fire alarm when my cell phone buzzed in my pocket. Opting 
to delay the crime a moment longer, I pulled out my phone and checked the caller ID. 

Kaveen. 

Anything was preferable to watching Nate suffer, so I stepped outside the door for a moment and 
answered. “Hello?” 

“Hi, Ally. It’s Kaveen.” Her sweet, angelic voice greeted me. 



“Hi there! I’m so glad you called. How are you? How’s your family?” I cradled the phone 
between my ear and shoulder as I saw a group of students approaching the lounge door. 
Gesturing wildly at them in hopes they’d think no more room was available inside, I managed to 
chase them off. 

“We are good,” Kaveen answered. “When can you come to my house again? Can you come 
tonight?” 

I sensed the desperation in her voice, though in my distracted state of mind I didn’t think to 
inquire any further. “I’d love to come to your house, but I’m actually out tonight at a meeting.” 

“Oh.” Her voice took on a distinct, disappointed tone. “Well, can you come tomorrow night?” 

I wracked my brain to think of any prior commitments – and other than hanging out with Nate, 
which was never set in stone anyway, I couldn’t think of anything. “Sure. That’ll be great.” 

“Meslaz! Galiva is going to cook a big meal for you. We will have dinner like the Americans 
do.” 

I smiled at her exuberance, knowing full well Shars ate very little for dinner, and such an effort 
was above and beyond the duties of her culture. “You’re sweet, my friend.” 

“Tabezee,” she tossed back. “You are sweet. Bring your father, too.” 

I couldn’t picture my dad sitting on the floor drinking tea with a bunch of Shar men, but hey, I 
hadn’t ever thought he’d go golfing with Nate, either. “Okay. I’ll ask him to come.” 

“Very good. Perchanda.” 

“You too, Kaveen. Goodbye.” I clicked off my phone, my insides twisting again as I 
remembered where I was. I hurried back into the room, afraid that even a minute’s absence might 
have brought to pass all kinds of doom. 

And then, recognizing my lack of faith, I once again submitted to God’s will, and offered up a 
whole-hearted petition for Nate’s sake. 

I found him in much the same condition as when I’d left: quiet, awkward, and mumbling. At 
least the crowds hadn’t resorted to name calling and throwing things - yet. 

“What about all the domestic violence?” A girl with red pig-tails raised her pencil in the air. 
“The Koran says that husbands can beat their wives if they misbehave. It also says they can have 
up to four wives. Islamic culture is very sexist. What do you think we should do to help change 
them?” 

Nate swallowed and puttered with his Bible, running his hands across it as if he hoped that by 
touching it, it might give him strength. I could see the familiar signs of panic in his eyes. “There 



are social problems within every culture. We shouldn’t focus so much on transforming society as 
on transforming souls.” 

Some of the students laughed and rolled their eyes. Someone next to me muttered an unkind 
word about Nate’s complete lack of confidence, and though I was grateful Nate hadn’t heard it, it 
still made me sick to my stomach. 

“Hey, Ally.” A tall intruder slid into the space next to me. I jumped back in surprise when I 
realized it was Logan. 

My realization quickly turned into a passionate display of suspicion. “Don’t tell me you’re in on 
this, too,” I exclaimed under my breath. 

“Shh, calm down.” He dismissed my accusation with quick shake of his head. “I just got here, 
okay? What’s going on?” 

A couple weeks ago I would have assumed he was lying. But the earnest question in his eyes was 
indeed genuine, and I forced myself to let go of my frustrations and give him a chance to explain. 
“Are you telling me you have no idea what Shane is up to?” 

“I swear I don’t,” he whispered back. “I just came to offer support. I was on the complete other 
side of town and I wasn’t even going to come.” 

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I wrapped my arms across my chest and looked 
woefully upon Nate, wondering what I could possibly do to help. 

A short, plump girl with a digital recorder in her hands stood and spoke her mind. “Some 
workplaces are now providing wash basins and prayer rugs for Muslim employees. How do you 
feel about that?” 

Nate swayed dizzily on his feet. “I think private companies can do whatever they like…but it is 

sad that some of them go out of their way to accommodate Muslim religious practices, and won’t 
even let Christians bow their heads and pray.” 

“Dude, why are you trying to convert them, anyway?” asked a guy with tattoos and a black 
knitted hat. “They’re just like the rest of us. Let ‘em believe what they want to believe, and leave 
‘em alone. Whatever makes people happy, you know?” 

“No…that’s not…that’s not right,” Nate stammered. He gripped the edge of the podium and 
glanced around jerkily. “I mean…” 

“Good grief, who’d you drag in here, Shane?” snapped the boy with the burrito. “He’s a dimwit. 
Just look at him, will you? He’s turning white.” 

“Yeah, what a waste of time. I’m outta here.” The girl with the red pigtails huffed dramatically 
and strutted out of the room. 



Such severe criticism only increased Nate’s distress. I saw the fear in his eyes, the white around 
his knuckles as he clutched the microphone. Even worse was the smug look on Shane’s face as 
he rejoiced in the public humiliation of his “friend.” I was about to march up there and distract 
everyone with a poorly executed song or dance – when I heard Logan clear his throat beside me. 

“I have a question,” he called out, working his way toward the front of the room. 

I stared at him wide-eyed, wondering what he could possibly say that wouldn’t make the evening 
worse. 

“You spent a year living with Muslims in Sharghistan, right?” He stopped beside a red leather 
couch and readjusted the collar of his shirt. At Nate’s short nod, he continued. “I think that takes 
a lot of courage. I’m sure there were times when you felt inadequate living in a completely new 
culture, surrounded by people who didn’t understand you. But you did it, right? Because God 
gave you strength.” 

My mouth dropped open. I could not believe the words coming out of Logan’s mouth, could not 
imagine what had possibly taken hold of him, that he should offer Nate any kind of assistance. 

“’”My grace is sufficient for you,”’ Jesus says. ‘”for power is perfected in weakness.” Most 
gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell 
in me. Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with 
persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ’s sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong.’ I’m sure 
God gave you this kind of strength in Sharghistan, didn’t he?” Logan waved a hand at all the 
students in the room. “I doubt any of us here would have the courage to go to a war-torn country 
like that. We’re too afraid. And because we fear Muslims and don’t try to understand them, we 
all have prejudices and misconceptions about them. So my question for you, Nate, is can you tell 
us a little about the people you were living with in Sharghistan, and share with us some of their 
greatest spiritual needs?” 

Logan finished his speech with a smile – a subtle, warm smile I never would have thought I’d 
see on his face. A smile directed toward Nate, for his sake alone. Then he stepped back into the 
crowds, letting his words settle upon the ears of his listeners. The entire room watched and 
waited. 

I stared at Logan as if for the first time. I couldn’t believe he had found the words to say, both to 
remind Nate that God was with him, and to rebuke all the people who had been laughing at him. 
I hadn’t thought him capable of it. And as I looked at him standing there quietly, confidently, I 
realized I had never really given him the chance to be anything other than an immature 
basketball player with no direction in life. Suddenly I knew that the mistake had been all mine, 
and I longed for the chance to repent. 

People crowded around Logan, and he was lost to my eyes. Pressing off thoughts of him, for the 
present at least, I turned my attention to Nate. Here again I felt a second, more powerful shock. 
The color had returned to his face, his eyes had brightened, and he seemed to have grown three 
inches taller. And he was…talking. 



“Every time I walk down the street they invite me inside,” he projected with feeling, walking 
away from the podium and toward his audience. “They pour out the most lavish hospitality you 
could ever imagine. Whenever I need help, they are there. They are patient, generous, warm-
hearted. They value people over things, and relationships over work. But they have struggles, 
too. They’ve been uprooted from their homes, murdered by their own rulers, terrorized by war 
and poverty. They are spiritually starved for love and hope. They need to know that someone 
bigger than themselves loves them deeply and enduringly. They long to know that there is hope 
for their lives and for their children. But no one will take the time to understand them, or to sit 
down with them and care enough to listen. I have no patience for people who think Muslims 
don’t hurt, too.” 

This wasn’t the first time Nate had painted such a colorful picture of the Shar people in my 
hearing. He had shared countless stories with me, and spoken freely of his love for them. But this 
time, hearing him speak was deeply personal. His words masterfully plucked the chords of my 
heart, and made me want to weep for them. I thought of Kaveen and Galiva and their whole 
family, and wondered how many more were like them in Sharghistan, lost in a dark world where 
no one could see them for who they really were. In those moments they came alive to me more 
than they ever had before, so that I didn’t know whether to cry for their pain, or rejoice that God 
was sending people like Nate to rescue them. 

“Neither destroying them nor ignoring them will align with God’s heart for the nations,” Nate 
went on, his voice rising in strength and clarity. “The only right course of action is to love them 
and speak truth to them, so that one day they will all bow down before Jesus Christ and worship 
Him.” 

He looked out into the crowd, his gaze direct and piercing. “And those of you who find fault with 
their culture and societal practices, have you not taken a good look at American culture? What 
do we have to be proud of? If a single one of you here loves Jesus, you ought to remember that 
he admonishes you to ‘do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind 
regard one another as more important that yourselves.’ Muslims do a lot of things better than you 
do, better than I do, better than Americans do. How dare we judge them while we still have sin in 
our own lives? ‘Why do you look at the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the 
log that is in your own eye? Or how can you say to your brother, “Let me take the speck out of 
your eye,” and behold, the log is in your own eye? You hypocrite!’” 

Nate took a breath, and held the microphone closer to his mouth. “Everyone is a sinner. ‘For all 
have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.’ If one of you thinks you’ve done anything to 
deserve God’s grace, you’ll be in for a rude awakening one day. We all deserve death. ‘But God 
demonstrates His own love toward us, in that while we were yet sinners, Christ died for us…and 
having now been justified by His blood, we shall be saved from the wrath of God through him.’” 
Nate held up his Bible for everyone to see. “Read this book, friends. Read it well, and seek God. 
If you spend more time listening to Him and less time trying to put other people and other 
cultures down, you might find that you actually like Muslims. Maybe one day you’ll even move 
halfway across the world and live among them.” 



The students stared up at Nate dazedly, speechlessly. Not a single person moved. Even I, though 
I had heard Nate’s passion for God many times before, was astonished by what was coming out 
of his mouth. Where had all that come from? Clearly it was of the Spirit, and clearly God had 
spoken to the group with power and authority. No one could open their mouth and argue against 
it. 

Nate set the microphone down on the podium and walked out into the hallway, leaving everyone 
to sit and mull over what he had said. I started to follow him outside, but one young man got up 
in front of me and chased after Nate. When I reached the hallway, they were already lost in 
conversation. 

Then an amazing thing happened. A few more students piled out of the lobby area and went to 
hover around Nate. Before I even had time to blink, half the people who had been in that room 
were crowding into a circle around him, waiting to hear what else he had to say. I stood back and 
shook my head, awed at what God had done. 

In the corner of my eye I saw Logan skirting the edges of the crowd and heading for the exit. 
Feeling a renewed sense of repentance and a deep longing for reconciliation, I hurried after him. 

“Logan, wait.” I caught up with him in the courtyard. 

He turned around slowly, and when he saw me his eyebrows lifted in surprise. He regarded me 
with a soft, curious expression, as if he hadn’t the foggiest idea why I’d leave Nate’s side for 
even a minute to come after him. 

I felt small and insignificant standing before him. Nate had said once that I’d be good for Logan 
– that somehow I could use my influence to bring him closer to God. I realized now I had totally 
failed in such a mission, and that instead it was Logan who had been good for me, opening my 
eyes to the world I had angrily turned my back on for all it had hurt me. I had nurtured a grudge 
against Logan for nearly ten years, and in so doing had written off everyone else who looked or 
acted like he did. I felt my eyes opening as if for the first time, admitting my own prejudices and 
assumptions that people in the world were generally mean and out to get me. I stood there in 
disbelief of my own sin and lovelessness, and for a moment I couldn’t think of how to even 
begin apologizing. 

“Yeah?” Logan pressed, realizing I wasn’t going to speak any time soon. 

I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Thank you…for what you did in there.” 

He shrugged off my gratitude as if it was nothing. “Sure, no problem.” 

“And I’m sorry I accused you of having a part in Shane’s scheme. It wasn’t fair of me.” 

The uncertainty in his eyes disappeared, and he nodded slightly, as if to accept my apology. “I 
had no idea Shane would stoop that low. If I had, I would have stopped him.” 



“I believe you,” I said softly. 

Logan stepped toward me, his shoulders lifting as if somehow my words had released a heavy 
burden from his back. “And I’m not going to Egypt just for an adventure, either.” 

“I know.” 

He gazed down at me, a smile touching the corners of his mouth. “Good. I’ll see you around, 
then.” 

He started to turn, but I stopped him again, my voice now broken and pleading. “Logan…I’ve 
been horrible to you for almost as long as I’ve known you. I guess I thought it was justified 
because of how you used to treat me – but now I realize the blame has all been mine. I think I’ve 
grown up believing that people can’t change…which is ridiculous because I know I’ve changed, 
and because I know I want to change. I’m sorry. I’m sorry I’ve been so cold and accusing and 
unforgiving. I think you’re a really great guy…and I hope you can forgive me.” 

Surprise lightened the blue of his eyes and made him seem infinitely sweeter, infinitely more 
gracious. He cleared his throat, looking down at me now with renewed admiration. “Thank you, I 
really appreciate that. Of course I forgive you…if you can forgive me for harassing you these 
last few weeks.” 

“You weren’t harassing me.” 

“Well, I wasn’t exactly being patient, either.” He touched my arm gently, then backed away with 
a smile. “Better go back and check on Nate. You never know with that crowd. They could turn 
on him in a moment.” 

I nodded, rubbing my arms against the uncommonly cool breeze that flitted through the 
courtyard. “Thanks.” 

Satisfied, he took off for the parking lot, leaving me behind to marvel at the change in my own 
perception of him. It was moments later when I realized, with startling clarity, that somewhere 
along the way I had learned to respect him. 

And respect, in my book, was the difference between someone you tolerated…and someone you 
considered a friend. 

---ooo--- 

2 Corinthians 12:9-10 “My grace is sufficient for you…” 

Philippians 2:3 “Do nothing from selfishness…” 

Matthew 7:3-5 “Why do you look at the speck…” 



Romans 3:23 “For all have sinned…” 

Romans 5:8-9 “But God demonstrates His own love…” 

 
Chapter 36: The Lawnmower 

 

---Chapter Thirty-Six: The Lawnmower--- 

December, 1998 

I had seen Nate do a lot of weird things in his life. There was the time he dove into a muddy 
pond to catch his little cousin’s pet frog after it escaped from its cage. There was also the time he 
snuck over to Coach Bradley’s house at night to un-toilet paper his house after the 8th grade 
soccer team had toilet-papered it. And then there was the time he climbed on top of his roof 
because he wanted to be closer to God when he prayed. 

But what Nate was currently doing seemed to defy all logic and reason. He had dragged his 
father’s lawnmower out onto the driveway, unscrewed it into tiny pieces, and now appeared to be 
reassembling it. I had just arrived in my Dad’s dinky old Toyota, and sat in my car for a moment 
watching Nate, wondering what on earth he was doing. 

I climbed out of my car and walked up the driveway. Nate was so engrossed in his work he 
didn’t look up as I approached, nor even when I stood directly above him, hands on my hips, 
squinting doubtfully at the mess he’d made. I almost laughed when I realized he’d donned a ski 
cap with a Mickey Mouse sticker on the front, his curly brown locks of hair peeking out beneath 
it, making him look a whole more twelve than sixteen. 

“Nate, what are you doing?” I asked, trying to keep a straight face. 

“Working.” He hummed a little tune under his breath. 

“I can see that.” I stooped down and inspected the damage. “Why’d you take your dad’s 
lawnmower apart?” 

“I’m fixing it.” He held up a screw to the porch lights, twisting it between his fingers as if by 
doing so he might suddenly have the skill to put the lawnmower back together again. “Would 
you pass me that screwdriver over there?” He gestured at the toolbox. 

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at such a ridiculous and profitless activity. He must have 
known he’d never be able to fix it, but then again, perhaps he thought God would show him how. 
Resigning myself to an evening of boredom, I scrounged through the toolbox for something 
resembling a screwdriver. 



“Why are you fixing it?” I pulled out the requested tool and handed it to Nate. Maybe I could 
convince him that it would be more fun – and a better use of time – to help me fix the squeaky 
windshield wipers on my car. 

Nate lodged the screw through some sort of metal contraption that bent in three directions. Its 
purpose was absolutely unclear to me, and I even suspected it wasn’t supposed to be bent. Nate 
didn’t seem to notice, and screwed the metal piece tightly to the lawnmower. “It’s going to be 
my dad’s Christmas present. I asked him what he wanted, and he said a new lawnmower, one 
that works. I can’t afford a new one, so I’m going to fix this one.” 

I frowned skeptically. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?” 

“No, but I don’t care how long it takes. I’m going to fix it.” 

I knew by the tone in his voice he was determined not to give up. I also knew that trying to talk 
him out of it would only make him more committed to his project. So I watched in silence, 
hoping for some sort of escape. 

A chilly north wind whipped up around us, and I pulled my jacket tightly to my chest. “It’s really 
cold out here. Can’t we finish this later? Tomorrow, maybe?” 

Nate looked up for the first time since I’d arrived, compassion filling his big eyes as he took in 
my shivering frame. “You should go inside. I think my mom’s baking Christmas cookies.” 

“Don’t be silly,” I argued. “I can’t leave you out here alone.” 

“Yes, you can. Go inside. I’ll be in soon.” He went back to tinkering with the leftover pieces. 

I sat down stubbornly and refused to move, but then, as the chills set in and my hands began to 
hurt, I changed my mind and opted for the comfort of the house. 

“Don’t be too long,” I warned, jumping to my feet. “You’ll get sick.” 

“I’ll be fine,” he assured me, waving me toward the house. 

I stopped on the front porch and looked back at him, touched by his absolutely futile efforts to 
impress his dad, and saddened that Mason would never appreciate them even if he’d seen his son 
laboring away in the icy cold. Sighing, I turned and walked inside. 

Mrs. McCartney and I baked six dozen cookies while listening to an Avalon Christmas CD and 
dancing around the kitchen. I enjoyed decorating the cookies with sprinkles and frosting, but I 
kept thinking about Nate and feeling guilty for abandoning him to the cold. I was sure at any 
moment he’d give up and come inside, but two hours later, when I went outside with a mug of 
hot chocolate to check on him, he was in the exact same place as before, with no apparent 
progress to be seen. 



“Have some hot chocolate.” I held out the mug. 

“I can’t. I have to fix this thing.” Not a trace of frustration could be detected in his voice, though 
by all accounts, he should have been frustrated. 

“It’s dark and freezing cold out here, and your nose is red. Come inside.” 

“I’ll come inside when it’s finished,” he insisted. 

I shook my head, bewildered. “Why are you doing this? No matter what you give your dad for 
Christmas, he’s going to criticize it and throw it out, just like he always does.” 

“Not this year.” Nate set his jaw firmly. “He really wants a lawnmower, and he’s going to 
appreciate it, because I’m building it with as much love as I possibly can. ‘Love does not act 
unbecomingly; it does not seek its own, is not provoked, does not take into account a wrong 
suffered…bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all things. Love never 
fails.’” He put a large screw through two sheets of metal and tightened it with a wrench. “If I just 
love my dad enough, he’ll forgive me for all the mistakes I’ve made, and he’ll love me back.” 

I stared at him, dumbfounded, as the breath whooshed out of me and left me feeling light-
headed. Did he really believe that? That all he had to do was love his father enough, and 
everything would miraculously be okay? 

I knelt down beside him and put the hot chocolate at his feet, sickened by the thought that he 
would spend hours trying to fix a lawnmower that probably wouldn’t work on Christmas day, 
and certainly wouldn’t make his father love him any more than he did. 

“Nate,” I said firmly, pulling the wrench out of his blistered, red hands, “your dad must be a very 
cruel man. I don’t see how anyone could not love you, with or without a lawnmower that works.” 

Nate scowled at me, annoyed that I’d interrupted his project and broken his concentration. He 
reached for the wrench, but I held it behind my back so he couldn’t get to it. “Ally, come on, I 
need to finish.” 

“No,” I refused softly, praying he’d come to his senses soon so that I wouldn’t have to run off 
with the toolbox. “I hate to see you killing yourself to do something nice for someone else, only 
to be hurt in the end.” 

My words must have struck a chord with him, for he looked away, his eyes suddenly dark and 
troubled. “You don’t know what it’s like, do you, to be absolutely incapable of doing anything 
right?” He brushed at his eyes, and even though I didn’t see any tears, I knew he was hurting. 
“Just once in my life I’d like my dad to see something I’ve done, and be proud of me. If I could 
just fix this lawnmower, then maybe…maybe everything would be different.” 

I realized then that there was nothing more I could do or say to sway him. He wasn’t going to 
give up, no matter what it cost him. And as much as I didn’t understand his stubborn 



determination, I admired his heart, and his love for a person who was incapable of loving him 
back. Sighing, I handed over the wrench and sat down next to him, watching as he struggled to 
put the pieces together. 

“Nate?” I asked after several minutes, an idea springing to mind. 

“Yeah?” 

“Would you be terribly offended if I found someone to help you? You know, to show you how to 
put the lawnmower together?” 

Nate peered up at me, his expression a strange mix of doubt and hope. A smudge of black dirt 
streaked his cheek. “Who’s going to help me?” 

I pulled my cell phone out of my jean pocket. “My dad. He’s an engineer. He can figure it out.” 

A wave of intense relief flooded his face, and I thought for a moment he might get up and throw 
his arms around me. “Do you think so, Al?” 

“Of course.” I dialed my dad’s number, delighted to know that Nate was not so far gone as to 
refuse a little help. “I’ll see if he can come over right now.” 

Nate’s voice shook with gratitude. “You’re amazing, do you know that?” 

The passionate sincerity in his compliment made my stomach flip and put me quite at a loss for 
words – until I heard my dad’s lazy greeting over the phone, and was forced to concentrate on 
the task at hand. “Hey, Dad, if you’ve got some time tonight I could really use your help…” 

As I explained the whole situation and petitioned for my dad’s assistance, I peeked over at Nate. 
A smile touched my lips. 

He’d dropped his wrench back into the toolbox and was chugging down the mug of hot 
chocolate. 

---ooo--- 

1 Corinthians 13:5-8 “Love does not act unbecomingly…” 

 
Chapter 37: Fairy Tale 

 

---Chapter Thirty-Seven: Fairy Tale--- 

June, 2004 



A big moving truck stood in my driveway Thursday evening when I got home from work. Its 
front end stuck out into the street, and one of the wheels sat in the bed of lilies I had planted 
around the mailbox. 

Frowning at the intrusion, I parked my car in the street and hurried up the driveway. My first 
inclination was to panic; after all, my dad had spontaneously packed up and moved once before, 
just because he couldn’t handle living in a house where my mom had lived. I dreaded the thought 
that he would do such a thing again, this time over a job loss. 

But then I spotted the Sony label on the side of the truck, and wondered if my dad had simply 
ordered a new entertainment system. 

“Dad?” I called as I stepped in through the open front door. 

“In here, darlin’.” His chipper voice rang out with all the joy and good nature he could muster, 
and I suspected that nothing short of a new TV could have prompted such a response. 

Sure enough, my dad stood watching and whistling as two workmen hammered a fifty-inch 
plasma screen TV onto the living room wall. Sneeze darted around in circles at their feet, trying 
his best to help them but only getting in their way. 

“Look at the size of this thing, Al.” Randall grinned from ear to ear, appraising his purchase with 
warm regard. “Isn’t she a beauty?” 

I blinked in astonishment. “You bought a giant TV?” 

“Yup. It’s a congratulations present to myself.” He lifted two glasses off the coffee table, his grin 
stretching a mile wide. “Here, have some wine.” 

My nose wrinkled. “You know I hate that stuff.” 

“Come on, darlin’.” He shoved the glass into my hand. “Make a toast with me.” 

“A toast to what?” I frowned at the smelly liquid. 

“A toast to success!” He tapped his glass against mine and swallowed down half the contents in a 
single gulp. 

In the five seconds it took me to taste the wine and decide I still didn’t like it, it occurred to me 
that my dad hadn’t gone on a buying spree for no reason at all. Suddenly the reasoning behind 
his toast to success became clear to me: he’d gotten the job with Charlie Thatcher’s company! 

I yelped in excitement and flung my arms tightly around my dad’s neck. The wine sloshed out of 
my glass and dripped down my arm, but I hardly noticed as my dad lifted me off my feet and 
twirled me once around. Sneeze barked at the commotion, and as my feet touched the ground I 
felt his paws on my leg and his tongue tickling my elbow. 



“Oh, Dad, I’m so happy for you!” I kissed his cheek. “When do you start?” 

“Monday.” He puffed out his chest. “I’m going to be a technical advisor. The hours are great, 
and the pay is even better. I’ll actually be home in time to watch the news on my big screen TV.” 
He grunted as he patted the top of the screen. 

I hadn’t seen my dad this happy in years, and the comforting thought came to me that perhaps all 
this change had been for the better. He’d always worked late with his old job, coming home tired 
and cranky. Maybe working for Charlie Thatcher would be more satisfying, more beneficial to 
his health. It almost brought tears to my eyes now to see the bright glow of life on his face. But 
there was sadness, too, because once again he had found happiness in the things of the world. If 
only the source of his joy could have been in Jesus Christ, then everything about this moment 
would have been perfect. 

Oh, God, help him realize that you’re the only One who can satisfy him. 

“What do you say you and me watch a movie tonight? I rented Die Hard and The Three 

Musketeers. You can pick.” Randall chugged the rest of his wine. 

Hope rose within me – it had been ages since we’d watched a movie together – but fell a moment 
later when I realized I was previously engaged. 

“I can’t, Dad. I’m having dinner with Kaveen tonight.” I looked away so I wouldn’t have to see 
the disappointment on his face. “But you can come too, if you want. Kaveen’s father and uncles 
are a lot of fun. You might actually enjoy yourself. And we can watch a movie tomorrow.” 

Randall grunted, apparently unimpressed by my offer. “Those Shar neighbors, hmm? Do they 
speak English?” 

“A little, yes. I think one of the uncles speaks pretty well.” 

“I tell you, if people are gonna come live in America, they ought to learn our language.” Randall 
set his empty wine glass down on the coffee table. 

Oh, here we go again. “They’re trying, Dad. It’s hard to learn a new language, and they’ve only 
been here a year. Kaveen speaks almost perfectly. She’s really smart.” 

Randall dismissed my praises for Kaveen with a grunt. “I’m not good with other cultures, Al. 
I’m a born and raised American, and I like chicken and potatoes for dinner. You go, and I’ll stay 
here.” 

His attitude frustrated me, but what could I do? Sighing at the unfortunate loss of father-daughter 
time, I turned away. “Fine, Dad. Enjoy your new TV.” 

I lugged my duffel bag down the hallway to my bedroom. I had just enough time for a shower 
and a quick nap before dinner at Kaveen’s – an event I’d been looking forward to all day. Maybe 



tonight Kaveen would teach me how to tie headscarves, and then her dad could finish his story 
about the three months he’d spent in a Turkish prison. 

I was just about to skip across the hallway for a shower when I heard the doorbell ring. 

“Ally!” my dad hollered from the living room. “Can you get that!?” 

I groaned under my breath. If this was an indication of what was to come, I was going to have 
serious issues with our new TV. 

I reached the door in seconds and swung it open, expecting a salesperson or Sony employee 
who’d been locked out. But to my dismay Jessi stood before me all bedraggled and lost, her eyes 
swollen and red and her cheeks streaked with black mascara. She peered up at me pitiably, her 
shoulders still trembling beneath her quiet sobs. 

My heart constricted at the sight of her. My first thought was that something had happened to 
Kali, and I feared that if that was the case, I would not have the strength to comfort her. 

“Oh, Jess.” I pulled her into my arms and hugged her tightly, my own body trembling just to 
think what might be wrong. She hadn’t come to the barn today, and while that was no 
uncommon occurrence, I now suspected that her absence had been entirely unrelated to sleeping 
in. 

Jessi clung to me as if I was the only thing holding her up. After a long embrace I pulled her 
inside, hurrying her past the living room doorway before my dad had time to notice anything was 
wrong. 

Not until we were alone in my room did I ask the dreaded question. I held her by the arms and 
looked into her eyes. “Where’s Kali?” 

“She’s w-with…with her d-dad.” Jessi brushed her eyes fiercely. 

“Why, what happened?” 

She collapsed onto my bed. “She was f-freaking out…throwing a fit. She r-ran into her room and 
slammed the…the door.” 

“She’s only four years old, you know.” I spoke softly, hugging Jessi with one arm as I sat next to 
her. 

“It’s not that. B-Ben was…there.” A hiccupped sob escaped her lips, and more tears poured 
down her cheeks. 

And then I understood what she couldn’t yet bring herself to say: Ben had dumped her. A feeling 
akin to a knife stab wrenched itself across my gut, and my heart broke for her. “Oh, Jess.” I held 
her close against me. 



She wept until all her tears were gone. Then at last she lifted her head, her blank, despairing eyes 
a vivid picture of all she had lost. “He said he couldn’t handle it, that it was too much. He said he 
wasn’t ready to be a father yet. It’s what they all say.” She sniffed and wiped her cheek with the 
back of her hand. 

I reached behind me for the Kleenex box on my nightstand and handed it to her. “Then he 
doesn’t deserve you. You are worth far more than the inconvenience of a child who throws fits 
now and then.” 

“I thought he was going to be different. He never once said it was hard for him. Until today. He 
just threw his hands up and said it was over.” She blew her nose hard into the tissue. “He 
probably met a new girl at the auto shop today.” 

My chest constricted at the bitterness in her voice. I stroked the blond curls that were knotted up 
against her back, wishing there was something more I could do for her. What do you want me to 

say, God? 

“That’s not all.” Jessi reached into her jean pocket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper. 
“Read this.” 

I unfolded the one-page document and scanned the header. It was from the University of North 
Carolina - Asheville, Nursing Department. A quick perusal highlighted for my eyes the key 
sentence: Our applicant pool this year was exceptional, and while your application was 

impressive, we regret to inform you that… 

I crumbled it up again and threw it across the room. “What do they know, anyway?” 

Jessi shuddered as a new burst of tears came over her. “What am I going to do? I was so sure I 
would get in. I had a 3.7 GPA, for goodness’ sake! And now there’s no future for me. I’m going 
to be a waitress forever. I’m going to have to sell Charm. Kali will never have the life I want for 
her.” 

“No, that’s not true, and you know it.” I pulled my knees up onto the bed and faced her, 
desperate to give her something to hope in. “You’re a fighter. You always keep going, no matter 
what happens. Don’t give up now.” 

She laughed cynically. “And what am I gonna keep going for, hmm? If I’m not even smart 
enough to get into nursing school then I deserve to be an impoverished waitress for the rest of 
my life.” 

I felt my own eyes welling up with tears. Oh, how much she needed Jesus. She needed 
something to hope in besides love and success and financial stability. She needed Someone who 
would be with her always, even when the road was rough. She needed a reason to wake up every 
morning and smile, no matter what the weather was like outside. She needed a Savior. 



“If it was just nursing school I could pick myself back up, but Ben – I was going to marry him.” 
Jessi sobbed into her tissue. She shivered beneath my consoling hand, then suddenly her tears cut 
off and she glanced up at me with a panicked look in her eyes. “What if I never meet a guy who 
can handle Kali? What if I’m destined to be alone because I made some stupid mistake with a 
stupid guy? I don’t want to be alone.” 

“Just because Ben and all those other guys couldn’t handle Kali, doesn’t mean that no one will. 
Maybe God has someone special for you, and you just have to wait for him.” 

Her eyes sparked, and I knew the moment I finished speaking that I’d insulted her. “You 
Christians think that waiting is enough, don’t you? Just pray a little prayer and poof! Mr. Right 
will appear and you’ll live happily ever after.” She shifted away from me, her disgust vividly 
apparent in the way she threw my hand off her shoulder. “Wake up, Ally. Real life isn’t a fairy 
tale. I’m twenty-eight years old, and no one has come yet. Some people end up alone their whole 
lives, rejected and unloved.” Tears pooled in her hazel eyes. “And that’s me. Unloved. No one 
will ever love me.” 

I bit my lip hard, my mind reeling with Bible verses and words of wisdom I longed to share with 
her but knew would only make the situation worse. I didn’t know what to say to comfort her, but 
I prayed for strength and pressed on. 

“I love you, Jessi,” I whispered with feeling. “And so does Kali. And so does Jesus. ‘In this is 
love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our 
sins.’ Jesus died the most painful death imaginable for you. Tell me who else is ever going to 
love you that much.” 

Jessi’s face turned to a mask of ice, and she leapt off my bed as if I had struck her. “I know your 
main goal in life is to convert me, but do you have to do it when I’m hurting!? God hates me. If 
He loved me I would have got into nursing school and Ben would have asked me to marry him.” 
She threw the Kleenex box onto the bed. “I’m just sick and tired of you always giving Bible 
answers to everything. You live in your own little bubble and think that just because you believe 
in God, everything will go well for you. I hope someday life hits you hard, and you wake up 
from this fantasy world.” Her eyes flashed at me. “You have no idea what pain feels like, Ally. 
No idea.” 

My heart pounded against my chest. I was too dumbstruck, too bewildered, too hurt to say 
anything in response. All I could do was sit there and wither beneath her cold, harsh stare. 

“Yeah, that’s right.” Jessi turned her back on me. “Call me when you have a better answer than 
‘Jesus loves you.’” 

She stalked out of my room, and I heard the front door slam behind her. For an eternity I sat 
staring after her, my tongue frozen, my heart racing, my thoughts jumbled in one gigantic mess. 

How had it all gone wrong? When had I crossed the line? What had I said that was so offensive 
to her she couldn’t even look at me anymore? Why had I not been more sensitive, more careful? 



I had ruined everything. I had destroyed a friendship that meant the world to me. I had hurt a 
woman I loved dearly. And all because I had spoken the name Jesus. 

A Bible verse came to mind in the stillness that followed. For the word of the cross is folly to 

those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved, it is the power of God. In light of Jessi’s 
violent reaction to the word of the cross, I knew it was true. Until God chose to touch her with 
understanding, every word I spoke would seem as folly to her. I only regretted that she couldn’t 
see the sweetness of the name of Jesus. 

In my great moment of loss I didn’t know what else to do but call the one person who would 
understand. I reached for the phone on my dresser and dialed Nate’s number. 

“Hello?” he answered breathlessly on the fourth ring. 

“Nate,” I cried without preamble, my emotions so strong I couldn’t keep them in. “She hates me 
now. Hates me. I’ve ruined everything.” 

“Oh no, what happened? Are you okay?” A strained, odd tone laced his voice, but I was too 
distressed to think anything of it. 

“No, I’m not okay.” I fell back onto my bed, clutching the phone tightly to my ear. “Jessi was 
just at my house bawling her heart out because Ben broke up with her and she didn’t get into 
nursing school. I tried to comfort her but she got all mad at me for saying Jesus loves her and 
then she stormed out and –“ 

“Wait, slow down a minute. Who’s Ben?” He breathed heavily into the phone. 

“Her boyfriend. Or, he was her boyfriend. But he couldn’t handle Kali because she kept throwing 
fits whenever he came over. He said he wasn’t ready to be a father. She’s heartbroken, and now 
she’s mad at me and I don’t know what to do.” I grabbed a tissue and wiped my eyes. “What am 
I supposed to do?” 

Nate considered my words for a long moment, as always waiting for some sort of spiritual 
guidance before committing to give any advice. All I could hear as he thought and prayed was 
his unusually strong breathing – which, if I’d been in my right mind, might have clued me in that 
something was wrong. 

“Maybe you already did everything you’re supposed to do,” he concluded at last. “Sometimes 
people just aren’t ready to hear the truth.” 

“I wasn’t trying to preach to her, really I wasn’t. I was just trying to comfort her. That’s all I 
wanted to do – comfort her.” 

“I know,” he said softly. 

“Then why did she get so mad at me?” 



He paused again, and I heard the sound of passing traffic in the background. I wondered 
fleetingly if he was out driving somewhere. “It’s a hard thing to accept, when someone rejects 
you because they’ve rejected Christ. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 

I switched the phone to my other ear. “But should I go talk to her? Should I wait? Should I 
apologize? Maybe I should call her.” 

“I think you should calm down and pray for a while. Then follow your heart. It’s usually right.” 

A horn honked, and I heard the sound of screeching brakes. Where on earth was he? 

“But what if she never talks to me again? I don’t want her to hate me for the rest of her life.” 

Nate hesitated, and I sensed he was having trouble following the conversation. “I don’t know, 
Al. I’m kind of…I can’t concentrate right now.” 

That was when I heard it – the low, despairing catch in his voice. Instantly my concern shifted 
focus. “Nate, are you okay?” 

“I guess so.” His breathing came rapidly, as if he was exerting himself in some form of physical 
exercise. 

“Where are you?” 

“I’m out.” 

The sound of a whizzing eighteen-wheeler blasted through the phone. “You’re not out running, 
are you?” I asked in alarm. 

“I run all the time.” 

“Not in the middle of traffic. Are you on the highway?” 

“No. Just the boulevard. I like the scenery.” 

I shook my head in disbelief, completely confused as to why he would do such a thing. “Good 
grief, that’s like six miles away from your house. How long have you been running?” 

“Um…I don’t know…a couple hours?” 

My heart twisted inside my chest. The last time he’d gone out running like this had been the day 
his grandmother died. I thought of his situation at home and feared the worst. “Is your mom 
okay?” My hand trembled as I held the phone. 

“She’s fine. She’s at home in bed.” 



Thank God. “What’s wrong then?” 

He didn’t answer at first. All I heard was his heavy breathing and those noisy, speeding cars. 
Then at last he spoke, his voice muffled and far away. “It’s been a hard day, Al. You want to 
come over tonight?” 

If he was willing to admit that much to me, I knew something must be seriously wrong. I also 
knew that if I didn’t go to him and give him the chance to talk about it, no one else would. “Of 
course I’ll come. Better yet, I’ll come pick you up. You sound exhausted.” 

“I can get myself home, really. It’s not that far –” 

“Not that far? It’ll take you an hour, at least.” 

“I know, but…I need this time.” He took a few deep breaths. “I just need to think, okay?” 

I knew that to try and convince him otherwise would be fruitless and unprofitable, so I gave up 
without a fight. “All right. I’ll see you in an hour.” 

“Thanks, Al.” 

A cold, heavy feeling wrapped itself around my heart as I hung up. Nate rarely ever admitted 
he’d had a hard day, and while I rejoiced that he was willing to talk about it, my soul broke to 
think that something or someone had hurt him so deeply. I could count on two hands the number 
of times he’d gone off by himself – running, thinking, praying for hours at a time. And it always 
meant the same thing: life had kicked him hard. 

I sprawled out on my bed and stared up at the white spirals on my ceiling. What had started out 
as a pleasant evening was now a stark, gloomy reminder that in this life nothing would ever be 
easy or simple or painless. Life was a struggle. A daily struggle. 

I spent the better part of an hour in prayer and reading scripture. By the time I finished, a wave of 
peace and reassurance had washed over me. I felt stronger, calmer, more loved. I was grieved 
over Jessi, but confident that God was not finished with her yet. And as for Nate, I knew that 
whatever was troubling him was in the hands of the almighty God, and I could rest in that. 

After checking in on my dad and his new TV – which loudly broadcasted some lame NBC 
sitcom – I hopped into my car and headed off to Nate’s house. It wasn’t until I reached the 
halfway mark at the 7-11 gas station that I remembered I was supposed to be at Kaveen’s house 
thirty minutes ago. 

In my mind, there wasn’t really a dilemma. There was no way I could spend the evening with 
Kaveen and not hate myself for bailing on my best friend in his hour of need. It was nothing 
more than I would have done for Jessi, or for my dad, or for any number of my friends. I hated 
the inward guilt that inevitably came with breaking a commitment, and I knew Kaveen would be 
disappointed, but there would be other dinners, and Nate needed me. 



I fished my phone out of my purse and dialed Kaveen’s number. God, please let her understand. 

“Ally, hi!” Kaveen’s cheerful voice answered. “Why aren’t you here yet? Everything is ready for 
you.” 

Oh guilt, have mercy on me. 

For a moment I couldn’t speak, couldn’t bear to deliver the news I knew I must deliver. I cleared 
my throat and tried to shake off the horrible feeling that circled around in my gut, but it wouldn’t 
leave. “Uh…Kaveen. I’m really sorry but…I don’t think I can come tonight.” 

A long, intense pause stretched between us. Then her voice came over the line in a faint, dejected 
murmur. “Why not?” 

It killed me to have to cancel on her like this, and for a brief moment I considered taking it all 
back and turning my car around. But then I remembered the sound of Nate’s voice and realized 
that to do anything else tonight was impossible. 

“My friend…you see…it’s been a very hard day for him, and…and I need to be there for him. 
Please understand. I want to have dinner with you, but I just can’t tonight. I feel awful. I know 
Galiva cooked a big meal and you probably made everything special just for me, but –” 

“Ally, it is okay.” Kaveen’s sweet reassurance calmed the turmoil in my heart. “I understand. It 
is good to help your friend. We will have dinner another night.” 

The sigh of relief that washed over me was blessedly all-consuming. I was certain Kaveen’s 
kindness and grace towards me was a gift from God, and I vowed never again to abuse it. “Thank 
you, thank you so much. You are wonderful.” 

“Yes. You will call me later? When you have time?” 

“Yes, I will,” I promised. “Thank you.” 

Feeling assured now of Kaveen’s good favor, and confident that I had done the right thing, I 
offered up another prayer of gratitude and veered left onto the old country road that wound its 
way up to Nate’s house. 

---ooo--- 

1 John 4:10 “In this is love, not that we loved God…” 

1 Corinthians 1:18 “For the word of the cross is folly…” 

 
Chapter 38: The Lamp Stand 

 



---Chapter Thirty-Eight: The Lamp Stand--- 

June, 2004 

I could hardly get to Nate’s house fast enough. I knew that once he told me his problems I would 
be calm and sensible, but the not-knowing was driving me crazy. Had the agency turned him 
down as their field leader? Had one of his major financial supporters dropped off? Had his father 
filed for divorce? I could hardly imagine anything worse, and yet I knew it must be bad if he had 
run off for hours just to clear his mind. 

To my surprise, Jackie answered the doorbell when I rang. “Ally, dear, it is so good to see you.” 
She embraced me tenderly, and held me a moment longer than usual. “Nate will be right out. 
He’s in the shower.” 

I sighed with relief to hear he’d made it back safely, and offered Jackie a smile. 

“Sit down, dear.” Jackie ushered me toward the living room couch and sat down next to me. 
“How have you been?” 

I’d been better – a lot better – but I hardly knew how to explain it all to her, so I went with the 
generic response. “Good. How are you?” 

“Oh, much better, dear. Much better.” Jackie’s cheeks flushed pink, and her eyes held a glimmer 
of their old sparkle. I marveled at the improvement in her since Monday night. 

“I’ve decided to join a book club,” she announced proudly. 

My eyebrows flew up. “A book club?” 

“Yes. It gets very lonely in the house, you know. And after Nate is gone I’ll need something to 
occupy my thoughts.” 

I chuckled a little at her seemingly-odd conclusion, realizing I knew exactly what she meant. 
“Maybe I should join, too,” I murmured. 

Jackie patted my knee. “Well, you are most welcome, my dear.” 

The mantle clock ticked back and forth, a painful reminder that time was running out, and that 
these might very well be some of my last moments with Nate. 

Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it. I pressed my eyes shut tightly to ward off tears. 

“There, there, dear. It’ll be all right.” Jackie wrapped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed. 
“If the book club doesn’t work out, we can always take up cross-stitching. It’s a lost art, you 
know.” 



I laughed through my tears. “Okay.” 

“What’s this about cross-stitching?” Nate strolled into the room, one hand rolling through his 
wet hair. 

“Ally and I are going to learn how to cross-stitch, if the book club doesn’t work out,” 
Jackie explained matter-of-factly, as if Nate should have known that already. 

Clearly he didn’t, as his furrowed brow suggested. “Do I even want to know?” His eyes flicked 
from his mother’s to mine. 

“No,” I breathed. I couldn’t really help that I’d lost my voice. Nate’s hair was wet and kinked 
against his face and the stubble on his jaw gave him a surprisingly rugged look. I had to force 
myself not to stare at him, and even then it wasn’t enough to slow my racing heart. 

“Well…” Jackie stood up. “I’ll just be in my room, if you need me.” 

It was several moments after she left before either of us found our voice. Nate hovered silently in 
the archway before taking a seat on the other end of the couch, and I stared steadfastly at my 
hands, wondering why his presence was so unsettling when it should have been so…easy. 

Finally Nate spoke, giving us both relief. “My dad hasn’t been home in days. I think that’s why 
she’s happier.” 

“Yeah.” I fidgeted with the hem of my shirt. “It’s good to see her smiling again.” 

Nate didn’t offer any more information than that, and I suspected he wasn’t going to spill his 
news until I flat-out asked him. 

“What happened today?” I asked, daring to look up. He was already watching me, his eyes 
illumined with a quiet trust I knew I was privileged to behold. 

He held my gaze without wavering, and seemed to take forever to answer. “Pastor Jacob and I 
had a talk this afternoon. About my work.” 

“You mean with Shine?” Suspicions gripped my heart. 

“That and…other things.” He tapped his fingers against the armrest, his gaze flickering away. 
“Apparently there have been complaints.” 

“Complaints?” I echoed, frowning at him. “Like what?” 

“I guess some in the congregation are concerned about the kind of people I’m bringing to 
church.” His jaw tightened as the words left his tongue, and I sensed his frustration simmering 
under the surface. 



“You mean like the Grahams and Cory and Luke?” 

He nodded. “They think I’m disrupting the services and endangering their children.” 

“That’s ridiculous!” I exclaimed, indignation bubbling inside me. 

“I know.” He rubbed his temples with his thumb and middle finger. “The deacons had a meeting 
last night. There’s been such an uproar, they’re afraid some people will leave the church because 
of it.” 

I couldn’t believe the things he was telling me. Wasn’t a church supposed to be the very epitome 
of inclusion and love and benevolence? Just because some people came from different 
backgrounds didn’t mean they couldn’t partake of the joys of fellowshipping with the body of 
Christ! I mourned at the sad picture of the American church, and how far it had fallen from what 
it was meant to be. 

“Others have also protested the new budget,” Nate continued, distracting me from my woeful 
thoughts. “We had to cut the budget for church socials in order to fund the elderly feeding 
program and the new college studio. That didn’t go over too well.” He leaned forward on the 
couch, rested his forearms on his knees. “If it was just me, Ally, it would be okay. But they’re 
taking it out on Pastor Jacob, too. They told him they weren’t impressed with his leadership so 
far, and that if he didn’t fix the problem they would meet again and…and take a vote.” 

Nate’s voice caught on the last word, and I realized then why it was tormenting him so much. He 
was afraid Pastor Jacob would lose his job because of him. I knew that for Nate, to be the cause 
of someone else’s pain was worse than to bear it himself. 

A sigh escaped Nate’s lips. “So I had to do it. I resigned.” 

My mouth dropped open, and for a moment I was sure I hadn’t heard him correctly. 
“You…what?” 

“I didn’t have a choice. They would have fired him.” 

“But Nate, you can’t quit!” 

“What difference does it make? I was going to quit next month anyway.” 

“But…but it’s not right. They can’t manipulate you like that.” I scooted toward him on the 
couch, searching his face for some sign that he hadn’t already given up hope, that he was still 
willing and eager to fight for what was right. “Don’t give in, Nate.” 

“I’m not giving in. I’m protecting Pastor Jacob. This church needs him far more than they need 
me.” 

“That’s not true.” 



Nate’s shoulders tensed, and he turned his head slightly, so that our eyes now met in an intense, 
unspoken clash of wills. “You know that it is. There’s no point in fighting this battle, Al. It’s the 
way things have to be. It just makes me sad. I’ve spent my whole life at this church, and every 
step of the way they’ve resisted what the Holy Spirit is trying to do. I don’t know why I’ve 
stayed so long, except that somehow I hoped I could change it, that God could change it through 
me. I guess sometimes the lure of the flesh is too great. I’m done. I’m shaking the dust off my 
feet.” 

We sat in silence, each of us lost in our own thoughts. There was nothing more I could say, for I 
saw the truth in his words, and knew the time had come for a splitting of ways. Nate’s vision for 
the church had always been greater than what people were willing to make it, and it was only 
natural that he should move on elsewhere, where his vision might be more readily received. My 
heart broke for him, because I knew how much he loved our church, and how hard he had 
worked to start revivals, to challenge people to live out the things they said they believed. It was 
easy to conclude, from our finite perspective, that all his efforts had been a case in futility. But I 
knew they were not. He had been obedient, and in the end it was only God who could stir the 
hearts of men. 

“I’m sorry, Nate,” I whispered at length. 

He sat back against the couch, his shoulders slumped, his head lowered. “I’m just tired, Ally. I’m 
really tired. I’m tired of fighting for things that no one else believes in. I’m tired of working with 
lazy, ambivalent, lukewarm Christians who care more about the next church social than 
furthering the kingdom of God.” 

He glanced up toward the hallway and swallowed hard. “And I’m tired of standing back and 
watching my father abuse my mother, and not knowing what to do to fix it. What am I supposed 
to do with her when I leave? How can I say goodbye without knowing she’ll be okay? I’m all she 
has.” A sad, troubled light flickered in his eyes as he turned to me. “But most of all, I just hate 
that I can’t…“ He cut himself off, looked away. 

“What?” I leaned forward, almost breathless with expectation. 

“Never mind.” 

“Nate, tell me.” 

But he refused to answer. Instead he closed his eyes in a seeming silent prayer. “I know God’s 
doing something in my life, but sometimes it’s hard to see it. Some days I can’t reconcile my 
longing to go to Sharghistan with my responsibilities here, or with the things I want in my life 
but can’t have.” He sighed, stared bleary-eyed at a white candle Jackie had lit on the coffee table. 
“But I guess that’s what God requires of us. We have to make a choice. Him, or the world? ‘I 
count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for 
whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and count them but rubbish so that I may gain Christ, 
and may be found in Him.’” 



As always my soul came alive to hear him talk in such a way. He suffered so much, but no one 
ever knew, because he kept it hidden within himself. Following Jesus was painful, because once 
he opened his heart up to feel all that Christ wanted him to feel, and to obey no matter how 
difficult, there was no escaping the sorrow of this world, no turning back to the easy road of 
ignorance. Jesus was a man of many sorrows, and to follow in His footsteps required no less of a 
sacrifice. 

My soul sighed a great sigh, and I felt that ever-growing feeling I often felt, of some incredible 
force pushing Nate and I together, longing for us to be of one mind and spirit. But then that same 
force hit a wall – the wall that always stood straight up between us. It was too high and too wide 
and too strong to penetrate. I realized it would never come down, not as long as Nate saw it as 
the line between Christ and the world. I knew he would never cross that line. 

“I think sometimes,” I said softly, reflectively, “maybe God doesn’t mean for everything in our 
lives to be lined up perfectly before we take the jump and follow Him. Maybe He won’t promise 
you that your mom will be okay. Maybe our church will never be empowered by the Holy Spirit. 
Maybe your dad will never get over his anger and addictions. God just wants us to trust Him, and 
believe that when we are obedient, we are living the best possible life He has planned for us.” 

“That’s the hardest thing.” Nate clasped his hands together in front of him. “Sometimes I lie 
awake at night, unable to sleep because God won’t promise me my mom will be okay. It’s hard 
for me to really accept that God loves her more than I do. I know it’s true, but…” His voice 
caught, and he almost couldn’t go on. “I would never forgive myself if something happened to 
her.” 

No, I knew he wouldn’t. My eyes burned. My throat dried up. It was worse than it had been with 
Jessi, because right now I longed to put my arms around him and hug him, but I couldn’t. So I 
just sat there, weeping on the inside. 

After a while Nate stirred beside me. “Ally…” His eyes came around to mine, dark and 
imploring. He held his breath a sweet, endless moment, then let out a husky whisper: “Thank 
you.” 

Chills fluttered up and down my spine, and I knew, in that simple, fleeting moment, that even if 
he never admitted it, he did need me. I could see in his eyes that our friendship meant more to 
him than he would ever dare to say. And somehow, it was enough. 

Nate didn’t look away, not even as the seconds ticked by. I tried to force myself to stare at 
something – anything – else, but it was impossible to do so. There we were, staring at each other, 
each passing moment dangling before us, promising some great, glorious unknown that neither 
of us had the courage to reach out and grasp. 

The front door banged open, and a dark, burly figure stormed into the room. My stomach lurched 
and my heart burst into a wild gallop as I realized it was Mason. Oh, God, please help us. 



Nate leapt to his feet and stepped in front of me, shielding me from the advance of his father. I 
stood up behind him, my hands shaking as I pressed them together. 

“What the heck kind of idiot game are you tryin’ to play!?” Mason towered over his son, his face 
dark red, his eyes almost black. 

“What are you talking about?” Nate demanded, crossing his arms over his chest. He was clearly 
in no mood to let his father bully him. 

“Sure. Play stupid. It’s what you always do.” Mason rapped his hand across the top of Nate’s 
head. “I ran into that pastor of yours at the auto shop today. You fool! I thought I made you 
swear you’d never go back to that war zone again!” 

I realized at once that Mason must not have known of Nate’s return to Sharghistan. Then I 
wondered why he even cared, after all the cruel, creative ways he had abused his son. 

“I never said any such thing.” Nate met his father’s gaze unflinchingly. 

“You’re an idiot, you know that!? You wanna get yourself killed?” Mason wobbled on his feet, 
and reached out for Nate’s shoulder to steady himself. “You’re not going!” 

“Yes, I am.” 

Mason’s face contorted up in a wad of anger. His fingers dug into Nate’s shoulder. Then with a 
fierce cry he spun away. He grabbed the metal lamp stand that was on an end table ripped its 
cord from the wall. Then he teetered over to the piano across the room, and with one great swing, 
slammed the lamp stand across the ivory keys. A few caps flew off, and a huge dent appeared on 
the wood. 

Nate flinched, and started forward. 

“No,” I begged, desperately grabbing his arm. “Don’t.” 

Nate watched, lips quivering, as his father hammered the piano with the lamp stand. Over and 
over and over again. His rage was unlike anything I had ever seen in my life. His hands were red, 
his teeth bared, the veins in his arms pulsing with each powerful blow. When the lamp stand 
became ineffective, he grabbed the piano bench and pummeled it across the keys. He hollered 
and yelled hateful things as he beat the piano into a shredded, useless pulp. 

“Mason…what are you doing?” Jackie appeared in her nightgown in the doorway, her eyes wide 
and white. When she saw the damage, she gasped. “Oh, no, how could you!?” 

Mason threw the piano bench onto the floor and staggered up to his wife. “What do you want?” 
he growled. 



“Honey, you shouldn’t have done that.” Her voice trembled. Her face turned pale and gaunt. 
“My great grandmother gave that piano to Nate.” 

“Well, he ain’t playin’ it no more! You stupid woman! What are you thinkin’, lettin’ your son go 
off to some devil country to get himself all shot up!” He slapped her flat across the cheek. 

Nate sprang across the room. He grabbed his father by the shoulders and heaved him face-first 
into the nearest wall. Mason was too drunk to reorient himself, and couldn’t strike back. He 
turned around slowly, his nose dripping with blood. 

“Get out of the house now,” Nate ordered in a cold, low voice. “If you touch her one more time, 
I’ll call the police. And don’t think I won’t hit you again if I have to.” 

“It’s just like I always told ya.” Mason spit at his son as he stared him down, one hand held to his 
bleeding nose. “You’ll never amount to nothin’. You ain’t never done a thing worth doin’ in your 
entire life.” 

Nate didn’t so much as flinch at his father’s words. He simply stood between his father and his 
mother, silently promising to take action should duty require it. 

Mason must have sensed something of Nate’s resolve, for he growled and turned away, 
slamming the door behind him on his way out. 

An intense, prickling silence descended upon us. Nate reached for his mother and wrapped her 
safely in his arms. She cried onto his shoulder, clinging to him as if she had nothing else. 

Nate looked at me across the room. I could hardly move, I was so numb with fear. 

“Are you okay?” he asked quietly. 

I nodded mutely, still dazed by Mason’s rage, and awed by the strength and clarity of mind Nate 
had shown in his presence. 

“What am I supposed to do?” he murmured against his mother’s wispy hair. I could see in his 
eyes a pain that shook me to the core. “God, tell me what I’m supposed to do.” 

I had no answers, so I walked up to him and laid my hand on his shoulder. “Can I pray for you?” 

It was such a simple question, but it changed his entire expression. A light filled his eyes. “Yes.” 

So right there, while his mom wept in his arms, I bowed my head and prayed. 

---ooo--- 

Matthew 10:14 “If anyone will not receive you or listen to your words…” 



Philippians 3:8 “I count all things to be loss…” 

 
Chapter 39: A Schumann Etude 

 

---Chapter Thirty-Nine: A Schumann Etude--- 

March, 1999 

Nate’s grandmother lived on a beautiful, secluded ranch in northwestern Arkansas. Her front 
lawn was blanketed with roses and tulips and gardenias, and a great expanse of green pastures 
lay all around her. She lived there with her oldest unmarried daughter, and taught piano lessons 
to the children who attended her old country church. 

In the hours preceding my first visit to Emma’s ranch, I found myself battling the unpleasant 
emotions of fear and trembling; after all, people didn’t grow up as mean as Mason without a 
reason, and she was his mother. But the moment I laid eyes on her I thought she was the loveliest 
old woman I’d ever met. She greeted me with a warm hug and a kiss, and ushered me into her 
home as if I was some long lost granddaughter she hadn’t seen in years. She was plump and had 
lots of wrinkles, but her eyes sparkled with life, and her voice had a youthful ring to it. She 
smelled like oatmeal cookies. 

“Nathan, my dear boy, let me take a look at you.” Emma held him by the shoulders and 
inspected him up and down with a critical eye. She clicked her tongue. “Well, look at that. 
You’re a spittin’ image of my dear Robert, God rest his soul.” She squinted up at Nate. “Well, 
except maybe not quite as tall. My dear Robert was so tall he could reach our money can in the 
very top cabinet without standing on his toes.” 

“I bet I could do that, too,” Nate teased. 

“Well, maybe.” Emma appraised his height again, though her brow wrinkled doubtfully. 
“You’ve still got time. You’re only just turning seventeen, after all.” 

Nate feigned surprise. “Grandma! Have you forgotten already? Today’s my eighteenth birthday.” 

“Eighteen!” Dismayed, Emma threw her hands into the air and rushed into the kitchen. We all 
trotted after her, giggling under our breaths at her antics. “I have to change the candles on your 
cake. I’m certain I thought it was seventeen!” 

“Maybe you skipped a year, Grandma. Where were you last year on March 24th?” 

“Why, I was…” She thought hard. “I was right here, baking a cake for your sixteenth birthday!” 



Nate and Jackie and Mason’s sister Emily burst out laughing. I soon caught on to their game, 
knowing full well Nate was lying, and joined in. A moment later Emma realized she’d been 
tricked, and reached out to playfully smack Nate’s arm. 

“You’re too much like Robert for your own good.” She rolled her eyes at Nate, then turned her 
head and winked at me. 

I grinned back. 

“Ally, I hear you like horses, isn’t that right?” Emily asked, coming around the island to stand 
next to me. She was tall and slender and had dark, curly hair pulled back into a ponytail. Freckles 
dotted her nose and her skin glowed with a natural tan; I suspected she spent much of her time 
out-of-doors. 

“Yes, very much.” 

“I’ve got two Paint horses out back, if you want to take a look at them. I’d offer to take you on a 
trail ride, but they worked up a good sweat at the showgrounds yesterday, so I’m giving them a 
day off.” 

“I’d love to meet them.” Interest sparkled in my eyes and fluttered all the way down to my toes. 

“Ah, see how she lights up?” Emma said, noting my eager expression. “The sign of a true 
horsewoman.” 

“I knew it the moment I first saw her, when she kept peeking around the house toward the barn.” 
Emily smiled at me as she made her way toward the door. 

I left Nate alone with his mom and grandmother and followed Emily down to a quaint, six-stall 
barn that overlooked the pastureland below. The barn, clean and airy and spacious, smelled 
sweetly of leather and fresh hay. 

“This is Maverick, my State Reining Champion. He’s as gentle as they come.” She stopped 
beside a bay and white gelding and patted his nose. 

“He’s beautiful,” I praised, admiring the swirling pattern of white on his back and legs. 

“He’s sixteen years old now. I’ll probably have to retire him soon.” 

Across the aisle another horse pawed the stall door, whickering impatiently, desperate for 
attention. 

“Oh, and this is Marbles. She’s my baby.” Emily gestured toward the young mare. She had a lot 
of white on her face, and one of her eyes was blue. 

I sighed wistfully. “You’re lucky to have horses of your own.” 



“Your time will come,” Emily encouraged. “It took me years to build up the financial stability to 
afford them. I’d been training and showing other people’s horses my whole life. But then after 
Mason left home, we had to sell all our stock to pay off his gambling debts.” 

This news startled me, and I blinked up at her. “You mean Mason had problems even before he 
married Jackie?” 

“Honey, Mason’s had problems since the day he was born.” Emily stroked Marbles’ neck, 
calming the mare with her light, soothing touch. “We tried to talk Jackie out of marrying him, 
but she was too stubborn – she loved him anyway. He was a good-looking guy, I guess. 
Confident, fun, adventurous. I think Jackie longed to free herself from the hold her parents had 
on her. They were very strict, you know. Held her on a tight leash.” Emily gave Marbles one last 
pat, then stepped away. We continued walking down the aisle. 

“After about a year of defying everyone around them, they eloped to the east coast. If you ask me 
what I think, I’d say he married her for her money.” Emily’s face tightened at the memory, and 
for the first time I could see the lines of age and stress marking her pretty features. “She was a 
southern belle, and she had quite an inheritance. After Mason drained her bank account, he got 
some on-again off-again job in construction, and he’s never been back since. Mom and I only see 
him occasionally when we go to Crystal Grove for a visit. He’s tried so hard to ruin that family 
he’s got. Poor Jackie, she’s just withering away. It’s a miracle Nate didn’t turn out like his 
father.” 

I had never heard this story before in all my years of knowing Nate and his mother. Parts of it 
shocked me…and other parts, well, they didn’t surprise me at all. So many more things made 
sense now, and my heart overflowed with sympathy for Jackie and all she had endured on 
account of Mason’s selfishness and greed. 

“I guess I’m telling you all this,” Emily went on, pausing at the other end of the barn, gazing out 
across the fields of green and gold, “because I want you to be careful. Nate’s one of the finest 
young men out there, and he loves God with all his heart. But his family’s a mess. The burden of 
it would surely beat you down, zap all the life out of you. Even the nicest people are never really 
free from the influence of a broken family.” 

That much I had seen for myself. I didn’t doubt that Nate would always be affected by his 
parents’ problems. But I didn’t like Emily’s assumption that God’s grace couldn’t heal what was 
broken, and give him the strength to endure it and rise above it. 

“Nate’s overcome a lot,” I said thoughtfully. “He’s made the choice to follow after God, not after 
his father.” 

“Yes, and for now that’s enough.” Emily turned around, leaned back against the sliding barn 
door. “But sooner or later, something’s going to break.” 

I frowned at her. “I don’t think that’s true.” 



“Of course you don’t.” Emily sighed. “Love is blind, isn’t it?” 

“Who said I was in love with him?” I asked sharply, alarmed that she would come to such a 
conclusion after knowing me for less than thirty minutes. 

“As one who has been scorned by love, I can tell when a girl has her heart set on someone. It’s in 
your eyes every time you look at him, my dear. Which is quite often, I might add.” 

Blushing, I turned my face away from her. How embarrassing that a total stranger had picked up 
on something I tried to keep secret from my closest friends. And even though I felt I could trust 
her, and would be assured of her confidence should I confess the truth, I knew I could not admit 
to it. 

“Come on, let’s go back to the house. You’ve never tasted chocolate cake until you’ve tasted my 
mom’s.” 

We trekked up to the ranch house, and as we approached the back steps, I heard something mind-
numbingly beautiful streaming from inside the house. I tilted my ear to the sound, marveling at 
its richness and color. 

“That’s a beautiful song,” I breathed. “What is it?” 

Emily swung the door open and let me pass through. “I don’t know. Ask my mom. She knows 
everything about music.” 

“Is it from a CD?” 

Emily paused mid-step, surprised by the innocence and naivety of my question. She gave a 
gentle laugh. “A CD? Have you never heard Nate play before?” 

Nate was playing that piece!? I stared at her dumbly, convinced she was joking. There was no 
way Nate could play that well. I’d heard him practice a thousand times on his piano at home and 
every time it made my skin crawl it was so awful. 

“If you don’t believe me, go listen for yourself. The piano’s in there.” Emily pointed through the 
door to an adjoining room. 

My mind spun as I stepped into that room. The scene before me was absolutely astonishing. Nate 
sat at his grandmother’s seven-foot grand piano, his fingers moving over the keys with 
impressive strength and control. The sound and rhythm and feeling swirling around him baffled 
every stretch of my imagination, and I was sure my eyes and ears must be deceiving me. 

The piece was remarkably intricate. The melody, harmony, accompaniment – all were composed 
and played so masterfully as to twist all the emotions up inside you until you were nearly 
breathless with awe. I walked around the piano and sat down on the couch next to Emma, who 
was listening with as much admiration and amazement as I was. 



I was sure I had never in my life heard anything more beautiful. 

As Nate came to the end and let the last note fade into silence, it occurred to me that I had heard 
this piece once before, many years ago. I searched my memories, trying to remember the exact 
date and place. Then I recalled it – the piece Nate had wanted me to listen to the day I’d read his 
journal. The one he had dreamed of playing some day, only with more color. 

Suddenly I saw him in a new light. He was a musician. It didn’t make sense to me how his 
playing had been transformed overnight, but the reality was that he was good. Really good. 
Phenomenal. I could hardly wrap my mind around it. 

“What was that song? The one he was playing?” I whispered to Emma. Nate began to play 
something else, another lovely piece, one you might hear at night under a white stream of 
moonlight, a sparkling river stretching out before you. 

“This one?” Emma gestured toward the piano. “It’s Rachmaninoff’s prelude in D. Number 4, I 
think.” 

“No, I mean, the one before it.” 

Her eyes shone knowingly. “Ah, yes. The beautiful Schumann symphonic etude in g sharp 
minor. Quite a piece, eh? One of the best he ever wrote. Didn’t Nate play it splendidly?” 

I looked back at him, marveling again at how absorbed he was in his music. “Y-yes.” 

Emma patted my arm. “Hasn’t he ever played it for you before?” 

“Well…maybe, but…” I lowered my voice and whispered close to her ear. “But if he did, I 
couldn’t tell. Everything he plays always sounds so…awful.” 

Emma laughed, delighted at my confusion. “It’s that piano of his, dear. It’s the most worthless 
piano I’ve ever heard in my life. Completely out of tune, worn padding, no voicing or action 
whatsoever. Poor child. I told his mother she ought to buy him a decent instrument to play on, 
but she’ll hear none of it, since it’s a family heirloom. I think that’s why Nate loves to come 
here, so he can hear how his music really sounds.” 

Wow. If I wasn’t so awestruck, I might have felt guilty for always having thought he couldn’t 
play. But the past seemed irrelevant now. Nate was a musician. 

And with each piece he played, I fell a little more in love with him. 

 
Chapter 40: Confession 

 

---Chapter Forty: Confession--- 



June, 2004 

I couldn’t get Nate’s father out of my mind all day. His harsh, unkind words consumed me, and 
if I closed my eyes I could still see the lamp stand in his hands as he pummeled it into the piano. 
The longer I thought about what he’d done, the more I hurt for Nate. I couldn’t imagine growing 
up with such constant, demoralizing abuse from my own father. Mason had always been rough 
with his son, but last night…last night had been downright cruel. How could Nate still smile? 
How could he laugh? How could he treat others with such kindness? What grace God had given 
him to be able to endure it. 

Work that day ran long and tedious. Noel had gone to her mother’s for the weekend, and I stayed 
late, finishing up last minute packing for my show with Legend the next day. The event held 
little excitement for me now, for there were so many things going on I could hardly concentrate 
on riding, and twice during my practice that morning I’d forgotten the test pattern and had to 
start all over again. I even managed to frustrate Legend to the point that he stuck his nose in the 
air and refused to canter one more time if I was only going to sit up on his back and mull over 
my life. 

Jessi didn’t show up at the barn, nor did she answer her phone when I called her. I left a message 
on her voice mail, apologizing profusely for offending her, and begging her to call me back so 
we could talk. There was nothing more I could do, so I gave the situation over to God and prayed 
that He would restore our friendship. 

After work I stopped at Studio7 to see if Nate was there. Even though it was the middle of the 
evening, the place was deserted. All I could hear were the faint streams of music floating out 
from the practice room, and I knew my haunch had been correct. 

The powerful melody of How Great Thou Art rang out as I opened the door. Sure enough, Nate 
was lost in his music. His performance was majestic, full, and worshipful, with just enough 
hesitation that I knew he must be making the arrangement up as he went along. I stood against 
the wall and watched as his fingers moved effortlessly over the keys. I waited and listened, 
loving his interpretation too much to interrupt. 

At last his hands fell in a final, victorious chord, and he sat back, knowing I was there without 
having to turn around. “Hi, Al.” 

“That was amazing.” I crept up behind him. “You really should play that in church.” 

He shrugged and threw me one of those yeah, right smiles. 

“I mean it. You’ve got all this talent and you never use it. It’d be like if Mozart locked himself in 
a room and never let another soul hear his music. Then what would have happened to the 
classical era as we know it?” 

“I’m no Mozart, Ally. Your analogy is sadly lacking.” Nate’s smile faded slowly, until it was 
entirely gone. 



I leaned against the body of the piano, sensing Nate’s mind was preoccupied elsewhere, and my 
pestering him about playing in church was only annoying him. So I maintained silence, waiting 
to see what he would play next. 

To my surprise, he launched into the first movement of Mozart’s 23rd piano concerto. I hadn’t 
expected him to choose something quite so chipper, nor to play it with such calm control. The 
notes sparkled as if they were lithe dancing ballerinas twirling across a stage. 

I waited out the entire first movement, some ten minutes later. Nate’s playing didn’t break 
character once, and his seeming unconcern over everything that had happened yesterday struck 
me oddly, and made me wish that just for once in his life he’d express how he really felt about 
his dad. 

He came to the ending and paused, looking up at me with questioning eyes. I didn’t know what 
to say. 

“You look tired,” he concluded at length. “Was Sebastian misbehaving again?” 

“No. Work was fine.” I brushed the treble keys with my fingertips. 

“What’s the matter, then?” 

I laughed softly. “Funny, I came in here to ask you the same question.” 

Nate studied me for a moment, his brow furrowing as he plucked out a chord. “I’m sorry you had 
to see all that last night. But please don’t let it worry you. I know how to handle my father.” 

Why did it exasperate me so to hear him say that!? “He broke your piano, Nate.” 

He shrugged and began to weave a melody of his own design. “It was old and useless anyway. G 
and F sharp wouldn’t play, and the padding was all worn. It’s just as well that I come up here to 
practice.” 

I felt hot and mentally exhausted. So what – last night he’d been all broken and vulnerable, and 
today everything was fine again? A heavy, resigned sigh left my lips. 

“You don’t look so good.” Nate scooted down the piano bench and patted the seat next to him. 
“Here, have a seat.” 

I sat with a dramatic sigh. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked again. 

“Yes. I just don’t understand why you let your father treat you that way. Does it really not bother 
you at all? Those things he said…surely it must hurt.” 



Nate thought for a moment while he played a phrase from the second movement of the 23rd 
concerto. The notes were sweetly discordant, carrying a long, forlorn melody. “I suppose it hurts 
if I let it,” he said somberly, and continued to play. 

The lines of his face were tensely drawn, and I wished I had kept my mouth shut. I had made 
everything worse by prying. Why did I always try to make Nate act like a normal person? He 
was better off without me. 

After a while Nate stopped, and the silence lengthened between us. I wondered why it was so 
hard to find words to say, why it felt like we were a thousand worlds apart even though we were 
sitting on the same little piano bench. 

I drew in a breath, desperate for the awkwardness to end. “Would you play something for me?” 

“Sure. What would you like to hear?” 

I swallowed on a dry throat, my hands clamming up at the thought of what I was about to 
request. Then I berated myself for feeling that way, frustrated as always with my complete 
inability to separate my friendship with Nate from my love for him. It was just a simple request, 
one I could have made a hundred times before without a second thought. But somehow I knew 
that this time, right now, it would reveal something very personal. I was sure he didn’t know how 
deeply his music touched me; I didn’t want him to know. And yet… 

“Do you remember your seventeenth birthday, when we went to your grandmother’s house in 
Arkansas?” 

He thought for a moment, then laughed, though his laugh was without joy. “You remember 
that?” 

“Yes. You played the most beautiful piece I’ve ever heard. I haven’t gotten it out of my head 
since.” I didn’t dare look at him. 

“Which one?” 

“Schumann’s symphonic etude, number eleven, in g sharp minor.” 

Understanding struck him almost as soon as the words left my mouth. He sat very still, and said 
nothing. 

“Do you remember it?” I turned my head slightly, and found his eyes were intently fixed on 
mine, glimmering with something so akin to true feeling, it took my breath away. 

“Yes, that’s the one that…” He shifted awkwardly on the piano bench, almost as if I was too 
close, though I was trying my hardest not to touch him. “How’d you remember that?” 



“I know more about music than you think I do.” I pushed g sharp, then d sharp, then climbed 
down the minor scale. “That’s the opening phrase, isn’t it?” 

He stared at me in astonishment. “Yes, but…” 

“I know. It’s the one you wanted to play with more color.” I was so unsettled, I could hardly get 
the words over my tongue. “Well, you did it, Nate. I’ve never heard a song before or since then 
played with more color.” 

He stared at me, his eyes dark and full of admiration. Admiration and something else, something 
deeper and more profound that freed my heart from its cage and let it fly off into a world rich 
with hope and promise. 

I shivered even though the room was warm. “You played it as if you’d written it yourself, and I 
was sure I could have listened to it forever and never discovered all the feeling you put into it. 
Play it for me again?” 

It seemed that Nate could no longer bear to look at me, and so, as if to hide whatever emotions 
must have risen inside him at my words, he began to play. It was just as I knew it would be. As 
mournful, articulate, and heartfelt as it had been the first time. With each singing, perfect note it 
became harder to breathe, until I was sure the sound would suffocate me. I closed my eyes, lost 
in this world he had created, wrapped up in the emotions I felt – sadness, disquiet, fear, longing. 
Especially the longing. That was the worst part. That was why the piece had never left me. I 
wondered if that was why it had never left him. 

He reached the lyrical climax with power, each note falling at the exact moment so as to evoke 
the strongest emotions. Then abruptly he drew his hands back, as if the keys suddenly hurt to 
touch. Everything I’d been feeling broke apart, and I stared up at him in a sort of daze, too 
disoriented to question why he had stopped. 

His eyes were wide, his expression solemn, and I wondered why he held my gaze so long. We 
sat very close, and it seemed that he leaned toward me, or that at least he didn’t move away. I 
didn’t know what to do with myself. He had trapped me with those beautiful, soulful eyes, and 
his scent swirled around me, weaving its spell. Could he possibly know what he was doing to 
me? Did he have any idea how desperately I wanted him to kiss me? 

I felt his breath on my face and the warmth of his body as his shoulder pressed against mine. I 
saw his hand lifting to touch my cheek, though I hardly dared believe he would until I felt those 
long, expressive fingers against my skin, creating a sensation so new and startling my lips parted 
in a soft intake of breath. His fingers trailed down my cheek, across my jaw, and slid behind my 
neck, where he held me so gently, so deliberately, drawing me ever closer. My whole body came 
alive, waiting for that moment when at last I would feel his lips on mine. 

He shot up off the piano bench, pale and shaking. I saw the fear in his eyes, the tension in his 
arms. “Forgive me,” he murmured, and fled out the door. 



My mind spun. I sat absolutely still, as shocked as if he had kissed me. I suppose I should have 
felt hurt, or at the very least disappointed, that he had not. But in that moment the only feeling I 
had was awe. For years I had been at his side, his faithful friend, loving him but not once daring 
to believe he loved me in return. He had never given me reason to hope. Until now, when in 
those perfect fleeting moments I had been more to him than “sweet little Ally.” I had been a 
woman, and in some way or other, he had thought me desirable enough to kiss. The revelation 
was glorious. 

But as I sat there, the other thoughts began to invade. Why hadn’t he kissed me? What was he 
afraid of? Did he fear I would reject him? Did he fear what would happen next? And if he really 
did have feelings for me, why did he insist on pretending he didn’t? 

But my questions were foolish. I already knew the answers. He thought he was going to die 
when he was twenty-seven, and until then he would devote all his heart and soul to spreading the 
gospel. It was so simple…and yet so hard to accept. 

I’d been wrong all this time. There was something more painful than loving someone who didn’t 
love you back. It was loving someone who might possibly love you back, but refused to act on 
that love because of his devotion to God. 

I stood up on weak, trembling legs. Suddenly it wasn’t enough just to understand it all in my 
mind. I wanted to hear him say it. I wanted to know exactly why things had to be this way. And I 
wanted the chance to convince him that maybe, just maybe, I could be part of God’s plan for his 
life, too. I knew I would never forgive myself if one word was enough to change forever, and I 
didn’t speak it. 

Oh, Father, you know my heart. Give me courage. Your will be done. 

I found Nate sitting on the back stairs of Studio7, his head bent over his knees, face buried in his 
palms. He didn’t look up as I sat next to him. I didn’t know what to say at first, so I stared at the 
empty parking lot and wrung my hands together nervously. 

“Are we not going to talk about what happened?” There. It was out. Now he had to say 
something back. 

But he didn’t, not for a very long time. He seemed to be pulling himself together, bringing 
himself back from someplace far away. He looked weary, burdened, more so than I had ever 
seen him. 

“I almost kissed you.” He spoke softly, still staring at his hands. 

“Why didn’t you?” 

Silence. Then, “Because I can’t.” 

A short, soft laugh escaped my lips. “It’s not that hard, you know. Everyone does it.” 



“No, I mean –“ He turned toward me, clearly distressed, clearly pleading for my comprehension. 
“I can’t. God told me not to.” 

“God told you not to kiss me?” I echoed, disbelieving. 

“Yes.” 

And there it was. The awful, hideous, crushing truth. God had told Nate not to kiss me, and now 
there was nothing else that could be done. 

I lowered my head slowly. My hair fell down around my face, hiding my water-filled eyes from 
his sight. For several aching moments I let his words sink in, resigning myself to circumstances 
and realities beyond my control. But then a burst of defiance rose up inside me, and I knew that 
such an easy surrender would never satisfy me. 

Blinking back tears, I spoke. “But what does that mean, Nate? You say God tells you to do stuff 
all the time but I never know what you mean. Howdoes He tell you? How do you know?” 

Nate balked at my question, confirming for me that the answer was far more complicated than he 
let on. “It’s all kinds of things,” he answered carefully. “Bible verses, meditations, visions, 
convictions. Sometimes I just know the right thing to do.” 

I felt a tendril of bitterness creep into my heart. It all sounded like such a cop-out to me. It was 
easier to say God told him not to kiss me than to actually put his feelings out there and explain 
why he wouldn’t. For the first time I began to wonder why I always accepted his convictions 
blindly, never questioning, never doubting. What if they weren’t really convictions at all, but just 
an easy out? 

Disappointed with the whole situation, I heaved a sigh and stood up. 

“Ally, wait.” Nate caught my hand, interrupting my swift getaway. “There’s something you need 
to know.” 

I hesitated, wondering if this was really worth my time. I wanted to believe that I was strong 
enough to just walk away one final time, but the truth was that I still loved him, and was still 
clinging to some frayed thread of hope that he loved me, too. 

I sat down. Nate didn’t let go of my hand, and I sensed that somehow in the last thirty seconds 
we had leaped way out of his comfort zone into a place where there was no hiding, where all he 
could do was speak the absolute truth, no matter how much it hurt both of us. 

Nate swallowed, took a deep breath. ”When I was sixteen, I went to a piano competition.” 

I frowned slightly, wondering what this had to do with our relationship. But as I let my mind 
contemplate his words, I realized this was something he had never told me before, something he 
must have kept secret for a reason. I looked up at him, my eyes wide. “You did?” 



His shoulders rose and fell in a halfhearted shrug. “It wasn’t one of my proudest moments.” He 
shifted his gaze to our joined hands, and with seemingly fierce reluctance, let go. “I think I was 
really struggling at the time with feeling inadequate and worthless. I couldn’t do anything right 
in my dad’s eyes, or in the eyes of my peers at school, and I just…I just wanted to do something 
really well for once in my life. I wanted someone to hear me play and acknowledge that I wasn’t 
stupid, or weird, or weak. It was prideful of me, really. I was looking for affirmation in all the 
wrong places.” 

His confession blew my mind. It was so much at odds with what I had witnessed in him during 
high school that I found it hard to believe he could have struggled with self-worth at all. How 
could someone who knew, more than anyone else, how much God loved him, ever feel that he 
was worthless? It baffled me beyond all reason. 

“About a week before the competition,” he continued, “I felt that God was telling me not to go. I 
knew I was doing it with the most ungodly motivations. I knew that if I succeeded, it would only 
fuel my unbelieving heart. But I went anyway.” 

Nate pressed his hands against his forehead, as if the memories hurt and he was trying to push 
them away. It was several moments before he spoke again. “I played Chopin’s fourth ballade, the 
hardest piece on the selection list. It was the best I’d ever played it. The keys did everything I 
asked them to do, and the sound in that concert hall was extraordinary. But the moment my 
hands fell on that last chord, I was consumed by this…this crushing wave of guilt, and shame, 
and humiliation. I felt like God was saying, ‘I will break down your stubborn pride and make the 
sky above you like iron and the ground beneath you like bronze.’” Nate’s hands fell from his 
face, and he looked at me with sad, troubled eyes. “It was weeks before I could acknowledge that 
God had forgiven me, and even longer before I forgave myself.” 

Tears pricked my eyes anew. I could almost feel exactly how he must have felt in that moment 
when he first felt God’s displeasure – and I understood. I understood what he was trying to say 
even before he said it. 

“I can’t live like that, Al. I can’t bear the burden of knowing God told me not to do something 
and I did it anyway.” Nate found my gaze, his own so frank and open it broke my heart. “I want 
you to understand.” 

I nodded solemnly. “I do.” 

The sun was just beginning its descent over the distant horizon. Pink and yellow clouds danced 
around it, and little streaks of sunshine beamed down on the valley below. The treetops swayed 
in the warm evening breeze, and the blackbirds swarmed around them, settling themselves down 
for the night. The world seemed at peace with itself. I felt that God was right there with us, 
looking down on us and reminding us to trust Him. 

And so, in an act of submission, I gave all my heart to the Lord, to keep in His comforting, 
capable hands for the present time. Then I looked to Nate, and saw that the calm, reassured look 
had returned to his face, the lines of tension gone. 



“A kiss is never just a kiss,” he said lowly, pensively. “It’s like a promise of more, of things 
bigger and more satisfying. Commitment, affection, intimacy. And in your eyes, at least, it 
should be that way. A kiss has to go forward, and if it can’t, it festers, and it hurts. I see it 
happening everywhere around me. And if I kiss you…it can’t go anywhere.” His voice wavered, 
but he pushed back the new onslaught of emotions as quickly as it had come. “Why would I ever 
do that to you?” 

I felt my eyes watering, stinging, threatening to blind me with a downpour of tears if I let them. I 
suppose I hadn’t really thought he’d ever considered these things. I suppose I had thought that 
his decision to remain single was easy for him, and that he had never once had to wrestle with it. 
But clearly he had. And the way he spoke to me now was so gentle and true, so desirous of my 
understanding, that it chased all the bitterness away, and left nothing but compassion. 

Nate stared up at the orange, glowing sun. I thought perhaps he might have said all he meant to 
say, but then he turned suddenly and snared my gaze again. “You’re my sister in Christ, Ally. I 
respect you. I want to honor you as a woman. Kissing you would be the most selfish thing I 
could do. Because one day you’ll marry someone, and you won’t be able to give him everything. 
I’ll have taken something from you that isn’t mine to take.” He swallowed down the lump in his 
throat. “Save yourself for the man you want to marry.” 

His conclusions were too wrong, too presumptuous, and I couldn’t contain my horror. I shook 
my head fiercely. “But you don’t understand. I don’t want to marry anyone else!” 

His eyes flew open at my unexpected outburst. His back went rigid, his shock evident in every 
line of his face. An endless moment passed before it dawned on me all at once that what I’d 
meant to say wasn’t at all what I’d said. 

I flung my hands over my mouth, terrified and embarrassed beyond anything I had ever felt 
before. “I mean, anyone,” I sputtered. “I don’t want to marry anyone.” 

Nate couldn’t stop staring at me, and I hung my head remorsefully, my cheeks flaming. Oh, God, 

please don’t let him take that the wrong way. 

Nate stood wordlessly and paced a few steps across the parking lot. Then at length he turned 
back to me, renewed distress written all over face. “I’ve hurt you already, haven’t I?” he 
breathed. 

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. How was I supposed to answer that? I couldn’t say 
yes and I couldn’t say no. 

Nate faced the sun again, his hands stuffed awkwardly in his pockets. “I know I messed up 
today, and for that I owe you a world of apologies. But I’ve tried so hard not to lead you on.” 

I couldn’t bear to let him carry all that guilt, so I forced myself to stand up and walk to his side. 
My feet almost couldn’t make it, they were so weighted and stiff. 



“You haven’tled me on,” I said, feeling I owed him at least that much peace of mind. “You’ve 
never misled me as to your plans for the future. I know where I stand with you.” 

He looked down at me, the sunlight reflecting off his eyes and glinting in his hair, making him 
appear as one divinely touched, and as so, one impossible to ever call my own. “How did this 
happen, Al?” he murmured softly. “How did we get here?” 

“I don’t know.” 

He stared at his feet. “I have to go to Sharghistan.” 

Yes, he did. I had always known it. It was the one conviction I knew could never be shaken. 

I watched him for a long time, and it occurred to me that if I said nothing else, and we went on 
with our lives, never again spoke of this subject, that he might very well carry around this burden 
for the rest of his life – the burden that he had selfishly led me along and hurt me. I didn’t want 
him to feel that. I wanted him to be free from guilt. I wanted him to think of me and smile, not 
drown in a sea of regret. 

So I said the one thing I knew would give him freedom, though it choked me up with tears to 
have to say it. 

“Please don’t worry about me, Nate. I’m okay. I promised you I wouldn’t fall in love with you, 
and I meant it.” 

His eyes were piercing as he shifted focus to my face. I couldn’t tell if he was more relieved or 
saddened to hear it, but he said nothing in response, and instead turned aside, seemingly eager to 
move on, to ease back into some sort of comfortable relationship. “Are you still going to your 
horse show tomorrow?” 

“I don’t know. Are you still going to take me?” I bit my lip. How were we ever going to be 
normal again after this? 

He nodded slowly. “Yeah.” 

I knew in days to come I might regret knowing the full truth, but in some unforeseen way, it 
freed me. Before I had been bound in ignorance and foolish hope. Now at least I could stop 
pretending I had a chance, and move on. 

Surely God couldn’t have given a clearer answer than if He’d spoken out loud Himself – right? 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 



Saturday dawned hot and humid and admittedly unpleasant. I’d been at the barn since five 
o’clock that morning loading the trailer, bathing Legend, and ironing my white dress shirt and 
stock tie – and already I was drenched in sweat. 

I had no desire to compete today. It should have been a joyous, exciting occasion. My first show 
with Legend. Hadn’t I dreamed of this for months? But the truth was that I dreaded spending the 
day with Nate. I knew it would be awkward, and I knew things would never be the same again. 
Contemplating that fact zapped away my enthusiasm for anything else. 

“Legend,” I whispered against his dark, damp coat, as I stood beside him in a patch of lush grass 
and stroked his neck, “at least I have you, right?” 

He wrapped his lips around a knot of grass and snatched it up with his teeth. I sighed, letting my 
fingers slide through his soft hair. 

I hadn’t slept at all last night, for every time I closed my eyes I relived that almost kiss on the 
piano bench, swept up once again by his touch, his nearness, his tenderness. I could almost 
imagine how he might love me if he let himself take that leap, and it had brought such tears to 
my eyes that only God would ever know. 

Even now I felt myself losing control, and I shook my head to rid it of the sweet, vivid 
memories. I would not wallow. Not today. 

“We’ll try and have fun, won’t we?” I told Legend, more for my own sake than his. “If I forget 
the test, you just keep on going, okay?” 

Legend only snorted. 

Nate had agreed to meet me at eight o’ clock, but eight-thirty rolled around and still he hadn’t 
come. With each passing second, my suspicions grew to an even more frenzied state. By eight 
forty-five, I knew something was wrong. 

I jogged down to my car and searched for my cell phone. There were three voice messages, all 
from Nate. I played the first one while holding my breath, lest he should announce some terrible 
disaster that had befallen him. 

“Oh, I wish you’d pick up. Ally, listen – I’m really, really sorry. I can’t even…I don’t know how 
to say this, but…I don’t think I can go to the show today. You see…last night Ibrahim called me 
and told me that –“ 

The hurt that sledged itself into my heart at his words was unlike anything I had ever felt before. 
I couldn’t bear to listen to the rest. I couldn’t handle the rejection I knew I’d feel, to hear him 
describe how he’d ditched me for some friend he’d probably only met once before and who 
needed some ride to some place for some stupid reason. After everything that had happened 
yesterday, was he really going to kick me one more time in the gut and claim that it was the 
“right thing to do”? He knew how important this show was to me. 



I turned from the car, not even bothering to listen to the other messages. My heart couldn’t take it 
anymore, and I ran for Legend’s stall, weeping hysterically, not caring who saw or heard me. 

I threw my arms around my beloved horse’s neck, convinced he was the only soul in the world 
who hadn’t disappointed me and never would. He whickered a soft greeting, his ears flicking 
back and forth at the sound of my sobs. 

God, this is the point where I only have you to turn to, isn’t it? 

He didn’t answer, and I was pretty sure I’d never felt more forsaken in my life. 

---ooo--- 

Leviticus 26:19 “I will break down your pride…” 

 
Chapter 41: Heavenly Treasures 

 

---Chapter Forty-One: Heavenly Treasures--- 

June, 2004 

“’The Lord is for me among those who help me…. It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to 
trust in man. It is better to take refuge in the Lord than to trust in princes.’” 

Pastor Jacob paced in front of the pulpit on Sunday morning, his gaze fixed out over the sea of 
people in his congregation. “Who do you trust in?” he challenged. “Do you trust in your job? 
Your new car? Your spouse?” He held his Bible up in his right hand. “Let me tell you, folks. If 
you trust in anything other than the Word of God , you will only meet with disappointment. 
There is nothing in this world, no one in this world, who can deliver you as the Lord can. All 
other objects of hope and trust are futile. If your trust is not in the Lord, you might as well put it 
in a little pebble. Or a blade of grass. Or a drop of water.” 

I sat in a cushioned mahogany pew at the back of the church, my eyes welling up with tears as 
Pastor Jacob preached on trusting in the Lord. Everything he’d said so far had hit me like a ten-
ton truck in the gut. I was pretty sure he’d written the entire sermon just for me. 

It wasn’t like people had never let me down before. My mom had let me down the day she 
decided to put our dog Bounce to sleep after he bit my cousin. My dad had let me down after my 
mom died, when he refused to take any interest in my life. Every friend I’d ever had, every 
person I’d ever known, had let me down in some way or other. 

But I suppose I’d thought Nate never would. Sure, he’d disappointed me a few times, but I 
always told myself it was my own doing, because I wanted things from him I knew he didn’t 
have the power to give. But as a friend he’d always been there for me. Whenever I needed 



comfort, or encouragement, or rescuing, he was always there. All these years he’d been my rock, 
the one person I looked up to, the one person I’d thought could do no wrong. In my eyes he had 
been the epitome of everything a man of God should be. He had been perfect in every way that 
mattered. 

I understood now that I had willingly walked in blindness down a path that would never satisfy 
the deepest parts of my soul. I had created a fantasy in my mind and believed in it steadfastly – 
that Nate was somehow above and beyond the dearest of God’s saints. I had thought that no 
other man could ever surpass him, that I would never be happy with anyone else because no one 
else could ever be as wonderful as him. It was all clear to me now. Nate had been an idol in my 
life, and I had always looked to him first. He, who was temporal. He, who could be seen and 
touched and would one day wither away. He, who was at his very core a human…just like 
everyone else. 

And he wasn’t perfect. What I had thought was some great gift of his was actually his greatest 
weakness. He tried to save the world, and would sacrifice anything of his if just one person 
would come to know Christ. I had always loved that about him, that self-sacrificial willingness to 
show grace and good favor to everyone around him. But as beautiful as his heart was, he always 
gave it away to those who didn’t want it, at the expense of the people who were closest to him, 
the people who were trying to get in, trying to love him. That was what Jackie had meant when 
she said he was easy to love as a person, but hard to love when you really wanted to know him. 

It shouldn’t have surprised me to realize this. It shouldn’t have hurt. It shouldn’t have felt like I’d 
lost something. But for the first time I acknowledged to myself that Nate would not always be 
there for me. And it did hurt. 

“’Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth,’” Pastor Jacob quoted, “’where moth and rust 
destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, 
where neither moth nor rust destroys, and where thieves do not break in and steal; for where your 
treasure is, there your heart will be also.’” Pastor Jacob paused, letting the words fall upon his 
congregation. “We put our trust in earthly treasures,” he continued, “because they can be seen 
and touched and because they can instantly satisfy us, if only for a short time. But if you do that 
your whole life – storing up earthly treasures – then when you come to the end of your life, your 
heart will be left in the world with the things that perish. God only wants a heart that has stored 
up treasures in Him.” 

That’s what I’ve been doing all this time, haven’t I? I’ve been storing up treasures in Nate. 

I confessed to God, right there in my seat, that I had not always kept Him first in my life. It was a 
hard thing to recognize and an even harder thing to admit, because Nate was so caught up in the 
things of God that sometimes just to be around him made it seem like I was putting God first. 
But if someone had asked me what I wanted most in my life, I would have said I wanted to 
marry Nate. Such a realization made my heart flood with regret, and I wondered what I might 
have done with my life, my energies, my affections, if I had not been driven by such a foolish, 
selfish quest. I mourned the sorry state of my own heart. 



What I want most in life, I prayed silently, is to be satisfied in You. No matter what happens. I 

want You to be the desire of my heart. 

I knew a certain freedom and security came with acknowledging that you didn’t need a particular 
person to make you happy. And in those moments when I sat alone in that pew, surrounded by 
people I didn’t know, for the first time in years without Nate beside me, I acknowledged that I 
didn’t need him to be happy. My life would go on, and if I kept my eyes on Jesus it would be the 
best possible life I could ever have. 

After the sermon ended and we had sung a few verses of the hymn I Surrender All, I snuck out 
the back, hoping Nate wouldn’t see me or seek me out. I hated the rift that had thrust itself 
between us, but I didn’t want to talk to him. Even as I acknowledged his humanity, I realized I 
was still angry with him. He had called me four times yesterday and even once this morning, but 
I refused to answer my phone. I knew if I talked to him now, I would say things I’d regret later. 
It was better all the way around if we just kept our distance for a while. 

I bee-lined it for my car, praying God would deliver me from an encounter I was not prepared to 
make. It had taken all my strength and power of will to walk through those big church doors this 
morning, knowing Nate was somewhere inside – but I had done it with my head held high, 
convinced I couldn’t uproot my entire life just because he’d hurt me. I hoped God would honor 
my obedience and protect me. 

I hurried around the corner of the church building, passing rose bushes and ornament trees in the 
garden bed, and stepped onto the parking lot. The moment I spotted my car my hopes fell, for 
Nate stood leaning against the driver’s side door, waiting for me. 

My step faltered, and for a split second my courage failed me. I couldn’t face him, not with all 
these emotions so fresh and burning inside of me. I needed to go home, I needed to pray, I 
needed to listen to God for once in my life instead of Nate. Surely I could just change my course, 
pretend I didn’t see him, and hide in the garden until he gave up. He probably had more 
important things to do than wait for me all day. 

But Nate caught a glimpse of my figure just as I made move to spin around, and jumped away 
from my car, hurrying toward me as if he knew he didn’t have much time before I bailed. 

“Ally, I need to talk to you.” His words came out in such a rush of desperation, I almost lost the 
will right then and there to be mad at him a moment longer. 

I faced him awkwardly, breath held, my nerves as aflutter as they’d ever been at my most 
terrifying moment. My heart pounded with the abruptness of it all, and the realization that very 
soon I was going to have to express what I was feeling, when I hadn’t yet figured out for myself 
what that was. 

And amazingly, where I supposed there should have been fireworks, an instant sparring fueled 
by heated emotions, there was only a broken silence, an unspoken acknowledgement that 



everything had changed, and that neither of us could bear any longer to ignore what was wrong 
and hurting. 

I felt a great sigh welling up inside me. What was it about this man that, even in the midst of 
these storms of upheaval, I could hardly muster any other feeling toward him than the sincerest, 
most deeply-felt love? 

“Al, I’m so sorry,” Nate confessed, though perhaps with a little less remorse than I might have 
expected. “I know you’re disappointed and you have every right to be, but –“ 

“Disappointed?” I echoed, my voice catching at the mildness of his words. Did he not realize 
how much he had hurt me? That for the first time in our relationship I almost didn’t know if I 
could go on? Yet as much as I wanted to rebuke him, I found I could only speak with wearied 
frustration. “Nate, you ditched me. You ditched me for some distressed, helpless friend who 
‘needed’ you because he’s too lazy to get his life straightened out. Whenever someone cries for 
help, you drop everything and run, and it doesn’t matter who you step on in the process.” 

I sensed rather than saw the astonishment on Nate’s face, though it didn’t surprise me, for I knew 
he must be absolutely blind to his own faults in the matter. I was sure no one had told him any 
such thing in his entire life. 

He stepped back, perhaps to rally himself after receiving such unexpected criticism. “What are 
you talking about? Did you even listen to my messages?” 

“I didn’t need to.” I folded my arms across my yellow summer blouse, staring now at a wilted, 
sickly-looking rosebush because I couldn’t yet bring myself to look at him. “The faces might be 
different, but the situation is always the same. I keep telling myself it doesn’t bother me, that it’s 
good you always run off and rescue people…but sometimes I just…I can’t…it hurts every time 
you blow me off like that.” 

Again Nate hesitated, and again I sensed he was taken aback by my forwardness. “I guess I 
didn’t realize that…” He paused, shifting gears mid-sentence as a new thought came to him. “I 
don’t know why you’re pointing fingers at me. You ditched Kaveen the other night.” 

I looked up suddenly, shocked and a bit unnerved that he had so easily gathered that information. 
I felt myself at once on the defensive. “How do you know that?” 

“Because she told me.” He blinked a couple times in succession, and it occurred to me, with no 
small degree of alarm, that he was fighting back a sudden onslaught tears. My frustrations wilted, 
and the prickling thought crossed my mind that maybe I’d been hasty in my judgments, that 
maybe something terrible had happened, and that was why he hadn’t come to pick me up. 

Nate cast his head down, his curls brushing the tops of his eyes. “It was Kaveen’s father Ibrahim 
who called me Friday night.” 



The breath whooshed out of me, and for a moment I felt nothing but total disbelief. Ibrahim was 
Kaveen’s father? How had I not put two and two together? How had I not realized Ibrahim was a 
Shar name, and that the only Shars Nate knew in Crystal Grove were Kaveen’s relatives? Panic 
settled tightly in my chest, and I hardly dared to ask what had happened, for I knew if it had 
anything to do with Kaveen, I could not bear to hear it. 

“Al,” Nate spoke with such gentleness, I felt the tears already burning behind my eyes, just in 
anticipation of what he might say. “Galiva tried to kill herself Thursday night. She soaked her 
clothes in gasoline and lit herself on fire.” 

My hand came up to cover my mouth, and I took a staggering step backward. My lungs 
tightened, my heart hammering double time as the awful truth slowly sank in. Tears sprang 
unhindered from my eyes, and I stared down at the Bible clasped in my other hand, too shocked 
and horrified to speak. 

Oh, Galiva. 

“I’ve spent the last two nights at the hospital,” Nate explained quietly. “They needed a translator. 
Shakvan, Kaveen’s uncle, had just left for Dallas the night before, and there was no one else who 
spoke English. They wouldn’t let Kaveen go to the hospital. It would have been shameful for 
her, and they didn’t want her to see Galiva with all the…” His voice wavered. “Well, you know.” 

I didn’t know. I couldn’t even imagine. Nate had said once in passing that sometimes girls would 
light themselves on fire, either because their life was too miserable to bear, or because they 
suspected they might be the victim of an honor killing. But I’d never thought I would find myself 
caught up in the middle of such a tragedy. I couldn’t believe that Galiva had done such a 
horrendous thing. Why would a beautiful, accomplished young woman to want to end her own 
life? Had things really been so bad for her? How had I not seen past the surface into her soul? 
How had I not known? I railed accusations against myself, and my body shook with the 
awfulness of it all. 

“Is Galiva…I mean…will she be okay?” I stammered over my numb, useless lips. 

“She’s in ICU on life support. I haven’t seen her, but Ibrahim said her face and hands are 
unrecognizable. They don’t know if she’ll make it.” 

Nate’s sorrow-laden eyes met my own – a long, unspoken acknowledgement of all that had gone 
on between us. It was the first time I’d truly looked at him since the conversation started, and I 
felt myself slipping, falling, forgetting why I should turn my back on him – and wishing instead 
that he would take me in his arms and hold me and tell me everything was going to be okay. 

But I knew he wouldn’t. 

“I can’t believe Kaveen didn’t call me,” I whispered, sniffling back my tears. 



“She was afraid to.” Nate bowed his head again, shuffling one foot through the pebbled garden. 
“I talked to her yesterday. She said you told her one of your friends was in trouble and needed 
your help, and she didn’t want to bother you.” 

At first I couldn’t follow his vague references enough to decipher what he meant, but then 
understanding dawned, and with a rush of dismay it became clear to me what he must have 
assumed in his own mind: that I had ditched Kaveen in her time of need to help him. 

My shoulders fell, and I could only stare helplessly at Nate, my mind reeling to think of 
something to say. 

“Oh, Ally, why didn’t you just go to her in the first place?” Nate asked, his voice low and 
affecting, but without accusation. “Why did you come to my house instead? You’d already made 
plans with her.” 

I bit my lip as his words twisted themselves like daggers into my heart. “Because you were 
hurting, Nate. You needed me.” 

“So did Kaveen.” 

“And how was Isupposed to know that? I thought I was just going over for dinner. I didn’t know 
Galiva would…” My voice caught, and I turned away from him as the pain spilled over 
seamlessly from one source to the next. 

“It makes no difference.” Nate approached me, his voice and manner stronger now, more assured 
and steadied by his convictions. “You still should have gone to her.” 

I spun and faced him. “Is that what you would have done? If I’d called and asked you to come 
over because I’d had a hard day, would you have come – or would you have gone to dinner with 
Luke instead?” 

My outburst must have surprised him, for he searched my face with wide eyes, brow furrowed as 
one confused. “I don’t know what I would have done, but –“ 

“Then how can you presume to tell me what I should have done? You have no idea the kind of 
choice I was faced with, or how hard it was for me to make it.” My eyes blurred freshly with 
tears, and suddenly I didn’t want to finish the conversation. I wanted to escape. Sniffing again, I 
fumbled into my purse for my keys – except my hands shook so badly I couldn’t find them 
amidst all the pens and ponytail holders and other clutter – so I gave up and let out a frustrated 
half-cry. “You know what, Nate? I would have done the same exact thing all over again. I didn’t 
know she was in trouble, but I knew you were in trouble. There wasn’t even a dilemma in my 
mind. You’re far more important to me than having some dinner with a girl I’ve only known for 
a couple months.” 

Nate listened without comment, though his eyes flashed and softened in turn; and as my speech 
came to its passionate end, he reached out and quieted my trembling hand that was now furiously 



trying to clasp the top of my purse shut. “Ally,” he said softly, again without accusation, though I 
sensed more urgency in his tone, “it’s not that I don’t wish you could spend every free minute of 
your life with me – because God knows I do – but I worry about you sometimes. Aside from me, 
and maybe Jessi on occasion, you don’t have any close friends. We’ve spent so much time 
together over the years, I sometimes wonder if I haven’t done you more harm than good.” 

My hands stilled, abandoning their fury with the purse strap. I looked up at Nate, certain my eyes 
were swollen red and bleeding mascara, but hardly caring. I felt strangely unworthy of his regard 
in the way he gave it, and instead of finding the words to argue, I listened. 

“You always choose me first, over every other person in the world, and while I know our history 
lends itself to that, it’s still not right…not with the way things are now.” He withdrew his hand 
from mine and raked it through his hair, now unable to meet my gaze. “I’m leaving in six weeks, 
and then what’s going to happen? You’ll be alone. That’s why I encouraged you with Logan, and 
with Kaveen and Cheyenne and everyone else…I don’t know; I guess what I’m saying is that I 
don’t want you to forsake every other relationship just to be my friend.” 

His confession, though startling and difficult to receive with any grace, was somehow delivered 
in such a way that I didn’t despise him for it, or wish it at once unsaid. But I did feel vulnerable, 
and unjustly accused, and could only find the strength to defend myself by giving back to him 
exactly what he’d given me. 

“I might put a lot of value on our friendship,” I countered, “but that doesn’t mean I forsake 
everyone else, and I doesn’t mean I don’t care about other people. I did the right thing that night. 
I did the thing I knew God wanted me to do. My mistake wasn’t in ditching Kaveen to help you. 
My mistake has never been for putting people like you and my dad and Jessi first in my life. My 
mistake has been for killing myself thinking I had to be like you. For always thinking that you 
were right.” 

Nate’s eyes clouded, his confusion again apparent as he tried to understand my meaning. For a 
moment it looked as if he might speak, but then a new emotion filled his eyes, one ridden with 
uncertainty and hurt and sadness. My heart and soul wavered at the sight, but I couldn’t stop 
myself. There were too many emotions bubbling up to keep silent. 

“That’s the thing that frustrates me the most, and I just now realized it.” I paced a couple steps 
away, speaking as freely as the words came to me. “You’re amazing in every possible way – 
except when a relationship gets too close. I used to think it was just because you were out 
pursuing higher things, but that’s not the real reason, is it? The Bible is full of verses on the unity 
and love and intimacy of fellow brothers and sisters in Christ. And that’s what you always run 
away from.” 

Nate stood before me like a great, solemn statue, watching as I paced back and forth. My 
thoughts were coming on so fast I hardly had time to stop and look at him, though if I had, I was 
sure I would have seen that unreadable mask fall into place. 



“You know what I think it is?” I continued heedlessly, “I think you’re afraid that if you let 
people get too close, it will distract you from God. Because you think God would rather see you 
tell a thousand people about Jesus than have one meaningful relationship. Open your eyes, Nate. 
That’s the whole point of life. Letting people in, and finding God in those relationships.” 

I held my breath, heart pounding, waiting for Nate to speak. His quietness and stillness scared 
me, and I realized that somehow, though without intending to do so, I had shut him down, so that 
he couldn’t muster up one ounce of anger in his own defense. For a terrible moment, I wondered 
what I had done. 

“That’s what you think of me, then?” he murmured at length, backing slowly away. “We’ve 
spent ten years together, and that’s how you see me?” He lowered his head, but not before I saw 
the tears gathering in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Al,” he whispered, “but I don’t think I can be 
everything you want me to be.” 

He looked up one last time and held my gaze for a long, dreadful moment, then turned and 
walked away. 

It was the first time I could ever remember him walking away like that. The sting of it cut deep, 
and for a moment I was plagued with a terrible, nauseating guilt. Maybe I had been wrong. 
Maybe I had said too much. 

No, you were right. All those things you said were true, and Nate needed to hear them. That’s 

what friends do; they sharpen each other, challenge each other. You have to stand up for what 

you believe in your heart is true.  

But even if the voice of consolation was from above, it didn’t relieve a single ounce of my guilt. 
The vision of him walking away continued to torment me, and I stood in the pathetic little rose 
garden, writhing in indecision. Should I go after him and apologize? Should I stand firm? Should 
I simply leave, and hope he’d forgive me the next time I saw him? 

All I really knew was that I was hurting. 

I wished I could figure everything out. Acknowledging that I didn’t need Nate to be happy was 
supposed to be the end of it, right? It was all supposed to fit into a nice little square box and 
make sense. But the thought of never seeing him again after six weeks was still enough to bring a 
powerful rush of tears to my eyes. There was still that ache in my heart that couldn’t be 
extinguished. 

What are you doing, God? I don’t understand. Why do I still love him so much, even after all 

this? 

Sniffling and whimpering softly, I dug once again into my purse for my keys. I wiped my eyes as 
best I could, then ventured out of the garden. I hurried to my car before any stragglers lingering 
in the parking lot could stop me, and slumped down in the seat. I stared blankly at the steering 
wheel, while the tiny stuffed horse hanging from the rearview mirror swished back and forth. 



After collecting myself sufficiently, I slid my purse off my arm and tossed it onto the passenger 
seat. My cell phone tumbled out onto the floor, catching my attention at once. I stared at it for a 
long moment, then with a burst of decisiveness snatched it up. I filtered through my messages 
until I found the ones Nate had left me yesterday. 

“Oh, I wish you’d pick up. Ally, listen – I’m really, really sorry. I can’t even…I don’t know how 
to say this, but…I don’t think I can go to the show today. You see…last night Ibrahim called me 
and told me that Galiva tried to kill herself. She lit herself on fire. They took her to Mission 
Hospital in Asheville because it was too dangerous to fly her to Raleigh, and they needed a 
translator. I’ve been here all night. I wouldn’t have done it, I promise, but they sounded so 
desperate. They didn’t have anyone else.” He paused, and the sound of muffled voices rose up in 
the background. “Al, I have to go. I’ll call you back in a minute.” 

The tears that had begun as I first heard him speak of Galiva now streamed freely down my face 
as I listened to the second message. “Please call me back. I need to know you’re not mad at me. I 
just talked to Kaveen and she’s a wreck. She’s at her house because they wouldn’t let her come. 
And Galiva…she’s on life support now. The doctor said the next forty-eight hours are critical. 
They’ve called all the family in. A bunch of relatives are flying up from Dallas. Please call me.” 

One message left. I almost couldn’t bear to listen to it, and would have turned it off if I hadn’t 
felt bound by duty to finally hear Nate out. “Hey, Ally, listen. I’m coming back for a couple of 
hours. They told me to go home and sleep. I’ll meet you at the barn at ten-thirty, okay? I know 
you might miss your morning class but you can still make the afternoon classes. I won’t be able 
to stay, but I’ll drop you off and come back to get you later tonight. Is that okay?” 

The last message tormented me more than all the rest. He’d come back? I hadn’t seen him at the 
barn, but then, I’d left before ten o’clock. I sank back into my seat, feeling all the weight of what 
Nate had been through in the last two days. Had he slept at all? Was he going back to the 
hospital now? 

Oh, why hadn’t I listened to his messages? He’d come back to help me, even in the midst of it 
all. Suddenly I felt so undeserving, so vile, so wretched. God, forgive me. Oh, please forgive me. 

My head pounded fiercely, and my throat felt as if it had been seared by heavy sandpaper. I 
thought of Kaveen at her house, alone and grieving, and knew then what I had to do. Maybe I 
didn’t have the courage or strength to talk to Nate right now - how could I even begin to fix 
everything that was wrong? - but I did have the strength to go to my friend and comfort her. 

Drawing in a breath of resolve, and praying for an overflow of God’s mercy, I started my car and 
pulled out onto the main road. 

And God heard my prayer. He filled my mind with a verse I’d long ago memorized and long ago 
forgotten, to comfort me and uphold me, and promise me that He would never forsake me. 

Fear not, for I have redeemed you; I have called you by name, you are mine. When you pass 

through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overwhelm you; 



when you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame shall not consume you. For I 

am the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, your Savior…. You are precious in my eyes, and 

honored, and I love you…. Fear not, for I am with you.” 

---ooo--- 

Psalm 118:7-9 “The Lord is for me among those who help me…” 

Matthew 6:19-21 “Do not store up for yourselves…” 

Isaiah 43:1-5 “Fear not, for I have redeemed you…” 

 
Chapter 42: Shoes 

 

---Chapter Forty-Two: Shoes--- 

June, 1999 

“Stop it. You’re hogging all the popcorn.” 

“I’m not hogging it. I’m just eating faster than you.” Nate shoved a handful of popcorn into his 
mouth, then mumbled, “You gotta keep up.” 

“That’s gross. You shouldn’t talk with your mouth full.” I reached over his arm and scooped a 
few kernels out of the bag. “Look at this. You’ve eaten all the ones with butter.” 

“I like butter.” Nate hugged the bag to his chest. 

“So do I. And stop holding it where I can’t reach.” 

Nate raised the bag two more inches and threw me a dirty look. “I knew we should have gotten 
the cinnamon fried dough.” 

I wrinkled my nose, appalled that he would suggest such a thing. “Do you have any idea how 
many calories are in a plate of fried dough?” 

“That’s what I’m saying. You’d eat three bites and I could have the rest.” A teasing smirk 
followed his words, one that highlighted his ridiculously unruly hair and made him look like a 
clown. 

I crossed my arms over my chest. “You know what that’s called? That’s called hogging.” 

A crowd of people forced their way between us on the busy walkway – an old man with a cane, a 
little girl with an ice cream cone, and a frazzled mother pushing twin boys in a stroller. Then 



Nate and I came back together, and I jumped at him, trying to steal the popcorn bag before he 
could react. 

“Hey!” He tightened his grip on the bag and refused to let go. 

I laughed at the uncharacteristic scowl on his face and danced around him. “Well, how else am I 
supposed to get any?” 

“Fine, you want more?” He scooped up a big handful and, instead of placing the kernels in my 
open palms, dumped them on top of my head. 

“Ah!” I leaped backwards, spinning around as I brushed the popcorn out of my hair. “What are 
you doing, you nut? You’re wasting them!” 

Nate laughed – that low, lazy laugh that always encouraged me to laugh along with him. And 
even though my hair was coated with butter and popcorn kernels, I couldn’t hold back a rush of 
giggles. After all, it was a hot summer afternoon at the North Carolina State Fair, and what else 
was I supposed to do at a time like that besides laugh? 

In the middle of it all an idea came to mind – one I was certain would earn me my quest, and 
teach Nate that he couldn’t play jokes on me without consequence. I quieted myself, caught my 
breath, and pretended as if the scene was over and I’d given up on the popcorn. 

“Hey, Nate,” I breathed wistfully, gazing across the fairgrounds into the distance. “I’ve never 
been on a roller coaster before.” 

He cast me a dubious glance. “Yes, you have.” 

“No, honestly.” I turned around and faced him, so that I was now walking backwards, with only 
my periphery to tell me where I was going. “Mom was always afraid of them so we’d ride the 
kiddy rides, and after she died Dad never took me to an amusement park.” 

“Well, that won’t do,” Nate offered as a measure of consolation. “I’ll have to take you on one.” 

We slowed almost to a stop in the middle of the walkway, as my backwards walking had 
necessitated, and now found ourselves locked in a steady, piercing gaze that had somehow lost 
its playfulness. For a moment I almost forgot what I was doing – and if the smell of the popcorn 
hadn’t brought me back to my senses, I might have forsaken my plan altogether. 

“Nate, can I tell you a secret?” I reached out and touched his arm, my fingers sparking as they 
slid across his skin. 

“Uh…sure,” he mumbled, a hint of wariness leaping into his eyes. 

“It’s kind of embarrassing.” I leaned into him, tracing the contour of his arm all the way up over 
his biceps to his shoulder. I could hardly believe what I was doing, for it seemed that someone 



else had taken control of my body and given me free reign to touch Nate however I liked. He 
stood stoically, receiving my advance with such surprising tolerance I suspected I’d stunned him 
out of the ability to move. 

I now found myself in the precarious and unexpected situation of having to tilt my chin up to 
look at him. His eyes widened with suspicion, but even though I’d flagrantly crossed the 
unspoken boundaries between us, he still held his ground. Neither of us moved to break contact, 
though the moments seemed to stretch breathlessly on. Our faces were so close I could smell the 
faint scent of shampoo in his hair, and see the subtle working of his jaw as he stared down at me. 

“I’m afraid of roller coasters,” I whispered, my voice trailing off towards the end, so that I 
wasn’t at all sure if he’d heard what I said. 

I hadn’t planned how far I wanted to take this, but it already felt much too real for comfort. I had 
to consciously force myself to take a deep breath, separating myself from the flood-like reaction 
of my senses. My thoughts finally composed, I snuck my free hand up around the popcorn bag 
and snatched it out of his loosened grip. With a cry of triumph, I secured my prize in my arms 
and pranced off down the dusty concrete path. 

“Al-ly.” Nate jogged after me, his voice ringing with admonition. “That was very underhanded 
and sly of you.” 

“Thanks, I know.” I grinned deviously, then plucked a popcorn kernel from the bag and ate it. 

He drew up beside me, a contemplative look on his face. “I think I just realized how Eve 
convinced Adam to eat the forbidden fruit.” 

“Oh, really?” I lifted a brow. 

He didn’t elaborate more than that, and I was about to question him further, when I realized his 
focus had shifted away from me and caught sight of something across the path. I followed the 
direction of his gaze, and saw a lone man sitting on a wooden park bench beside a hotdog stand. 
Nate struck off after him. 

I tagged along, curious as always to see what he would do. As we approached the man I realized 
he was young, about our age, with short-cropped, dirty blond hair and very tattered clothes. Dirt 
smudged his sunburned face and hands, and he stared trance-like at the ground, where he’d 
crossed one bare foot over the other at the ankles. 

Something inside me recoiled in aversion, but Nate walked right up to him and stuck out his 
hand. “Hi. I’m Nate.” 

The youth gave a start, and stared cross-eyed at the proffered hand for several moments before 
finally taking it. “Hi,” he grunted. 



“What’s your name?” Nate sat down next to him, his body inclined toward the man with interest 
and good will. 

“Um…Luke.” He stared shamefacedly at his bare feet. After a moment he tucked them up under 
the bench. 

“Did you lose your shoes?” Nate asked. I marveled at the soft, unaccusing tone of his voice. It 
left little room for anyone to take offense, despite the bluntness of his questions. 

Luke shifted uncomfortably, looking everywhere but at Nate. “I don’t have any.” 

“You mean you walk around all day with bare feet? Doesn’t that hurt?” 

The young man shrugged. “I’m used to it.” 

“But can’t you get any shoes to wear? 

“I ain’t got no mom or dad to buy ‘em for me.” His wiggling brown toes swung out from under 
the bench. 

Compassion flickered in Nate’s dark eyes. “I’m sorry about that.” 

Another shrug. 

“What about a job? Have you ever tried to get a job?” 

“Can’t. Criminal record.” 

My eyes flew open at this unexpected confession, but I kept my mouth shut. I wished Nate 
wouldn’t sit quite so close to the guy. What if he had a gun or something? 

“What’d you do?” Nate wondered. 

Luke chuckled, bitterness reeking from his expression. “I was tryin’ to steal some flip-flops from 
Wal-Mart, and they caught me.” 

Nate received this information unflinchingly, though his brow furrowed in confusion. I suspected 
he didn’t quite believe Luke’s story, but it was in his nature to take people seriously, and to trust 
them until they proved they couldn’t be trusted. 

Luke clapped him on the shoulder. “It’s a joke, dude. Naw, it wasn’t flip-flops and it wasn’t 
Wal-Mart.” 

He didn’t explain more than that, and Nate didn’t ask. Instead he bent and slipped off his tennis 
shoes. “Well, take these, then.” 



Luke wasn’t the only one who stared at Nate in astonishment. I had to fight down my own 
resistance to such a generous offer, and if I’d thought Nate would listen to me, I might have 
spoken my reservations out loud. But in the end I could only watch while Nate held out his shoes 
to Luke, waiting for him to take them. 

“Dude, you’re gonna give me your shoes?” Luke stared at Nate as if he’d never met anyone so 
nonsensically foolish in his entire life. 

“Sure.” 

“Is this some kind of joke? You got weed in there you’re trying to get rid of?” Luke peered 
skeptically at the shoes. 

“No.” Nate thrust the shoes into his hands. “Try them on. I hope they fit.” 

Eyebrows still raised, Luke leaned over and stuck his foot into a shoe. “These feel good,” he 
murmured, hurrying to put on the other one. A smile bloomed across his red, hardened face. 
“Gee, thanks man. These are great.” 

Nate beamed with satisfaction, the joy on his face surpassing anything else I’d seen all day. 
“Good. They’re yours.” 

Luke’s grin widened. He nodded once at Nate, gave me a cursory glance, then jumped to his feet. 
Without so much as another word he took off down the path, his big, bulky frame bounding 
away into the distance, until he soon disappeared into the crowd. He didn’t look back once. 

Nate stood up with a happy sigh. “Well, that was fun.” 

“Fun?” I stared at him in horror. “Nate! You don’t have any shoes!” 

He glanced down as if he hadn’t realized it until now. “Oh, that’s okay.” 

“You can’t walk around barefoot! There’s trash everywhere. What if you step on a piece of 
glass? Then I’ll have to drive you to the hospital and you’ll get blood all over my car!” 

Nate laughed at my concern, clearly amused at a time when he ought to have been more sensible. 
“We’ll just go back to your car, drive to the nearest store, and buy a pair of shoes. Then we can 
come back, and you can ride a roller coaster. No big deal.” 

I groaned inwardly, realizing that to patronize him a moment longer was absolutely useless. If 
I’d had the foresight, I would have pulled a twenty out of my wallet and given it to Luke to buy 
his own pair of shoes, but what could be done about the situation now? Luke had already run off 
with Nate’s shoes. All I could do was accept the present reality and move on. 

“Ally, relax,” Nate said calmly, sensing my inward distress. “It was worth it, wasn’t it? To see 
Luke so happy?” 



Of course he’d have to remind me of that. Of course he’d have to plant in my mind the image of 
Luke’s crooked-toothed smile as he slipped his feet into those tennis shoes and found for himself 
a perfect match. 

“I guess I don’t know why you always do that,” I concluded at length. 

“Do what?” 

“Give people your stuff.” 

“But it’s not my stuff. It’s God’s. And when He tells me to give it to someone, how can I say 
no?” Conviction sparked in Nate’s eyes as he spoke, making me wonder what it might be like to 
get inside his thoughts, to know what it was that drove him to such radical displays of love. 

“Remember when Jesus talked about the final judgment,” he continued, “and was speaking to 
those people who had fed the hungry, and clothed the naked, and cared for the sick? Remember 
what He said? ‘To the extent that you did it to one of these brothers of Mine, even the least of 
them, you did it to Me.’” 

I let out a long breath, acknowledging his words to be true, and repenting of my own selfishness. 
It was only a pair of shoes, and they weren’t even mine. Why was it so hard to let go of material 
things, when none of it mattered anyway, or held any significance aside from pointing to Christ? 

I took in the sight of Nate’s bare feet, shaking my head incredulously. “Well,” I concluded, 
looking up at him, “in that case…” 

Nate raised an eyebrow, watching as I stepped out of my flip-flops, then bent and hooked my 
finger through the toe straps. Flinging them over my shoulder, I struck off down the path. 

It only took Nate a couple strides to catch up with me, and as he slowed to match my pace, he 
asked, “What are you doing?” 

“If you’re not going to wear any shoes,” I explained, tilting my chin up, “then I’m not, either.” 

He frowned at me. “That’s silly.” 

“No, it’s not. If you’re going to step on rocks and get all sorts of parasites and glass stuck up 
your foot, then I am, too. And who knows? Maybe we’ll find another poor, shoeless person on 
the way back to the car.” 

“Ally…” he protested, though only half-heartedly, his eyes twinkling with amusement. 

“Shush, I’m fine. Eat some popcorn.” I stuffed the bag in his hands. 

He stared at me long and hard, and then, with a subtle smile breaking across his face, dug into his 
popcorn and ate. 



--ooo— 

Matthew 25:40 “To the extent that you did it to one of these brothers of Mine…” 

 
Chapter 43: Called 

 

---Chapter Forty-Three: Called--- 

June, 2004 

I sat next to Kaveen on a row of brown and red cushions lined up against her living room wall, 
my arm slung through the crook of her elbow as she pressed herself against me. Her cheek rested 
on my shoulder, and those clear, dark eyes of hers were muddled with tears. The only sound 
she’d made in the last two hours was a mournful whimper. 

I couldn’t recall a time before now when the house had been so quiet and undisturbed. The 
children huddled close together in the corner, whispering over a game of Uno, and the women 
busied themselves cleaning up the remains of a late lunch. A few older cousins sat a ways down 
on the cushions, staring blankly at the TV screen which broadcasted satellite news from 
Sharghistan. No one talked. 

If it weren’t for Kaveen, I wouldn’t have been able to bear it. A dark, oppressive gloom had 
descended upon the household, slowly eating away at what little strength I had left. In the air 
hung a sensation so thick it was physically difficult to breathe, and though my spirit crumbled 
under the intense need to cry, the tears wouldn’t come. It was as if some force had walled itself 
up between my heart and my mind, and refused to surrender to any outward expression of the 
pain I felt inside. 

Oh, Jesus, break through this darkness. Free these people. Heal them. 

Kaveen stirred from her curled position. She lifted her face toward me so that her chin was now 
on my shoulder, and exhaled against my neck. 

“I should have known,” she whispered. 

I flinched at the sound of her voice, for these were the first words she’d spoken to me all day, 
and I was not prepared to receive them. I had no idea what to say to her, or how to go about 
comforting her, even though I thought I should have, with the Holy Spirit living inside of me. 

But I had to at least try. 

“Should have known what?” I prodded gently. 



“That she would…do that.” Kaveen pressed her eyes shut, her long lashes casting shadows 
across her cheeks. 

My throat tightened at her words. “How could you have known? How could any of us have 
known?” 

Kaveen didn’t answer right away, and in the silence that followed I suspected she knew things I 
had not the ability to comprehend. Things too terrible to imagine. I waited, hoping that if I didn’t 
scare her off, she would unravel the mysteries for me. 

“I should have known…” she murmured, “because of what happened.” 

My stomach tightened in knots just to hear the catch in her voice. “What happened?” 

Kaveen cast a nervous glance across the room, eyeing her cousins as if she didn’t trust them, 
should they hear what she was about to tell me. But they appeared to be engrossed in their TV 
program, so she turned to me and spoke in a hushed, tiny voice. “It started before many months. 
Every Thursday after work my dad would drive her to the store to buy food for us. But then his 
hours changed, so Shakvan said he would drive her. It always took them a long time. A couple 
hours, at least. Every time she came back, she looked…” Kaveen’s lower lip trembled. “She 
looked scared. Wasted.” 

I thought of Galiva’s curvaceous beauty and sensual charms. I thought of her husband being so 
far away. I remembered the way her cousins and uncles looked at her whenever she bent to serve 
tea or lift dishes. I thought of all the exposure they’d had in this new culture to sexual perversion, 
and understood, with great clarity, what Kaveen was trying to say. The bewildering cruelty of it 
horrified me. 

“She never said anything about it at first.” Kaveen spoke so softly I could barely hear her. “She 
was always so secretive. But one day I asked her. I asked her if Shakvan was raping her. Then 
she told me the truth. She said he would drive her to a friend’s house and they would both take 
turns with her.” Little sparks of anger flickered in her eyes. “Animals. Shakvan threatened her. 
He said if she did not cooperate he would tell my father that she had been with another man. You 
know what that would mean, don’t you?” 

I could pretty well guess, and it disgusted me. Even though honor killings were illegal, they 
could have easily shipped her back to Sharghistan and done the deed there, if they couldn’t find 
some way to cover it up here. At the very least she would have been cast out from the family. 
Alone, helpless, and without any means to care for herself. 

“Last week,” Kaveen’s eyes welled instantly with tears, “she told me she was pregnant. She 
could not pretend it was her husband’s baby. He had been gone for too long. She told me she was 
going to get an abortion…but I never thought…I never thought she would…” 



My heart lurched against my breastbone, and a great, severing ache tore through my soul. I 
pulled Kaveen’s shaking body against me. “Shh…” I crooned, rocking her softly, battling my 
own onslaught of tears. 

That was the moment, as I sat there with a weeping Shar girl in my arms, that I realized I would 
never be the same again. God had opened my eyes and given me a glimpse into another world – 
a world where women were sacrificed to pay for the sins of the men who violated them, just to 
protect the family honor. A world where women would rather light themselves on fire than live 
one more day as a slave. A world that was trapped under a mask of pious religiosity that never 
went further than the surface. It never healed, never offered hope, never loved. Kaveen was only 
the beginning. She was only one of thousands, perhaps millions, that needed someone like me to 
hold them in my arms and tell them, when they were ready to hear it, that Jesus was the answer 
to everything. And I wanted to tell them! 

The realization was so powerful, so startling, that I hardly dared to think on it another moment. I 
knew if I did it would change my life. I knew I couldn’t go to work tomorrow and feel even the 
slightest desire to impress one more pompous, egotistical millionaire’s wife who had so much 
time and money on her hands that she had nothing better to do than parade her high-stepping 
horses around a dressage ring. Everything I had set my hopes on, my dreams on, suddenly 
seemed empty. Where was the joy in winning one more dressage test if there were women like 
Galiva dying every day without Jesus? No longer could I justify the path my life was headed on. 
Something profound, something fundamental, had changed inside me. What had previously 
satisfied would never be able to satisfy again. 

These thoughts tormented me all through the afternoon and into the evening. I could hardly think 
on anything else. The strength of my new convictions frightened me. I knew they were from 
God. I knew He was trying to tell me something, and I couldn’t run from it. 

The clock had just struck eleven that night when we got the call. Fearful silence gripped 
everyone in the room while Achmed, Kaveen’s betrothed, answered the phone. All it took was 
one look at his grieved face and the truth became clear: Galiva had passed away. 

A pain so deep and searing I could not even locate its origin pierced through me. Oh, Galiva. If 

only you had known Christ. If only I had told you.... The room erupted into great, violent wails 
that seemed to shake the very essence of life right out of me. My memories flashed back to the 
day my mother had died, when my dad and my grandparents and my two aunts had burst into a 
sound not any less horrible than this. It still haunted me. 

Perhaps only Kaveen and I could mourn to the fullest extent of the tragedy, for we alone knew 
the truth. Galiva was not the only one who had lost her life, but her baby had gone with her. The 
hurt I felt for that unborn child was even more unbearable, and tested the very boundaries of my 
faith. God, where are you? Why won’t you come and dwell in this place? Why won’t you rescue 

these people? 

I prayed for understanding in the middle of all the darkness, and as I did, something remarkable 
happened. Something I was totally unprepared to receive, and yet could only welcome with open 



arms. God spoke to me. I knew in the depths of my heart, and understood in the clearest recesses 
of my mind, that I was the Spirit of God in that room. God had put me here, at this time, for a 
reason. He was not far away, but near at hand, offering me the chance to be used by Him, to be 
His hands and His voice and His heart in a tangible, real way. I understood then that I could 

make a difference. It wasn’t just Nate who had the gift of touching other’s lives. God hadn’t 
passed over me in favor of someone more worthy. He had called me. 

Filled with an overwhelming sense of His presence, and longing to glorify Him with everything I 
had, I gave myself over completely to His will. And in doing so, I felt the greatest freedom, the 
greatest approval, the greatest fulfillment, I had ever felt in my life. 

I knew instinctively that words were insufficient to comfort my friends in their time of grief. But 
I did know that prayer was more powerful than anything else, so I committed myself then and 
there to spend the entire night in prayer for them. God would hear my prayers, and He would 
answer me according to His great purpose and love. 

Resolved therefore in my mind, I called my dad and told him I wouldn’t be home that night. 
Then I sat myself down between Kaveen and her mother, and prayed for them silently while they 
wept on my shoulders. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

“Ally, you have to come to work.” 

I cradled the phone against my ear as I slopped a spoonful of sour Shar yogurt into a dish. 
“Sorry, Noel. I’m taking a personal day.” 

“You don’t have personal days,” she retorted. “It’s not in the contract.” 

“Neither is scooping horse poop all day, but I do it and I don’t complain.” 

Noel, momentarily stunned, could not respond right away; but when she did find her tongue, her 
words were cold and accusing. “You are being very disrespectful. I expect you to be here in the 
next ten minutes, or I’ll dock your pay.” 

Unconcerned, I set the bowl of yogurt onto a large silver tray, then fished a jar of honey out of 
Kaveen’s cabinet. “I won’t be there in ten minutes. I won’t be there in ten hours. I already told 
you, I’m not coming in today. I have something more important to do.” 

“But we have clients coming.” 

“Tell them to come tomorrow.” 



“You don’t tell clients to do anything!” Noel’s voice rang with incredulity. I realized then that 
her frustration arose not because I wasn’t coming to work, but because she wasn’t getting her 
way. She’d grown far too accustomed to my compliant nature, and didn’t know what to do with 
herself when I refused to submit. 

“Then you give the tour,” I concluded patiently. “You always do, anyway. Betsy will fetch 
halters and mounting blocks for you.” 

“Betsy quit.” 

Good for her. Maybe I should do that, too. 

“This attitude of yours is very unbecoming. When I hire someone to work for me, I expect them 
to come to work.” 

I scooped some honey from the jar and dished it into a bowl. “I’m sorry, Noel. You know I 
would come to work today if I could, but I absolutely can’t. It’s an emergency, and I need to be 
with my friend. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

“Ally, this is unacceptable.” 

“I’m sorry. I really have to go. I’ll talk to you later.” I hated to hang up on her cold turkey, but I 
knew the conversation would never end unless I did, so I clicked off my cell phone and tucked it 
into my jean pocket. 

I filled the rest of the tray with some warm bread and cheese, then carried it into the sitting room 
and set it down on a plastic placemat in front of my groggy-headed, red-eyed Shar friends. 

Kaveen’s mother looked up at me, gratitude shining in every line of her face, and said something 
rapidly in Shar. Kaveen was too despondent to translate, but I heard the words for “sweet” and 
“thank you,” and smiled at her. 

After breakfast, once the dishes had been washed and put away, I returned to the living room and 
snuggled up beside Kaveen on the cushions. I could hardly keep my eyes open after pulling an 
all-nighter, give or take a couple hours, but my soul was refreshed by the act of devoting myself 
entirely to the service of another. 

As my mind began to relax and wander, I realized I’d gone an incredible stretch of time without 
thinking about Nate, or worrying about our relationship, or hurting on account of everything that 
had happened between us. In an unexpected way I felt healed, as though in surrendering my life 
to God, He had somehow taken care of Nate, too. And in those quiet moments I knew He was 
telling me to step back for a while. I knew I couldn’t see clearly unless I removed myself from 
the situation and focused on getting right with Him. I knew it would be hard, and I knew it might 
very well hurt Nate, but I also believed that what we needed most was time – time to heal in the 
arms of our heavenly Father, who alone could give us what we longed for. And whatever 
happened after that was His alone to determine. 



“I hope God is happy now,” Kaveen’s songlike voice broke through my thoughts. I looked down 
at her with renewed affection, struck by the calm resignation in her eyes and the absence of anger 
in her speech. 

“But God isn’t happy,” I corrected. “His heart breaks to see such things, and He mourns for 
Galiva just as you do.” 

Her brow wrinkled in perplexity. “But this was His will. He plans everything that happens – 
when we are born, when we die, how we die.” 

“Yes, but that doesn’t mean it makes Him happy when bad things happen to us, or that He does it 
for some cruel, vindictive purpose. God loves us deeply, and He grieves when we grieve.” 

A sad smile touched her lips. “You have a very pretty view of God.” 

“It’s not just my view. It’s what the Bible says. ‘For if He causes grief, then He will have 
compassion according to His abundant lovingkindness. For He does not afflict willingly or 
grieve the sons of men.’” I reached for Kaveen’s hand and covered it with my own. “Jesus 
mourned for people, too. When His friend Lazarus died – even though He had the power of God 
and could raise him from the dead – He still wept for him. God sees our tears, Kaveen, and He 
weeps, too.” 

Kaveen buried her face on my shoulder and heaved a shuddering sigh. “She was my best friend.” 

“I know.” I stroked her dark, silky hair, wishing there was more I could do, but knowing she was 
in the hands of God now, and He alone could rescue her. “I know.” 

---ooo--- 

Lamentations 3:32-33 “For if He causes grief…” 

 
Chapter 44: The Cafe 

 

---Chapter Forty-Four: The Café--- 

Dusk had already fallen across the sky when I left Kaveen’s house that night and walked over to 
mine. My dad wasn’t home – a note on the refrigerator door informed me he’d gone out to dinner 
with Charlie Thatcher – and I couldn’t bear to sit alone in a big room with nothing but a plasma 
screen TV for company. So I took a quick shower, packed my Bible in my purse, and relocated 
to Studio7. 

A good crowd of young people had gathered to watch an old film – Lawrence of Arabia, from 
what I could gather. They’d completely reorganized the studio to accommodate several rows of 



chairs and a projector – and surprisingly enough, the majority seemed committed to watching the 
movie rather than creating some sort of mischief. 

I was more in the mood to internally process my life than to escape it with a movie, so I skirted 
around the back row of chairs and snuck over to the dimly lit café. No one appeared to be 
working at the moment, so I settled onto a bar stool and dumped my purse on the counter. 

I sat swinging my legs for a while and then, growing restless, pivoted around to observe the 
activities of my peers. How happy and connected they were, a network of friends, all sharing 
their lives with one another, knowing and being known. And there I was, alone at the café 
counter. 

It had never bothered me before that I was somewhat of a loner. School and horses and Nate had 
kept me quite preoccupied over the years, so that I never had a chance to feel left out. But 
something about the present situation sat ill with me, and I searched my own feelings until I 
discovered what it was: aside from Nate, I didn’t have anyone I could turn to. 

Upon further reflection I was forced to admit that Nate had been right. Subconsciously I had 
sabotaged every other potential friendship because I feared it might take me away from him, or 
drive a wedge between us. If any chance arose to do something with or for Nate, I would 
abandon everything else to do it. And even though I still believed ditching Kaveen that night had 
been the right decision, I knew I’d made a hundred other wrong decisions on account of my 
attachment to him. 

I might have been easily swallowed up by regret, self-condemnation, and guilt, had my heart at 
that time not been overflowing with the Father’s love. I knew He saw all my failings, and I knew 
they didn’t surprise Him. He hadn’t revealed them to me now so that I could hate myself, but so I 
could learn and grow and be refined into the woman He’d created me to be. 

“Ally?” Someone leaned in front of me, wiggling slender fingers in my face. 

I jumped at the sudden intrusion and looked up. Cheyenne stood on the other side of the café 
counter, dish rag in hand, an apron tied around her neck. She regarded me with questioning eyes, 
and to my surprise I saw no ill-will behind them, only genuine curiosity. 

“Can I get you something to drink?” she asked, tucking a lock of hair behind her ear. 

“Umm…” I didn’t know what to say, for the last time I’d seen her, she’d stubbornly refused to 
acknowledge me. “Iced tea, please?” 

“Coming right up.” She flashed a smile, then turned and puttered with the refrigerator. 

I marveled at the change in her, and wondered what might be the cause of it. Yet even as she slid 
a glass of iced tea in front of me and leaned in to talk, I couldn’t think up any other explanation 
than that she must have forgiven me. 



“Thank you.” I handed her a dollar for the tea, wondering what she would do next – if she would 
turn and walk away, or speak to me. 

“So…are you gonna tell me what’s wrong?” she asked at length. She leaned onto her elbows, 
that stray lock of hair falling loose again and curling against her cheek. 

I didn’t know whether to stop and offer another apology, or to go on as before and forget that the 
whole ordeal at the Shakespearean ball had ever happened. Cheyenne didn’t seem in a hurry to 
rehash our little rift, so I freed myself from those memories and embraced the opportunity to talk. 

“My friend died last night,” I confessed, staring down at the ice cubes in my glass. “I mean, we 
didn’t really talk much because I can’t speak Shar, but…but she was so sweet and she always 
smiled at me…and…and I can’t believe she’s gone.” 

A minute ago I’d thought I was fine, but suddenly all the emotions I’d been bottling up since I 
first arrived at Kaveen’s house broke free, and the tears spilled down my face with such force I 
couldn’t stop them. 

“Oh my gosh, I’m so sorry.” Compassion filled her round, blue eyes as she reached forward to 
touch my hand. 

“It just breaks my heart,” I went on, struggling to regain my composure before anyone else saw 
me crying. “I…I can’t…I can’t just sit here anymore. I have to…” I looked up suddenly, struck 
for the first time with a thought I knew must be from above. “I have to go to Sharghistan.” 

The moment the words left my mouth, I realized my own insanity. It was a crazy, preposterous 
scheme, one I’d never dared to entertain for any compelling length of time. But everything had 
changed, and my new calling in life seemed to push me in only one direction – towards the 
people who had seamlessly stolen my heart. 

Cheyenne stared at me with ever-increasing awe, her disbelief morphing slowly into delighted 
approval. “Really?” 

“I have to.” I pulled my Bible out of my purse and flipped open to Romans chapter ten. “I’ve 
seen too much to be indifferent now. Those Shar women, they need me. I’ve never really felt 
needed before, but when I’m with them, I feel like I’m doing something worthwhile. Like my 
life means something. Horses are fun, but they don’t make my heart burn the way these women 
do. They’re lost and perishing without Jesus, and they’ll never find joy apart from Him. They 
need to hear. They need to know that He is everything.” 

I found the verses that had swiftly come to mind, and read out loud. “’For everyone who calls on 
the name of the Lord will be saved. How then will they call on Him in whom they have not 
believed? And how are they to believe in Him of whom they have never heard? And how are 
they to hear without someone preaching? And how are they to preach unless they are sent? As it 
is written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who preach the good news!”’ So you see, 
Cheyenne, I have to go.” 



“Wow.” She stood back, her lips curled in a little O. “I had no idea you felt that way.” 

“Neither did I.” I ran a hand through my still-damp hair, my stomach twisting as the fullness of 
my convictions fell upon me. For a brief moment, I doubted. And then a thousand crushing 
thoughts invaded, rebuking me for my foolishness. “Wait, what am I thinking? I can’t go to 
Sharghistan!” 

“Of course you can go,” came Cheyenne’s innocent reply. “Why not?” 

“Because,” I insisted, going with the first reason that came to mind, “I’m not the missionary 
type. I’m horrible at sharing the gospel. Just look at what happened with Jessi.” 

“What happened with Jessi?” 

“And Sharghistan? There are terrorists there. Bad people. Car bombs and kidnappings and all 
that stuff. I get scared when I watch movies, let alone the real thing.” 

“Yeah, but –“ 

“And they don’t have good electricity there. The heat is unbearable in the summer and freezing 
cold in the winter. They sleep on the floor. There are cockroaches and mosquitoes, and I hate 
bugs. Not to mention I’d have to wear skirts every day and cover my head. And they don’t have 
any horses.” 

Cheyenne put her hands on her hips, annoyed that she couldn’t get a word in edgewise. “Ally, I 
don’t think that-” 

“My home is here. My family and friends are here. Everything I’ve ever loved and dreamed 
about is here.” 

“Except for Nate.” 

She said it so matter-of-factly it was a good, long moment before I fully comprehended her 
meaning. Somehow in all the excitement of discovering God’s plan for me, I’d forgotten a very 
important piece of the puzzle. And now as I allowed myself to think on such a possibility, I 
realized it made no difference. I wanted so much for it to make a difference; I wanted to believe 
that if Nate knew I’d set my mind to go to Sharghistan, he’d drop to one knee and propose in a 
heartbeat – but I knew he wouldn’t. If anything it was more complicated now, more confusing, 
more heart wrenching, because the torture of being in his presence but not being with him would 
go on indefinitely, should we somehow end up in the same place. 

“Nate.” I sighed into my hands. My head pounded dully, and my eyelids drooped with the 
exhaustion I now battled. “I don’t know what to do anymore. I’ve messed everything up between 
us.” 

Cheyenne pushed my glass closer to me. “Drink some iced tea.” 



I eyed the glass woefully, but reached for it and drank. The icy coldness soothed my throat and 
calmed my rising anxieties. 

“Tell me what happened,” Cheyenne requested, pulling up a chair from behind the counter and 
sitting down. 

I couldn’t believe I was about to pour my heart out to Cheyenne of all people, but in some 
strange way it felt right. I’d stored up so much pain and emotion involving Nate that I was nearly 
at a bursting point, and needed to talk, needed to share what I had not been able to tell another 
soul. “We had a horrible fight yesterday.” I traced my finger through the condensation on my 
glass. “I accused him of all sorts of horrible things. I wish I hadn’t been so brutally honest, 
because even though what I said was true, I still hurt him.” 

I was convinced of that now, though at the time my every word had seemed entirely called for. I 
knew I needed to apologize, but after that I didn’t know where to go or how to proceed. I felt as 
if a giant maze stretched out before me and I hadn’t the foggiest idea how to go about navigating 
it. 

“I know we’ll work through this, but I can’t bear the thought that he’s lost trust in me, or that he 
won’t be able to forgive me.” Troubled by my own musings, I lifted my glass to my lips and took 
another long drink. 

“You probably won’t believe me when I say this,” Cheyenne tucked that stray tendril of hair 
behind her ear, “but if Nate’s not in love with you, I don’t know what love is. And that kind of 
love,” she added, “endures all things.” 

I hardly dared believe she was right, and yet I knew in my heart that what Nate and I had would 
endure all things. I didn’t know how, or when, or in what way we’d come to an understanding, 
but I knew we would. God hadn’t given us to each other to break us down and torment us. He’d 
given us to each other because He knew it would be for our good. I didn’t always see it, but I had 
to believe that one day His purpose would be clear. 

“The thing is,” I said softly, more for my own benefit than Cheyenne’s, “we can’t go on like we 
were before. I think we’re incapable of doing this relationship halfway. I used to think I was the 
only one who struggled with it, but I know Nate does, too. And if we can’t open ourselves to 
each other completely, then we’re going to have to go our separate ways. I just don’t see how we 
can keep on being best friends…not like this…but the thought of losing him is so unbearable I 
can’t bring myself to even call him, because I know that’s what it will come to.” 

Cheyenne bit her lower lip, her expression acutely sorrowful. “But you’re going to Sharghistan 
now, aren’t you? Surely that will change things.” 

“No, it won’t.” I blinked back the water in my eyes, fished for a tissue in my purse. “Even if I 
did go, he still wouldn’t marry me. It’s never been about the distance, or about our different 
career paths. He won’t marry me because God told him not to, and because he refuses to have 



any distractions in his life. This changes nothing.” I blew into the tissue. “In fact, it just makes 
everything worse.” 

Cheyenne regarded me with something akin to wisdom shining across her porcelain face. She 
tapped a finger to her lips. “You talk as if you already know the outcome of your entire life. I 
think you’ve gone on for so long believing you could never have Nate that you’ve forgotten how 
great our God is. Let me ask you, Ally – have you every prayed specifically that God would 
make a way for you to be together?” 

I stared at her dumbly, speechlessly. It seemed so simple, so obvious, and yet I realized it had 
been years since I’d ever prayed for such a thing. Nate always used to say that our prayers were 
only as strong as our faith, and my prayers of late had been more akin to, “God, help me get over 
him!” Was that really how I believed, then? That God couldn’t make this work, and my only 
hope was to accept the status quo and learn how to deal with it? That since Nate had essentially 
said he couldn’t marry me, it was all over? 

I had already surrendered my life to Him. I had already submitted gladly to His will. After all 
that, was it so wrong to pray for what my heart wanted? 

Ten years, God. It’s been ten years. Can you really make a way for us to be together? Could 

there possibly be a yes at the end of all this, or do you have something better for me? 

Cheyenne waited as I soaked up her words, then reached forward and patted my arm. “You know 
what you need? You need some girl time. It must be exhausting to have a boy as your best 
friend.” 

I grimaced, acknowledging her point. 

“Why don’t you come over tonight?” she offered, her eyes lighting up at the idea. “Stacie and 
Mei-Li and I are going to hang out and play charades at my house after the movie. It’ll be fun.” 

Her kindness warmed my heart, and as I looked up at her, I suddenly saw past those baby blue 
eyes and golden curls. I saw a heart as sweet and unpresuming as the loveliest of hearts. I felt a 
twinge of regret at having always shunned her friendship. What had I missed out on all these 
years by pegging her as a ditzy cheerleader and never bothering to look deeper? If I could have 
done it all over again, I would have. 

“Cheyenne,” I murmured, remorse catching in my throat, so that I could hardly speak, “I’m 
really sorry about that night at the ball. I’m sorry I said all those things…You’ve only ever been 
kind and wonderful to me, and –“ 

“Hey.” She squeezed my hand, interrupting my blundering apology. “I’m sorry for holding a 
grudge for so long. But I know now that you were hurting, and I only made things worse.” 

“Not true.” Relief spilled blessedly into my soul at her gracious words. “You’ve been a real 
friend to me, so thank you.” 



Cheyenne smiled brightly. “Does that mean you’ll come tonight?” 

I’d only taken a short nap that afternoon, and even now my strength was fast failing me, but my 
heart desperately longed to go – to remove myself from everything else, to relax among friends, 
to laugh and enjoy God’s grace to me – for indeed, His grace was great to provide a friend in my 
time of need. 

“I’d love to go.” I returned her smile whole heartedly. 

And the joy that lit her face, I was sure, was only a mirror of my own. 

---ooo--- 

Romans 10:13-15 “For everyone who calls on the name of the Lord…” 

 
Chapter 45: Three's A Crowd 

 

---Chapter Forty-Five: Three’s A Crowd--- 

September, 1999 

Her name was Laurel Winston, and she was the most popular girl in school. The teachers loved 
her because she sat quietly in class, completed all her homework, and made A’s on all her tests. 
The girls loved her because she was sweet and generous and invited them over on the weekends 
to swim in her underground pool. The boys loved her because she defined the word beauty: tall, 
curvy, blond hair, blue eyes, and an infectious, innocent smile. 

I tried not to like her, honestly, I did – and I had plenty of reasons to be jealous. She always 
scored two points higher than me on every test; she was always nice to people no matter how 
rude or undeserving they were; she always volunteered for stuff before I could get my hand in 
the air; and she could quote scripture with almost as much frequency and accuracy as Nate. 

Still, she was so unbelievably nice to me I couldn’t stay jealous for long, and when she offered to 
take me out to her uncle’s farm to ride her Egyptian Arabian gelding, I caved and became her 
friend. The latter half of Junior year we bonded over our shared loved of horses, and I thought 
perhaps we might have formed a lasting friendship. 

But that third week of Senior year…oh, she crossed the line. 

I suppose I’d been suspecting things from the first day of school. Nate and I had picked out our 
seats in home room, and were quite happily occupied with discussing our hangout plans for the 
evening, when in walked Laurel Winston wearing a blue, knee-length summer dress that made 
her eyes glow. She glanced around the room, smiled a pretty smile, and plopped herself down in 
the empty seat next to Nate. 



At first I didn’t mind that she followed Nate and I around between classes, or that she sat with us 
at lunch, or that she lingered around the flagpole after school where Nate and I habitually met to 
share rides home. Nate didn’t seem to mind, either; but then, he was always very inclusive when 
it came to making new friends. 

And so, because I trusted her, I might not have known what she was doing had it not been for 
that one afternoon when I overheard a conversation in the girls’ locker room. The cheerleaders 
stood in front of the mirrors restyling their hair after PE, and I figured they didn’t know I was 
present, for I sat tying my shoes in the corner where they wouldn’t think to look for me. 

“I’m so glad Mrs. Palmer is letting him accompany the choir this year,” said one of the girls, the 
tallest one who I knew was the team captain. “Now I get to look at him for forty-five minutes 
every day while I sing.” 

The girls giggled amongst themselves. “Seriously, the first day of school I thought he was a new 
kid – until roll call when I realized he was Nate,” another girl added. “Who would’ve thought?” 

“I know!” agreed the captain. “I’ve had classes with him for three years and I never realized he 
was cute before.” 

I frowned at them, resistance building up in my chest so that I had trouble breathing. Of course 
I’d noticed, but I hated that they were talking about it. Somehow over the summer the gangly, 
awkward-looking boy had grown into himself. He’d filled out, lost the childish face. It was such 
a surprising transformation that I could understand why some girls were just now noticing him 
for the first time. 

But it changed nothing for me. I’d fallen in love with him a long time ago, and it hadn’t been 
because he was cute. That’s what frustrated me about the cheerleaders and all the other popular 
girls who stared at Nate during class and whispered about him during lunch. They didn’t know 
him the way I did. They saw him as a tall, gentle, soft-spoken mystery, and the fact that he 
refused to date anyone, to the point of being abnormally uninterested, only made him more 
desirable. 

“Well, you better get in line,” one of the cheerleaders said, drawing my attention back to their 
conversation, “’cause I hear Laurel Winston has her heart set on him, and you know whatever 
Laurel wants, Laurel gets.” 

The news startled me with such unexpected force I could not bear to sit still another moment. I 
quietly scrambled to my feet and fled the locker room, tormented by the ideas that now filled my 
mind. Laurel liked Nate? All this time I’d thought she was hanging around because she wanted 
to be my friend, but clearly she had other designs. I felt now that she couldn’t be trusted, and that 
I couldn’t leave Nate’s side for even one minute, lest she try to wile her way into his heart and 
take him from me. 

I ran to the flagpole, desperate to find Nate – and came up short when I saw him and Laurel 
standing together by the bus stop, engaged in conversation. Horrified at once by the sight, I 



rushed over to them, but not so loudly as to draw their attention, for I longed to know what they 
were saying. 

“Oh, yes, it’s so true that we cannot bear fruit as Christians unless our hearts are right,” Laurel 
agreed, her blond head tipped up toward Nate. “’For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth 
speaks.’” 

Nate nodded at her words, oblivious to all the commotion bustling around him in light of the 
spiritual dialogue at hand. “That’s why Jesus focuses so much on the heart. It’s easy to do the 
right things; it’s hard to do them with the right attitude. ‘Let all that you do be done in love.’” 

“That’s so true.” Laurel readjusted her backpack over her shoulder. “So I was 
wondering…would you like to go catch a movie sometime?” 

I gasped in surprise, horrified that she would ask such a thing. I almost sprang forward to break 
them up, but at the last moment decided to wait out Nate’s response. 

He looked down at her, and his profile was hidden in such a way that I couldn’t tell what he was 
thinking. After a short pause he spoke. “Ally and I might be going to the theater this weekend, if 
you want to come with us.” 

Laurel grimaced at his answer, but quickly rebounded and continued to press him. “Well, I was 
thinking more along the lines of a date.” She elbowed him playfully. “People don’t usually bring 
their best friend along on a date.” 

Now doubly horrified, I longed to see Nate’s face, to make sure he wasn’t falling for her charms; 
but his back was towards me, and I could only pray he would stand firm. 

My wishes came true a moment later. “Oh, I don’t date,” he said cheerfully. 

“Really?” Laurel folded her arms across her chest, her body now turned fully toward him. “Why 
not?” 

“Because it’s a distorted Western institution that promotes the superficiality and destruction of 
modern-day married relationships.” He glanced at his watch, and I thought I heard a short sigh 
escape his lips. 

“Hmm.” Laurel tapped her fingers against her folded, bare arms. “That’s a very strong 
statement.” 

“Think about it,” Nate challenged. “Do you see anything between high schoolers that remotely 
resembles a healthy married relationship?” 

“Not really…but the point of dating isn’t always to get married.” 



“Isn’t it? That’s the problem, I think.” Nate shifted his backpack from one shoulder to the other. 
“The minute people start seeing dating as purely recreational, they stop seeing it as a 
commitment. And that’s how the Bible sees it. God never meant for relationships to be about 
entertainment. It’s about love. Selfless love. ‘Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ also 
loved the church and gave Himself up for her.’” 

If I could have seen Laurel’s eyes, I was sure they would have been ridden with stars. “Oh, that’s 
beautiful.” 

I chose that moment to make my grand entrance, inserting myself between them with a cheerful, 
breathless hello. 

“Hi, Ally.” Nate stepped aside to make room for me. “How was dodge ball?” 

“I dodged. A lot. What’s going on?” I looked back and forth between them, my gaze finally 
settling on Laurel. I hoped she couldn’t see my suspicion, though I hardly knew how to address 
her in light of my recent discovery, and certainly couldn’t pretend everything was fine. 

Laurel stared at her platform shoes, and it was Nate who answered for her. “Laurel might come 
with us to the movies this weekend.” 

A half hour ago, I would have been delighted with the scheme. But now that I knew Laurel only 
saw me as a third wheel, it hurt. So instead of enthusiastically seconding Nate’s idea, I simply 
shrugged. “Sure, why not? I mean, if we go at all…there’s nothing really good playing this 
weekend.” 

Nate didn’t seem to care one way or the other. He checked his watch again, then said, “I told my 
mom I’d be home by three-thirty today to help unload the new kitchen cabinets. You ready to go, 
Al?” 

He had no idea how much. I agreed quickly, threw Laurel a smile that wasn’t entirely genuine 
even though I tried to make it so, and followed Nate across the parking lot to his car. 

We chatted off and on about our classes and homework and the new mustache Mr. Hobbs had 
grown over the summer. I could hardly concentrate on anything Nate said, however, for deep 
within my soul a question burned. I longed to know what he thought of Laurel, but every time an 
opportunity came along to ask, I chicken out. It wasn’t until we pulled into my driveway that I’d 
gathered sufficient courage to speak. 

“Do you like Laurel?” I asked bluntly. 

The question was so off-topic he looked a little startled, but didn’t hesitate in his answer. “Sure, 
she’s nice enough.” 

Apparently he hadn’t caught my drift. I tried the question again. “No, I mean, do you like her?” 



He turned to me, his expression perplexed and serious. “What?” 

“She’s pretty, isn’t she? She wears nice clothes and fixes her hair every day and smells like 
expensive perfume.” 

Nate’s stoicism broke at my words, and he laughed. “The charms of this world are fleeting, 
Ally.” 

“But if you were, you know, older and ready to get married, you’d date her, right?” 

Nate shifted gears into park, then twisted toward me so that we were almost face-to-face. The 
intensity of his expression made my heart skip a beat, and when he spoke, his words were 
entirely without humor. “I can very nearly promise you I will never date Laurel, or have any 
particular interest in doing so.” 

The tension whooshed out of me, and I felt a rush of giddiness coming on as I acknowledged 
how silly I’d been to think that someone like Nate, who had more sense than all the twelfth grade 
girls combined, would be so easily charmed by the likes of Laurel. 

“Well,” I concluded, unbuckling my seatbelt and offering Nate a sheepish grin. “I guess I’ll see 
you later tonight, then.” 

He shook his head at me with great fondness, then waved goodbye as I climbed out of his car. 
“Don’t forget to bring the popcorn,” he reminded me. 

I realized, with a laugh, that I had no reason to be jealous of Laurel, or of any other girl, for that 
matter. They might get to stare at Nate from across a crowded room, but I got to play cards and 
eat popcorn with him. 

--ooo-- 

Matthew 12:34 “For out of the abundance…” 

1 Corinthians 16:14 “Let all you do…” 

Ephesians 5:25 “Husbands love your wives…” 

 
Chapter 46: Broken 

 

---Chapter Forty-Six: Broken--- 

June, 2004 



I didn’t think she had it in her, but Noel did in fact find new ways to torture me for taking an 
unexcused personal day. First she made me handpick the burrs off of Sebastian’s polo wraps 
because she thought the washing machine might damage the fibers, and then she had me repaint 
the wooden ramp that led up to the manure pile, even though I’d done the last coating as recently 
as a month ago. In the afternoon I re-bedded all twelve stalls with new shavings, and then she 
sent me to every feed store within a forty-five mile radius in search of a special brand of equine 
shampoo she wanted to use on Cadence. Needless to say, when I got home that evening I was 
more than a little miffed. 

“Ally, is that you?” my dad called out as I stepped through the front door and bee-lined it to the 
kitchen for a glass of water. 

“Yeah,” I called over my shoulder. I dumped my duffel bag on the floor and reached for a plastic 
cup in the drying rack. 

“Haven’t seen ya in a while, kid. You hangin’ in there?” Randall appeared in the kitchen 
doorway wearing his fancy new work attire: slacks and a blue dress shirt – a sure sign he’d been 
promoted from technician to manager. 

“I’m fine. Just a long day, that’s all.” I stuck my cup under the refrigerator water filter and 
pressed back the lever to fill it. “How’s the new job going?” 

Randall ventured into the kitchen, his step springy and light. “Got myself an entire office room, 
with a desk and a computer and my very own secretary – can you believe that?” 

Seeing my father’s enthusiasm lifted my spirits, and I offered him a congratulatory one-armed 
hug. “See? God knew what he was doing, didn’t He?” 

Randall grunted, but didn’t argue the point. He leaned against a kitchen chair, eyeing me now 
with fatherly concern. “I’m sorry ‘bout your friend, kid. You sure you’re holdin’ up?” 

It rarely occurred to my dad to ask how I was doing emotionally, and while I appreciated the 
gesture, I certainly didn’t know what to do with it. Over the years I’d lost the ability to share 
personal things with him, and now was certainly not a convenient time to start, not when 
everything in my life was spiraling out of control – or into the Father’s control, depending on 
how I looked at it. 

“I’m sad, of course,” I answered carefully, “but Christ carries us through times of sorrow and 
tears, if we keep our eyes on Him.” 

My dad’s usual response would have been a barrage of stinging criticism, but this time he said 
nothing. He hovered by our oval-shaped kitchen table, his eyes softening in a far-away look that 
astonished me with its sincerity. “I’ve been talkin’ with Charlie Thatcher, you know. ‘Bout 
life…and death.” 



“Yeah?” I took a long sip of water. It didn’t surprise me that Charlie had managed to swing the 
conversation around to spiritual topics – he was gifted in drawing out the hearts of men without 
them even knowing it. 

“Been thinkin’ ‘bout your mom, too.” He ran his hand slowly along the back of his chair. “About 
what happened to her after…you know.” 

I caught his meaning at once, and my heart clenched inside me as I recalled my own doubts 
about her eternal destiny. “You mean whether or not she’s in heaven?” 

Randall’s shoulders slumped, and he lowered his eyes. “I miss her, Al.” 

So do I.  

“I’ve been thinkin’ a lot ‘bout how it was for us when she died. I wasn’t really there for you.” 

No, he hadn’t been there for me. I still remembered the day I stood outside the library for three 
hours, waiting alone in the pouring rain for him to pick me up and take me to my thirteenth 
birthday dinner. Except when he finally got out of work and drove by the library to fetch me, 
he’d forgotten all about it, and instead of wishing me a happy birthday, had ranted on and on 
about how his boss was an idiot and if he didn’t have to keep a roof over my head he’d quit and 
join the army. I went to bed that night hungry, cold, and alone. It still hurt, and I would have 
liked for him to know how much. But of all the thousands of days we’d been together in this 
house, we were really going to have a meaningful conversation now? 

“Dad,” I said, uncomfortable with the banner of vulnerability that had sprung up over us, “don’t 
blame yourself for the past, okay? You had to raise a teenage girl all by yourself, and that’s not 
an easy thing to do.” 

I wondered if he even heard me, for he pulled out his chair and sank into it, his mind clearly 
detached, lost in the events and memories of long ago. “I remember the day I married her. She 
was so bright and life-like. All smiles. I never for a second thought I’d have to spend most of my 
life without her.” 

I shuddered at his broken words, my heart hurting all over again. It was almost more than I could 
take, this unending reign of sadness. Why did life have to be so sorrowful sometimes? All I 
wanted to do was feel light again, to feel the sunshine on my face and know that it was more 
powerful and more enduring than the darkness. I wanted to see the promise of God fulfilled: 
Your sun shall no more go down, nor your moon withdraw itself; for the Lord will be your 

everlasting light, and your days of mourning shall be ended. 

“But I wasn’t ever alone, was I?” Randall sighed, propping his elbows up on the table and 
leaning against his hands. “I had you. I wish I’d remembered that ‘fore now. Your mother even 
told me the night she died. She said, ‘Don’t you forget that girl o’ yours. You better love on her, 
‘cause she’s all you got.’” 



I couldn’t recall a single instance when my dad and I had ever talked about Mom. Not like this. 
For a moment I felt eleven years old again, small and scared and confused. I wanted to ask him 
so many things – I wanted to know everything about her – but I didn’t know how to ask. So I 
stood there with my hands braced against the countertop while opportunity passed me by. 

“Are you happy?” Randall asked suddenly, shocking me again with the depth of his probing 
questions. What on earth had he and Charlie Thatcher talked about last night over dinner? 

“Of course I’m happy,” I answered automatically. 

Randall stared up at me, perhaps to judge for himself if my words were true. “But do you like 
your life here? Your job, your friends?” He leaned back in his chair, readjusting himself to a 
more comfortable position – and I cringed to think he had settled in for a lengthy discussion. I 
didn’t know if my heart could take it. “Do you ever wish we’d just stayed in Lexin’ton?” 

“No, of course I don’t wish that.” I walked over to the sink and set my half-empty cup on marble 
surface beside it. “God brought us both here for a reason, and I wouldn’t change it for the world. 
I love it here.” 

I could see into the backyard through the window above the kitchen sink; and as I took in the 
grassy hills and patches of colored wildflowers; the chickadees and cardinals pecking at our 
birdfeeder; Sneeze on the end of his chain barking at them; and the jagged, towering mountains 
in the distance, I knew I wouldn’t have rather grown up anywhere else. 

I turned in time to see Randall rubbing the balding spot above his left temple, regarding me with 
eyes of nostalgia. “I guess that’s good to know.” He paused awkwardly, and I thought he might 
say something profound, but he only sighed. “Well, I guess I better get changed out of these 
clothes. You stayin’ home tonight?” 

“No, I’m off to Studio7.” My stomach flipped at the thought, for I knew Nate would most likely 
be there tonight, and I knew what I had to do. “I shouldn’t be back late.” 

My dad nodded and moseyed off to his room. I lingered in the kitchen, tidying up the counters 
and doing a few dishes, until finally I lost interest in cleaning and retreated to my room. 

I collapsed onto my bed with a muffled groan. I didn’t want to go to Studio7 tonight, even 
though I knew I had to. I would have much rather stayed home and slept, or even gone to 
Cheyenne’s house again to play charades and sweat it out with Dance Dance Revolution. Just 
thinking about the hours I’d spent with her and her friends last night brought a smile to my lips – 
for in the same way God had opened my eyes about Logan and Cheyenne, he’d also opened my 
eyes about Stacie and Mei-Li. Sure, they might be a little silly, a little boy-crazy, a little 
oblivious. But they knew how to let loose and have fun, and I gave them full credit for making 
me laugh so hard my stomach hurt and tears rolled down my face. 



But I had to go to Studio7 for Nate’s sake. I knew I’d hurt him with my rash words, and I knew I 
was hurting him now by ignoring him. I also knew I was going to hurt him with what I had to say 
– but it had to be done. I hoped, I prayed, he would understand. 

God, You know I’ve surrendered this whole thing to You. And not that fake kind of surrender that 

the heart doesn’t follow. I’m really trusting You. Trusting you with everything. And I’m going to 

act on that trust.  

You know what I want. You know the desires of my heart. You know that besides You I desire 

nothing else on earth. But you also know that I love Nate. I have to believe it’s from You, 

because I can’t force myself to stop loving him. And I don’t want to. What I want is to marry him, 

and even though it seems impossible from where I’m standing, I know that nothing is impossible 

for You.  

So I’m asking you, God. I’m asking you to do the impossible. And if you don’t, if you have 

something better for me, I’m going to be happy anyway. Because one day with the Lord is better 

than a thousand elsewhere. 

My prayer complete, and my soul safely abiding in the peace of God, I forced myself up off my 
bed and out to my car. The drive to Studio7 seemed to stretch on forever, and the more I thought 
about my impending confrontation with Nate, the more convinced I became that I would have 
lost my nerve entirely had it not been for the sustaining strength of God. 

The Studio was mostly abandoned when I walked through the doors – thanks to the volleyball 
game going on outside – and I was able to sit by the windows in solitude and think. I had no way 
of knowing if Nate would show up tonight or not, only a haunch, and the hope that he might try 
to seek me out. If he didn’t, I’d have to drive out to his place, and God only knew how much 
harder that would be. 

Nearly an hour passed without any sign of Nate. I grew anxious, disturbed, unable to sit still in 
the suspense of it all. I had almost decided to give up waiting and go directly to him, when the 
volleyball game ended and a stream of young people poured into the studio. They laughed and 
poked fun at each other, their exuberance vibrant in its simplicity and beautiful in its innocence. 

“Hey, whatcha doing over here all by yourself?” Logan slid into the chair across from me, his 
brow glistening with drops of sweat – no doubt a result of his recent athletic endeavors. 

I welcomed the distraction, for indeed he had saved me from my torturous thoughts. “Oh, just 
relaxing. I had a long day.” 

Logan eyed me openly, taking in my flip-flops, frayed jeans, and simple blue tank top. His gaze 
finally rested on mine, and he raised an eyebrow in silent challenge. “You got plans for the 
evening? Or are you up for a quick, low-stress, no-strings-attached dinner at Chile’s? I’ll have 
you back here in an hour, I promise.” 



I hesitated at the offer – thinking how I would never be at peace until I spoke to Nate – but I was 

hungry, and Nate hadn’t shown up yet, and something inside me really wanted to say yes. 
Perhaps it was only because I felt I owed him, but I suspected it had more to do with this crazy 
curiosity to find out who he was. 

“Thanks, that sounds nice, actually.” 

Surprise lit Logan’s eyes, and he beamed at me. “Great. We’ll take my car.” 

We worked up a conversation about volleyball and Christian bands on the way to Chile’s, and to 
my amazement it was not at all stilted or unnatural. By the time we reached our destination, 
Logan’s charming manner had put me quite at ease, so that I might have thought we’d been 
friends ever since middle school rather than arch enemies. Once again he opened all the doors for 
me and escorted me to our table with a light hand at my back. His gentleness amazed me. I 
wondered if he had always been this way, or if my new and improved opinion of him was 
showing him off to great advantage. 

“Nice hair, by the way,” Logan murmured over my shoulder as he held my chair for me. 

I turned toward him with a blush, prepared to chastise him for teasing me – and saw that he held 
a piece of hay in his hands, one he must have extracted from my hair, which I certainly hadn’t 
brushed since six a.m. that morning. He smiled knowingly, and I laughed, and we settled into our 
seats with seemingly-practiced ease. 

After ordering our drinks and sandwiches, a lull of pleasant silence fell upon us. Every time I 
looked up Logan was watching me with that blue-eyed intensity, and if I’d thought for a moment 
I was in danger of falling for him, I might have gotten up and walked away right then. 

“I guess Shane will be the new director of Shine now, hmm?” I asked at length, tinkling the ice 
cubes in my glass of water. 

“Nah.” Logan unfolded his napkin. “Someone tipped off the deacons that he’d been forging 
receipts for his spending allowance. Essentially he was stealing from the church. He’s been 
disciplined, and they took him off all the ministries he was involved in.” 

“No way.” I pondered this new revelation, shocked to hear of it, even though I knew Shane’s 
morals had always been virtually bankrupt. It amazed me how he could live a backwards life and 
still come to church every Sunday. “Who caught him in the act?” 

Logan didn’t answer right away. I looked up to question him, and found him staring resolutely at 
his napkin. 

“You?” 

He folded the napkin up again. “Couldn’t let him get away with it. He would’ve torn this church 
apart if no one stopped him.” 



“I completely agree with that, but…” I shook my head in amazement. “I thought he was your 
best friend. With him you’ve always been loyal to a fault.” 

Logan tapped his straw against the table and ripped off the wrapper. “Eh, we had good times as 
kids, but now he’s going places I don’t want to go.” He dunked his straw into his glass of Coke 
and looked up with a sad smile. “I’ve seen firsthand how deeply his actions have hurt people, 
and I don’t want to be a part of that.” 

Always a surprise, that Logan. Always peeling back a new layer, revealing another part of 
himself I hadn’t expected to see. In those fleeting moments I wondered what would happen if I 
dared to spend more time with him, if I dared to give him half a chance. Would I learn to care for 
him? Would there be anything between us worth having? The possibilities frightened me, and I 
began to suspect I’d been hasty in thinking myself entirely out of danger. 

“The Shine position is still open,” Logan went on. “They’re taking applications now. But I have 
to say, Nate’s shoes are hard to fill. He did more for the people in this town in two months than 
Al did in five years. Even with an antagonist breathing down his neck.” 

I flushed at his warm praise, eager as always to hear others speak well of Nate. “You’ve never 
been one to shrink away from a challenge, Logan. Maybe you should apply.” 

He laughed – a deep, rolling laugh that spoke of strength and good-nature. “Nah, I don’t have the 
discipline for it. Besides, I’m leaving for Egypt in October.” 

I sipped some water through my straw. “The trip is still on?” 

“Yup. We’ve got six on the team so far.” He nodded toward me, wiggling an eyebrow 
suggestively. “Always room for a seventh.” 

I opened my mouth to turn him down, but no words came out. I was so used to closing my eyes 
and turning my back to any mission-oriented opportunity that I couldn’t even recognize it when 
it was legitimate. 

Why shouldn’t I go to Egypt for a few months? Nate was leaving soon, I’d be quitting my job in 
a matter of weeks, and surely I needed some experience before I could go anywhere as harsh and 
unforgiving as Sharghistan. Perhaps Logan’s suggestion wasn’t too far off, after all. 

“Thanks,” I answered thoughtfully, “maybe I’ll take you up on that.” 

Logan must have sensed my inner turmoil, for he didn’t press the matter – only smiled, and 
slurped his Coke. 

Before long the waiter arrived with our sandwiches. Logan dug in right away, impressing me 
with an appetite twice as ambitious as Nate’s. I ate more slowly, pondering the things newly 
surfacing in my thoughts – until Logan broke the silence. 



“How’s work going for you?” he asked, pausing to wipe his mouth with a napkin. 

“Not too bad.” I pushed some French fries around on my plate. “My job is hanging by a thread at 
the moment, but Friday we’ve got prospective clients coming out, and I’m hoping to convince 
them to sign on. It’d make Noel’s day.” 

“Good luck with that.” 

“Thanks. I hope it works out for Noel’s sake, but to be honest I’m ready to throw in the towel. 
Sometimes she’s more than I can handle, but if I can just hang in there one more month, I’ll have 
enough savings to buy the horse of my dreams.” I smiled wistfully at the thought, but no sooner 
had I let myself fantasize about owning Legend when a plague of doubts assailed me. I knew the 
impracticality of buying a horse when I planned to move overseas; I’d just have to turn around 
and sell him again. But I had loved Legend so deeply for so long, it seemed impossible to 
imagine life without him. Perhaps there was some way I could take him with me. 

“It must be some great satisfaction, to achieve something you’ve worked hard for your whole 
life.” Regret shone in Logan’s eyes. “You know, if I could go back to high school and do it all 
over again, I don’t think I’d have banked my whole life on basketball. I look back now and 
realize I’ve done absolutely nothing with my life.” 

“That’s not true,” I admonished, waving a French fry in the air. “You’ve learned a lot from your 
experience. Teamwork, leadership, perseverance, courage. God’s going to use all those things, 
I’m sure. You’ll find something you really enjoy doing, and you’ll shine.” 

Gratitude flickered in the depths of Logan’s eyes, and he regarded me with true, unwavering 
interest. A slow smile touched his lips. “I do believe we’re getting somewhere, Ally.” 

Chills raced down my spine at his words, and I feared I might have gone too far, said too much, 
given him too much reason to hope. “I don’t know what you mean.” I stared at my sandwich. 

He chuckled and reached for the parsley on his plate. I watched with mounting curiosity as he 
wove the green stems together, sliding one through the next. Then he grabbed a white wildflower 
out of the vase on the table and added it to the string of green. 

“Logan, you can’t take that! What are you –?“ 

“Shh.” He tied the ends together and held up a wilted parsley wreath with a little white flower in 
the middle. Then he leaned forward and set it gingerly on my head. He sat back, rubbing his 
clean-shaven jaw as he looked at me. “There. Beautiful.” 

I couldn’t breathe. Something jolted me out of this present time and transported me back seven 
years to the day when another young man had done the very same thing, only with a wreath of 
pink and white flowers. A deep rush of pain clenched itself around my heart. I closed my fingers 
around the cloth napkin in my lap, as if it was the only thing keeping me together. As if without 
it, I would burst into tears. 



“Can’t we give this a try?” Logan clasped his hands together as he leaned forward. “Let me take 
you out. Give me a chance to prove I’m worth your time.” 

Blood pounded in my ears. My vision blurred, and I blinked away the tears, trying to focus – but 
I kept seeing Nate’s face, his smiling lips, the glow of life and joy in his eyes, the crazy curls that 
framed his beloved face. Suddenly I longed for those days when we were kids, when everything 
was easy and I didn’t have this constant ache in my heart. Why did things have to change? Why 
did they have to be so hard? 

Looking back at Logan I knew, without doubt, the condition of my own heart. I knew that no 
matter how wonderful he might be, and no matter how unattainable Nate might forever remain, 
my heart was already taken. I had fallen in love with the boy who had made me a wreath of pink 
and white flowers. I knew he was still there, that joyful, carefree boy, and I had to believe he 
would come back to me. Even if he didn’t, I knew I could never give my heart to anyone else. 

“Logan,” I breathed at last, “there’s no doubt in my mind that you’re worth my time. But I fear I 
might not be worth yours.” I looked down, my throat burning as I tried to swallow back a wave 
of surfacing emotions. “You see, I gave my whole heart to Nate when I was fifteen years old, 
and the thing I’m starting to realize is that no matter what happens, I don’t want it back. It’s his.” 

Logan received my admission stoically, and though disappointment colored his eyes, he bowed 
his head graciously. “That’s really what you want, then? To wait for him even if it means you’ll 
be alone the rest of your life?” 

I bit my lip, realizing the insanity of such a hope, yet unwilling to give it up. “Maybe not 
forever…but for now, I can hardly do anything else.” 

Again Logan pondered my words, his eyes intently fixed on mine. He seemed to be reading into 
my soul, though for what I couldn’t tell, and as the answers came to him his expression softened 
with understanding. He looked as if he might offer one final protest – but at the last he sat back, 
the breath whooshing out of him in a long sigh. 

“I guess it’s all for the best anyway,” he concluded at last. “I have a feeling Nate’s far more 
deeply in love with you than I could ever be.” 

My breath quickened, and I sat up straight. “What makes you say that?” 

Logan picked up his glass of Coke with a shrug. “I didn’t let on before, but when I told him you 
were in love with him, he was so caught up he couldn’t speak. I guess I gotta give the guy props 
for channeling that kind of emotion in such a way that you’d never know how he felt. If I had 
that kind of self discipline, I might’ve made pro ball.” 

He picked up a French fry with a low chuckle and stuffed it in his mouth. “All right, Ally. You 
win. Let’s be friends. I’m terrible at being friends with girls, but hey, I’ll give it a try.” 



His graciousness amazed me, and I felt blessed to have earned his good favor, for I knew I didn’t 
deserve it. I vowed to myself right then and there to always be worthy of his friendship, and to 
thank God for opening my eyes to the possibilities. 

Logan drove me back to Studio7 within the hour, just as he’d promised. We agreed to go inside 
and see who was still around, and indeed, the place was bustling with life. The students had 
pulled out Bible Trivia and now clustered around one of the tables laughing and shouting out 
answers. 

Logan and I moved to join them, but as we came around the front of the stage, Nate burst out of 
the practice room, a music folder tucked under his arm. He drew up short when he saw us, 
surprise first flashing across his face, then an awful look that made my heart melt. His eyes 
flicked back and forth between Logan and I, then came to rest on mine for an endless, 
unrelenting moment, until there seemed to be nothing left to do but speak, or walk away. 

“Ally…hi.” He forced the words out over a stiff, unyielding tongue, his body so tightly coiled I 
knew he must be battling an onslaught of unpleasant emotions. 

“Hi.” My voice shook, and as I looked up at him I forgot everything I’d planned to say, 
everything I’d rehearsed, everything I’d wanted him to know. All I could do was wish for him to 
take me in his arms and tell me he forgave me and that everything was okay, because apart from 
that I didn’t think I had the strength to stand in front of him a moment longer. 

“I guess you’re doing…well.” Nate glanced at Logan, swallowing hard as the pain deepened in 
his dark eyes. “I’m glad of it.” He hovered awkwardly. “It’s getting late…I should 
probably…go.” 

My gut wrenched itself into a ball of horror. I realized what it must look like to him, that after 
our fight I must have lost all regard for our friendship, all concern for him, and must have turned 
to the nearest person who would have me. I hated that he should ever think I had feelings for 
Logan, and yet – hadn’t he encouraged me in this direction all along? 

Nate started to move around us, but I couldn’t bear to let him go like that, not when he was the 
whole reason I’d come tonight. 

“Wait,” I pleaded softly as he passed me. “Please don’t go. Can’t we…talk about this?” 

He stared down at me with quiet brokenness, his suffering evident for all to see, though he spoke 
nothing of it. “It’s okay, Ally,” he murmured. “I understand.” 

“But you don’t.” My eyes burned anew. “It’s not… I wasn’t…” Oh, why couldn’t I think of 
anything substantial to say? “I’m sorry…I’m so sorry, and I –“ 

“Not here.” His gaze flicked meaningfully toward the crowd of rambunctious, laughing students, 
then toward Logan. “Not now. I can’t do this, I’m sorry.” 



He retreated swiftly, so that there was nothing more I could than watch him go with a rising 
sense of my own wretchedness. I could tell he was too overwhelmed to face me in such a time 
and place, and with Logan standing right there, no less. I’d messed everything up all over again, 
and if I’d thought I could have held my tears back long enough to utter a sensible word, I would 
have run after him. 

But as it was I felt trapped, bound, wholly without the power to fix what was wrong. 

“Ally, you okay?” Logan touched my arm. 

I shook my head fiercely, barely pressing back the flood of tears behind my eyelids. “I came here 
today to talk to him…to apologize…and now I’ve hurt him all over again.” 

Logan drew me over to the band stage and guided me down onto the steps. I sat willingly, 
burying my face in my hands. 

“What happened?” he asked, one hand supporting my back as he sat next to me. 

“Everything.” I tried to gather my breath, tried to calm my racing mind. But all I could see when 
I closed my eyes was the horrible look on Nate’s face, and it nearly killed me to think I’d caused 
it. “We had a fight and I said stuff I shouldn’t have said. I wanted to tell him tonight…I wanted 
to tell him how sorry I was and that it’s so hard to be his friend sometimes…and that I needed 
some time to pray and listen to the Lord and work things out in my own heart. Not a lot of time, 
but a little time…and now…now he must think –“ I broke off in a half sob. 

Logan rubbed my back gently, and in another remarkable display of graciousness, offered a word 
of comfort. “Maybe he needs some time. If he’s hurting now, it’s only because what I said earlier 
is true.” 

I wanted to believe him, but the signs seemed so skewed I found it impossible to do so. And 
instead of bridging the way between us and opening up the gates of communication, I’d shut 
Nate down even more. I was pretty sure it would take a miracle to bind up the torn places now. 

Oh, God…my faith is so weak sometimes, but still I trust in You. Please comfort Nate, and give 

him the grace to forgive me, to look in my eyes with that sweet, familiar smile and assure me that 

everything is okay. But even if he doesn’t…still I trust in You. 

---ooo--- 

Isaiah 60:20 “Your sun shall no more go down…” 

Psalm 84:10 “For a day in Your courts is better…” 

 
Chapter 47: The Haircut 

 



---Chapter Forty-Seven: The Haircut--- 

November, 1999 

It all started the day I got my hair cut. 

In retrospect, I should have known nothing good would come out of letting Aunt Minnie take me 
to the hair dresser, but what could I do? She’d come all the way from France where she lived 
with her French husband, who she’d met while studying abroad, and after taking one look at me 
she’d gasped in horror and whisked me off to the nearest salon. Dad was too busy cleaning out 
the Thanksgiving turkey he’d shot to rescue me. 

I almost burst into tears when Aunt Minnie told the hairdresser a chin-length bob would be 
adorable and would accentuate my features. But the hairdresser, bless her heart, saw my distress 
at such a proposition and argued on my behalf, until a shoulder-length compromise was reached. 

I’d had long hair my whole life – probably because my dad could never be bothered to take me 
to the hairdresser’s – and I supposed in one sense it gave me a homely appearance, one I’d like to 
have done away with. But to see thirteen inches of strawberry blond hair cascading to the ground 
made my stomach flip inside out and my toes curl. 

I absolutely hated the haircut, layers and waves and all, and could not be prevailed upon to praise 
Aunt Minnie’s good taste, though I did find it in my heart to thank her – after all, she was Mom’s 
only sister. 

I might have worn a hat to school that first Monday after Thanksgiving, had Nate not told me I 
looked like a clown, and tugged it off my head before I walked into home room. And there I was, 
exposed despite my best attempts to hide, a freshly made-over girl turning heads on her way to 
her seat. 

Who would’ve known a simple haircut could change everything? Suddenly I wasn’t small and 
invisible, but a girl with stylish potential. 

“Hey, your name’s Ally, right?” Melanie, the head cheerleader, bent over my desk after class, 
her bracelets clanking together as she touched my hair. “Nice cut.” She glanced over her 
shoulder at her friends, who smiled and giggled amongst themselves. “You coming to the 
football game tonight? We’re having a cookout afterwards.” 

I stared at her mutely, astonished that she’d even spoken to me, much less invited me to one of 
her high-society shindigs. And while the idea of sitting through a football game, and afterwards 
subjecting myself to hours of social obligations, sounded incredibly unappealing – when Melanie 
invited you to go somewhere, you said yes. 

“Um…I guess so,” I stammered, tucking a short lock of hair behind my ear. 



“Great.” Melanie’s gaze shifted behind me, and a new light came into her eyes. She leaned 
forward and whispered, “Bring your boyfriend, too.” 

“Bring my – what?” I echoed, twisting around in my chair to see who she was talking about. 
Nate sat behind me, tearing out his English homework from his notebook, completely oblivious 
to anything coming out of Melanie’s mouth. 

I turned back to her, a protest on the tip of my tongue – but she had already switched gears, and 
addressed me now in her professional, no-nonsense tone. “Wear something cute, and if you don’t 
own anything cute, Macy’s is having a sale today. Here’s a coupon I found in my mom’s 
catalogue.” She handed me a piece of paper. “See you on the football field.” 

I opened my mouth to ask where on the football field, but she was already gone, her parade of 
glitzy followers traipsing off in her wake. 

Nate, of course, when I invited him to the football game, declined on account of his homework. I 
balked after that, thinking I should stay home too and work on my history paper – but Nate 
encouraged me to go, saying it was a good chance to make new friends, and teasing me by 
adding that with my new haircut, I might have to drop choir and take up cheerleading instead. 

After school got out, I drove home and changed into a blue, belted, mid-thigh length blouse Aunt 
Minnie had brought from France. I put on a dab of makeup, condescended to wear a pair of 
dangly earrings, and returned to East Appalachian High in time to see the beginning of the 
second quarter. 

I realized upon arrival that my strategy had been off, for Melanie and her friends were not on the 
bleachers but down on the sidelines, prancing around and throwing pompoms in the air. The flips 
and dance routines were mildly impressive, but I quickly grew bored, and wished Nate had 
ditched his homework and come with me so that I wouldn’t have to sit there alone, my head 
hurting and my ears ringing from the screams and cheers breaking out around me. 

The game ended in a sweeping victory for the home team, and the cookout shortly thereafter 
commenced. I spotted Melanie by the loudspeakers arguing with the DJ, and went over to say hi. 

“So you came after all,” she greeted, eyeing my new look with a mix of surprise and approval. 
“The girls and I set up a blanket behind the bleachers if you want to join us. Where’s your guy?” 

“He, uh…he had homework to do.” I shrugged apologetically. 

Melanie rolled her eyes, and I sensed her annoyance as she pulled out a compressed power case 
and checked her mascara in the little mirror. She clicked the case shut. “Oh well. We’ll just have 
to find someone else. Go get yourself a hot dog and join the others.” She gave her attention back 
to the DJ, but as I started to leave, she caught my arm and added, “Oh – if you have a free hand 
to grab some extra cups of punch, bring them along.” 



Somehow I managed to balance four cups on a plate with one hand, and two cups and a hotdog 
on a plate with my other hand. It took a bit of searching to find the cheerleader’s hideout, for I 
had no idea which set of bleachers Melanie meant – but at last I spotted a group of seniors all 
stretched out on a huge blanket, talking in hushed whispers and giggling. The cheerleaders were 
among them, so I figured I was in the right place, and joined them. 

One of the girls, Hannah, saw me first and waved me over. “Hey, Ally, glad you could make it. 
Thanks for bringing the punch. Who wants some?” 

Five or six hands reached up and unloaded the cups from my Styrofoam plates. I realized then 
that some of the football players were mingled among them – one of them even snatched the 
hotdog off my plate, so that when they’d all taken their share, I had nothing left. 

“Hey, would you mind bringing one more hotdog?” one of the football players asked. “No wait, 
make that two. With chili. I’m starving.” 

No one paid attention to me after that. I felt the full sting of their rejection, my heart pounding 
with the humiliation of it all. I had just about determined to forget the whole thing and leave, 
when Melanie appeared behind me and gave me a one-armed hug. 

“Have a seat, girl.” She plopped down onto the blanket, her bare legs stretched out and crossed at 
the ankles. “Mike, get your own hotdog.” 

Mike groaned, but obediently got up and trotted off to the grill to get his own food. 

“You can have his seat.” Melanie patted the spot next to her, a sugary smile on her face. 

Hesitantly I sat beside her, feeling horribly out of place and completely defenseless. I knew I was 
at her mercy, and hated being so out of control, so clueless as to what to do with myself. I stared 
at the ground as I pulled my knees up against my chest and wrapped my arms around them. 

Melanie fished into her purse and pulled out a crumbled piece of paper. She unfolded it and 
squinted at the words she’d written on the wide-rule lines. “Hmm.” She found a pencil and 
tapped it against her chin, peeking at me from under her long lashes. 

“Is something wrong?” I asked, scanning the top of the paper in her hands. She’d written her 
name and Mrs. Fischer’s English in the left corner. 

Melanie sighed dramatically, blowing back the long bangs from her forehead. “I just hate 
analogies, you know. This take-home quiz Mrs. Fischer gave us is a nightmare. I’ve spent hours 
trying to analyze all these comparisons, but I keep getting stuck. I wish I was as smart as you.” 

I detected a trace of duplicity in her speech, but my classmates were always asking for my help 
with homework, especially in English, and I was never ill-disposed to help them. “I’m not any 
smarter than you, Melanie.” 



She smiled pitiably. “Well, I just wish I could understand these analogies. I really need to make a 
good grade on this quiz.” She sighed again. 

“Which ones are you stuck on?” I leaned closer. The lighting was dim behind the bleachers, but I 
could just make out the series of words she’d written, and saw that she’d completed none of the 
assignment thus far. 

“This one’s really hard.” She pointed to the first question. 

I read the first analogy, then tried to explain to her why ‘glove is to hand as paint is to wall’. She 
chomped down on her gum and fiddled with her necklace while appearing to pay attention. Then 
Mike returned with a plate of hot dogs, and she broke away completely, scooting back to make 
room for him. 

“Ally, I’m so tired. I’ve been cheering all day, and my legs hurt from all those kicks. I just can’t 
focus on homework right now.” She put a palm to her head, moaning aloud to emphasize her 
point. 

I cringed inwardly. I wasn’t stupid. I knew full well that she’d invited me here tonight because 
for the first time I wasn’t too hideous to be seen with her, and because she needed someone to 
finish her quiz before tomorrow. My hands grew clammy with indecision – for I didn’t want to 
help her cheat, but at the same time I didn’t want to be seen as a prude. I knew if I got up and 
walked away, rumors would be flying about me tomorrow. 

Melanie stuck out her lower lip, silently pleading for my help. She didn’t relent, didn’t hold 
back, until at last I caved, and reached for her pencil. 

“Thank you so much!” Melanie clapped her hands in delight. “I owe you, Ally. You have no idea 
how amazing you are. I am so glad we’re friends now.” 

At any rate, completing twenty-five analogies was a lot less painful than trying to think of 
something to say to a girl I had nothing in common with, so I focused my attention on the work 
at hand, blocking out all the noise and chatter around me. 

By the time I’d finished her homework and looked up, I realized, with mounting shock and 
dismay, that half of the cheerleaders on the blanket were fully preoccupied in making out with 
their boyfriends. 

Theoretically I knew these things took place on campus, but I’d never actually witnessed it to 
such a degree. My cheeks flushed, and I thought I might have to get up and remove myself 
entirely from their presence, when a shadow fell over us, blocking out the lamplight from above. 

“What’s going on here!?” demanded Mrs. Culpepper, hands on her hips. 

Instantly the couples broke apart, the group dispersing faster than a rabbit with a cat on its heels. 
Melanie pushed Mike away from her, frowning at him as though it was his fault they’d gotten 



caught. “Mrs. Culpepper, I had no idea the guys would find us here. They are complete animals, 
interrupting us in the middle of our evening picnic.” 

Mrs. Culpepper pushed her glasses up her nose, her stern glare indicating she had no intention of 
dolling out sympathy. “Get up off that blanket and go socialize with the rest of your classmates. 
This is absolutely unacceptable.” 

No one dared to argue with Mrs. Culpepper. In a matter of seconds the group had picked up and 
left, and I found myself swept up into the chaos as everyone headed for the football field where 
the cookout and games were taking place. I lost track of Melanie, and didn’t find her again until 
she waved me down by the big jug of water coolers. 

“Did you finish the quiz?” she asked hopefully, playing with her necklace. 

I offered her the completed work, my face hot, my stomach churning, my heart twisting with 
conflicting thoughts. I’d seen enough tonight to know why I steered clear of high school socials 
and cheerleaders, but at the same time, part of me longed to fit in, to be known, to be accepted. 

“Oh, thank you. You’re a sweetheart.” Melanie crushed me with a hug. “You’ll sit with us at 
lunch tomorrow, won’t you?” 

“I…uh…” 

Hannah swooped down on us, followed by a few other cheerleaders, Laurel included. “Hey, 
we’re gonna meet up in a half hour at Laurel’s house. Her dad turned the Jacuzzi on.” 

Excitement bubbled up among the girls, till they could barely contain themselves. “Oh, that’s 
wonderful,” Melanie stuffed her English quiz into her purse. “I’ve got my SUV, so whoever 
needs a ride, follow me!” 

I didn’t know whether to stay where I was, or to follow them. I had no particular interest in 
sitting half-naked in a Jacuzzi with a bunch of girls I didn’t know, but at the same time, it sure 
beat hanging out alone in the cold and smoke – and anyway, Laurel had a pet cat who used to 
love cuddling in my lap, back when we’d been friends. Perhaps if I went to her house again, it 
would smooth things over between us. 

So I followed them to Melanie’s SUV. The cheerleaders piled inside her car, and as I lifted my 
foot to step inside, I realized all the seats were taken. I stood watching them, my heart sinking, 
my cheeks flaming with embarrassment. 

“Sorry, I don’t think there’s any more room.” Hannah shrugged, her manner wholly without 
apology. 

I looked to Melanie, who turned her head in my direction, but couldn’t quite meet my eyes. 
“Yeah…I don’t think there’s enough room. My dad made me promise never to drive someone 
without a seatbelt. I’m really sorry, Ally.” 



Laurel had already left with some of her friends, and I knew there was no other ride for me 
unless I drove myself. But the thought was so humiliating, I couldn’t bear to suggest it. 

“Never mind, I’d rather stay for the bonfire, anyway.” I stared at my feet, my hands shaking as I 
shoved them behind my back. “Go ahead.” 

“Well, okay.” Melanie grimaced, but made no effort to think of another solution. “I hope you 
have fun. See you at lunch tomorrow.” 

They drove off, leaving me standing there alone, more disgraced and mortified than I’d ever 
been in my life. Refusing to cry in public, I lifted my chin and marched to my car. It wasn’t until 
I’d gotten safely inside that the tears overflowed – a wave of self-pity I was too weak to battle. 

Why did Aunt Minnie have to take me to get my hair cut? It was my stupid hair that had gotten 
me into trouble. I knew better than to hang with the likes of Melanie and her gang. That was why 
the long hair suited me. Invisibility was my protection, my safe haven, behind which I could 
happily and blissfully be myself. 

So why did that tiny fragment of hope inside of me want Melanie to like me? Why had my heart 
twisted inside my chest to see all those cheerleaders making out with their boyfriends? Why had 
I wanted to sit with Melanie and Laurel inside a Jacuzzi and talk about girl things? 

I knew what Nate would say about the whole ordeal. He’d quote scripture, and fill my mind with 
good things, with truth. I wiped away my tears, a verse suddenly coming to mind in a voice that 
sounded very much like Nate’s: For am I now seeking the approval of man, or of God? Or am I 

trying to please man? If I were still trying to please man, I would not be a servant of Christ. 

And I’m a servant of Christ, aren’t I? So all that matters is what You think of me. 

Resolved to put the incidents of the evening behind me, I put my car into drive and pulled out 
onto the main street. I had it in my mind to go home, but somehow I ended up on that windy 
back road toward Nate’s house. When I realized how far I’d gone, I didn’t turn around. 

Nate answered the door when I knocked, and the sight of him brought a fresh gleam of tears to 
my eyes. Here was someone who didn’t care if my hair was long or short, and didn’t expect me 
to bring him hotdogs, and didn’t ask me to do all his homework, and didn’t leave me out just 
because there wasn’t room in his car. I didn’t have to earn his approval, or strive to please him. 
He was Nate, and I was Ally, and nothing else mattered. 

“Hey, you okay?” Nate stuck his pencil behind his ear, then reached out to guide me through the 
door. 

“Yes.” I nodded, blinking furiously to keep from crying. 

“I take it you didn’t have much fun tonight.” He shut the door behind me. “Come have a seat. 
My mom just made hot cider. I’ll bring you a cup.” 



He didn’t ask any more questions, and I didn’t offer any information. I’d tell him later, and we’d 
laugh about it, and feel sorry for Melanie that she didn’t know how to do analogies. But for now, 
I just wanted to sit with my true friend, and forget everyone else existed. 

“Nate,” I half-whispered, stopping him before he could race off for a cup of cider. 

“Yeah?” He inclined his head toward me, an unassuming, affectionate light in his eyes. 

“Is my haircut really that bad?” I bit my lip. 

He laughed, and just to hear that beautiful sound, my spirits lifted. “Yes, it’s horrible, Ally.” His 
laughter faded slowly, until he was simply looking at me. His breathing came more raggedly 
now, and I sensed a shifting of emotions, a subtle slipping, a change. “But you should wear it 
that way all the time.” 

His words were spoken with great candor, raising tiny, prickling goosebumps on my arms. And 
in that moment, I vowed I’d never let my hair grow too long again. 

---ooo--- 

Galatians 1:10 “For am I now seeking the approval of man…” 

 
Chapter 48: Legend 

 

---Chapter Forty-Eight: Legend--- 

June, 2004 

“Haha, that’s three times in a row I’ve beat you to five hundred!” Cheyenne slammed her last 
Nertz card into the center pile, then sat back with a smug grin. 

“All right, all right.” I collected the cards together in the middle. “I concede. You’re faster than 
me.” 

Stacie plopped onto the couch behind us, a bowl of cherries in her hand. “Thank goodness, I 
thought this game would never end. Can we watch a movie now?” 

“I call Pride and Prejudice!” Mei-Li rose from the window seat and joined Stacie on the couch, 
stealing a cherry from her bowl. 

“No, that’s way too long. I’ll fall asleep.” Stacie rolled her tongue around in her mouth – she was 
one of those talented individuals who could tie a cherry stem with her tongue. “We should watch 
Aladdin.” 



“Disney movies are boring.” Mei-Li pouted. 

“Then let’s watch National Treasure.” 

“Oh my gosh, I can’t stand Nicholas Cage.” 

I smiled to myself, knowing Stacie and Mei-Li would never agree on a movie, even if there were 
only two choices. Mei-Li would always go for the romantic period films, while Stacie would go 
for the eccentric and action-packed. 

“I have a better idea,” Cheyenne interrupted, walking over to the stereo set and sorting through 
her wide selection of CDs. “Let’s listen to music and soak our feet. I got this new foot soap from 
Bath and Body Works that smells divine.” 

So we dragged a big round tub of water into the living room and sat around it with our feet 
dunked in the middle. Chris Tomlin sang praise songs in the background, with Stacie belting out 
an occasional backup. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d soaked my feet or taken any measure 
of care for them, and I felt ridiculously young and girly doing it. 

But something about these three girls had awakened part of my soul, a part that had long been 
dormant. When I was with them, I felt like I had entered a fascinating new world, a world I 
should have been a part of, but for some reason or other, had missed altogether. And with them I 
didn’t have to be someone else. They didn’t expect me to know certain things, or say certain 
things, or do certain things. It just was what it was. 

“Ally, your feet are horrible.” Mei-Li lifted my foot out of the tub, inspecting the pads and heel. 
“What on earth do you do all day?” 

I laughed knowingly as she dropped my foot back into the sudsy water. “I muck stalls, feed 
horses, check fence lines, ride, give lessons…anything and everything my boss throws at me.” 

“Gee, no wonder you’re so fit.” Stacie squeezed my upper arm. “How’d you get triceps like that? 
I do this workout video occasionally but my arms are still flabby.” 

“Maybe if you did it every day,” Mei-Li advised, “you’d get somewhere.” 

Stacie groaned. “Oh, but I just hate working out.” 

“Hey, I’ve got an idea!” Cheyenne interrupted, taking one foot out of the water and toweling it 
off. “I’ve been racking my brain trying to think of what to do for our girl’s-day-out next month, 
and that’s the perfect thing. We should go horseback riding!” 

My heart leapt at the idea, for I couldn’t think of anything more fun than inviting others along to 
share in my equine obsession. “You guys could totally come out to the farm and ride. We’ve got 
a couple lesson horses and Legend is perfectly safe.” 



“Really? That sounds like so much fun.” Mei-Li clasped her hands together under her chin and 
sighed. “I’ve always wanted to ride a horse.” 

“Do you have small horses?” Stacie wondered. “I’m afraid of heights.” 

“How long are the trails? Could we bring a picnic lunch?” Cheyenne picked up her handy pink 
notebook which was never far from her, flipped the cover back, and scribbled notes – one foot 
still soaking in the water. 

After working out every minute detail of the adventure, we toweled our feet off, lathered them 
with lotion, and painted our toenails. The stinging scent of nail polish filled the room, mingling 
with the coconut lotion and leftover pizza remains from dinner. 

Stacie and Mei-Li left before ten o’clock, but I lingered afterward. Cheyenne and I sat facing 
each other on the brown leather couch, chatting about church and work and family. 

“How’re things going with Brian?” I asked finally, tracing my new pink toes with my finger. I 
was mildly impressed with my skill in painting them despite my lack of practical experience. 

Cheyenne blushed at the question and twirled the end of a blond curl around her finger. “We’ve 
been together for seven weeks now. I think he’s wonderful. He’s so sweet and he calls me every 
day just to say hi, even if we’ve already seen each other.” 

I smiled as she gushed, thinking to myself how she looked even more beautiful just to have 
someone special in her life. And then I wondered how it was so easy for some people to find true 
love, and so impossible for others. 

“You still haven’t talked to Nate?” Cheyenne asked, sensing my thoughts had drifted elsewhere. 

I sighed and stretched my legs out, leaning back against the armrest. “Every time I pick up the 
phone, I chicken out.” 

“What’s so scary about it?” she admonished, her eyebrows slanting into a cute V. “It’s just Nate. 
You’ve known him forever.” 

“Yeah, but I’m afraid I’ll either burst into tears and have nothing to say, or I’ll ramble out an 
apology and somehow end it all with a rash, unexpected ‘I love you.’” 

Cheyenne flipped her curl over her shoulder. “But the longer you wait, the harder it’s going to be 
to say what you need to say.” 

“I know.” I closed my eyes, the weight of it all crushing down on me again, reminding me why I 
walked around all day with an unbearable ache in my heart. “I know. Tomorrow I’ll talk to him. 
I’ll drive over to his house and I’ll talk to him.” 

“Call me before if you need to,” Cheyenne offered, patting my ankle. “I’ll pray with you.” 



I opened my eyes and caught her gaze. I felt the full power of her words, the full weight of her 
kindness. My throat choked up, and I swallowed hard. “Thanks.” 

She smiled back. “Anytime. But seriously, you need to take better care of your feet.” 

Laughing, I grabbed the nearest pillow and threw it at her. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

The next morning I drove in to Frosted Hill Farms, my mind preoccupied with thoughts of Nate, 
and what I was going to say to him when I stopped by his house after work. I wanted to believe 
that we’d both had enough time to cool down, to collect our thoughts, and that we could now talk 
about things sensibly like adults. But I felt in my heart a great resistance to cooling off, for it 
seemed impossible to do so when every fiber of my being ripped apart at the mere thought of 
losing him. 

At least I still had Legend. 

I strode purposefully down to the barn and pushed open the big sliding doors. Sunlight beamed 
across the aisleway, lighting the dark interior. Half a dozen horses poked their heads over their 
stall doors, whickering and pawing at the ground for breakfast. 

I patted Sebastian on the forehead, and smacked him when he tried to bite me. Then I went down 
to Cadence’s stall and rubbed behind her ears where she liked it best. Disco bobbed his head up 
and down as I passed, and then at last I reached my beloved horse. 

“Legend, you have no idea how happy I am to see you. I am so in need of a long trail ride today 
and –“ I choked on my own tongue. 

The stall was empty. 

My heart leapt into a wild panic. Where was my horse!? Had Noel drunk too much last night and 
accidentally put him out to pasture? She’d done it once before. 

I raced down to the fence line and scanned the distant horizon. No horses, only grass and trees. 
Perhaps he was hiding. Frantically I climbed over the fence and sprinted across the pasture, 
looking for him in every corner, behind every tree, at the bottom of every hill. He was nowhere. 

My eyes burned as I ran back to the barn and checked all the stalls. Still, he was not there, and I 
felt everything inside me breaking into tiny, shattered pieces. 

Oh, God, have you taken Legend from me, too? 



I banged furiously on Noel’s front door. She didn’t answer, so I pounded louder. Tears poured 
down my cheeks and dripped off my chin, and I could hardly bear the suspense a moment longer 
when finally the door creaked open and a messy-haired, yawning Noel appeared in the doorway. 

“Where is Legend?” I demanded without waiting for her to speak. 

She rubbed her face, licked her dry lips. “Who?” 

“My horse! Where’s my horse!” I stepped up to her, brushing the tears from my face. “He’s not 
in his stall, he’s not in the pasture. Where is he!?” 

“Good grief, child, do you know what time it is?” 

“What happened to him, Noel?” My distress morphed into uncontrollable fear as the possibilities 
raced through my mind. “He didn’t die, did he? Tell me he didn’t die.” 

“My word, you are absolutely hysterical. Calm down. That horse of yours isn’t dead.” She 
worked through a tangle in her hair, as if it was much more of a crisis than my missing horse. “I 
sold him.” 

She should have kicked me in the gut. Hard. Because it would have hurt a whole lot less than the 
pain that seared through me as her words fell upon my burning ears. Something inside me died, a 
part of me that had believed all these years that if I only worked hard enough and persevered 
long enough, my dreams would come true. But that was a lie. Noel had ripped my dream right 
from my fingertips, and there wasn’t a single thing I could do about it. 

No, God. Anything but this. Not Legend. Not my beloved horse. How could you let this happen? 

“Where did you…I mean…who did you…sell him to?” I stammered out the words, unable to 
believe I was asking such a question, when I should have been his next owner. 

Noel flipped her hair back over her shoulder and studied her fingernails. “I can’t remember. I’ve 
had a couple drinks since then.” 

“Noel!” I almost reached for her arm and shook her, just to get her attention. “I need to know! I 
have to…to say goodbye. You didn’t let me say…goodbye…” 

She eyed me with disdain. “It’s none of your business. He’s my horse, and I sold him. End of 
story.” 

“But you promised me. You said that if I could raise eight thousand dollars, you would sell him 
to me. Well guess what? I have seven thousand and five hundred dollars right now. One more 
month, Noel. One more month! Why didn’t you wait? Why didn’t you talk to me first? I could 
have gotten you the money!” 



Noel leaned against the doorframe and yawned again. “Child, this is very inappropriate, you 
waking me up in the middle of the night to lecture me about what I do with my own property. 
My mother is having another surgery, and she can’t afford it. I sold the one thing that’s most 
dispensable to me. And I sold him for twelve thousand dollars.” 

I shook my head, horrified to hear the words coming out of her mouth. I wished there was 
something more I could do. I wished there was some way I could get him back. “Where is he?” I 
asked again. 

“I already told you, I don’t know. He could be in California right now for all I know.” 

“I don’t believe you. Where are the papers, the records? Surely you have an address.” I tried to 
skirt past her into the house, but she blocked my entrance. 

“If you don’t stop this nonsense now, I’m going to fire you. Go down to the barn and do the 
chores, and forget about that horse. He was good for nothing anyway.” 

“He was good for everything!” I cried. “I loved him, and I didn’t even get to say goodbye!” 

Noel tossed her chin in the air. “There are plenty more horses to love. You’ll get over him.” 

My eyes stung. Tears streamed down my face, unrestrained. I had no more words, no more pleas 
of hope. I could not look at her without pitying her in the very deepest part of my soul. I knew I 
couldn’t help her anymore. She was in God’s hands. 

I squared my shoulders. “Noel, I quit.” 

She laughed, her eyes rolling up and backwards. “You can’t quit, child.” 

“I already did.” 

“Honey, you won’t be able to stay away. Horses are in your blood.” 

“No, they’re not. But Jesus is, and I can’t believe for one more moment that He wants me to stay 
here.” 

Wariness leapt into Noel’s eyes at the mention of Jesus, for she knew how seriously I took my 
faith. “Don’t be silly. It’s very immature to quit just because you don’t get your way all the 
time.” 

I backed away from her, pity for her once again consuming me. “I’m sorry, but I don’t belong 
here anymore.” 

Panicking now, Noel followed after me. “Ally, dear, please don’t be irrational. Let’s talk about 
this. I need you.” 



I marched down the steps of her porch and strode across the lawn. 

“Don’t walk away from me when I’m talking to you. This is ridiculous. Your behavior is 
astonishing to me. Stop it right now!” 

I reached my car and whirled to face her. “I have a word for you. It’s from God. ‘Do nothing 
from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind regard one another as more 
important than yourselves; do not merely look out for your own personal interests, but also for 
the interests of others.’ You know what, Noel? I think the most important person in your life 
right now is you. You’ve never cared about me. You never will.” 

I opened my car door and dug into the glove compartment for the small Bible I’d stashed inside 
in case of emergency. I held it out to Noel, but she wouldn’t take it. I laid it on the grass at her 
feet. “Read this, and you’ll understand why I’m leaving. Thanks for opening my eyes to the fact 
that this career is not the one God has for me. I wish you all the best.” 

Noel stared, mouth agape, as I got into my car and drove off. 

I cried the whole way home. I cried as I walked up the path to my front door. I cried as I ran 
down the hallway to my room and threw myself on my bed. I cried as I told all my hurts and 
frustrations to God, and asked Him to heal me. 

And then I just cried some more. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Sometime in the middle of the day I rolled off my bed and woke myself up. 

Disoriented at first, I couldn’t remember where I was or why I was home. I looked over at my 
alarm clock and saw that it was two-thirty – I must have slept the entire morning away. 

I stared down at my clothes, and realized I hadn’t even taken off my boots. Then I remembered 
what had happened to Legend, and burst into tears all over again. 

I reached for my cell phone, desperate to talk to someone, desperate not to be alone any more. I 
saw a message waiting for me, and listened to it – Dad was having dinner again with Charlie 
Thatcher, and wouldn’t be back until late. 

I scrolled down the list of names in my address book, pausing when I came to Nate’s name. 
Should I call him? God only knew how much I wanted to talk to him. I needed a friend, and no 
one else would understand the way he would… 



Drawing in a deep breath and plunging ahead, I called his number. The phone rang once, twice, 
three times…and I began to fear he wouldn’t answer, or was busy, or had forgotten to take his 
phone with him when he went out. 

“Hello?” 

The sound of his voice shocked me so greatly, at first I couldn’t speak. 

“Ally?” 

I opened my mouth, forced myself to say something. “Nate…I…” 

“Thank God you called,” his voice came out in a rush of relief. “I’m going crazy. I miss you so 
much –“ 

“Nate,” I whimpered, curling up in a ball at the foot of my bed. “He’s g-gone.” 

Silence reigned for an endless moment, followed by a quick intake of breath. “Who’s gone? 
Your dad?” 

“No…Legend.” All it took was his name, and the tears spilled over again. “She…she s-sold…L-
Legend.” 

“Oh, Ally.” I heard the disbelief, the sadness, the indignation in his voice, and longed to be near 
him, to feel his comforting presence. 

“I just…I c-can’t believe she would d-do that…to me.” I buried my face against my knees and 
wept. 

I didn’t hear what Nate said after that, for the phone slid from my hands to the ground, and I lost 
myself once more to my sorrow. 

I didn’t know how much time went by, but I had almost collected myself enough to call him 
back, when I heard a rapid knocking on the door. First surprise, then hope rose within me, and I 
scrambled to my feet, my head spinning as I made my way down the hallway. 

I swung the door open, knowing instinctively that Nate had come, even before I saw him. And 
when I did, when I saw the concern and empathy on his face, I was so moved with gratitude I 
had no other response than to cover my eyes with my hands and weep. 

Nate stepped into the house and shut the door behind him. I couldn’t predict what he would do 
next, but he moved toward me without hesitation, without a second thought. His arms came up 
around me, one hand cradling my head as he drew me firmly to his chest. I pressed my face 
against his shoulder, shuddering in his arms as the pain of my loss overtook me. 



Somewhere in the middle of it all I became less aware of my grief, and more aware that Nate was 
holding me, that I could feel his heartbeat and the gentle pressure of his chin against my hair. I 
didn’t want him to let go; not now, not when my tears ceased, not ever. And I realized that to feel 
the way I felt in his arms was a gift from God, a gift not easily given nor taken away – and 
though the world seemed to be falling down around me, his embrace alone was reason enough to 
hope. 

---ooo--- 

Philippians 2:3 “Do nothing from selfishness…” 
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---Chapter Forty-Nine: A New Sheep--- 

June, 2004 

Sneeze whizzed across the yard, his tail flapping back and forth, his paws flying. He caught the 
Frisbee mid-leap and spun around. Then he darted back up the hill so fast the wind flattened his 
ears against his head. 

Panting and drooling, Sneeze returned with his prize. Nate twisted the Frisbee free from the 
dog’s mouth and threw it across the yard again. Sneeze took off like his life depended on it, 
desperate to reach the Frisbee before it touched the ground. 

“If I could channel that energy,” I mused, watching him from the lawn chair I’d set up beside my 
brown, shriveled up vegetable garden, “I could probably supply power to all of Crystal Grove, 
perhaps Asheville, too.” 

Nate chuckled. “And if I had that much energy, I’d have the whole Bible translated into Shar by 
now.” 

“Well, I hope for their sake you do accomplish that.” I breathed in deeply, enjoying the cool, 
grass-scented breeze that wafted around me. 

Sneeze darted back to us. He wagged his tail against my legs, and I bent to scratch his ears. Two 
seconds later he jumped over to Nate and shoved the Frisbee into his hand. Nate obliged him 
once more, sending the toy flying through the air. 

“So…” I glanced up at Nate, relieved to see him standing beside me, not a trace of resentment or 
reserve in his manner and speech. “How’s the preparation coming for Sharghistan?” 

Nate shrugged, his attention partly focused on Sneeze and his spastic antics. “I’ve been working 
on fundraising, calling a few supporters, updating my budget. Nothing terribly important.” 



I kicked off my flip flops and slid my bare feet through the soft, lush grass. “Ha. If that’s not 
important, I don’t know what you’re going to live off of over there.” 

Nate lifted a hand to block the bright sunlight from his eyes as Sneeze reached the far-out 
boundaries of the property and caught his Frisbee. “If all else fails,” he concluded, “I’m sure I 
could make a meager living in the shoe-shine business.” 

I laughed at the ridiculous image of Nate standing on a street corner in Sharghistan with his 
shoe-shine kit, waiting for a random Shar man to stop and have his pointy-toed work shoes 
dusted. “Sure you could.” 

Sneeze barked at us, angry that we were ignoring him. Nate bent down to grab the Frisbee and 
threw it again. “Well, I might have to survive on a diet of rice and tomatoes, but I could 
manage.” 

Horrified by the fleeting thought that he might be serious, I turned to him, wide-eyed and 
disbelieving. “Oh my gosh, you’re going to take absolutely zero care of yourself over there, 
aren’t you?” 

Nate’s eyes danced with amusement at my expense. “I’m not going to starve, Al. I’m rarely ever 
home for a meal anyway. Too many people to visit. Too much work to do – and the Shars never 
do anything if food’s not involved.” 

If he thought that would reassure me, it didn’t. Instead my mind filled up with a dozen possible 
scenarios, all involving a serious physical illness caused by over-exertion. “Oh, Nate, sometimes 
I really worry about you.” 

The alarm in my voice must have given him pause, for he sobered and lost his teasing grin. He 
sat down in the chair next to me, that faraway, pensive look coming into his eyes. I thought 
perhaps he’d lost himself to his thoughts and had no intention of speaking, but then he gathered 
his breath together and plunged in: “I’ve been thinking a lot about what you said last week.” 

My heart skidded against my ribcage, panic momentarily gripping me as I realized we were 
about to have the talk I was wholly unprepared to have. But then, as I recalled the way he’d held 
me not more than an hour ago, I realized he’d already forgiven me, and hardly anything I said at 
this point would change that. 

“You really shouldn’t pay much attention to what I said last week,” I advised, my face flushing 
with embarrassment to think of the unbecoming way I’d spoken to him. “I was totally out of line, 
and I said things I shouldn’t have said. I’m so sorry – you have no idea how much.” 

“No," he countered quickly. “You were right to say those things. It’s only pride that kept me 
from acknowledging my weakness.” He linked his fingers together as he braced his elbows on 
his knees, his head tilted sideways to catch my gaze. “I have pushed you away. I’ve pushed you 
away because it’s easier to pretend I feel nothing than to let myself feel something I know I 
shouldn't feel.” 



I fiddled with the nylon cover on my chair, shying away from Nate’s gaze because its piercing 
directness threatened to turn my insides to mush. 

Sneeze chose that very moment to zip up to us. He danced and leaped around Nate’s feet, 
begging for attention. He sneezed twice, then whined obnoxiously. 

“No. Stop it. Lay down.” I pointed a finger at him. 

Huffing and puffing, he collapsed onto the grass. 

“The truth is,” Nate went on, “I do flit from person to person, offering what bit of brotherly love 
and assistance I can to bring them closer to God. I guess I used to think that was enough, but I 
realized as I was praying last night that I’ve put limitations on my love. The moment I feel 
myself starting to depend on someone, or starting to need their love in return, that’s when I run 
away. Because it hurts to need someone’s love and not receive it – just like with my dad. But if I 
only need Christ’s love, then I know I’ll never get hurt.” 

Wispy white clouds dappled the sky, softening the light of the sun and casting weird shadows 
over the yard. The wind picked up, scattering dandelion seeds across the overgrown grass. The 
afternoon held such charm and promise, I almost felt a bit surreal sitting in the midst of it. 

“But that’s backwards, isn’t it?” Nate ran a hand through his curls. “Where there’s no risk of 
being hurt, there’s no true gain. That’s why Christ refines us with fire. The pain is what makes us 
stronger.” 

My soul trembled at his words, for I knew the truth of such trials in my own life. I could think of 
a dozen painful instances in the past month that had built up my character – for the better, I 
hoped. 

“Well, if your love has limitations, mine is completely selfish.” I reached down and scratched 
Sneeze’s floppy ears. “You were right to say that I’ve abandoned every other relationship to be 
your friend. I think I’ve grown up believing that every person in the world is a threat to our 
friendship.” 

“Considering how quickly I’ve left you to meet everyone else’s needs, I’m not surprised you’d 
think that.” Nate sat back in his chair with a sigh, the rusty screws creaking under his shifting 
weight. 

I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, one the wind had teased loose from my ponytail. “I never 
meant to hurt you.” 

“I never meant to hurt you, either.” 

A comfortable silence fell over us. My breathing slowed, my nerves cooled, and I marveled at 
how easily we had resolved things, despite the pain I knew our rift had caused us both. Perhaps 



that was the beauty of forgiveness – being willing to live with all the scars because the joy of 
everything else was worth infinitely more. 

“I’ve never told you,” Nate said, in that low, husky voice of reflection that always made the back 
of my neck prickle, “but when I was eight years old I asked God to give me a best friend. And 
then I wasn’t sure if He heard me or not, so I asked Him again the next night, and the next, until 
it became a habitual daily prayer. I made sure to specify that I didn’t want one of those childhood 
friends who falls away as the years go by. I wanted a real friend, one who would last forever.” 

Sneeze inched forward on the grass and licked my ankles, so I picked my feet up and hugged 
them to my chest. I kept my eyes on Nate, waiting with waves of goosebumps to hear what he’d 
say next. 

“And yeah, maybe it would’ve been easier if He’d given me an Andy, or a Tommy. But He 
didn’t.” Nate reached across the short distance between us to fiddle with the threaded, rainbow-
colored bracelet I’d made one summer with my mom and hadn’t taken off since. His fingers 
graced my skin just lightly enough that I had trouble concentrating on anything else. “I knew the 
moment I first saw you, walking into math class with your hair in pigtails and that textbook 
clutched in your arms…that you were the answer to my prayers.” He gave a sigh that lingered 
melodically on the breeze. “How could something so beautiful have turned into something 
so…tangled?” 

I understood what he meant, and the only answer that came to mind was one I knew I shouldn’t 
say. But my heart pounded insistently, urging me on, telling me not to be afraid anymore. 
“Maybe,” I half-whispered, “it’s because when friendship deepens between two women or two 
men, it doesn’t have to change so much; but when it deepens between a man and a women, it 
becomes something else entirely.” 

Nate sank gloomily into his chair. “In that case, maybe we should have stopped after, ‘Hi, what’s 
your name?’ ‘Cause I don’t know about you, but I’ve been fumbling about on a slippery slope 
ever since.” 

Something about the restlessness in his voice and the way his eyes held sparks of light made my 
breath catch. I could almost believe that if God hadn’t told him not to marry me, he’d have 
poured out his heart here and now, and told me exactly how he felt. But I knew he couldn’t. I 
knew he would forever be silent. 

The treetops rumbled in the breeze, birds scattering into the sky, squawking and playing with 
each other. Sadness melted away my relief, until I began to question why I’d wanted to set things 
right with Nate, when I knew in the end it still wouldn’t satisfy. 

“Sometimes,” Nate murmured, staring up at the mountains, “I wonder why God would bring you 
into my life, and give me feelings such that I want to kiss you every time I see you, and then tell 
me no, I have to give you up.” He met my gaze then, his eyes nearly green in the sunlight, his 
features perfectly open and guileless. “But it’s all His, isn’t it? He gives and takes away as He 
chooses, according to His great, unchanging will, and for the glory of His name.” 



I watched as Nate’s own words took root in his soul, anchoring him to the One who held his 
heart first. Then with seeming resolve he stood to his feet and came around to face me, holding 
out his hand. With a questioning lift of my brow I took it, my heart skipping beats to feel the 
strength and steady assurance in his touch. He pulled me up and toward him, his free hand 
sliding across my back as he took me in his arms. 

“What are you doing?” I sputtered, tingles washing over me with pleasant warmth. 

He drew me into a simple waltz, his face lowered to mine as he half-whispered, “The opposite of 
pushing you away.” 

“But Nate…” I protested, wondering that he would think dancing such a good idea when he’d 
just admitted how hard it was not to kiss me. 

“Don’t think about it too much.” He twirled me under his arm. “You’ll ruin it.” 

The grass tickled the bottoms of my feet, cool and soft and freeing. The wind circled around us, 
blowing wavy wisps of hair about my face. I trembled beneath his hands, feeling young and 
beautiful and – if I closed my eyes and let my heart receive it – incredibly loved. 

And then I understood. He was giving me all he had to give. That he could only dance with me 
now was what it cost him to follow Jesus, but he wasn’t bitter about it, or angry, or despairing. 
His eyes were calm and steadfast, wholly trusting in the One who had given him life. And while 
on the surface it might have seemed insufficient, or selfish, or dangerous of him to take me in his 
arms now, I saw it for what it was. It was his way of treasuring what was shared between us, 
neither running from it nor abusing it – just simply letting it be. 

I relaxed in his arms, sweetly caught up in the feel of him, the peace that infused his striking, 
amiable face, and the way he could make the simplest moments in life the ones most worth 
living. I hardly knew where God would take us from here, but one thing I did know: this, right 
now, felt right. So right, it was hard to imagine my future holding anything else. 

“Nate,” I said softly, as our dance slowed, “I just want you to know: I’m glad you went to help 
Kaveen’s family.” 

He stared down at me, receiving my affirmation with unspoken grace – for I knew that in his 
mind there had been no doubt he’d done the right thing. Inevitably my thoughts shifted to 
Kaveen and Galiva, and a wellspring of pain overtook me. I blinked and chewed on my lower 
lip, unable to speak or even look at him. 

“I’m sorry, Al,” he murmured, his arms tightening around me. “’The ransomed of the Lord will 
return and come with joyful shouting to Zion, and everlasting joy will be on their heads. They 
will obtain gladness and joy, and sorrow and sighing will flee away. I, even I, am He who 
comforts you.’” 

God was here. Sometimes it was hard to feel it, and other times I just knew. 



He was here. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Nate stayed the afternoon, and we caught up on everything that had happened during our brief 
estrangement. Then Nate offered to go pick something up for dinner while I snuck next door to 
say hi to Kaveen. I’d been stopping in for a visit almost every day, and while the house remained 
bewitched by a cloud of darkness and mourning, Kaveen herself seemed buoyed by my presence. 

Nate called me when he returned, and I joined him on the back porch to partake of the Subway 
chicken sandwiches he’d brought. By now the realization that I’d quit my job had fully settled in, 
and I experienced a freedom and lightness I hadn’t felt in months. No matter that I didn’t know 
what I was going to do next. No matter that my dreams of rising to the top of the equestrian 
world had been shattered. Something inside my soul assured me that God’s plan for my life 
would be infinitely better. 

We’d just finished the sandwiches and were working on a shared bag of chips – since Nate knew 
I’d only eat three – when Nate’s cell phone vibrated in his jean pocket and he pulled it out to 
answer it. 

His face scrunched up in confusion at first, then alarm, and my stomach sank with worry. “How 
bad is it?” he asked the person on the other line. The answer shocked him, his chest tightening as 
he switched the phone to his other ear. “Yes, of course I’ll come…. No, I don’t know of any 
other family members…. Thank you.” 

He hung up and I held my breath, too unnerved by his expression to ask what was wrong. Instead 
I waited for him to speak. 

“That was the Presbyterian hospital,” he said dazedly. “They were calling on behalf of Luke. 
Apparently they found my number in his cell phone.” 

“What happened?” I leaned forward in my chair, dread prickling my spine. 

“He was in a car accident driving his truck out on interstate 26. The truck flipped, but aside from 
a concussion and a broken arm, he sustained no injuries from the crash.” Nate paused, his face 
pinched and sobered. “But the doctors ran some tests and found he’d overdosed on 
methamphetamine. They suspect he’s been using for quite some time – though how he could’ve 
passed his drug tests if he was, I have no idea. Anyway, he’s suffering from hyperthermia and 
convulsions, but they think they’ve got him stabilized. They asked me to come in and fill out 
some paperwork.” 

My heart constricted at this news, and even though I was relieved it had nothing to do with 
Jackie, I still worried for Luke – especially knowing he was not a believer, and had openly 
rejected Christ. 



I scooted my chair back and stood up. “I’m going with you.” 

Nate regarded me doubtfully. “You don’t have to come, Al. You’ve been through a lot today.” 

“I know, but I’d rather be with you than alone, and anyway, I care about Luke, too.” 

Nate didn’t argue after that. He scrunched up the sandwich wrappings into wads and carried 
them inside to dispose of. I followed with the drinks. 

By the time we got to the hospital they had already moved Luke to a private room and assigned 
him a nurse who would take him in for an ice bath every hour. Nate filled out some paperwork to 
the best of his ability, though it was woefully inadequate considering Luke had no home address, 
no family, and no health insurance. Afterwards we were allowed in to see him. 

Luke lay on his back in a slanted bed, dressed in a pale blue gown with a cold towel on his head. 
He writhed uncomfortably, moaning softly from the heat and pain. An IV tube stuck out of his 
arm, its plastic drip hanging above him. He spotted us at once, and his eyes rounded into big, 
desperate orbs. 

“Nate,” he rasped, reaching out a pale hand. “Dude, you gotta help me. I want to follow Jesus.” 

His words echoed through the quietness of his tiny white-washed room. I stood staring, 
disbelieving, while Nate stepped forward and knelt beside the bed. He grabbed Luke’s pasty 
hand, eyes wide with earnestness. “Luke, don’t fool around with me. I’m through playing your 
games.” 

The young man shook his head violently. “It’s not a game no more, I swear. I want to follow 
Jesus.” 

My heart slammed against my ribcage, hope sprouting wildly within me. I couldn’t believe the 
things coming out of Luke’s mouth – so impossible that he should suddenly and unexpectedly 
cry out for Jesus, when he’d had very little interest in doing so before. 

“Jesus isn’t a lifeboat,” Nate warned. “You can’t climb on board just because you’re scared of 
dying.” 

“That’s not why I want him.” 

“Following Jesus isn’t easy. It doesn’t mean you can keep doing whatever you want, running 
around aimlessly, being irresponsible with your life, inhaling whatever it is you’re inhaling…” 

“Dude, I know. I know I’m a sinner. I know I need God’s forgiveness – and I want to change.” 

I saw Nate’s eyes softening as he dared to believe what Luke was confessing to him. Yet still he 
pressed him further. “Jesus said, ‘Whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses 



his life for My sake and the gospel’s will save it.’ You’re going to have to make sacrifices. It’s 
not going to be all about you anymore.” 

“I know,” Luke rasped again, eyes flashing angrily. “I want this, Dude. More than anything. I’ve 
always believed that Jesus was real to you – I just didn’t think He would ever be real to me. But I 
was half awake, and all these people were running around me like crazy, yelling all kinds of 
stuff, and I was confused and scared, and I felt like someone was with me. Right here.” He lifted 
his IV-clad hand and waved it toward the spot above his shoulder. “It was Jesus. He never left 
me the whole time. And now I want him to be there always.” 

Tears spilled down Nate’s face. He had no more words, no more arguments – only the 
overflowing joy of one who had spent his whole life investing in someone the world had thought 
too far gone to save. He squeezed Luke’s hand, his whole face lit with wonder and happiness. 
“Praise God,” he murmured, crying all the more. 

Nate’s compassion for his friend overwhelmed me. I had always seen it from a distance and 
scorned it, because Luke had never shown any appreciation to Nate, had never thanked him, had 
never sacrificed anything for him in return. But now I saw it for its beauty – a man who had been 
abandoned by everyone else, finding a friend who was always faithful, who would go with him 
through any hardship, and love him in spite of his faults. It was such a picture of Christ that it 
broke my heart for this man, and left me awed, once more, at the inexplicable grace of God. 

Nate and I stayed with Luke a while longer, praying with him, encouraging him, rejoicing in his 
decision to follow Christ. Sometime shortly after that his fever broke, and the doctors 
pronounced him in the clear. Then, after he had drifted off to sleep, Nate and I decided to leave 
for the night and visit him again in the morning. 

Nate dropped me off at home, and after I’d said goodbye and jumped out of his truck, he rolled 
his window down and called after me. “Hey, Ally?” 

I turned on my heel and came around to his side, brushing hair back from my face, knowing I 
must look disheveled and tired and gaunt in the weird moonlight. “Yeah?” 

He didn’t answer right away, but his eyes held an open, affectionate light that made my cheeks 
blush and my legs wobble like jelly. I leaned against the truck, elbows propped up by the widow. 

“I just wanted you to know that I’m proud of you…for everything. For standing up to me, for 
befriending Kaveen and her family even in the hard times, for sticking out your job and then 
having the courage to quit, for finding it in your heart to smile and hope even though Legend is 
gone.” He looked down awkwardly, hands fiddling with the keys that dangled from the ignition. 
Finally he caught my gaze again, swallowing hard as his eyes roved over my face. “That kind of 
resilience is rare to find, and it only comes from a heart fully trusting God.” 

I stared at him breathlessly, his warm praise stirring up feelings of profound gratitude – and also 
the rising sense of how little I deserved them. “I think you’re overestimating the strength of my 
faith. It’s been a hard week.” 



“And look how much you’ve overcome in the midst of it.” He smiled slightly – that lopsided, 
knowing smile that was so perfectly his. “Sleep well tonight, Al. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 

He waited until I’d reached my porch steps and opened the door, then backed down the 
driveway. I watched him go, and then, closing the door at my back, I leaned against it, marveling 
at the events of the day. Just when I thought my life was so ruined I could not even get off my 
bed, not only had God restored Nate to me, but he’d given me a glimpse of His kingdom work as 
He drew another sheep into His fold. Surely my life was not an accident to Him – for all was in 
His hands, and I knew – believed – He had unimaginably wonderful plans for me. 

And we know that for those who love God all things work together for good, for those who are 

called according to His purpose. 

---ooo--- 

Isaiah 51:11-12 “So the ransomed of the Lord will return…” 

Mark 8:35 “Whoever wishes to save his life will lose it…” 

Romans 8:28 “And we know that for those who love God…” 

 
Chapter 50: Mistletoe 

 

---Chapter Fifty: Mistletoe--- 

December, 1999 

“Have some hot chocolate.” Nate plopped ungracefully beside me on the porch swing and held 
out a steaming mug. Little drips of chocolate sloshed over the sides. 

I didn’t look up at him or make any movement to take the cup from his hands. Instead I sighed 
gloomily, zipping and unzipping the top of my jacket in a state of mindless repetition. “I love hot 
chocolate. My mom used to make it with candy canes for Christmas. The chocolate tasted like 
peppermint. I bet Summer doesn’t make hot chocolate with candy canes. She probably buys that 
packaged stuff and heats it in the microwave. And what kind of a name is Summer, anyway? 
She’s probably not a day over twenty.” 

Nate held the mug a little closer to my nose in a futile attempt to distract me. “Do you hear 
yourself right now? You’re talking like the Grinch that stole Christmas.” 

“Hey, your dad’s not the one who flew to England for Christmas with his new girlfriend.” My 
eyes narrowed as I stared out across the cold, gray yard. “I have every right to sulk. What if they 
go on a cruise and get married?” 



“They won’t get married.” 

“How do you know that?” I rubbed my mittens together, unwilling to admit to myself that since 
it was nearly freezing outside and my bones were chilled to the core, I ought to go inside. “My 
dad’s not the most romantic person in the world, but even he can get swept up by candlelight and 
violins.” 

“I think you’ve been watching too much prime time TV.” Nate gave up holding the mug for me, 
and drank it himself. “You’re never going to enjoy Christmas tomorrow if you keep thinking 
about Summer.” 

“You’re being very unsympathetic. I don’t want a step-mom. He doesn’t even know her. I mean, 
a week before Christmas he springs this on me and I’m supposed to be okay with it? Ugh!” I 
crossed my arms over my chest, feeling the sting of tears but refusing to surrender to it. 

It was just like my dad to be completely out of touch with my feelings. He never seemed to 
realize that everything he did affected me one way or another – after all, what did my very 
existence have to do with Summer, and why shouldn’t he dump me on the McCartney’s doorstep 
three days before Christmas and run off with her? I didn’t see how that could make sense in 
anyone’s mind, not even his. 

Nate braced his feet against the wooden floor and pushed the swing backwards, so that it rocked 
gently. “I can’t say I know how it feels, but I do know that your dad loves you very much, and 
he’s not going to do something impulsive like getting married without giving you fair warning.” 

“I’d say running off to England is pretty darn impulsive.” 

Nate conceded with a nod. “Okay, but did you ever think that maybe he only wants to spend time 
with her, get to know her better?” 

I gave him an evil glare. “Why are you on his side?” 

“I’m not on his side. I’m just saying…it’s been six years, and–“ 

“And what? True love has a time frame?” 

“No, but people get lonely.” 

I huffed and blew a stray strand of hair away from my face. “He’s not lonely. He has me. And 
are you seriously suggesting that if you married your soul mate and she died, you’d find 
someone else six years later?” 

“What I would do and what your dad would do are probably two different things.” Nate twisted 
toward me on the swing, his eyes dark and filled with compassion. “I know this hurts you, Ally. 
You have every right to feel this way. All I’m saying is that you should try to understand how 



your dad’s feeling, too. You don’t have to like this Summer girl. She’s not going to replace your 
mom. But if she makes your dad happy, maybe you should be supportive.” 

A chilling breeze swept up the side of the house. I tugged my jacket tighter around my body and 
shivered against the cold. My nose was numb and my fingers ached, but the thought of going 
into Emma’s house and pretending like it was a merry Christmas made me want to vomit. 

“I’ve never had a Christmas without my dad before,” I whispered, hugging my jean-clad knees to 
my chest. 

A squirrel ran across the porch and dove under a hedge of bushes. A second later it reappeared 
again, and sat alertly under the birdfeeder, snatching up leftover seeds with remarkable tenacity. 

Nate stirred beside me. “I’ve had a lot of them – Christmases without my dad. It never gets 
easier.” 

I glanced sympathetically at Nate, considering for the first time that my problems were not the 
only problems in the world. Lots of people had reason to weep on Christmas. At least my dad 
had left me with a whole room full of presents. Nate’s dad had run off and gotten drunk, and 
gambled all the Christmas money. 

Repenting of my gloominess, I poked Nate’s arm. “All right. I’ll stop complaining.” 

He sipped his hot chocolate. “Good.” 

“Hey – what’re you doing drinking my hot chocolate?” I tried to pry the cup from his fingers. 

He laughed and held it out of my reach. “Your loss. Go get your own.” 

“You’re a terrible friend sometimes.” I stood with a mock pout, hands firmly on my hips. 

“Oh, like you didn’t hog all the eggnog this morning.” He gulped down more hot chocolate. 

“You better watch out, my friend.” I stepped backwards away from him, grinning haughtily. “I 
might steal all your M‘nMs or something.” 

“Stay away from my M‘nMs.” 

Our eyes locked in silent challenge, and we both dashed for the house, bolting through the door 
and stripping off hats and gloves and shoes on our way through the kitchen. 

Jackie and Emily and Nate’s other aunt Rachel were working at the counter baking pies, while 
Rachel’s two rambunctious boys raced behind them throwing paper airplanes and screaming 
hideous war noises at the top of their lungs. I barely managed to duck before an airplane hit me 
in the face. 



“Ally, we got all the stockings on the fireplace. Want to see?” Six-year-old Katherine tugged on 
my coat sleeve. She had a lollipop in her mouth, and her big blue eyes stared innocently up at 
me. 

I was much more interested in finding and stealing Nate’s M’nMs, but since Katherine had 
decorated a stocking especially for me that morning, I felt I owed it to her. “Sure, I’d love to 
see.” 

Katherine dragged me to the fireplace and made me read the names on every single stocking, just 
so she could show off that she had written them all herself – with grandma’s help, of course. 
Nate came up beside me and read them, too. 

“I dunno, Kat.” He scratched his head as he studied the big, disproportionate letters. “I think you 
forgot to dot an ‘i’.” 

She wrinkled her nose at him. “No, I didn’t.” But her defiance gave way to doubt, and she peered 
up at the stockings, panic worrying her brow. At last she turned to him, chubby little hands on 
her hips. “I don’t see it. Where?” 

“Right there.” He tapped her nose. 

“My goodness, would you look at that!” exclaimed Emma from her rocking chair, where she was 
crocheting a green and white scarf. Her eyes twinkled mischievously, darting slightly toward the 
ceiling, then back to her granddaughter. “Don’t you see something funny, Kat?” 

Katherine caught on at once and giggled, her hand covering her mouth. She eyed Nate gleefully, 
clearly enjoying the opportunity to get back at him for tricking her. 

“What’s so funny?” I looked back and forth between Katherine and Emma, stumped as to what 
was causing all the sly winks and snickers. 

The boys popped up behind the couch like popcorn, laughing hysterically. 

“You’re under the mistletoe!” Katherine burst out, jumping up and down. 

Horrified, I shifted my gaze upward and saw that a cluster of green leaves and berries was 
hanging precariously from the ceiling above the fireplace. It appeared to be attached with only a 
strand or two of tape. 

“Haha, got you!” shouted one of the boys – I couldn’t remember if he was Billy or Bobby – 
although Bobby was usually the more gregarious of the two, and thoroughly enjoyed taunting his 
older cousin. “Now you have to kiss her. It’s the rules.” 

My face flamed, and since I didn’t dare look at Nate, I found myself helplessly turning to Emma, 
silently begging for mercy. My natural instinct was to back away, and I most certainly would 
have, had Katherine and the boys not been blocking my escape. I writhed in embarrassment, my 



stomach taking flight as if it had been swept up by a thousand butterflies. Of course I wanted 

Nate to kiss me, but not like this, not now, not in front of his entire family… 

Katherine pushed me toward her cousin, still giddy with delight. “Kiss her, kiss her, kiss her!” 
she chanted, dancing barefoot on the soft beige carpet. 

Nate was marvelously silent, neither moving closer nor away from me. And since I couldn’t 
bring myself to seek his gaze, I had no idea what he was thinking – whether he was repulsed by 
the idea, or shyly contemplating it. 

“Emma,” I moaned, “seriously…” 

“It’s the rules, my dear.” She showed off her pearly whites. “Every Christmas Eve someone has 
to kiss someone else. Last year it was me and little Bobby over there.” 

“Eeww!” the boy cried. “She got lipstick on my cheek!” 

“Kiss her, kiss her!” Katherine bounced higher, grabbing my elbow for support as she did. 

“Really, it’s okay.” I managed to stare somewhere around Nate’s chin, and while it was 
impossible to keep the tremor out of my voice, I hoped I sounded mostly natural. “You don’t 
have to –“ 

Nate caught my hand in his, startling me with the suddenness of his touch, though perhaps if I’d 
been looking at him, it might not have been so sudden. My gaze swept upward, my eyes round 
and fretful as I sought to find words to let him off the hook. But sound was impossible, and my 
heart leaped into a gallop as, with charming ease, he brought my hand to his lips. He held it for a 
moment, a kiss pressed against my knuckles. His eyes twinkled, and I lost myself to the gallantry 
of it all. 

“It is the rules,” he murmured, then slowly let my hand slide from his. 

I was too stunned and lightheaded to speak. 

Katherine squealed and pranced around. The boys, disappointed that they’d failed to humiliate 
their cousin, went back to their paper airplanes with blood-curdling shouts. Nate folded his arms 
over his chest and turned to Emma, who appeared completely engrossed in her crocheting. 

“It appears we have a scheming grandmother in our midst,” he said to me, almost cracking a 
smile. 

I was sure my face had turned a startling shade of Christmas red, and I knew if I tried to talk I’d 
squeak – so I stared at my feet. 

“Grandma, what’re you doing, hmm?” 



Emma’s fingers worked quickly and skillfully as she wove the scarf. “I’m meditating on the 
Scriptures while I’m crocheting, dear.” 

“I’m pretty sure the Scriptures say something about not exasperating your children.” 

“I’m only trying to help.” She gave him a sage, suggestive smile. “Ally’s a very nice girl.” 

“You think I don’t know that already?” He tried to laugh it off, but his laugh was void of its 
usual cheer, and he seemed a bit perturbed as he grabbed my wrist and tugged me toward the 
kitchen. “Come on, Al, let’s go for a walk. I have to tell you something.” 

I cleared my throat a few times, just to make sure it worked. “Okay.” Though I didn’t really have 
any choice with him pulling me along like that. 

We re-donned our winter attire, then struck off down the paved road that wound its way through 
Emma’s property, the bare, spindly-armed trees curving overhead. The wind whistled around us, 
a chilling, haunting melody. The silence that pressed between us made me acutely aware of the 
fact that Nate had more or less just kissed me. And while of course I knew a forced hand kiss 
didn’t mean anything, I still couldn’t stop the fluttering of my heart, or the crazy, irrational hope 
that he’d turn to me on the path, take me into his arms, and kiss me for real. 

But Nate had fallen deep into thought, apparently disinclined to do any such thing, or even to 
start a conversation. So after a lengthy pause of silence, the cold pressing uncomfortably around 
us, I asked, “What did you want to talk about?” 

He hesitated, his expression tightening so that worry began to prickle my spine. “I got my call 
two days ago,” he said at length. “I’m on the next team out to Sharghistan.” 

I froze in the middle of the road, my feet stuck to the ground, my throat choking up. “But you…I 
thought…w-when?” 

“After graduation. Training starts in June.” He shoved his hands into his pockets, shuffling 
around to face me. 

My lips trembled as I pressed them together. You knew this was coming all along. You knew he’d 

get accepted to join the team. None of this is a shock, so just suck it up and be strong. 

“Wow. I’m…I’m happy for you.” My chest tightened, and though I tried to smile, I knew Nate 
could see right through it. 

“I’m sorry, Al.” He ran a hand through his hair – for indeed, he had enough curls to make a hat 
completely unnecessary. “I feel like it’s always a bad time to bring it up, but I just needed to say 
it.” 

“No…it’s okay.” I sucked in a shaky breath, transfixed by his big, brown eyes that seemed to 
pull at me, drawing me in. My gut twisted painfully. “This is the end, isn’t it?” 



“The end of what?” 

“Us.” I bit my lip. 

“It’s not the end. It’ll just be…different.” 

I shivered against the wind. 

“It’s only for a year,” Nate encouraged. “You’ll be in college, you’ll be busy, and before you 
know it, I’ll be back.” 

“But after that you’d go to Sharghistan again, wouldn’t you?” 

“After I finish college, yeah.” 

My jawed worked back and forth. I will not cry. I will not cry. I turned away from him and 
started back the way we’d come, afraid that if I spoke another word or looked at him a moment 
longer, I’d burst into tears. 

“Please don’t be mad.” Nate followed after me. “You know I have to do this.” 

“Of course I know that!” I spun to face him, my voice high-pitched and wavering. “And I am 

happy for you, really I am. This is an exciting time for you. You’ve wanted this for so long. It’s 
just…I don’t know…I can’t help it, it still hurts.” 

“Ally,” he breathed, catching my elbow and turning me to face him. “It hurts me, too. You think 
I won’t miss you over there? ‘Cause I will. I’ll miss you like crazy.” 

I stared up at him, sobered by his frankness and gentleness. I wanted to reach up and hug him 
and beg him not to leave, but I knew I couldn’t. I also knew it would hurt him more if I whined 
and cried about it, so I forced my chin up, straightened my shoulders with resolve, and struck off 
again down the path. 

“I wish it would snow,” I said, rubbing my arms. 

“Ally…” 

“Christmas isn’t the same without snow. I love snow. Why doesn’t it ever snow in Arkansas?” 

“It does sometimes,” Nate mused. He hesitated, perhaps wondering whether or not to drop the 
subject of his leaving – and at last deciding to oblige me, he did so. “If it was snowing right now, 
what would you do?” 

Relieved by the change of topic, I cheerfully considered my answer. “Well,” I concluded, halting 
in the middle of the street, “I suppose I’d dance in it.” 



“Would you?” Nate’s eyes gleamed with playful intent, and he stepped toward me. 

I rubbed my mittens together. “And then I’d make a snowball and throw it at you.” 

“You’d miss. You have bad aim.” 

“No, I don’t.” 

Nate cocked a brow. “Remember when you tried out for volleyball and you couldn’t get the ball 
over the net?” 

I gaped at him. “Not fair. You can’t get the basketball through the hoop.” 

“So we’re athletically challenged. So what?” 

“I ride horses. You’re athletically challenged.” 

Nate laughed. “Fair enough.” 

I bounced on my heels, shivering now in earnest as the temperature seemed to be dropping by the 
minute. “Good grief, it’s freezing out here. Let’s go home.” I lurched forward and trotted off 
down the path. 

“Just stay clear of the mistletoe,” Nate called after me, still laughing as he followed more slowly. 
“Bobby likes to play near the fireplace, and he doesn’t kiss. He slobbers.” 

I waved a hand back at him, heeding his warning. "Good to know!" 

 
Chapter 51: Shifting Sand 

 

---Chapter Fifty-One: Shifting Sand--- 

July, 2004 

Cheyenne dashed around the kitchen with an apron tied to her waist and a smudge of flour on her 
cheek. She whizzed past me with a tray of chocolate chip cookies, stopping in horror as her eyes 
caught sight of what I was doing. 

“Ally, no!” she cried, depositing her tray on the stove and hastening to my side. “You’re mixing 
the eggs wrong! They’re all foamy!” 

“Foamy cake is good.” I lifted the eggbeater out of the bowl. 



“Not when you’re making my great grandma Iris’s chocolate strawberry cake. It has to be thick. 
Throw the eggs out and start again.” 

“Sorry.” I cowered under her reproving stare. 

“You should be.” She cocked a hip and stuck her free hand against it. But her annoyance was 
short-lived, for it was half in jest anyway, and after sufficiently tormenting me, she burst out 
laughing. “Ally, I’m so glad you wanted to help me tonight. The tennis ladies are going to adore 
these chocolate chip cookies of yours.” 

“It’s Mrs. McCartney’s recipe.” I tossed the eggs into the trash can. “No one makes them as good 
as she does.” 

“Mmm-hmm.” Cheyenne pried half of a warm cookie off the tray and stuck it in her mouth. “So 
how’s the job hunting going? Any leads yet?” She licked her fingers. 

“Well…I sent in an application for Shine.” I opened the refrigerator and took out three eggs to 
replace the ones I’d ruined. 

“No way, really?” 

I cracked one of the eggs on the side of the blue plastic bowl and dumped its contents inside. 
“Pastor Jacob suggested it after he found out I was jobless. He said it would put my managerial 
skills to good use.” 

“And your vision, too. You’re an idealist at heart.” She waved a hot pad over the cookies. “But 
what about Sharghistan? You haven’t given up on that, have you?” 

“No, of course not, I just…” I paused, concentrating on cracking the remaining eggs over the 
side of the bowl. “The more I explore my options, the more I realize how limitless they are. 
There are so many agencies, so many projects and programs, so much paperwork to fill out…it’s 
a little overwhelming. I figure it’ll take a few months to sort it all out, and in the meantime I need 
a job.” I dumped the eggshells into the trashcan. “Shine would be fun. I could follow through 
with some things Nate started.” 

Cheyenne rolled her heavily lashed eyes. “If you would just talk to Nate, your options might not 
be so overwhelming.” 

“I know…I’m going to tell him.” 

“That’s what you’ve been saying for the past month.” 

I lifted the bowl against my chest and beat the eggs with a wire beater, my strokes becoming 
increasingly agitated as I worked. “It’s complicated, Cheyenne. What if he asks me to join his 
team? Then what am I supposed to do?” 



“Join his team, duh.” Cheyenne snatched the bowl away from me. “Easy there, friend. We’re 
running low on eggs.” 

I threw my hands up. “But I can’t join his team, don’t you see? For one, it’s too late – he’s 
leaving in a week. And for another, I don’t think I can bear it. It’s hard enough for me to be 
around him as much as I am. Over there it’d be a hundred times harder.” 

“I think you’re just scared.” 

“No, I’m not scared.” I rinsed my sticky hands under the faucet and wiped them with a towel. “I 
just don’t know how to tell him. I don’t want him to think I’m going just because he is. I want 
him to know it’s my own decision, that I’m doing it because God wants me to.” 

“And as well as he knows you, he’ll understand that.” Cheyenne beat the eggs slowly, 
methodically. 

One part of me acknowledged that Cheyenne was right; Nate would be the last person to judge 
me for following in his footsteps, since he was following in the footsteps of Christ. And truth be 
told, I would have asked to go with him in a heartbeat – if only I wasn’t in love with him. That 
was the problem. Nate didn’t want a wife. He wanted a teammate. It was a situation I knew I 
could not endure, no matter how much I longed to see his face every day. 

“I still think it’s better if I find an agency first,” I concluded. “I need to get things cemented 
down a bit. Then he can’t ask me to join his team.” 

Cheyenne huffed at me as she added the eggs to her cake batter. “You are scared. You’re scared 
that if you tell him you want to go to Sharghistan, it’ll change everything and he’ll ask you to 
marry him.” 

“Why would I be scared of that? That’s what I’ve wanted from the beginning. No…” I leaned 
dramatically against Cheyenne’s marble counter, crossing one ankle over the other. “I’m just not 
sure how he’ll take it. What if he thinks I’m not the missionary type? What if he thinks I’m being 
irrational and ridiculous? What if he tries to talk me out of it?” 

Cheyenne laughed – that high-pitched trilling laugh of hers that made her all the more endearing. 
“I think you should just tell him before you come up with any more of those stupid excuses. He’s 
your best friend. He’ll be even more upset if he finds out you signed an MOU without telling 
him.” 

“I guess so.” But the thought of revealing my secret made my stomach twist up in knots. It 
worried me that my motivations might seem rash and superficial, and then there was the 
awkwardness of having to explain why I wouldn’t join his team. It seemed so much easier to let 
him go without complicating things more than they already were. 

My cell phone vibrated in my pocket, and I reached for it. Nate’s name appeared on the caller 
ID, and I answered with a cheerful, “Hello?” 



“Hey Al,” he greeted in a drawled-out, distracted tone. “What are you up to right now?” 

“I’m helping Cheyenne bake desserts for her grandma’s tennis tournament tomorrow.” I 
mouthed Nate’s name to Cheyenne so she’d know who I was talking to. “Why?” 

“Well, because…” He hesitated for a moment, and I sensed as he did that something was amiss. 
“I’m at the hospital.” 

My heart dropped to my feet, and I nearly doubled over at the thought that he might be hurt, or 
that something had happened to Jackie, or that Luke had relapsed and overdosed on meth again. 
“What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 

“I’m fine, but…” I heard muffled voices in the background, followed by the sound of a baby 
screaming. Nate muttered something away from the phone, then came back to me. “My dad 
came home tonight. I was out having dinner with a supporter, and my mom…she…” He cut off 
abruptly, and I couldn’t tell if it was the result of some distraction, or if he’d choked up. 

The silence lengthened. Blood pounded in my ears, and dread wadded together in the pit of my 
stomach. I clutched the phone, pressed it tightly to my ear. “Your mom’s okay, right? Tell me 
she’s okay.” 

“Physically, she’ll be fine,” Nate answered, his voice still wavering from its normal pitch. “She’s 
roughed up a bit. They’re examining her, taking x-rays. They might keep her overnight.” 

Relief swept through me, and I turned with a sigh toward Cheyenne, who somewhere in the 
middle of the conversation had set aside her bowl and now stood beside me, hand gripping my 
arm, brow tight with worry. 

“Where’s your dad?” 

“Jail.” The word came out sharply. 

I sensed in Nate’s tone his bitter disappointment, and while part of me rejoiced that Mason was 
behind bars, I hated for Nate’s sake that it had come to this. “I’ll get there as soon as I can.” 

“Take your time. They’re running tests now anyway.” 

“Okay.” As I hung up I glanced over at Cheyenne, my eyes wide with hesitation. “I know we 
were going to hang out tonight…” 

“Oh, good grief, Ally.” A smile curved upward on her rosy cheeks. “Frankly, I’m surprised 
you’re here at all considering your time with Nate is so short. This is the last batch of cookies, 
and then I’m just going to throw the cake in and I’ll be done. Go help him.” She tugged at the 
apron strings by my waist, helping me out of the oversized cloth. “Will his mom be okay?” 



“I think so.” I grimaced at the vague sound of my answer, for in truth I didn’t know. “I’ll call 
you tonight and fill you in.” 

“Please do. And here, bring Nate some of these cookies you made.” 

Gratitude welling up inside me, I flung my arms around her and crushed her with a hug. “You 
have no idea how amazing you are. Thank you.” 

By the time I reached the hospital Nate had called again to say they’d moved Jackie to the 
second floor of the psyche ward. That concerned me greatly, until Nate assured me it was just 
because she’d suffered a great deal of mental trauma in the last weeks and they wanted to 
monitor her for a while. 

I met up with him in the waiting room on the second floor, not surprised to find him pacing in 
front of a row of empty black leather chairs instead of sitting. He turned at once as I approached, 
worry tightening the lines of his brow and making him look considerably older in the dim light. 

“Thanks for coming,” he murmured in a rush of breath. “I’m going crazy trying to figure out 
where I went wrong, and why I couldn’t stop this, and…oh gosh, Ally – she’s pregnant.” 

He blurted the words out so suddenly I very nearly gasped in alarm. Then incredulity overtook 
me, my mind battling to wrap itself around such a seeming impossibility. But the pain in his eyes 
and the somberness in his tone convinced me that what he’d said was true. 

“Pregnant?” I echoed, marveling. 

“It’s crazy, huh? She’s forty-three years old, and yet...” Nate slashed a hand through his hair, 
turning from me and pacing a few steps away. I watched silently, waiting for him to return, as he 
did at last, a sigh of resignation on his lips. “I thought for sure my dad wasn’t interested in her 
that way…she’s older now, just a waif of a woman, and fading fast. Between that and my 
suspicions that he’s been living with someone else, I never suspected…” He grimaced at the 
frightful thought. “My mom never let on all this time. Never said a word. But I should have 
known.” 

He sank into a chair at last, the weight of his family’s burdens crushing him so that he could 
hardly hold them up. I saw the tragedy of it all…that a twenty-two year old kid should have to be 
the adult, make all the decisions, face his parents’ demons. And he did it without a single word 
of resentment. 

I sat next to him, my heart pounding with the awful reality of it all. I wanted to comfort him, 
wanted to lift those heavy burdens off his back and carry them myself…but I knew only Christ 
could do that. 

“There’s more,” Nate murmured against his hand, which he’d propped up on the armrest. “My 
mom’s so underweight they suspect her of anorexia. Apparently it’s not so uncommon with 
women who are being sexually abused. But God help us all…in what kind of sick world do 



husbands use their strength and power to cruelly dominate their wives instead of to cherish and 
protect them? What kind of grotesque picture of marriage is that? What a distortion of the love of 
Christ, who has never done anything but love his bride! It could make me sick, if I let it.” 

My heart broke at the weeping passion in his voice, and as I knew words were insufficient to 
comfort him, I laid the palm of my hand flat against his cheek – simply, tentatively, amazed at 
my own boldness. The stubble on his jaw tickled my skin, and my face flushed, for I hadn’t 
realized how intimate it would feel until I’d already done it. 

Nate looked up, his eyes matching my own in surprise and wonder. He seemed to sense that I 
only meant to comfort, but he made no move to back away, or to lessen the intensity of his frank, 
open regard. 

“Excuse me, Mr. McCartney?” A plump older woman in white and green scrubs walked up to us, 
clearing her throat awkwardly, as if afraid she’d interrupted something personal. 

Nate flinched backward, quickly collecting his whereabouts. “Yeah?” 

“Your mother is resting in bed now, if you’d like to see her.” 

He stood swiftly. “Anything conclusive from the tests?” 

The nurse scanned Jackie’s file, her expression worn and impersonal, as though she’d been doing 
this for years and was overly exhausted. “Her brain activity seems normal; however, we’re 
concerned about the weight loss, so we’ll keep her for a couple weeks until her body is strong 
enough to face the world again.” She smiled brittly. “Come this way, I’ll show you to her room.” 

Jackie was deep in sleep when we arrived, her breathing slow and shallow. An IV dripped into 
her arm, and her right shoulder was bandaged. A few dark bruises marred her face. My throat 
constricted at the sight of her, and I felt my anger building toward the one who had inflicted such 
pain. Nate, who stood beside me, seemed strangely composed – though perhaps the fact that his 
eyes were closed and his mouth moved in silent prayer had something to do with it. 

I took the wide, cushioned chair by Jackie’s bedside and reached for her hand. She didn’t flinch 
or move at my touch, but I stroked her arm anyway, surprised by the powerful emotions stirring 
inside me. It seemed a strange twist of fate, that the woman who had comforted me in my youth 
was now lying sick on a bed, a weakened shadow of what she had once been. I shivered at the 
grimness of it all. 

After a while Nate pulled up an uncomfortable-looking chair and sat next to me. He said nothing 
at first, but when our gazes inevitably found each other, I saw that a new light of resolve had 
entered his eyes, one so grave and intense, it frightened me. 

“Ally,” he said suddenly, “I’m not going anymore.” 

I blinked at him, not comprehending. “Not going where?” 



“To Sharghistan.” 

A moment I stared stupidly, and then, as the magnitude of what he’d just said fell upon me, I 
nearly jumped out of my seat in dismay. “Nate, that’s crazy! You have to go.” 

He gave a shudder, and though I sensed he wasn’t entirely on board with his own decision, I 
couldn’t deny the determination in his eyes. “How can I go,” he explained hoarsely, “when my 
mother is suffering like this? Who’s going to take care her? She can’t do it herself. When she 
found out she was pregnant, it nearly threw her into a full-blow panic attack. I can’t trust her 
alone – she’s defenseless against my dad, and who knows how quickly they’ll let him out of jail. 
I’d never forgive myself if something happened to her. How selfish would it be to run off next 
week without a second thought, without a care…?” 

“But Nate,” I protested, alarm tightening in my chest now that I knew he was serious, “you’ve 
believed your whole life that God was calling you to Sharghistan. How can you just throw that 
away like it doesn’t matter?” 

“I’m not throwing it away.” His eyes, now strengthened in calmness, lifted to mine. “I’ve been 
praying about this for a long time, Al. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the week before I’m 
supposed to leave, my mom ends up in the hospital, my dad goes to jail, and I find out I’m going 
to have a little brother or sister.” 

“Yes, it might be a sign from God,” I allowed. “But it might also be a clever interference from 
the evil one, who doesn’t want you to go.” 

Nate swallowed at my words, and I knew the thought must have crossed his mind once or twice. 
“Perhaps you’re right, and perhaps I’m wrong to be anxious about her. I know God calls us to 
forsake all things, to take up our cross and follow Him. But tell me how I’m supposed to 
abandon my own flesh and blood and say it’s all for the sake of Christ?” 

The weight of his words fell with sobering power upon me. I understood what he was saying, 
and his selflessness amazed me – but I couldn’t imagine Nate anywhere besides Sharghistan. 
There had to be some mistake, some piece of the puzzle I was missing, because surely this 
wasn’t what God had ordained for him. 

“I don’t know what to tell you,” I said, “but I do know that when God calls us to do something, 
He gives us the means and the strength to do it. Then we just have to trust Him to take care of 
everything else.” 

“I know the Bible verses.” Nate watched his mother as she lay still, breathing softly. “They haunt 
me at night. ‘He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me… And he who 
does not take his cross and follow after Me is not worthy of Me.’ But then I think about Jesus 
and His mother. Jesus didn’t run off to the cross before commissioning His disciple John to 
watch after her and care for her the rest of her life. He didn’t turn His back on her.” 

“But He did leave,” I pointed out. 



“I know that.” Nate sighed, then sat back and rubbed his forehead slowly. “But who else is there? 
She’s my responsibility. And anyway, it’s got me thinking. Maybe I’ve been chasing after the 
wrong things all this time. Maybe I’ve been so caught up in the excitement of bringing the gospel 
to the Shars that I’ve missed out on all the other things God wants for me.” 

“You don’t believe that,” I countered, admonition lacing my tone. It made no sense to me that 
he, who had been endlessly devoted to this task his entire life, should begin to doubt his calling 
now. “You knowyou belong in Sharghistan.” 

“I don’t know anything, except that God is shaking up everything I thought I believed in. Lately 
I’ve been questioning everything – my ministry, my family, you –“ 

“Me?” 

His eyes caught mine with intense, piercing solemnity. “Tell me in what universe a guy would 
give up a girl like you, just to live alone in a cement block in a desolate Shar village, without any 
natural comfort to speak of?” 

Stunned by his sharply spoken words, and the impossibly mind-blowing implications behind 
them, I could hardly catch my breath. I braced my hands against my chair’s armrests, my very 
will struggling to say what I knew to be true when my body treacherously wanted to forsake it, 
and agree with him. 

But I felt the Spirit moving inside me, calming the conflict of my heart, and bringing everything 
back to the place of peace I had enjoyed these last weeks. “Probably the one where he’s 
following God’s will for his life,” I answered, my voice but a shaky whisper. 

“But what if I’m not?” he wondered, his eyes gone soft and doubtful. “Spreading the gospel in 
Sharghistan was the one thing I knew I could give my life for. I was willing to die there – I 
wanted to die there. And what if all that is founded on nothing more than my own pride and 
selfishness? What if I wanted to go to Sharghistan because I thought it was easier than staying 
here? Sharing the gospel makes me happy. Living on the other side of the world makes me 
happy. Being with Shars makes me happy…” 

“Then you should go, Nate. This isn’t right.” My throat choked up as I said the words, for part of 
me – a tiny part – couldn’t believe I was actually pleading with him to leave, when I knew if he 
did I might never see him again. 

Nate didn’t speak for a long time. He sat and pondered, perhaps prayed, and frequently glanced 
with sorrow-stricken eyes upon his mother. At last he turned to me, having come to a conclusion 
I knew I couldn’t sway. “It may not seem right,” he countered, “but this is life. Taking the 
unexpected and trusting God to make something good out of it. Not shrinking back just because 
you don’t know how to deal with it. ‘When I was a child, I used to speak like a child, reason like 
a child; when I became a man, I did away with childish things. For now we see in a mirror dimly, 
but then face to face; now I know in part, but then I will know fully, just as I have been fully 
known. But now faith, hope, love, abide these three; but the greatest of these is love.’” 



Nate paused, that remarkable light shining in his eyes, the light that assured me he knew what 
God was asking him to do, and would not depart from it. “The child in me would think that 
going to Sharghistan was the most I could do with my life, the highest goal I could attain. But the 
man in me realizes that what God wants most from us is so simple. Love. And you can love 
people wherever you are, no matter what you’re doing. God is not ‘served by human hands, as 
though He needed anything.’ He will ransom the Shars for Himself with or without me. But this 
right here – my mom, the baby, you – until God tells me otherwise, this is where I have to be.” 

I wanted to weep for him, because I knew his heart. I knew his passion for the Shar people had 
not faded, and I knew it would always be there. It amazed me more and more as I thought on all 
he’d just revealed to me, for I couldn’t believe he would give up the one thing he wanted most, 
sacrifice his dreams and his calling, just because his mother needed his help. The thought of what 
this decision meant to him, and how deeply it must be tearing up his heart, brought hot tears to 
my eyes. 

“Would you do it, Ally?” His gaze softened as he searched my face. “If your dad was in trouble, 
would you leave him and travel halfway across the world, not knowing when you would return, 
or even if you would?” 

I knew the answer in a heartbeat. “No,” I breathed. “I wouldn’t.” 

Nate looked back to his mother and sighed. “Maybe someday I can go, but not now.” 

I fought the waves of nausea that now pressed against me, for I almost couldn’t believe the 
reality I was living in, the crazy, twisting turns of life that had somehow taken Nate away from 
his dream, and given it to me instead. 

“What are you going to do now?” I wondered aloud. 

“I don’t know.” He shrugged apathetically. “Pastor a church, go back to school, work on 
translations. I’ll find something.” 

He would find something, but it wouldn’t be the same. Already the spark of ambition had left his 
eyes, and I feared any other life than the one he’d longed for in Sharghistan might break his 
spirit. I sat wordlessly beside him, a heavy weight pressing down on me, my thoughts in a 
spinning turmoil. Why should he be stuck in this place with responsibilities he didn’t ask for, and 
circumstances he neither planned nor wanted? What are you doing, God? Why is this happening 

to him? Hasn’t he suffered enough? 

How ironic that at the exact time I felt God drawing me to Sharghistan, Nate should make the 
decision to stay here. It seemed that no matter what happened we were destined to be in two 
separate places, our lives as distant as the span from sea to sea. What crazy plan of God’s would 
have things work out this way? It stretched my faith and trust beyond anything I’d felt before. 



This, right now, was exactly what I’d wanted since the day I’d realized Nate would spend his life 
in Sharghistan. All these years I’d prayed he wouldn’t go, that he would give up on his crazy 
mission. Now he had. He would be here, with me, and the possibilities were endless. 

But I couldn’t be happy. In the very middle of my soul, where I should have been bursting with 
joy, I only felt the bitter taste of disappointment. 

---ooo--- 

Matthew 10:37-38 “He who loves father or mother more than Me…” 

1 Corinthians 13:11-13 “When I was a child…” 

Acts 17:25 “He is not served by human hands…” 

 
Chapter 52: Adornment 

 

---Chapter Fifty-Two: Adornment--- 

April, 2000 

The dreaded day was upon me. The day of sparkly dresses and high heels and freshly ironed 
curls. The day that was for every girl the social pinnacle of her high school career. 

Senior prom. 

I suppose, if I was honest with myself, I kind of wanted to go – if only so I wouldn’t spend the 
rest of my life wondering what it might have been like. But even as I acknowledged my silly, 
girlish dreams, I knew they would never materialize. I refused to admit to anyone my interest in 
the whole affair – call it pride if you will – and besides Nate I didn’t have a single friend who 
wasn’t already going with someone. 

And Nate, ever forgetful of school social engagements, had arranged a meeting tonight with 
potential supporters for his mission trip. Not that I would have asked him to take me even if he’d 
been free. 

Thus misery plagued me all day long, and I found no reprieve from it, no matter how desperately 
I tried to distract myself with books, lectures, and homework. 

The last bell rang, and I high-tailed it out of Physics, eager to put East Appalachian behind me 
and forget this wretched day ever existed. But as I rounded the corner toward that endless stretch 
of senior lockers, I ran straight into Laurel – and might have unintentionally knocked her over 
had I not pulled up short at the last. 



“Oh, I’m so sorry,” I mumbled, bending down to pick up the folder I’d bumped from her arms. I 
handed it to her with an apologetic smile. “I tell you, I’ve really got to stop walking and thinking 
at the same time.” I took a breath. “How was drama?” 

“Okay, I guess.” She fell into step beside me as we headed down the hallway, parting the sea of 
excited, chattering students. “Mike keeps forgetting his lines. I swear, I think he joined drama 
just so he could get on my nerves.” She shuddered visibly. 

“I take it he won’t stop asking you to prom?” I halted beside locker 236 and absently dialed my 
combination. 

Laurel hovered patiently beside me, hugging her books to her chest. “I don’t know what I’m 
going to do,” she bemoaned. “I guess I should have said yes when Steven asked me, and then I 
wouldn’t be in this situation, but I’d hoped…” she trailed off, blushing profusely. 

I tried to ignore the bitter taste in my mouth. I’d thought that by now I had reconciled with the 
whole Laurel-liked-Nate ordeal – after all, Laurel and I had been quite friendly since Christmas, 
often finding ourselves working together on a school project or chatting during lunch. I couldn’t 
deny that in another world we might have been good friends, but there was too much separating 
us – social standing, extracurricular activities, ambitions. Laurel had been accepted to the Julliard 
School of Performing Arts, and I was headed for UNCA – so I knew the relationship probably 
wouldn’t last past graduation. 

Still, I couldn’t help the way my heart crushed into pieces every time she alluded to her feelings 
for Nate. 

“Anyway, I think I’ll probably just end up going with Mike.” Laurel’s sweet voice jolted my 
thoughts back to the present. “I mean, he’s annoying as all get out, but he is the quarterback, and 
this late in the game I don’t really have any options.” She sighed softly, leaning back against the 
locker next to mine with a wistful gaze in her perfectly mascara-ed eyes. 

I bit my lip, feeling dreadfully guilty even though I knew I’d done nothing wrong. I slid my last 
textbook into place, then shut my locker and turned to face her. “Can’t you just go by yourself?” 
I suggested. 

She considered the possibility as if for the first time, her full lips pursed together doubtfully. “I 
guess I could, but…” Abruptly she swung around to me, grasping my arm and leaning in close, 
so that the scent of her cocoa butter body wash tickled my nose. “Oh, Ally, do you think you 
could ask him for me?” 

“Ask who for what?” I feigned ignorance, even as that familiar sledgehammer of horror collided 
with my gut. She couldn’t possibly expect me to do such a thing, could she? Didn’t she have the 
foggiest idea that I was in love with him? Surely whatever she felt for Nate was only a blip on 
the scale compared to that. 



Laurel loosened her grip on my arm, but her eyes welled up pitiably, so that it tore at my insides 
and gave me the inexplicable urge to comfort her. “Couldn’t you just ask Nate if he’ll take me 
tonight? I know normally he’d go with you, but since you said you weren’t going, I thought 
maybe…?” She trailed off, a spark of hope coloring in her flawless complexion. 

The hallway spun around me, tilting and twirling until I was sure I might stumble over myself in 
my attempt to straighten everything out. But then Laurel came into focus again, and the spinning 
stopped, and my conscience pricked me so painfully I knew I’d never forgive myself if I turned 
my back on her and went my selfish way. 

I swallowed down the awful taste in my mouth, searching for words, desperate for a way out 
even as I knew there was none. “I guess I could ask him, but…he has a meeting tonight, and…” 

“I know, I heard him talking about it,” Laurel confessed. “But surely it won’t go that late. If he 
could just pick me up whenever he gets done…or I could even meet him here at nine o’clock or 
so…” She clasped her hands together beneath her chin. “Oh, Ally, it would mean the world to 
me!” 

I would have burst into tears right then if the hallway hadn’t bustled so tightly with students. I 
wouldn’t let them see my pain; I was stronger than this. So what if Nate went to the prom with 
Laurel? What did it matter in the end? He was leaving soon anyway, and I knew he didn’t like 
her the same way she liked him. 

Oh, but why did it have to hurt so much? 

“Um…sure…” I stammered, blinking back tears. “I’ll ask him.” 

“Oh, thank you! You’re amazing!” Joy swept over Laurel’s lovely features, and she captured me 
in her arms in a quick, suffocating hug. Drawing back, she flashed a buoyant smile. “I just know 

he’ll listen to you!” 

I hoped for my own sake she was wrong about that, but instinctively I knew I could talk him into 
it, if I really plead my case. Oh, God, why does this always happen to me? Why does everyone 

else in the world get to have their moment of romance while I sit on the side and watch? 

Reluctantly I left Laurel by her locker to meet up with Nate at the flagpole. My feet weighed like 
lead, and my stomach churned miserably at the thought that he might actually have compassion 
on Laurel and go with her tonight. 

“Hey, Al,” Nate greeted amiably as I drew up beside him. “I asked Mr. Miller about the calc 
final and he said he’d give us the review sheet on Monday. We can study at my house. I’ll ask 
my mom to make cheeseburgers.” 

“Okay.” 



“And tomorrow I’m going down to the soup kitchen because Luke is going to be there. Do you 
remember that shoeless guy we met last year at the State Fair? I ran into him at Wal-Mart 
yesterday. Funny, huh? You want to come?” 

“Sure.” 

“Oh, and here’s your camera.” Nate fished the contraption out of the front pocket of his 
backpack. “Thanks for letting me use it this week. I think I got some good sunset photos for my 
report. Did you see how red it was last night?” 

A single tear escaped and slid down my cheek. “No, but I’m sure it was beautiful.” 

Nate must have sensed the sorrow in my voice, for he stopped short and swung around to face 
me. When he saw my distress, concern leaped into his eyes, and he forgot all about the camera. 
“Hey, what’s wrong?” 

Suddenly I realized I couldn’t be all sad and weepy if I wanted to convince him to take Laurel to 
prom tonight. So I brushed the tear away and squared my shoulders. “Oh, nothing. It’s just 
allergies.” 

Nate frowned skeptically, but didn’t argue. 

“So, I was talking to Laurel just now…” I hesitated, wondering how mad God would be if I 
accidentally “forgot” to mention the whole thing to Nate. But I knew guilt would haunt me 
forever if I did, so I took a deep breath and plunged forward. “Do you think maybe after your 
meeting tonight you could take her to the prom?” 

Nate stared at me, wide-eyed, until a rush of laughter burst from his mouth and dissolved his 
expression into one of incredulity. “Are you serious? Why would Laurel want to go to the prom 
with me? Isn’t she going with Mike?” 

“Not if you take her.” I focused on the collar of Nate’s gray T-shirt shirt, so that in the event he 
actually looked pleased with the idea, I wouldn’t have to see it. 

“There’s no way I’ll be done with my meeting by the time it starts,” he protested. I thought I 
detected a bit of reluctance in his voice, but wasn’t willing to make that judgment, just in case I 
was wrong. 

“She doesn’t care if it’s late. You know where her house is, right? The blue mansion next to the 
park? You can just swing by when you’re done and pick her up.” 

“Ally, this is ridiculous.” Nate laughed again, still disbelieving. “For one, it would be bad form 
to lead her on when I have no intention of dating her, and two, I find it hard to believe she 
doesn’t have a whole slew of guys jumping at the chance to take her.” 



How could he be so obtuse sometimes? “Oh, good grief – she likes you, okay? She said no to 
Steven because she was hoping you’d ask her, and now Mike’s driving her crazy asking her to go 
but she doesn’t like him at all, so you’re the only one who can redeem the night and save her 
from her misery. Okay? So just go.” 

I hated the cracked, defensive sound of my own voice, but I couldn’t help it. It hurt to think of 
Nate dancing all around the gym floor with Laurel, getting her punch and cookies, sitting next to 
her and laughing at everything she said. It should have been me. 

Nate sighed heavily, and when I finally dared to look up at him, I saw that indecision writhed on 
his brow and made him appear, for a brief moment, annoyed. “I really don’t think it’s a good 
idea,” he concluded at last. 

I wanted to rejoice at his words, leave it at that, and spill the bad news to Laurel. But 
remembering the wistful, longing look on her face, and knowing how she must feel, I was 
compelled by some super-human part of me to play her fairy godmother. 

“It’s not a date,” I assured him, trying to offer an encouraging smile, though my heart constricted 
more tightly. “It’s just helping a girl who’s got herself in a pickle tonight and needs to be 
rescued. She knows it won’t go anywhere. You’re leaving next month, and she’ll be off to New 
York. No harm done. And the prom will be half over by the time you get there anyway. You can 
suck it up for one night, can’t you? It’d make her really happy.” 

Nate searched my face, though for what I couldn’t guess, and finally, after an endless, gut-
wrenching moment, he gave a short nod. “All right. If you think I should, I’ll do it.” 

It was all I could do to choke back a sob, my own dreams of somehow showing up with him 
tonight completely shattered to pieces. I hated that he should see even a moment of my self-pity, 
so I murmured a hasty, “Great, I’ll let her know,” and ran from his presence. 

By the time I got home and collapsed in a heap of tears upon my bed, I was certain neither Nate 
nor Laurel would ever know the extent of how deeply it hurt me to think of them going off to 
prom together. And no matter that it wasn’t a date, and that Nate wouldn’t even be free until 
nine-thirty, and that Monday morning all would be as it was before – in my eyes it was still a 
nightmare. 

Dad came home from work at seven and went straight to the living room to watch TV. I tried to 
cook him salmon, rice, and broccoli like a dutiful daughter, but random bouts of tears overtook 
me such that I burned the rice and forgot to marinate the salmon, and in the end threw it all out 
and served my dad a Michelina’s frozen dinner with a side of squishy broccoli. 

In some part of my brain I knew I’d done the right thing. After all, Laurel cared way more about 
prom than I did, and Mike would have been a horrible date. She deserved to have Nate for one 
night, at least – and couldn’t I let it go, knowing if Nate had had it his way he wouldn’t have 
gone with her at all? 



Fleetingly I wished I hadn’t been so dogmatic in proclaiming senior prom to be a frivolous social 
engagement that promoted materialism and the exclusion of the socially marginalized – then 
maybe Nate wouldn’t have scheduled a meeting for today, and I’d be twirling around on the 
dance floor with him right now. 

But it was all over and done with, and the best I could hope for was that they wouldn’t fall in 
love over punch and cookies and sappy love songs. 

I paced around the house for a while…did some laundry, tidied the kitchen, bleached the 
bathroom sink – and then, as the big grandfather clock in the living room struck ten, I gave up 
trying to be okay with it and ran to my room. 

I shoved my closet open and pulled out the first prom-ish dress I could find – which was, in fact, 
nothing more than a sleeveless blue-green dress I’d bought a few weeks ago and hadn’t worn yet. 
Hardly formal attire, but it did have a full, luscious skirt I thought was especially pretty. 

I changed clothes, pulled my hair up into some sort of ‘do’, and strapped on the only pair of 
black heels I owned. When all was complete I stood in front of my mirror – and crumpled under 
a wave of self-loathing as I stared back at my own pathetic image. No curves, so style, no spark 
that should catch anyone’s attention. Just sweet little Ally…certainly no match for the elusive 
beauty that was Laurel Winston. Who was I kidding? Of course Nate would fall in love with her 
over punch and cookies and sappy love songs! 

Too worn out to cry, I gave up my hopes of crashing East Appalachian High tonight and went 
outside into the brisk, cool air. I sat mournfully on the front step, hardly caring if my dress got 
dirty, or if my heels sank into the mud puddle below the bottom step. I know I’m supposed to be 

joyful always, but sometimes it’s really hard, God. Sometimes I wish I didn’t have Your Spirit 

inside of me, so that I could do whatever I wanted and be selfish whenever I wanted. I really 

wanted to go with Nate tonight. 

I lost all track of time, but I knew I’d been outside for a while when I saw flashing headlights 
beaming up the driveway, blinding my line of sight. Not until the engine cut off and the lights 
disappeared did I recognize Nate’s truck – and gasped in total disbelief that he had mysteriously 
shown up at my house when he should’ve been at school romancing Laurel. 

I stood awkwardly, fumbling forward on my heels to meet him. Nate emerged from the driver’s 
side, and in the dim street light I could tell he was as shocked to see me as I was to see him. He 
wore one of his Sunday suits, which always made him look particularly fine, and as he shuffled 
to a stop in front of me and gave me a lingering once-over, my heart leaped into a wild gallop. 

“What are you doing out here?” he asked, clearly amused to see me decked out in prom attire 
when I’d repeatedly assured him I had no intention of going. 

“Where are you doing out here?” I returned, blushing. “What happened to Laurel?” 



“She’s at home.” The corner of Nate’s mouth curled in a half smile. “It’s after eleven o’clock, 
Al. The prom’s over. I’m surprised you’re still up, actually – though I’d hoped you’d be.” 

My heart sank, and I tried to hide my disappointment even as I knew it was obvious, and even as 
I knew instinctively that Nate wouldn’t have ditched Laurel before the night was over, not when 
I’d so expressly begged him to do this. 

“You didn’t tell me you wanted to go tonight,” Nate murmured, reaching up to loosen the stiff, 
white collar of his shirt. “You were so adamant about it being the most miserable social event of 
the year…” 

I fiddled with the folds of my dress, embarrassed at my own foolishness. “Well, I…” 

“Next time, Al, just tell me what you want, okay? I go crazy sometimes trying to figure it all 
out.” 

I saw in Nate’s eyes that he truly meant what he said – that he wanted to know my thoughts and 
feelings, and not just what was visible on the surface. If only he knew how hard it was 
sometimes to be honest, when so much of what went on in my head and heart was because of my 
love for him. 

“I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t think it would bother me so much, but when Laurel asked me if you’d 
go with her, I just…I don’t know…” I hung my head shamefully. “She’s so beautiful and smart 
and talented, and everyone loves her, and I was afraid…” I chewed my bottom lip, trying to sort 
out my thoughts, when I didn’t even know them all myself. 

“Oh, Ally.” Nate came around beside me, swept an arm up around my shoulders to give me a 
gentle hug. “Haven’t I told you before not to worry about Laurel? She’s sweet, yes. At times 
remarkably so. But she’s as much a woman of the world as the rest of her classmates. I saw it all 
tonight. She’s innocent, but she thrives in the limelight. She lends a helping hand, but her mind is 
eclipsed with thoughts of glamour and beauty and success. The world’s been handed to her on a 
silver platter, and she hasn’t the faintest idea how hard life can really be. Only God knows if her 
faith would hold up under that.” 

I’d never before known Nate’s real opinion of Laurel, and now that I did, my fears dissolved, and 
my melancholy shifted into something else entirely…a blossoming feeling of awe, that I was so 
privileged to have as my best friend a boy whose musings and insight could draw my thoughts 
away from all the crap in the world and into a place of beauty and rightness and truth. Sometimes 
he really amazed me. 

“’Your adornment must not be merely external,” Nate quoted softly, while the hum of cicadas 
and the rustling of tree branches circled around us “– braiding the hair, and wearing gold jewelry, 
or putting on dresses; but let it be the hidden person of the heart, with the imperishable quality of 
a gentle and quiet spirit, which is precious in the sight of God.’” 



My breath came quickly, my heart pounding at the sweetness of his words and his thrilling, 
overwhelming closeness as he suddenly caught my waist and drew me against him, leading me 
into an easy, unchoreographed waltz, the likes of which I hadn’t felt since Mrs. Shockley’s 
eighth grade Christmas performance. 

“What you did today was amazing,” he said at length, his voice gone soft. “Giving up what you 
wanted so Laurel could be happy. That’s what makes you truly beautiful, and your company 
infinitely more preferred.” He kept his eyes locked on mine, his expression more serious than 
playful, though a boyish smile touched his lips. “Not that you don’t look lovely in that dress, of 
course. It makes your eyes stand out.” 

The whole world seemed to shift under his bold, unexpected words. I felt my cheeks reddening, 
my heart beating so fiercely I was sure even Nate could feel it through the narrow space between 
us. Whether or not I deserved even half his praise, I counted myself privileged to hear it, for such 
words came so seldom from his lips. And then, before I could think of what to say in response, 
Nate lifted his hand over my head and instinctively I spun beneath it, almost giggling from the 
clandestine thrill of it all. 

“We don’t have any music,” I murmured, smiling up at him. 

Nate shook his head slowly, acknowledging my point but making no move to remedy it. “I have 
a theory,” he whispered, his hand at my back guiding me through the steps. “When two people 
already know each other, they don’t need music.” 

And indeed, as we danced slowly in the driveway, an owl hooting from somewhere above us, the 
dim street lights following our movement with long, gray shadows, we didn’t. 

---ooo--- 

I Peter 3:3-4 “Your adornment must not be merely external…” 

 
Chapter 53: Reunion 

 

---Chapter Fifty-Three: Reunion--- 

July, 2004 

Kaveen stood like a lost princess among the white, gold, and red flowers in her garden. Her chin 
was up, her headscarf wrapped loosely about her dark hair, her black dress flowing down over 
her soft curves. She gazed out over the sea of green grass before her with round, fearful eyes, and 
from what I could see of her expression, she seemed to long for the mountains in the distance 
and the freedom that waved like a banner above them. 



“Kaveen,” I greeted softly, drawing up beside her, afraid that if I made any sudden movements 
she might startle and flee. 

But when she heard my voice she turned at once, and, with a short, gasping sob, flung her arms 
around me. She held on tightly, her face pressed against my shoulder, her body quivering with 
such violence that my concern for her morphed into full-fledged worry. 

“What’s wrong? Are you okay?” I stroked her back, wondering what had happened this morning 
to cause her such distress, when yesterday she’d been laughing and teasing as she taught me to 
play an Arabic game of jacks. 

“No. Nothing is okay.” She clung to me with all her strength. “Oh, Ally, tell me I don’t have to 
go.” 

“Go where?” I asked, though I suspected the truth even before she spoke it, and shuddered with a 
flood of awful feelings at the thought. 

“Achmed told my father last night that all is complete. He will take me to Sharghistan in two 
weeks to marry me.” Kaveen drew back to look at me, her eyes red and swollen from crying. “I 
cannot finish school here. I must leave my family.” 

My heart twisted up inside me, frustration and righteous anger brimming to the surface. I 
couldn’t imagine being forced to uproot my life, give up my dreams, and marry a man I didn’t 
love – just because my father decided it was the right and proper time. 

“I’m so sorry,” I whispered, my voice catching as I tried to think of something comforting to say. 
“This must be so hard...” 

The lines of anxiety on her face made her seem old and worn, and yet I saw a flicker of strength 
in her eyes – and sensed she would not give up easily, would not let the woes of life destroy her, 
though they clearly sought to do so. “I am trying not to be scared,” she said at length, stepping 
fully away from me, drawing her headscarf up around her face. “But I worry I will not like his 
family. His mother is very demanding. I will never do anything right in her eyes.” 

After all my dealings with Noel, I understood exactly what she meant. “But what does Achmed 
think? Have you talked to him about this?” 

“Oh, no.” She cast her head down, one hand clutching the cloth under her chin. “We do not talk 
very much. I must do what he says. I must live with his family.” 

I watched her with mounting regret and sorrow, undone by the way her shoulders shook and her 
cheeks turned white against the black headscarf. 

“Does Achmed love you?” I asked suddenly, believing that if there was any affection between 
them, they could work through all the rest. 



“He says he does, but they all say that.” Kaveen shrugged her dainty shoulders. “Of course my 
father would not agree to it if Achmed did not promise to love me. But to him love means giving 
me children and a home.” 

“But there must be some men who give more than that. There must be a chance for you to be 
happy. You believe that, right?” 

She slid her fingers down the length of the headscarf, then let them fall to her sides. “I don’t 
know what I believe anymore.” 

I hated that I was so powerless I could do nothing to help her. I wanted so much to march into 
her house and order her dad to release her from this dreadful engagement. But I knew what she 
needed more than anything was a loving heavenly Father, one who could make her life joyful 
and sweet even in the midst of suffering. 

I touched her arm gently. “Can I pray for you right now?” 

She stiffened under my hand, but after a brief, deliberating moment, nodded. “Okay.” 

And suddenly my nerves were aflutter, my throat gone stiff and dry. I hadn’t expected such ready 
acceptance, and now that she’d given it, I hardly knew what to do or what to say. 

God, I know her soul is in Your hands, not mine. Please give me words. 

Drawing in a deep breath, I committed myself to the Lord’s direction and prayed what was in my 
heart: “Father in heaven, You see the tears my dear friend has cried. You know all her fears and 
worries and You alone can give her peace. You tell us not to be afraid, because You go before us 
and You will never forsake us. You love her more than anyone has loved her or ever will love 
her. Help her to understand just how much. Help her to see You as the God of love who sent His 
Son to die for her sins and to give her eternal life and hope and joy. Help her to believe that You 
can make something beautiful out of her life, something more wonderful than she could ever 
dream of. I ask You in the name of Jesus to do it. Amen.” 

I opened my eyes and found, as I did, that the lines of anxiety and fear had smoothed on her 
brow. Her breathing slowed, and she looked up calmly, peacefully. “Thank you,” she whispered. 

I smiled at her, feeling for the first time in my life that I actually could do this – not because I 
had the skills, or the knowledge, or the experience, but because I knew God would be with me, 
and He would work through me. The realization birthed a new, God-given drive inside of me to 
pursue my calling with all my heart and soul and strength. 

“Someday,” I said solemnly, my spine tingling with the mere contemplation of it, “I will go to 
Sharghistan. And when I do, I’ll find you.” 

Kaveen’s face lit up with youthful joy. “Oh, if only you could!” 



“If God wills it, I will.” 

Kaveen paused at my words, her brow drawing up as she considered something serious. For a 
moment all she did was shift indecisively from one foot to the other, but then, clasping her hands 
at her waist, she spoke her thoughts. “I was wondering…perhaps…if it’s not too much 
trouble…if you had a Bible I could take with me to Sharghistan.” 

Her simple request stunned me right out of my ability to speak. My heart raced, and I realized, 
with humble awe, that God was indeed working in ways I could not see or expect, drawing her 
heart to Himself. “Of course you can have one!” I exclaimed in delight. “Wait right here and I’ll 
get you one now.” 

I returned moments later, breathless with excitement, and handed Kaveen a small leather copy of 
the Bible I had bought just for her, should God ever provide such an opportunity as He had now. 
She took it reverently, fingers running over the bound cover as though she had never touched 
anything so sacred in her life. 

At last she lifted her head, her eyes dark, wide pools of gratitude. “Thank you.” 

“The books about Jesus’ life are in the back here. They are a good place to start reading.” I 
showed her the gospels, and explained why there were four different accounts by four different 
authors. She listened attentively, a smile peeking at the corners of her lips. 

Wow. I can’t believe I just gave a Bible to a Shar. 

I suppose I hadn’t thought it would affect me this way, that my whole being wouldn’t light up as 
if there was no greater joy in life than to share Christ with another person. Even more thrilling 
was the realization that I had done nothing, except to be in the place God wanted me to be, and to 
obey the prompting of His Spirit. Everything else was His work, and I felt suddenly convinced 
that the impossible could become possible, that God could do anything, if I only believed and 
opened my eyes to see it. 

Kaveen’s mother poked her head outside just then, before I had the chance to explain further. 
“Kaveen!” she shouted into the backyard, hands cupped around her mouth. “Dil mazay ta shrut 
vere! Am ov lavid da! 

Kaveen hugged the Bible to her chest and gave me a quick kiss on both cheeks. “I must go. 
Thank you for this.” She paused as she drew back, hope leaping into her eyes. “You will come to 
my house tonight?” 

“Yes. I’ll come every day until you leave, if you like.” 

Her smile brightened. “You are my sister. Eshta va ley.” 



Though I’d been trying to pick up on simple Shar phrases and commit them to memory, this was 
one I hadn’t recognized before. “Eshta va ley?” I questioned, trying the words out on my own 
tongue and liking the sound. 

“It means ‘I love you’,” she explained, walking backwards away from me as her mother shouted 
across the yard again. “And I do!” 

As I watched her retreat into her house, headscarf billowing up behind her, I was shocked to feel 
a mounting sense of loss. Here I’d only just gotten to know her, and now she was leaving. Would 
that I had taken the time out of my crazy life years ago to walk next door and say hello – but 
then, perhaps there was a time and a place for everything. 

A sudden honk drew my attention to the street, and I turned in time to see Nate’s truck rolling up 
my driveway. My excitement shifted focus, for he’d called me early this morning to ask if he 
could take me somewhere for a few hours. He’d refused to tell me where we were going, and 
wouldn’t drop a hint no matter how repeatedly and persistently I questioned him. 

I jogged the length of the backyard and crossed through the chain link fence my dad had put up 
to protect Sneeze from the cars he so loved to chase. Nate met me halfway, an eager look on his 
face that hinted at some thrilling, secret surprise. 

“You ready to go?” he asked, taking in my jeans, flip-flops, and yellow Old Navy T-shirt with an 
appraising lift of his brow. 

I felt weirdly self-conscious under his gaze, though by all accounts I knew I shouldn’t have, for I 
was wearing nothing out of the ordinary, and his eyes were quick to return to mine. “Why, 
should I have dressed up for the occasion?” 

“No, you’re fine,” he answered, hiding a smile. “But you might want to put something sturdier 
on your feet.” 

I let out a soft groan. “We’re not going hiking, are we? I hate wearing bug spray, and it’s so hot 
today…” 

Nate laughed, his amusement only frustrating me more. “We’re not going hiking,” he assured 
me. “Just put on some decent shoes.” 

“All right.” 

Five minutes later the adventure was well under way as Nate and I pulled out onto the boulevard. 
I busied myself for a while trying to predict our destination, but Nate remained doggedly close-
mouthed on the matter and refused to drop so much as a hint. 

Finally giving up, I turned instead to my conversation that morning with Kaveen, relating to Nate 
all the details of our interaction and my own amazement at what God had done. His response was 
everything I thought it should be – enthusiastic, warm, and joyful – and it seemed that afterwards 



he looked at me with a new, quiet contemplation, the significance of which I couldn’t quite 
pinpoint. 

Intentionally – though not without feeling like a coward – I left out the part about my newly 
discovered calling to go to Sharghistan. Nate had kept up a pretense of good cheer all week, but I 
knew he was disappointed, and I had no idea how to break the news to him when doing so would 
only cause him pain, and stir up feelings of loss and sadness he was trying so hard to put behind 
him. 

Nearly an hour passed before Nate pulled off the highway onto a serpentine country road that ran 
through a cove of pine trees. Several houses dotted the road – surprising considering its high 
elevation – and a dog or two lurked around almost every bend. My curiosity reached its height as 
the trees opened up and revealed a statuesque stone house backed by acres and acres of green 
pastureland in a small oval-shaped valley bordered on the north and east by two towering cliffs. 
When we drove around the house and stopped beside a quaint, six-stall horse barn, I nearly lost 
my breath. 

Impossible suspicions prickled the hair on my neck, but I couldn’t bring myself to ask why we 
were here, lest the sudden hope sprouting within me be disappointed. Instead I stared at the 
white-painted barn and the tying racks outside with halters and saddle pads flung over its 
horizontal poles, my heart bursting with eagerness. 

“What is this place?” I asked softly. 

“You’ll see.” Nate smiled as he opened his door. “Come with me.” 

I almost couldn’t bear the suspense. My stomach twisted inside out as I fumbled with my 
seatbelt, which refused to cooperate beneath my shaking hands. 

But at last I was free, and Nate – who had watched my antics with rising amusement before 
coming around to help me – led the way to the barn. As we neared the outdoor grooming racks a 
tall, long-limbed woman in breeches and a white tank top emerged to greet us. Her dark hair was 
pulled back in a ponytail, and little beads of sweat dotted her forehead. 

“Hello, there,” she greeted warmly, extending her hand. “You must be Ally.” 

Confused and speechless, I shook it. 

“Thanks for letting us come up,” Nate said, with an air of familiarity that suggested they’d 
spoken many times. “Ally, this is Leah Greene.” 

I glanced from Nate to the woman, my throat drying up so that it was almost impossible to speak. 
“Hi.” 

Leah smiled, revealing a dimple on her right cheek. She turned sideways and gestured toward the 
open barn doorway. “Come on. I think there’s someone in here you want to see.” 



I stared at her in astonishment, my soul coming alive at her words, for they confirmed at once 
what I had not until that moment dared to believe. Legend was here! Joy burst like tiny beams of 
light inside me, filling up my whole being with wonder as I followed Leah into the sweet-
smelling, breezy barn and down the short aisle. 

Oh God, could it really be him? 

But I knew it was, even before I saw his beautiful head arching over the stall door, nostrils 
quivering as he whickered at me. He pawed the ground with a large hoof, and his ears flicked 
back and forth as if he remembered the sound of my footsteps. With a soft, gasping cry, I leaped 
forward and threw my arms around his strong neck, hugging him so close I was sure the feel of 
him would suffocate me. 

I lost all sense of time and place, for in those moments there was no one but Legend and me. I 
clutched him tightly, savoring the feel of his silky hair and his musky, sweet smell and the sound 
of his soft snorting. After nearly a month of thinking I would never see him again, he had 
become something of a lost dream, one I sometimes struggled to believe had been real. But it all 
came back to me now in a flood of precious memories, and I marveled that God had given me 
the strength to part with him as I had, when I knew on my own I could not have endured it. 

Legend pressed his nose against my hip, begging for a carrot. It was something he’d done every 
day since the day I’d met him, and it made my heart swell with deep affection for him to feel it 
now. I knew he was just a horse. I knew he wasn’t everything. But that God had given me one 
last chance to see him and put my arms around him was a gift too wonderful to be true. 

“Here,” Leah interrupted softly, holding out a carrot. “I think he wants this.” 

Smiling gratefully, I took the carrot and offered it to Legend. He chomped and drooled and 
snorted, and all the while I stroked his black nose and told him over and over again how much I 
had missed him and how happy I was to see him again. 

It pleased me to note that he looked well. His coat shone with brown dapples, his mane had 
recently been pulled, and his eyes were calm and clear. I detected no signs of stress in his manner 
and movement; in fact, he seemed more content than he’d ever been at Noel’s, what with all the 
mean barn cats and Sebastian egging him on. 

As I stood back to take in my surroundings, I caught sight of a freckle-faced girl in tall boots and 
breeches. She strode confidently down the aisle and stopped beside Leah, peering up at me with 
curiosity and a flicker of awe. 

“Is this the one who used to train Legend?” she asked outright, sounding a bit like a teenager in 
tone, though she was clearly a few years younger. 

“Yes, her name is Ally,” Leah explained, drawing an arm behind the girl to push her forward. 
“Why don’t you say hello?” 



“I’m Bailey.” The girl stuck out her hand, grinning shamelessly beneath her freckles and a head 
of wild, auburn hair. “Are you going to ride Legend today?” 

Flabbergasted by the question, I stammered an incoherent response. “Well, I…I don’t know…am 
I?” 

Inevitably my gaze shifted to Leah, who smiled graciously, reached for the halter hanging beside 
Legend’s door, and handed it to me. “You most certainly are. Bailey, I already told you you’ll 
have to ride Moby today.” 

Disappointment flooded Bailey’s expression, and she crossed her arms over her chest with an 
adorable pout. “But Moby is boring,” she groaned. 

“You never thought Moby was boring before,” Leah argued. “Now go on, finish your chores and 
give Ally some space.” 

But Bailey lingered a moment longer. She touched Legend’s nose, then slid her hand upward to 
trace the white star on his forehead. I saw in her eyes the same glow of affection I knew I had 
whenever I looked at him. And how could she not love him? He was everything a girl’s first 
horse should be. 

“I’ll ride you tomorrow, I promise. And I’ll give you lots of carrots.” The girl kissed Legend’s 
cheek, then turned and skipped out of the barn. 

“That’s my daughter,” Leah explained after Bailey left. “Legend was her birthday present.” 

I sighed wistfully. “She’s a lucky girl.” 

Regret filled Leah’s eyes, and she reached out to touch my shoulder, giving it a comforting 
squeeze. “I understand what you must have lost, and if I could – if it weren’t for Bailey – I’d sell 
him back to you. But she’s already attached to him. She spends hours in his stall every day, 
grooming him, talking to him. I can’t take that away from her. I’m sorry.” 

“No, don’t be.” I bit down on my lower lip to still its trembling. “I understand.” 

I looked back at my horse and thought of what could have been. All the joys and pleasures, all 
the challenges, all the adventures – none of it would ever be mine. I had lost so much, and there 
would always be an empty place in my heart where Legend was supposed to be. But the 
knowledge that another young girl would love him and care for him was enough. Now I could let 
him go. Now I could say goodbye. 

“We have acres of trails behind our pastures,” Leah said, pointing through the open barn 
doorway toward the hills. “Feel free to ride wherever you want, as long as you want. The 
mountain trail is especially nice, and well-marked, so you won’t get lost.” 



The thought of riding Legend out on the trails one last time sent an endless trickle of chills down 
my spine. I had the strange urge to leap and jump about, but somehow managed to control my 
excitement so that only my heels bounced. 

“And then there’s a dressage show up at Elmwood next weekend,” Leah went on. “I know you 
haven’t practiced in a while, and Legend might not be in top form, but…” 

My eyes flew to her, my heart pounding in double time. “Really?” 

“Honey, it’s the least I can do for you. Although I’m sure Bailey will want to come along, if you 
don’t mind. Maybe you can teach her a few things about showing.” 

My mind spun with wild possibilities, and I began to wonder if some of my dreams could come 
true, though I’d already laid them down and given up. “I…I don’t know what to say.” I pressed 
my hands to my hot cheeks. “Are you sure? That’s a lot of work for you, driving me all the way 
up to Elmwood, and…and what about the entry fees?” 

“They’ve already been paid.” She waved a hand as if it was no big deal. 

Leah might be nice, but I knew she wasn’t that nice. Besides, she never would have known my 
story, or guessed my crazy longing to show Legend, if someone hadn’t told her. Beset with a 
wave of intense humility – for I knew I didn’t deserve it – I spun around, my eyes searching for 
Nate. There he stood, leaning against an empty stall door, watching the ongoings with an 
expression of utter calm and joy. 

It was all him. I knew it was all him. Finding Legend, asking Leah if I could ride him, paying for 
my entry fees…the magnitude of what he’d done literally took my breath away. 

Even if I could have found the words to say to him, it wouldn’t have been enough. He deserved 
more than a simple thank you, more than a mindless hug. He deserved everything, and it hurt that 
I couldn’t give it to him. So I stared long after him, my eyes watering with tears, and hoped he 
would understand that my gratitude went far beyond anything I could express. 

“Go on,” he urged, nodding toward Legend. “Take as long as you like. I’ll be back in a few 
hours.” 

“You don’t have to leave,” I protested, craving his presence at that moment more than anything 
else. “You can come with me.” 

“Naw.” He dipped his head, backing out graciously. “Today isn’t about me. It’s about you and 
Legend. Enjoy the time you have.” 

I had the compulsive urge to run up to him and kiss him and tell him how much I loved him – but 
years of practiced restraint somehow kept me in place. Nate backpedaled down the aisle, 
thanking Leah for all her help, and promising to come get me later. Then, with a knowing half-
smile, he disappeared behind the barn. 



Leah cleared her throat. “That’s some guy you’ve got there. I doubt my husband would have 
gone to half that effort.” 

I shuddered at her words, knowing full well the truth of them. I couldn’t imagine how long it had 
taken Nate to track Legend down, especially considering Noel would have refused to help him. 
The only explanation seemed to be God. 

“How did he find you?” I wondered, turning to Leah, who had lifted a grooming box off the 
ground and now handed it to me. 

“Honey, I don’t rightly know,” she drawled. “Called me up one day, said he’d gotten my number 
from Jane Billiard down the street, who trains dressage horses. She knew I’d just bought a horse 
a few weeks ago for my daughter. But I haven’t got a clue how he found Jane.” 

I chatted with Leah while I tacked Legend up for a ride. She explained how Bailey was an 
exceptionally gifted rider who’d already been showing at first level on her Quarter Horse gelding 
Moby. Her trainer had recommended buying a horse with potential, so that she could work 
toward junior championships in a few years. Legend had been a perfect match, and the two had 
clicked from the start. To hear it all did my heart a world of good, and I knew, without a doubt, 
that this was what God had purposed from the beginning. 

I took Legend out on the mountain trail alone, spent hours exploring each and every path I could 
find. I rejoiced to feel his powerful stride beneath me, the quiet rippling of supple, toned 
muscles, and to hear his steady hoof beats against the dirt and rocks. He was alive and well, and 
somehow it made everything all right. 

God knew what He was doing. He had always known. What I had thought was some cruel twist 
of fate had actually been His gracious provision. If I’d had to make the choice myself to let 
Legend go, I knew I wouldn’t have had the courage to do it. But God knew what was best for 
me. He knew I needed the freedom to pack up and leave if He called me to go to Sharghistan. 
The pieces fit perfectly together, and I realized now the path He’d been leading me on all along. 
He had shut some doors and opened others, and it had been hard, yes – but now that I saw a 
glimpse of the bigger picture, it strengthened my faith beyond what it had ever been before. 

“Take good care of Bailey, okay?” I murmured to Legend once we returned to the barn. I stood 
with him under a shade tree while he grazed, rubbing his neck, loathe to leave him but knowing I 
must. “I love you, and I’m sorry we can’t be together. But I’ll come visit you again, and Bailey 
will always be here.” 

Legend nosed my hip, his lips wiggling as he tried to catch the seam of my pocket with his 
mouth. 

“No, silly…” Laughing, I pushed him away. 

The sun had dipped well below the mountaintops when Nate returned to pick me up. I hugged 
both Leah and Bailey goodbye, having formed an instant bond with both of them, and thanked 



them profusely for their kindness. I thought it would be hard to say goodbye to Legend, but now 
that I knew he was well cared for, and that the doors were always open for me, I was able with 
surprising ease to let it all rest. 

It was a mystery to me, then, why my hands and legs shook as climbed into Nate’s truck and sat 
wordlessly beside him. I couldn’t look at him, and I didn’t know what to say. But to hold my 
tongue and act as if he hadn’t just given me the world seemed childish and ungrateful, so at last I 
turned my head to catch his gaze, daring to expose myself to whatever I might find there. 

A simple, candid smile touched his lips, and he seemed pleased that he’d been able to give me 
something so special. But after a moment the smile vanished, and I wondered what had crossed 
his mind to trouble him so. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get him for you,” he confessed softly. 

I reached across the seat to clasp his hand. “It was enough just to see him again…to know he’s 
okay and that he has a girl who will love him as much as I do. It means everything to me. Thank 
you.” 

He nodded solemnly, and squeezed back. “I just want you to be happy.” 

“I am, Nate. I really am.” 

Satisfied, he drew his hand back to start the ignition, and after a quick U-turn on the wide 
pavement, we were off. For Nate, I was sure, nothing had changed; but something about our brief 
exchange left an extraordinary imprint on my heart. His words haunted me: I just want you to be 

happy. They replayed themselves over and over in my mind with increasing urgency, until a 
burning conviction torched my soul. Yes, Nate wanted me to be happy, and I knew he would do 
anything to make me so, if God permitted it. But the question now remained, would I do 
anything for his happiness, even if it meant letting him go? 

The answer came to me in a heartbeat. I knew what I had to do – and I knew it would take every 
ounce of will power within me to do it. 

God, give me strength. 

--ooo— 

Deuteronomy 31:8 “It is the Lord who goes before you…” 

 
Chapter 54: The Sacrifice 

 

---Chapter Fifty-Four: The Sacrifice--- 

July, 2004 



I debated my new course of action for two days. At first it had seemed right and easy, but the 
more I considered it, the more indecision plagued me. I knew what it would cost me, that it 
might very well postpone my departure for Sharghistan indefinitely – though God willing, not 
forever. I knew He had placed the call on my life for a reason, and I would faithfully pursue it, 
but I couldn’t ignore that I alone was in a particular position to help Nate out of his quandary. 
How could I sit back and watch him suffer, knowing I could do something to change it? The last 
few weeks had been a whirlwind of discovery and following God’s leading. I knew He was 
guiding me, and while I didn’t understand it – didn’t understand why He’d call me to 
Sharghistan and then tell me to wait – I knew I couldn’t disobey. 

Besides, Nate wasn’t happy here, not truly. He smiled and laughed, but the sparkle had left his 
eyes, and the passion he’d always shown for his work had tragically disappeared. To me, who 
knew him so completely, it seemed that a vital part of Nate had been ripped right out of him. I 
knew he would never be satisfied with anything less than the vision God had given him as a 
child. His life’s calling was to live among the Shars, and he could berate himself all he liked for 
his single-mindedness in pursuing it, but the truth was that it was this driven, visionary calling of 
his that had made him who he was. 

It was this person, this boy who had been faithful and unswerving and who had given up things 
that most people thought impossible to live without, who I knew would be the one to bring Jesus 
to Sharghistan. Not because of any particular gifting or competency of his own, but because of 
his willingness to do whatever God asked of him, his eagerness to be shaped and molded and 
formed into a vessel for God’s glory. 

I had never seen him interact with a Shar before, outside of a few brief encounters with Kaveen’s 
family, but I didn’t need to witness it to know that what he had with them was extraordinary. 
Whenever he talked about them he came to life. His face glowed, his speech became beautiful, 
his eyes lit with contagious enthusiasm. I knew his heart belonged with them, and even if it 
meant he wanted the Shars more than he wanted me, I could live with that, because I knew it 
meant God was first in his life. 

And so, after much prayer and deliberation, I made my decision. It was Friday night, and I knew, 
from talking to Nate earlier in the day, that he was out visiting Cory and Luke at the new 
apartment they shared with Cory’s younger brother. The story had amazed me when Nate 
relayed it: how Cory’s brother was a believer and had been praying for years that Cory would 
come to faith; how afterwards he had eagerly taken him in as a roommate to help him get back 
on his feet; and how Cory was now taking computer classes at UNCA, in hopes of joining his 
brother in his web-design business. 

Cory, in turn, had been praying for Luke, and after hearing of his surrender to God in the 
hospital, had willingly offered to help him. Luke had been released from detox a week ago and 
was still attending therapy – progressing with impossible leaps and bounds that dazzled the 
doctors, thanks to his newfound faith in Christ. I still got chills to think how God had been 
working out salvation ever since the day Nate had given his shoes to Luke. And the wheels of 
His amazing plan just kept on turning. 



Being thus assured of Nate’s absence for the better part of the evening, I gave it all into the hands 
of God, and drove across town to his house. The drive was long and difficult, as I could hardly 
see straight for the way my eyes kept blurring. But I didn’t turn back, didn’t falter once in my 
mission. 

Finally I reached his house. I dried my eyes with a Kleenex, straightened my hair and clothes, 
and drew in a deep breath. Putting one foot in front of the other I walked up to the McCartney’s 
front door, and stood before it for a solemn moment before lifting my hand to knock. 

I knocked several times without response, and had just begun to wonder if Jackie had fallen 
asleep early, when I heard the clinking of a metal chain and several locks being disengaged. 
Then the door opened slowly, and Jackie stood behind it in her nightgown and slippers, her hair a 
bit mussed but her reading glasses in place, a sure sign she’d been perusing a book, not sleeping. 

“Ally, my dear,” she welcomed, a soft smile surfacing as she stepped aside to let me in. “It’s so 
good to see you. I was wondering if you might drop by today, since you didn’t come yesterday. 
I’m afraid Nate isn’t here, though.” 

“I know.” I crossed the recently-vacuumed maroon carpet and followed Jackie into the living 
room. “I came to talk to you, actually.” 

“To me?” She glanced over her shoulder, surprise widening her eyes. “Well, come sit down then. 
Would you like some iced tea?” 

I said that I would, and offered to help her in the kitchen. Everything was in its place – the floor 
swept, the counters bare, a vanilla-scented candle burning on the kitchen table. It was as I’d 
always remembered it, and I marveled at how Jackie had morphed back into her old self now that 
Mason wasn’t around. She seemed more the lucid, sweet-natured housewife, and less the scared, 
nervous waif of last week. I rejoiced to see it. 

Still, Nate had assured me she was not altogether well. She’d come home three days ago, and 
was now receiving day-patient care at the hospital from morning till evening, including full 
meals, medical assistance, and counseling. She often had surprise panic attacks, and couldn’t be 
left alone all night or she’d lock herself in her room and hide in the closet. It didn’t matter that 
Mason had been sentenced to ninety days in prison, or that his assaults had always been during 
the day, not the night. She was still convinced he would come after her. 

But these were subjects too weighty to discuss upfront, so Jackie and I chatted about the heat and 
the lack of rain as we waited for out water to boil and tea bags to steep. Then we relocated to the 
living room and settled on the couch to talk. 

“How’s your father doing these days?” Jackie asked, setting her tea on the coffee table to let it 
cool. 

“Great. He loves his new job, and he’s found himself a friend in Charlie Thatcher. He’s been 
golfing once a week with some guys from church.” 



“I’m glad to hear it.” Jackie kicked off her slippers and folded her legs beneath her on the couch. 
“I wish I could’ve found some Christian friends for Mason.” 

Her words came out in a rush, without thought, and now that she’d said them her eyes filled with 
tears, and she shook her head fiercely, a wispy lock of hair teasing free from its clip. “I don’t 
know why I make excuses for him. Nate tells me I blame myself too much and let Mason off the 
hook too easily.” 

I listened without comment, hoping she would feel safe enough in my presence to talk freely. I 
touched her shoulder, ran my thumb comfortingly back and forth across the curve of her arm. 

“It’s hard to forgive him for this, though.” She touched her belly, the slight curve that could 
hardly be home to a new baby, but was. “I’m too old to have another one, Ally. I’m afraid 
something might happen to me, and then my child will be alone.” She sighed, her voice sounding 
lost and far away. “I can’t help but love him, though.” 

“Him?” I questioned eagerly. “It’s a boy, then?” 

“Well, the doctors can’t tell, but I think it is.” Jackie reached for her tea. “I think God is giving 
me a little boy because I already lost one…and because I’m about to lose another.” 

I didn’t know what she meant by that, but I didn’t want to ask, for fear she’d prophesy some 
horrible fate regarding her son. It was bad enough I still wept from time to time thinking Nate 
might actually be serious when he said he was going to die at twenty-seven. I didn’t need to hear 
it from his mother, too. 

“I haven’t had anyone to take care of in a long time,” Jackie said, and I heard the underlying 
fondness in her tone, so sweet and subtle it tugged at my heartstrings and made me wish that 
someday I could have little ones to take care of. “Now that I have this baby, I feel…like myself 
again.” An airy, breathless chuckle floated from her lips. “I want to name him Jonathan Mitchell, 
after my father, though I hope he doesn’t have my father’s temper!” 

The warmth in Jackie’s voice made me smile, and I thanked God she was not so deeply afflicted 
as to deny her child the right to be loved by its mother. 

“Anyway, enough about me.” Jackie’s eyes met mine with bright curiosity. “How are you 
doing?” 

I felt that old, familiar prick in my heart – the one so often associated with Nate it alone could 
make me cry – and for a moment I doubted I had the strength to do what I’d come to do. But 
then I thought of all Nate had done for me, all he had given up, and made myself press on. “I’m 
doing well, but…there’s something I wanted to talk to you about.” 

“Of course, dear.” She sipped her tea, unalarmed. 



I stared at my own cup on the coffee table before me and drew in a shaky breath. Then I looked 
straight at Jackie. “Did Nate tell you why he’s not going to Sharghistan anymore?” 

A guarded look came into her eyes, and her hands stilled around the tea saucer. She didn’t 
answer for several moments, though I sensed her mind was whirling. “All he said was that God 
told him not to go. I knew enough not to press the matter, but I have my suspicions.” 

Of course she had her suspicions. She’d known Nate far longer than I had, and couldn’t be 
oblivious to the way in which he made decisions, often not letting people know how much he’d 
given up to help them. I nodded to acknowledge her point. “I’m only telling you this because I 
know you love him, and I know you want him to follow God’s will for his life.” 

Jackie pursed her lips together, setting the cup of tea down with a clank. “He’s decided not to go 
because of me, hasn’t he? Because he thinks I can’t get along without him, and because he thinks 
it’s his responsibility to care for me. Isn’t that right?” 

I swallowed down the lump in my throat. “Yes.” 

Jackie lifted a hand to her forehead, her shoulders bending, the awful realities falling upon her 
with pressing weight. 

“I almost didn’t come here today because I didn’t want to hurt you.” I touched her knee, hoping 
she would understand, and not resent me for my boldness. “I don’t want you to feel guilty. None 
of this is your fault. But I’m afraid if we don’t do something about it, Nate will spend his entire 
life pursuing a career he doesn’t love, doing something God neither ordained nor willed that he 
should do.” 

Tears pooled beneath Jackie’s eyelashes as she slowly looked up. “I prayed selfishly for many 
years that Nate would not leave me.” She sniffed and reached for a tissue. “I didn’t want him to 
go, and part of me was happy when he said he wouldn’t. But it hurts, too, because I know he has 
a special heart for God, and I want him to be obedient to the Lord’s calling. If that is Sharghistan, 
then no matter how hard it is, I know he must go.” 

I smiled sadly, thinking how closely her sentiments mirrored my own. Her brokenness, though 
painful to see, was the deciding factor that spurred me to go on, to lay out my plan before her and 
see where God would take it. 

I sat up straight, forced myself to speak clear and strong: “Then I have a proposition to make. We 
both know Nate won’t leave unless he’s sure you’ll be safe and cared for. You don’t have any 
family here in Crystal Grove, and it’s ridiculous to think that you should need any sort of 
professional help long term. Now, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, and I think it’s about time I 
moved out and got my own place. My dad will throw a fit, but I’m twenty-two and it’s about 
time I started making my own way.” I paused, gauging her reaction, wondering if the stunned 
look in her eyes was because she had no idea what I was talking about, or because she’d caught 
onto my scheme and couldn’t believe it. 



Drawing another breath, I pressed on. “The only problem is that I hate the thought of living 
alone. I’m enough of an introvert as it is without secluding myself from the world; in fact, I’m 
pretty much always alone at my dad’s house, and I don’t think it’s very healthy. You and me, 
Jackie, we could rent an apartment together. It’s a little unconventional and it might take some 
work – but it solves everyone’s problems, and that way Mason would have a harder time 
tracking you down when he gets out of jail.” 

Jackie continued to stare in absolute bewilderment. “Ally…” 

“I’m not just doing this for Nate, understand. I’m doing it for you and the baby and myself…and 
because God told me to.” I searched her eyes, hoping for some sign that she believed me. “Please 
consider it. I know you probably have attachments to your house, and we can work through that 
if you do, but I really believe this is better for everyone. You wouldn’t be alone, I would have a 
roommate, and Nate could leave for Sharghistan with a clean conscience.” 

The lines on Jackie’s forehead deepened, and for a torturous moment I didn’t know if she would 
accept, or adamantly reject, my proposal. But at last the tears in her eyes dried away, and she 
looked at me with fondness, reaching out to take my hand. 

“I don’t think you understand what this would cost you,” she said, traces of weariness in her 
voice. “I’m much older than you, and I have problems. I have bad dreams and panic attacks, and 
then there’s all this baggage with Mason...” 

“I’ll help you,” I insisted, scooting closer to her on the couch. “We’ll help each other. I have 
problems, too, you know. I’m confused about my future right now. I don’t have a job. And when 
Nate leaves I’m going to be majorly depressed for a long time.” 

Jackie smiled sadly at my last words, giving my hand an affectionate squeeze. “I don’t suppose 
you have any idea, do you, how many times I’ve prayed Nate would take you as his wife?” 

I started at her words, for she’d never expressed such a thing so straightforwardly, and it made 
my cheeks blush. Of course it was only a mother’s wish, and she could not make it come true 
any more than I could, but it warmed my heart to think that she wanted me for her son. “I…I had 
no idea…” 

“Well, it’s true.” Jackie sighed, tears welling up in her eyes again. “When you were kids I used 
to think it would be a great match. You’re so good for him, and he adores you. I hate the thought 
of him being alone out there. But I haven’t the faintest idea what’s going on with you two. 
Sometimes I think you must be in love, but then other times I wonder if I didn’t just make it all 
up and you’ll only ever be good friends.” 

“I don’t think it’s for a lack of feelings that we’re not together,” I murmured, remembering 
wistfully the time Nate had almost kissed me. “I think it’s a matter of figuring out God’s will.” 

Jackie nodded, perhaps having come to the same conclusion herself. For a while we were both 
silent, lost in our thoughts, both distressed on account of Nate, though he could hardly have done 



anything differently to make us less so – unless he had cast off his faith. And even that, I noted 
duly, would not have pleased either of us. 

“All right,” Jackie murmured at present, though her voice was ragged with sorrow. “I suppose 
we both have to let him go at some point, don’t we?” 

The breath whooshed out of me, and it felt as if my entire fate sealed itself up at her words. Nate 
would go, I would stay, and after all the drama in between everything would be as it had been 
before – only my heart was in a different place, and I didn’t want to stay. But I knew I could 
never have taken Nate’s place in Sharghistan, not in a million years. It was better this way. 

Oh God, I can’t see what you’re doing, but I trust You. I’ve done what I can, and now You have 

to make a way for me to go. I’ll be right here, waiting. 

Jackie and I sat a while longer, working out the details, discussing possible scenarios should 
Nate agree to our plan, which I had no doubt that he would, once he saw sensibility of it. After 
much persuading I convinced Jackie that she ought to be the one to tell Nate – partly because I 
didn’t think I had the strength to do it myself, and partly because I knew he was more apt to 
listen to his mother. 

And since he’d have to be in California in less than twenty-four hours to make it in time for 
training, I knew that tomorrow would undoubtedly be the hardest day of my life. 

 
Chapter 55: The Airport 

 

---Chapter Fifty-Five: The Airport--- 

June, 2000 

“Did you remember to pack your toothbrush?” 

Mrs. McCartney stood anxiously before her son, her face pinched and bereaved, her hands 
clasping and unclasping at her waist. She’d become increasingly distressed on the drive from 
Crystal Grove to the Asheville Regional Airport, and now looked as if she might burst into tears 
should Nate move out of arm’s reach. 

“Yes, Mom,” he answered calmly, though I was sure her constant pestering must have caused 
him some degree of annoyance. 

“What about cold medicine?” Mrs. McCartney bent to shuffle through the front zipper 
compartment of Nate’s suitcase. “You did put that in here, didn’t you? You’ll be breathing a 
whole new set of germs over there, and you can’t just run to the pharmacy if you get sick.” 



“I know, Mom. I packed it.” Nate glanced over at me and smiled, but I couldn’t bring myself to 
smile back. My heart felt like it was being torn into a hundred tiny pieces and thrown into a 
stormy ocean. I couldn’t bear the thought of him leaving Crystal Grove for a year – and until this 
moment, I hadn’t actually believed it would happen. 

Mrs. McCartney zipped the suitcase shut and then, as a sudden thought occurred to her, stood up 
straight. “Oh, no! I never did get those extra sheets back from the dry cleaner’s.” 

“I don’t need extra sheets,” Nate assured her. 

“You will in the winter. Promise me you’ll wear your jacket when it gets cold.” 

“I’ll wear my jacket.” 

Mrs. McCartney reached into her purse for a tissue and dabbed at her eyes. “You packed those 
thick, woolen socks, right? The ones Grandma made for you?” 

Rather than rolling his eyes at her absurdity, Nate looked down at his mom with compassion. I 
knew it was hard for him to be happy about leaving when Mrs. McCartney was struggling so 
hard to keep herself together. But he was too convinced of God’s calling to stay behind even for 
her. 

“You need to let it go,” he admonished, lifting a hand to her shoulder and rubbing her arm. 
“Whatever I haven’t packed by now isn’t coming with me. We’re already here.” 

I turned away from them, too troubled to speak. Free locks of my wavy hair fell down around my 
face and obscured them from my view – a blessing, since I could hardly bear to look at Nate. I’d 
been trying the whole way here to be joyful for his sake, but now I found it impossible to be so, 
when I only wanted to burst into tears and beg him not to go. 

The check-in line moved up a couple feet, and Nate rolled his suitcase forward to fill in the gap. 
Mrs. McCartney hovered beside him, chattering nonstop, and I followed behind, wishing time 
would either stand still forever, or fast forward a year, so that I didn’t have to live through all 
those days without him. In truth, I was terrified; Nate and I had been a significant part of each 
other’s lives for so long, I wasn’t sure what I would do with myself in his absence. 

“You have your passport, right?” Mrs. McCartney straightened the collar on Nate’s shirt. 

“In my pocket,” he answered patiently. 

“Don’t leave it in the airplane seat like your father did when we went to Spain.” 

“I won’t.” 

“You’ll call me when you get to California, right?” 



“Yes, Mom.” Again he glanced my way, this time with less cheer and more hesitation. His eyes 
seemed to search my soul, so dark and probing I was sure he could read my thoughts. 

Unsettled, I looked away. I didn’t understand why he had to go to Sharghistan. Yes, he wanted to 
preach the good news to the Shar people, but couldn’t he find someone right here in Crystal 
Grove and do the same thing? Why’d he have to run off to the other side of the world? Why’d he 
have to go somewhere dangerous where people might kill him for loving Jesus? Why’d he have 
to leave me behind? For most kids going off to college was enough of an adventure, and I 
thought it ought to have been enough for Nate, too. But no…he had to go to the Middle East. 

Mrs. McCartney continued to pester her son while we waited for the line to move. We’d only 
gone a short distance in the last half hour, and judging by the length of the line, it’d be a rush to 
get Nate checked in and through security in time to catch his flight. I looked at my watch, 
cringing as I saw that his flight was leaving in an hour and a half. My eyes burned. I fought to 
stay in control. 

Forty minutes later Nate had checked his baggage and gotten his ticket. That task completed, 
there was nothing left for him to do but head off through security and disappear from our lives 
forever. Well…only if a year felt like forever, which in this case I was sure it did. 

Mrs. McCartney burst into tears when Nate bent to give her a hug outside the black-taped 
security line. Passengers and blue-vested employees bustled around us, though I saw it all as if in 
slow motion, my heart sinking with each footfall, with each scudding, wheeled suitcase that 
rolled by. I supposed a part of me had hoped Nate would chicken out at the last, or decide he 
didn’t really want to go after all. But his expression was calm, if not eager, and he hugged his 
mother tightly, as if he had every intention of leaving her behind in a moment. 

Oh, God, I don’t think I can say goodbye to him. 

“Please don’t worry so much.” I heard Nate’s voice break through the cloud of my self-absorbed 
misery, and I stepped closer to hear what he was saying. “Sharghistan is a peaceful country right 
now. It’s probably safer than living in Crystal Grove, what with all the car crashes and rock 
climbing accidents.” 

“Sharghistan has been in the middle of all kinds of wars over the years, and they have terrorists 
crawling all over the place. Don’t try to convince me otherwise. I’m not stupid, Nathan. I watch 
the news.” She blew into her tissue. 

“Well, you can call me anytime to see how I’m doing. I promise I’ll be careful.” 

“No, you won’t.” She wiped the mascara that ran beneath her eyes. “You’ll be off doing God 
knows what with a bunch of reckless, inexperienced kids your own age.” 

“Actually,” Nate corrected, “I’m the youngest on the team by eight years.” 



“Good. Listen to what they tell you.” Mrs. McCartney stared up at her son, eyes red from 
weeping, her tissue soaked and torn. She looked as if she was about to burst out sobbing again 
when Nate took her firmly by the shoulders and spoke with confidence so unwavering I was sure 
it must have been divinely given. 

“Mom, you have to trust God to take care of me. It’s only for a year. I’ll be back before you 
know it. Cast ‘all your anxieties upon Him, because He cares for you.’ Promise me you’ll do 
that.” 

Mrs. McCartney pressed her eyes shut, seemingly reaching out for the comfort of the Father. 
When at last she opened her eyes, her breath had calmed, and she nodded once. “Okay.” 

Nate hugged his mother one last time, then released her and turned to me. At first I refused to 
look at him for fear I might dissolve into an inconsolable mess; but then, knowing I could do 
nothing else, I surrendered to the haunting intensity of his gaze. We stood before each other 
awkwardly, neither of us knowing what to do or how to say goodbye. We’d never had to do it 
before. 

“Remember all those calling cards I gave you yesterday?” Nate asked, stuffing his hands into his 
pockets. 

“Yeah,” I mumbled, annoyed that all he could think about at a time like this was calling cards. 

“You better use them all up before Christmas.” 

“They probably expire before then.” My fingers twisted around the hem of my shirt as I 
straightened it over my jeans. 

“Good…then you have no excuse not to call me every day.” 

My throat hurt from having to swallow so often, and my eyes burned like fire, but I refused to let 
Nate see my pain. Forcing myself to be cheerful, I asked, “What if I forget the time difference 
and call you in the middle of the night?” 

“There’s a pretty good chance I’ll do the same thing, so no worries.” 

I gave a somber smile. “Fair enough.” 

“Nathan…” Mrs. McCartney interrupted, wringing her hands together and glancing nervously at 
the security line. “Boarding starts in twenty minutes. You’d better hurry if you want to reach 
your gate in time.” 

Momentary alarm widened Nate’s eyes, and he stepped forward to give me a quick, distracted 
hug. I barely had time to process the feel of his arms around me before he was pulling away and 
turning back to his mother. 



“Bye, Mom. I love you.” He hugged her tightly, then readjusted his computer bag over his 
shoulder and hurried off to security check. 

It all happened so fast, I felt as if someone had socked me in the stomach. 

Mrs. McCartney fell into a black leather chair beside the phone booth and cried into her hands. I 
stood where I was, void of emotion, arms limp at my sides. I couldn’t believe he was gone. It had 
all felt so mechanical, so forced, so rushed. We hadn’t even said a true goodbye… 

I turned toward the big glass windows and stared out across the dark, busy street where people 
hurried out of cars and buses and wheeled their luggage toward the massive revolving door. I 
meditated somberly on the coming days, wondering if Nate would ever come back, and if we 
would still be best friends if he did. I was leaving for UNCA in the fall, and everybody said 
college changed people as much as living overseas. What if Nate and I were too different after a 
year and we couldn’t be friends anymore? God, I don’t think I can do this… 

The sudden touch of a hand on my shoulder startled me out of my thoughts. I spun around, 
startled to find Nate staring down at me. He swallowed – hard – and his eyes shone with the first 
sign of tears I’d seen all day. He took a deep breath, then wrapped his arms around me and 
hugged me the way he should have the first time. I pressed my cheek against his shoulder, and a 
sudden onslaught of tears broke through my façade, spilled freely down my face and onto his 
shirt. I held him tightly and tried to remember the feel of him so I wouldn’t forget. 

“Goodbye, Ally,” he whispered, drawing back. He pressed something into my hand, his eyes 
tracking across the planes of my face. He smiled slightly, then squeezed my hand and turned 
away. 

I stared after him, breathless and sad, until finally I could see him no longer. Then I looked down 
at what he’d stuffed into my hand. It was the outside envelope for his plane ticket, and sprawled 
on the back in his sloppy handwriting was a note and a Bible reference. 

We are forever. God promised. Ps. 77:7-14 

I smiled at the note, thinking back to the day years ago when Nate had first assured me that our 
friendship was forever. I’d struggled at times to imagine how it could be so when he wanted to 
live so far away – but seeing what he’d written, I felt my soul renewed with hope. 

When Mrs. McCartney and I got back to her mini-van, I searched through the glove 
compartment until I found an old leather Bible that was tearing apart at the binding. I flipped 
through the thin, yellowed pages until I found Psalm 77, and as I read the verses, I felt the peace 
of God fill my soul, felt assured that though the present circumstances seemed bleak, God’s 
promise for Nate and I, and whatever might be in our future, would never fail. 

Will the Lord spurn forever, and never again be favorable? Has His steadfast love forever 

ceased? Are His promises at an end for all time? Has God forgotten to be gracious? Has He in 

anger shut up His compassion…? I will remember the deeds of the Lord; yes, I will remember 



Your wonders of old. I will ponder all Your work, and meditate on Your mighty deeds. Your way, 

O God, is holy. What god is great like our God? You are the God who works wonders. 

---ooo--- 

1 Peter 5:7 “Casting all your anxieties on Him…” 

Psalm 77:7-14 “Will the Lord spurn forever…” 

 
Chapter 56: Trust 

 

---Chapter Fifty-Six: Trust--- 

July, 2004 

I couldn’t sleep all night. I kept thinking about what I’d done, berating myself for sending Nate 
away even as I knew it was God’s perfect will. I tossed and turned, quoted Scripture in my mind, 
prayed that God would give me peace. And sometime in the early hours of morning…He did. 

You will keep in perfect peace him whose mind is steadfast, because he trusts in You. 

Rather than mope around the house all day, I dressed at dawn and took Sneeze out on a five mile 
walk to church and back. The morning was lovely: sunny and warm, with a brilliant blue sky and 
a lazy breeze that stirred up the tree branches and set the wildflowers to frenzied bobbing. 
Sneeze drank from muddy puddles left over by nighttime sprinklers, and overall did a very bad 
job of heeling – but somehow his presence comforted me. 

My life was in God’s hands. Completely, entirely, without abandon. I knew I had taken a leap of 
faith, and as scary and uncertain as it looked from where I was standing, I trusted that in days 
ahead I would see clearly, that in time I would understand why God had brought me to this place. 
I knew He was teaching me, sanctifying me. Painful though it was, I longed to be refined and 
shaped into a woman of faith. I knew it was only by trial and tribulation that I would get there. 

I spent the morning at Kaveen’s house helping her family bake bread in an oval-shaped stone 
oven they kept out back behind the shed. The process was rigorous and involved a high 
probability of getting burned – but we all wore gloves, and my job was limited to stacking the 
round flakes of bread as they cooled, not sticking my hand into the oven like Kaveen’s mother. 
We had such a good time that Kaveen’s two cousins made me promise to continue visiting them 
after Kaveen left. Their English wasn’t great, but I didn’t care. I loved being with them, and it 
occurred to me I might as well start learning Shari so that I’d know how to say a thing or two 
when and if God provided the opportunity to go. 



At home I puttered around in the kitchen, searched for a snack. My dad had left a note on the 
refrigerator: Gone golfing with Charlie. Be back by lunch. I smiled at the note and prayed silently 
that one of these days my dad would wake up and give his life to Jesus. 

I’d just finished my yogurt pack when the doorbell rang. The sound of it jolted through me like 
lightning, and I froze in place, my heart leaping and twisting as if it knew that this, right here, 
was the moment of truth. 

I left my carton of yogurt on the counter, metal spoon sticking out, knocking it over onto its side 
so that it couldn’t roll away. I moved into the hallway, suddenly confused and scared and 
nervous all at once, though I had no idea why. All I knew was that I dreaded the moment Nate 
would confirm with his own mouth that he was leaving me…and even more than that, I dreaded 
the moment he would finally walk out of my life. 

I swung the door open bravely. Nate stood before me, tall and striking, though his presence was 
somewhat less composed than I’d expected. His hair was unruly, his eyes wide and bloodshot as 
though he hadn’t slept at all, and he couldn’t keep still. He brushed past me into the house 
without so much as a hello, then turned around as I closed the door. 

“Ally, what in the world were you thinking?” The question burst out at once, tight and raw with 
exasperation. 

“Um…” I shook beneath his incisive gaze, unsure what to say. 

“You can’t live with my mother!” he exclaimed; and then, without waiting for a response, turned 
and paced into the living room. 

The last time I’d seen him this agitated was when he’d been ranting about church hypocrites. 
And while the present situation didn’t seem the least bit comparable to that, I did have the insight 
to understand why he was so upset. He took a great deal of pride in fulfilling his responsibilities, 
and now that I’d pulled one out from under his feet, he didn’t know how to deal with it. 

I’d prayed all last night for strength, and had begun this day fully intending to stick to the plan. I 
would not waver, would not let him talk me out of it. I was resolved to stand firm no matter what 
he threw at me. So, squaring my shoulders, I drew in a breath and followed him into the living 
room, prepared to argue if necessary. 

“Why not?” I asked calmly, stopping beside my dad’s lazy boy chair and resting a hand on its 
leather back. 

Nate spun around to face me. “Because…she’s…” He searched for words, his tongue seemingly 
tied to the roof of his mouth. “She’s not your responsibility. She’s mine. She might seem okay to 
you when you talk to her, but she’s not okay. She has these mood swings and she gets really 
depressed. She’s not always in a frame of mind to be taking care of a baby. You don’t want to 
deal with all that.” 



“Yes, I do. Your mom is special to me.” 

Nate grimaced, and ran a hand through his hair. “I know she is, Al, but I can’t let you take on 
this burden. You don’t understand how hard it will be.” 

“I’m not afraid of hard things.” I frowned at him, hoping I looked sufficiently offended that he 
would take me seriously. “You can’t talk me out of this, no matter how hard you try. I want to do 
this.” 

Nate drew up short and looked at me, his brow tight with indecision, his expression unraveling. 
He looked so undone I began to wonder if even he knew what he was feeling or what he wanted 
anymore. For a long moment he simply gazed at me, disbelieving, and then he seemed to release 
some heavy burden as he let out a soft breath. “But…why?” 

I drew my hands up to rub my arms, for they had suddenly gone cold and stiff. My strength 
began to ebb, but I turned to the Lord, searched for His direction, plead for His guidance. And 
He was right there, giving me the words I needed. 

“Because you don’t belong here, that’s why.” I spoke softly, ardently. “I can see it in your eyes, 
Nate. You’re not happy here. We both know it. You weren’t born to be a pastor, or a scholar, or 
a musician. You were born to take the good news to the Shar people. Acts twenty-six, right?” My 
throat tightened, and I felt my voice straining against the words. “So go to Sharghistan. Live out 
the life God’s called you to live. I’ll take care of your mom.” 

Nate stared down at me, wholly stricken, his eyes wide with awe. Something in his expression 
had vanished while I spoke – and all the concern, the tension, the will to argue his point – all of it 
was gone, replaced instead by a look so unguarded and tender I was sure I would burst into tears 
right then. 

“I can’t believe you would do this for me,” he breathed, stepping forward. 

I turned away from him so he wouldn’t see my grief. I knew if he had the vaguest inkling of it, 
he would refuse to take what I was offering him. So I forced myself to be composed, and faced 
the window that looked out over the front yard. A robin hobbled about in the grass, searching for 
worms and bugs, and a whirl of wind blew an empty plastic water bottle across the driveway. 

At last I felt calm, and spoke with renewed determination. “When are you leaving?” 

Nate sauntered up beside me, hands stuffed in his pockets. He didn’t answer for a long time, and 
my skin began to tingle beneath the quiet intensity of his presence. “My mom bought me a plane 
ticket for this evening,” he said at length. “Training starts tomorrow.” 

This evening. He was leaving this evening. I’d known it all along, but somehow hearing it out 
loud made everything seem devastatingly final. I dug deep, forcing myself not to cry. 



“Just say the word and I won’t go.” Nate’s voice pulled me out of my inner storm. “I’ll stay here. 
I’ll take care of my mom. You don’t have to do it.” 

Of course he would say I didn’t have to do it. Of course he would release me from any sort of 
obligation. I’d known he would, and I’d known I would have to fight to convince him not to stay. 
What I hadn’t known was that I would have to tear my own heart out in the process. 

The moment of truth was upon me, and I hated that temptation dangled so close. All I had to do 
was tell him not to go, and he would stay. I’d wake up tomorrow and we’d go to church together, 
perhaps get a bite to eat afterwards, and life would go on as usual. It would be so easy… 

Except nothing was easy anymore, and I was deluding myself if I believed that. If Nate stayed, I 
would go, and there would be no sweet confession, no sweeping me off my feet, no wedding 
bells and happily ever afters. No matter which turn I made, it seemed that having Nate the way I 
truly wanted him was unattainable. And in the end I knew I didn’t want what I wanted. I wanted 
what God wanted, and for now, He’d shown me clearly what that was. 

I faced Nate, gazing up at him with strength and serenity and love – and the conviction that I was 
following the Lord with all my heart. “God told me to do this,” I said with confidence, “and I 
can’t disobey Him.” 

Nate stared at me wordlessly, his jaw working, his eyes gleaming with the faint sheen of tears. 
“You have no idea what this means to me.” He swallowed, looked briefly away. “I’ve been 
praying all week that if God wanted me to go, He would send someone to take care of my mom. 
I just never thought it would be you.” 

“I can do it.” 

“I know you can.” He forced a somber smile. “I wouldn’t trust her more with anyone else.” 

My cheeks warmed under his frank, approving gaze. Neither of us moved, and with each passing 
moment it became increasingly difficult to look at him, for the lines of his face were growing 
ever softer and more affectionate. 

“Why is this so hard, hmm?” Nate wondered, his voice breaking. “I never wanted things to turn 
out this way. I never wanted to leave you like this.” 

Impulsively he stepped forward and caught me up into his arms. My hands came up around his 
neck and I hugged him tightly, desperately, afraid to let him go, afraid that if I did all my dreams 
would never come true. It was useless to pretend I didn’t want to cry, so I let the tears fall, let the 
sobs shake my shoulders. Nate pressed his chin against my hair, and every now and then, I 
thought I felt him shaking, too. 

Oh, why wouldn’t God just tell him to marry me? I had long since stopped believing he had no 
feelings for me, but I knew it wasn’t enough. He needed God to tell him, and until then, all the 



feelings in the world weren’t powerful enough to change his mind. He was first and foremost a 
bondservant of Christ. 

I supposed I wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. 

At length I shifted back and glanced up at Nate. “So…is this goodbye?” 

His hands were still at my back, and he held me just close enough I had to consciously refrain 
from thinking about it. A moment later he too seemed to sense the danger of it and released me, 
though the lingering feel of him was still enough to make my heart pound. 

“My plane leaves at seven-thirty. I haven’t packed yet, but…we still have a few hours.” He 
watched me earnestly, half smiling. “If you could go anywhere in Crystal Grove right now, 
where would you go?” 

I didn’t even have to think about my answer. “Right here, Nate. With you.” 

His smile faded, and it seemed for a moment that he wrestled with himself, tried to convince 
himself he was doing the right thing. It was a long time before he found his voice, and even then 
it came out in a bare whisper. “Me, too.” 

Somehow in that moment all my fears and hurts were swept away, and I felt the peace of God 
once again. Trust Me, I felt Him saying. Trust Me. 

So I did. 

Nate and I packed cold grilled cheese sandwiches for lunch and went to the park to enjoy the 
beautiful day. We walked along the trails until we found a picnic table, and there stopped to eat. 
A parched little stream gurgled on the far side of the path, and sunbeams slanted down on us 
through the treetops. Many locals were out today, rambunctious little kids and yappy dogs in 
tow. The sun beat down mercilessly, but under the shade of the trees there was blessed relief, and 
the open atmosphere was relaxing. 

“Do you remember the time we played Frisbee out here and I hit you in the eye?” I asked, biting 
into my grilled cheese sandwich. 

Nate winced, as if the memory still hurt. “I was tying my shoe, Ally. You could’ve waited two 
more seconds.” 

“I couldn’t help it. You know how I get with a Frisbee in my hand.” I reached for my bottled 
water. “And you need to work on your reflexes.” 

Nate rolled his eyes. “I could have been hospitalized.” 

“You’re so dramatic. It barely swelled up.” 



“Barely?” He laughed softly. “I almost failed a Greek final because I couldn’t read my exam.” 

“Oh, good grief,” I exclaimed, calling his bluff. “You graduated with a 4.0.” 

After lunch we walked leisurely through the trails, talking about Jackie and her baby and 
apartments, about church, about God – everything but the fact that he was leaving. It was 
something we’d learned to do well – to amuse ourselves with surface talk to avoid the underlying 
suffering. And while I knew neither of us would admit to it, I also knew we both understood 
exactly what we were doing. It wasn’t pretending so much as trying to move on, trying to find 
joy in all things, to make the most of what God had given us. 

And for those brief moments in time I could pretend we were kids again, without a care in the 
world, lost in the simple joy of sweet companionship. If only we could’ve walked along those 
trails forever. 

But time ran away. Before I felt that even a half hour had passed, it was three o’clock, and Nate 
admitted he had a lot of packing to do with very little time to do it. I knew we’d pushed the clock 
far enough as it was, but even so I longed to beg for just another ten minutes, just one more walk 
around one more bend… 

We walked back to the parking lot instead, the frivolous banter gone, replaced instead by heavy 
silence. We’d almost reached the end of the trail when a sudden thought grabbed me, and I 
stopped. I hadn’t realized until now that I had yet to tell Nate of my calling to Sharghistan, and 
while I knew the timing was all wrong, and that it might throw everything into turmoil, I also 
knew I couldn’t let him go until I’d told him everything. It had to be now. 

“Is something wrong?” Nate turned to me, concern lighting his eyes. 

“No, but…” I hesitated, wondering if I should just keep silent after all. But I knew I couldn’t 
keep this from him, no matter how much I dreaded revealing it. “I…I have to tell you 
something.” 

“Sure.” 

I glanced down at my tennis shoes, unable to look him in the face lest I meet with something 
terrible there. “I think God wants me to go to Sharghistan,” I blurted out, and then, as if freed 
from some great burden, I found the strength to look up. 

Nate stared at me wordlessly, his expression at first confused, then increasingly astonished. As 
the first lines of wonder appeared on his face, I felt the sudden need to explain myself. 

“It’s been coming on ever since I met Kaveen,” I explained hurriedly. “I’ve grown to love her so 
much, her and her whole family. And ever since Galiva died, I haven’t been able to get the Shars 
out of my mind. God’s opened my eyes to see how broken they are, how much they need Jesus. I 
never in a million years thought He would call me to go, but now…now I have to go to them.” I 
paused awkwardly, waiting for Nate to say something. When he didn’t, I felt my face blushing, 



my embarrassment deepening. “Well…I know I’m not the right sort of person to do something 
like this, and I know I haven’t been overseas before, so I don’t know what I’m getting into. In 
fact, it’s probably crazy that I should even think of it when I’m a horrible evangelist, and –” 

“Ally.” Nate cut me off with a word, his eyes never leaving mine, a slow smile spreading over 
his face. “I think this is wonderful.” 

“You do?” I squeaked. 

Nate’s smile stretched wider as he slid a hand through his hair. “I have to admit, I didn’t know 
what would happen when I introduced you to Kaveen, but I’ve always secretly hoped you would 
be called to this work. I’m actually kind of surprised, and amazed…and I can hardly think what 
this means…” He trailed off, his thoughts racing faster than he could speak, his movement 
becoming animated as he considered my new revelation. 

My breath quickened, and I wondered fleetingly if Cheyenne hadn’t been right after all, if now 
that Nate knew my heart for Sharghistan, he would cast aside all else and ask me to spend the 
rest of my life with him. I thought he must surely be contemplating it, for the way his eyes lit up 
and he seemed renewed with hope. 

“Ally, this is perfect,” he mused, pacing half circles around me. “The team that I’m leading next 
month, they’re all short-termers. It’s mostly a training experience, although our goal is ultimately 
to plant fellowships. I don’t know if they’d take someone else on last minute, but I’m sure we 
could work something out, and –“ 

“No, wait,” I interrupted, my mind spinning, frustration uncoiling inside me. “That’s not what I 
wanted. I can’t do that. I don’t want to do that.” 

“Why not?” Nate wondered, too swept up in his own ideas to hear the desperation in my voice. 
“You would love my agency. They have decades of experience in the Middle East, great training 
programs, and a deep understanding of what it means to be led by the Spirit – and just think, 
wouldn’t it be amazing if we could work together?” 

His words, awful but not unexpected, were like a single hand that reached inside of me and 
clenched itself around my heart. Time after time I had let my hopes rise, only to be disappointed 
in the end. I’d been right to believe nothing would change Nate’s mind, that even if I told him 
about my calling he’d still get on the plane tonight and leave, and we’d be as we always were. 
Cheyenne didn’t know him the way I did. She thought that just because we had the same calling, 
all our problems would be over. She didn’t understand that for Nate it was only a question of 
whether or not God wanted him to be single. There were no other deciding factors. That I wanted 
to go to Sharghistan, too – that was just another crazy temptation added on to all the rest. 

Because apparently God didn’t think we struggled enough. 

I was about to open my mouth and sputter out some lame excuse for why I couldn’t join his 
team, when suddenly Nate’s eyes clouded, and he drew to a stop before me. “Ally,” he said, his 



voice gone cold and dry, “you can’t take care of my mother. You need to pursue this. You need 
to do what God is calling you to do. I’ll figure something else out, I promise, but if you’re not 
letting me stay here because of her, I’m not letting you, either.” 

“No, it’s not the same thing,” I insisted. My brain hurt from all the shifting emotions, all the 
instability, the flitting back and forth. “Your plane is leaving in four hours. You have to go; you 
have to lead this team. I’m just starting out. I have so many decisions to make, so many things to 
learn. It could be months, maybe years, before everything falls into place. It only makes sense 
that you should go now, and I should stay. Don’t be foolish, Nate. God’s answered your prayers 
already – I’ll take care of her.” 

Again he marveled at my words. “Ally…” 

“Please just accept that I will follow God in His own perfect timing. I never wanted to make this 
hard for you. I’m only telling you now because you’re my best friend, and because you deserve 
to know.” 

For a moment Nate writhed with indecision. I saw the conflict in his eyes, saw the 
confusion…and then, amazingly, a new look came over his face, one pained in a different way, 
and overflowing with feeling. “What is God doing here?” he murmured, shaking his head. “Why 
does He reveal one more piece of the puzzle, so that I begin to think I can finally see the whole 
picture, and then take another piece away, so that I doubt? Nothing ever falls into place, and even 
when I think it does, He’s still standing in the middle of it, holding up His hand, saying ‘no.’ 
Why does He test me so?” 

I could hardly follow everything Nate was saying, could hardly presume to understand what he 
meant, but then, before I could draw breath to question him, he seemed to be captured 
completely by the Spirit of God. Unwavering, steady calm came over his face, and his eyes took 
on that lovely shine of strength and conviction that had kept him anchored his whole life. 

“Perhaps I’ve never until this moment had to truly surrender,” he mused quietly, reverently. 
“Until now the path was so clear, because I’ve always known God wanted me to go to 
Sharghistan, and I couldn’t even entertain the thought of doing anything else. But now that you 
long to go there, too –“ He paused, reaching boldly for my hands to take them in his own, “the 
path is just that much harder. I think I’d have to give up entirely if I wasn’t convinced that God 
works all things for good according to His sovereign plan.” 

I reveled in the feel of Nate’s hands around my own, warm and strong, and strangely comforting. 
He’d said nothing I didn’t already know to be true, but somehow hearing him say it confirmed 
for me that the choice God was putting into my own heart was the same choice He had put into 
Nate’s. It was so simple: God, or each other. And neither of us was willing to turn away from 
God. 

“’Delight yourself in the Lord,’” Nate quoted softly, “’and He will give you the desires of your 
heart. Commit your way to the Lord; trust in Him, and He will act. Be still before the Lord and 
wait patiently for Him.’ Sometimes I think that’s the hardest part, Al – trusting and living in 



faithful obedience while we wait for God to work. We just have to take the next step ahead of us, 
and give the rest to Him.” 

Yes, it was true. It was hard to wait on Him, to trust Him even when we couldn’t see the end. I 
took comfort in knowing God would act, that He would give me all the desires of my heart, even 
if I didn’t know what they were right now. 

“Ally,” Nate whispered, drawing one hand away from mine to touch my cheek, to brush back a 
strand of hair behind my ear. Goosebumps danced on my arms. “We never know how God might 
work. Maybe one day…” He stopped, tried to collect himself though his eyes now welled with 
tears. “Promise me you’ll consider going with my agency. My mom won’t need your help 
forever, and…and when you’re free, it would be amazing if I could serve over there with you. 
Promise me you’ll at least consider it?” 

I sighed softly. What else could I say? “I promise.” 

He drove me back to my house. The ride was silent, grave, touching on realms of melancholy. 
But I felt that we had come to a place of understanding. I felt that I was ready to let him go, that 
God had suddenly given me the strength to do it. Everything was falling into place, just as I had 
prayed it would. 

Nate walked me to my door and we stood outside on the porch, awkwardly, unsure of what to do 
next. There was nothing left to say – nothing that hadn’t already been said or couldn’t ever be 
said. So I simply looked up at him, memorizing every line of his beautiful face, every curl of his 
crazy hair, every spark of emotion that lit his eyes. I would never forget the way he made me feel 
when he looked at me, as if, with all that trust and admiration behind me, I could do anything. 

“Can I go with you to the airport?” 

His jaw clenched as he looked down at me. “I think it’s better if you don’t.” 

I knew what he meant, and I felt my eyes burning, my heart breaking. “I’ll miss you.” 

Nate tried to speak, but couldn’t, and so drew me once more into his arms. I drank in the 
moment, savoring his nearness and the solidness of his shoulders, the rhythm of his strong 
heartbeat, the way he made me feel alive. I wished he would hold me like that forever… 

“I never would have gotten this far without you, Al,” Nate whispered in my hair. “You deserve 
everything. I wish I had everything to give you.” 

I tilted my head up to look at him. “You already gave me everything. You gave me Jesus Christ. 
And even after you’re gone, He’ll still be with me.” 

Moved beyond what he could express, Nate took my face in his hands and pressed a firm kiss to 
my forehead. My breath caught and my stomach cart-wheeled, and I couldn’t for a moment 
fathom why he’d done such a thing. I felt the heat radiating from his kiss, felt my cheeks 



blushing red. Then his lips moved to my ear, sending little ripples of goosebumps rushing down 
my spine. 

“Eshta va ley,” he whispered, with trembling earnestness. Then he stepped fully and completely 
away, and retreated across the lawn to his car. 

I couldn’t watch him leave. I dropped to my knees on the porch and buried my face in my hands, 
tears suddenly spilling out onto my cheeks. It was done. The moment of truth had come and 
gone, and now I had nothing left to do but cling to God. 

In those solitary, unforgettable moments, something remarkable happened to me. A Bible 
passage came to mind, one I had memorized years ago but hadn’t recalled in a long time, and 
certainly had never expected to remember again in its entirety. But the words came, as if God 
Himself was speaking to me. 

In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been 

distressed by various trials, so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than gold which 

is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at 

the revelation of Jesus Christ; and though you have not seen Him, you love Him, and though you 

do not see Him now, but believe in Him, you greatly rejoice with joy inexpressible and full of 

glory, obtaining as the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls. 

I understood, more than I ever had before, why God had sent me on this crazy journey with Nate. 
It was all about proving my faith – and perhaps Nate’s, too – and in this I could greatly rejoice, 
because faith in Jesus Christ was the most glorious experience in life. I acknowledged to myself 
that if God had told Nate to wait on Him, then I must do likewise, because there was still more 
He wanted to teach us both in the meantime. 

In this, I found my rest. 

I sat there on my porch steps, crying now with joy at what God had revealed to me. And then, 
slowly, a phrase interrupted my thoughts, replaying itself over and over again with startling 
clarity and persistence. Eshta va ley. Eshta va ley. I knew it was Shari, and I knew I’d heard it 
before somewhere, but I couldn’t quite place it… 

Then Kaveen’s face came to mind, and I heard her saying the words just as she had that day 
when she’d told me she was leaving. Like kindling suddenly lit by fire, the meaning behind those 
words became clear to me, and my breath rushed out of me so forcefully I thought I might not be 
able to breathe ever again. 

I love you. 

That’s what he’d said to me. For a moment I didn’t dare to believe it, but then I thought about the 
way he had kissed my forehead and whispered those words into my ear, and it occurred to me 
that for him it had been the only safe way to express himself. He knew as well as I did that the 
line between friendship and love could be easily blurred, and easily misunderstood. Careless 



words were often the deepest to hurt. And Nate had been so careful in this way, that I knew he 
must not have expected me to know what the phrase meant at all. 

But I did know, and it was a parting gift more precious than any other he could have given me. 
He had left loving me, and somehow it gave me hope that he would return loving me, and that 
one day, if I prayed ceaselessly, and believed in the goodness of God, He would do a miracle for 
us. 

I went into my house rejoicing. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Later that evening, long after I had changed into my pajamas and curled up in my bed with my 
Bible in hand, the doorbell rang. For a fleeting, panicked moment, I wondered if it was Nate, 
deciding not to leave after all. What if God had changed his mind over the course of the evening, 
and he’d come back for me? 

“Ally! Door’s for you!” my dad hollered from the living room. 

I jumped out of bed and flew down the hallway. I opened the door, not certain what I would find 
behind it, and when at last I saw who it was, astonishment glued my feet to the floor so that it 
was impossible to move. 

“Jessi?” I squeaked, staring at her incredulously. 

She looked back at me tearfully, her hazel eyes so full of remorse and repentance I found it hard 
to believe she was the same person who had stormed out of my house in a fury weeks ago. My 
feet finally coming unglued, I stepped forward and threw my arms around her, overwhelmed 
with joy and thanksgiving that she had come back to me. 

“Ally,” she whimpered, clutching me tightly, “I’ve been doing things my own way for a long 
time. It never works. I always mess up.” She sniffed twice, then drew back to look at me. “I want 
the kind of faith you have in God. I used to think you were a really naïve person, that you didn’t 
know anything about life…but you’re the only true friend I’ve got, and I realized that everything 
you’ve said to me over the years has been the only truth I’ve ever heard.” She smiled shyly, half 
embarrassed, half hoping I would understand. “I want to follow Jesus. I want to trust Him the 
way you do. Will you help me?” 

Sweeter words I had never heard from her lips. My soul erupted into a frenzy of delight, so great 
and powerful I could hardly contain it. “Of course, Jessi! Of course!” 

I hugged her fiercely. Then a rush of childish joy overtook her, and she grabbed my arms and 
spun me around in circles, laughing with the release and freedom of it all. 



It was funny how God worked sometimes. The man I loved had just walked out of my life, but a 
brand new child of God had just entered it. God knew what He was doing. He always did. 

I just needed to trust Him. 

---ooo--- 

Isaiah 26:3 “You will keep in perfect peace…” 

Psalm 37:4-5,7 “Delight yourself in the Lord…” 

1 Peter 1:6-9 “In this you greatly rejoice…” 

 
Chapter 57: Dreaming 

 

---Chapter Fifty-Seven: Dreaming--- 

September, 2005 

“’By the word of the Lord the heavens were made, and by the breath of His mouth all their host. 
He gathers the waters of the sea together as a heap; He lays up the deeps in storehouses. Let all 
the earth fear the Lord; let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of Him. For He spoke, 
and it was done; He commanded, and it stood fast.’” 

The words floated from my lips in quiet reverence as I read aloud from Psalm 33. The morning 
was foggy and beautiful, with a strong, warm breeze drifting up from the Floridian coast. I sat 
back in my rocking chair and breathed deeply, inhaling the salty tang of the ocean and the sand 
and the rocks. Everything seemed altogether perfect, and I could hardly contain my own intense 
appreciation for the world around me – the world God had so wisely and beautifully created just 
so that man could look upon it and think of Him. 

“‘Many, O Lord my God, are the wonders which You have done, and your thoughts toward us,’” 
quoted a low, husky voice from somewhere behind me. “‘There is none to compare with You. If 
I would declare and speak of them, they would be too numerous to count.’” 

I felt his lips on the base of my neck right above my collar bone, and shivered with delight. 
“Nate…” 

“You’re up early this morning.” He kissed my ear. 

“It’s after twelve, silly. You’ve already slept half the day away.” Not that I blamed him; after all, 
our sleeping schedule had been dramatically interrupted this week. It was a miracle I’d managed 
to get out of bed at ten that morning, though I certainly hadn’t accomplished much since then. I 
hadn’t even changed out of my pajamas – one of Nate’s oversized T-shirts that came to mid-



thigh. I loved the feel of it, and the faint scent of his cologne, and the way he seemed closer 
whenever I wore it. 

“Hmm,” Nate murmured against my ear. “That must be why I’m hungry.” 

“Go eat something then.” 

“There’s no food in the cabinets. Or the refrigerator.” 

“That’s not my fault.” I waved a hand at him, playfully trying to shoo him away. “You’re the one 
who’s been distracting me since we got here.” 

As if to prove my very words, Nate stroked the locks of hair away from my forehead and kissed 
it. 

“Good grief, how am I supposed to study God’s Word with you slobbering all over me?” I tilted 
my chin up to look at him sternly. 

“Slobbering?” He bent and planted kisses all over my face. “Who’s slobbering?” 

I was laughing now, practically giddy with the newness and intensity of his touch. “No…stop 
it…” 

“Come inside.” 

I shook my head, still laughing, my heart welling up with a thousand wonderful feelings too 
impossible to describe. 

“I didn’t bring you out here to share you with the beach and the seagulls,” Nate argued, drawing 
back slightly to gaze at me with silent admonition. “Maybe we should’ve spent the week in 
North Dakota. That would keep you inside.” 

“Nate, I’m reading the Bible. Go away.” I pushed him gently back, my efforts half-hearted at 
best, for I knew I couldn’t resist him. 

“Come with me and I’ll quote any verse you want to hear.” He pulled the leather book from my 
lap and turned my chair around to face him, his arms braced on either side of me as he lowered 
his head toward mine. “‘You have captivated my heart, my sister, my bride; you have captivated 
my heart with one glance of your eyes…’” 

Sometimes his love overwhelmed me. I wrapped my arms around his neck, and he lifted me from 
the chair and carried me inside. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 



A low, groggy moan escaped my lips as my eyes fluttered open. A smile slowly bloomed on my 
face, though I wasn’t quite sure why, and I felt for a moment as if life itself had surpassed all my 
loftiest expectations. Rolling onto my side, I reached out to touch Nate, desperate to be near 
him… 

But he wasn’t there. 

I sat up fast, searching the room for him, terrified that something might have happened to him 
while I slept. For a moment I was lost in a whirlwind of disorientation – until I realized I was not 
in a beach house on the Floridian coastline, but in my two-bedroom apartment in downtown 
Crystal Grove. A wave of profound sadness swept through my soul, and I was forced to 
acknowledge once again that I had dreamed myself into another world of existence, one I longed 
for but was increasingly doubtful I would ever have. 

I kicked the lightweight yellow sheets off my bed, exposing my bare feet to the cool September 
air. I didn’t know what was going on, but this was the fourth time this week I’d had a vivid 
dream about marrying Nate. Every time it happened I was convinced the dream was real, and 
could not bear to accept, upon waking, that my mind had been deceiving me. The crazy part was 
that the feelings the dreams evoked lingered on into the day, teasing me, taunting me, making me 
wish I had never woken up. At first I had credited it to the devil, the great tempter, thinking he 
meant to test my faith; but as the days went by I began to wonder if it wasn’t God who was 
trying to speak to me. Maybe He was convicting me of sin, reminding me that thinking too much 
about Nate was counterproductive and painful – as evidenced by heaviness that now pressed 
against my heart. Best to just let it all go. 

A quick glance at my alarm clock informed me it was nearing seven a.m., and I had to be at work 
in an hour and a half. Today I was scheduled to meet with the director of the local food pantry to 
see how I might organize a small-scale, faith-based food drive. Then this afternoon I was off to 
UNCA to meet up with some Shar students I’d been tutoring in English. 

The latter sufficiently stoked my interest that I found the energy to roll out of bed and head for 
the shower. After learning a fair amount of Shari from Kaveen’s cousins, I’d finally gotten brave 
enough to seek out Shar students on the UNCA campus. In so doing God had opened up to me a 
whole community of Shars who had welcomed me into their group with warmth and enthusiasm. 
Hanging out with them and experiencing their culture had quickly become one of the highlights 
of my week. 

So had my regular phone conversations with Nate. We’d fallen into a comfortable routine, kept 
up a lively, active friendship. On the phone it was easier to be platonic, and I might have thought 
I was actually getting along fine without him, if it hadn’t been for the tears that inexplicably 
welled up in my eyes every time I had to say goodbye and hang up, regardless of how cheerful 
the conversation had been. 

This week, however, we’d only spoken briefly. He hadn’t called me yesterday for some reason or 
other, even though Wednesday was our usual time to catch up, and when we’d talked on Sunday 
he’d been tired and distracted – not surprising, considering he’d been cooped up at the visa office 



all day trying to get a year’s extension on his visa. We’d skipped days before, so I had no 
legitimate reason to worry, except that this time he wasn’t answering my emails, either. I figured 
he was probably busy, and tried not to think about it too much, but there was that tiny twisting of 
my heart that ached with the thought something might be seriously wrong. 

Forcing myself to put away such imaginings, I ventured into the kitchen to fix myself a bowl of 
oatmeal topped with fresh banana slices. I sat down at the table and reached for my Bible, 
opening it to Philippians where I’d left off reading yesterday. Joy filled up inside me to read the 
words, and my heart caught as I came to chapter two, verse nine: God highly exalted Christ, and 

bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee 

will bow, of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and that every tongue 

will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. 

The last year had been an incredible journey of discovery for me. I had thrown myself into a 
passionate study of Scripture, my faith growing as I began to understand with increasing depth 
and clarity God’s heart for the nations. His ultimate goal wasn’t to bring about world peace, or to 
shower the world with the blessings of good things, or even – at a foundational level – to cast 
away all evil. God’s heart for the nations was that every soul would bow down before Him and 
worship the name of Jesus Christ, all for the sake of His glory. 

For months now I’d been having visions of God’s transforming work in the world, among the 
people groups, among the Shars. I could hardly reconcile the softening of my heart with what it 
had once been, except to credit it all to God’s amazing grace. Whatever I had once believed, I 
knew now that if my life was not spent working toward this vision of God’s glory among the 
nations, it would be a life wasted. 

Funny how I’d come to the same conclusion Nate had reached years ago, the moment he had 
walked out of my life. 

“Ally, Ally, look what I found!” Kali’s high-pitched voice tore me away from my thoughts, and I 
swiveled in my chair to look down at her. She grinned proudly and giggled as she held out her 
finger toward my face. A little red and black ladybug crawled all over her thumb. “He tickles.” 

“He’s a very pretty ladybug,” I said, taking her hand in mine and pulling it closer for inspection. 
“Where did you find him?” 

“On the window. His name is Sticky.” 

“Sticky?” I laughed at the name, amused by Kali’s odd mix of creativity and randomness. “Why 
Sticky?” 

Kali huffed, as if annoyed that I didn’t understand right away, when the reasoning behind the 
ladybug’s name should have been obvious. “Because he was stuck on the window and he 
wouldn’t come off, duh.” 

Of course. The logic of a five-year-old. 



“Kali? Where’d you run off to this time?” Jessi’s voice echoed from the far end of the hallway. 
The soft patter of her footfalls and the swish of a long skirt could be heard as she approached. 
“You forgot to put on your other sock.” She paused just inside the doorway beside the bubbling 
fish tank, one hand on her hip, the other raised and holding a pink sock. 

“I found a ladybug,” Kali explained. 

Jessi rolled her eyes and glanced at me with a knowing grin, for Kali always conveniently found 
something to distract herself when she was getting ready for school. “All right. Put the ladybug 
in a jar and then come get your sock. We have to leave in ten minutes.” 

Kali trotted around the island to fish for a plastic Tupperware container in the cabinets. Jessi 
sank into the chair across from me, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “What’re you up to today? 
Got anything fun planned tonight?” 

I laughed at the insinuation that I did anything fun at night, except to busy myself with church 
activities and to study language with Kaveen’s cousin Jia. “Nope. But I’ll probably head over to 
Studio7 and play the piano for a while. You?” 

Jessi groaned, obviously thinking about the classes she was taking in hopes of becoming an EGK 
technician. “I’ve got a ton of homework in Dr. Hill’s class. It’s only the fourth week of school, 
and already I think I’m gonna die. I tell you, if I can survive another semester with her, I can 
survive anything.” 

“That’s the spirit,” I encouraged, eyes dancing. 

A crash of pots and pans in the kitchen drew Jessi’s attention around to her daughter, and she 
sighed wearily. “Kali, just put the ladybug somewhere and come get your sock.” 

“But I want to show Sticky my bug book,” Kali protested, her head popping around the corner of 
the island. 

“Your bug book is in the laundry hamper where you threw it last night,” Jessi reminded her, then 
added to me, in a softer tone, “though why she thinks it’s in with the pots and pans, I have no 
idea.” 

Kali stared at her mother blankly, confusion drawing her eyebrows together – and then, 
remembering where she’d last left her bug book, she grinned sheepishly. “Oh, yeah.” 

I watched Kali trot off to the bathroom, thinking how dear she had become to me since Jessi had 
moved in last month. The new arrangement was a blessing from God, since Jackie and her baby 
boy had moved back to Arkansas. Jackie preferred to start her life over again somewhere else 
and leave Mason behind, a decision that everyone had fully supported, even Nate. 

And so I’d been alone for a month until the lease on Jessi’s apartment had expired, and then 
she’d taken over Jackie’s old space. Despite the troubles and inconveniences of living with a 



five-year-old, and being frequently imposed upon to babysit, the arrangement was infinitely 
preferred to living alone – and living with a baby who cried all night. 

Not that I didn’t love Jonathan Mitchell McCartney, or see in his dark baby eyes the same happy 
gleam I’d often found in Nate’s. But he sure could holler up a storm, and with those lungs, it was 
a miracle anyone in the apartment complex had managed to sleep at night. 

After Jessi and Kali left for school, I finished my Bible study, prayed, and got ready for work. 
Before leaving I checked my email, just to see if Nate had written. He hadn’t – but I did have an 
email from one of my Shar friends at UNCA, asking if I was still coming out this afternoon, 
because she needed help on her history report. 

Trying to stifle my disappointment, I threw on a pair of flat-soled dress shoes to go with my 
black slacks and the lightweight, form-fitting blue sweater Jessi had bought me last year for 
Christmas. Then I grabbed my car keys and an apple to eat later, and headed out. 

The work day flew by with its usual vigor – faced-paced and productive, just the way I liked it. 
My Shar friends and I had a late lunch together on campus, then spent the afternoon in the library 
working on homework. I didn’t mind, for inevitably our conversations turned to interesting, 
unrelated topics, such that the homework got pushed aside and allowed relationships to bloom. 
At times we even broke off into Shari and forgot to practice English altogether. I always came 
away from those meetings refreshed and joyful. 

I returned to Crystal Grove in time to share a quick spaghetti dinner with Kali and Jessi, and 
afterward drove out to Studio7. It had taken lots of lobbying and hard work, but I’d finally 
garnered the church’s support in purchasing the office space next to Starbucks, for the purpose of 
refurbishing it into a snazzy new Studio twice the size of what we’d had at church. Hip and 
modern, but conservative in terms of entertainment, the new Studio7 had boomed with college 
students and young adults since its grand opening back in June. I was tremendously proud of it – 
not because I’d worked the place into existence, but because already I saw the way it was 
drawing people to Christ. 

The place was bustling when I arrived at eight o’clock, and I headed straight for the café, 
weaving my way around tall red and black tables packed with noisy students. I sat down next to 
a young girl with green eyes and glasses, giving her a friendly hello and asking if this was her 
first time to visit. It was, and we chatted about her classes at the community college for a few 
minutes before I took her over to a table and introduced her to a few of the regulars. Satisfied 
that she’d been warmly welcomed and had made important contacts, I returned to the café and 
ordered an iced tea. 

Though one of the new employees had taken my order, it was Cheyenne who returned from the 
kitchen with my glass. She wore a red apron splotched with flour and oatmeal, which meant she 
was baking cookies, and her hair was drawn back in a loose French braid. She slid the iced tea 
across the counter toward me, leaning forward on her elbows to chat. 

“Hey, boss. How’s it going?” she drawled cheerfully. 



I rolled my eyes. “Good grief, stop calling me boss. It’s not like I pay you.” 

“I know, but every time you walk in the doors I feel like I ought to salute or something.” She 
lifted a hand to her forehead with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. 

I smiled at her, amused and flattered by her deference. “How was work today?” 

“Long.” Cheyenne sighed into her hands, chin resting on her palms. “I had a difficult client. 
Kelly pawned her off on me because she says I’m more patient – but after today, I think my 
patience is going to check itself at the door.” 

Cheyenne had taken a new job two months ago with the same wedding planning company that 
had helped her coordinate her own special day. It was a perfect use of her skills, interests, and 
temperament. Most days she raved about how fantastic her job was, how she’d never done 
anything so fun and rewarding in her life – but every now and then her boss would show up in a 
bad mood and throw the whole operation into a nosedive. Today had apparently been one of 
those days. 

“I hope tomorrow is better,” I encouraged, lifting my glass to my lips. “And you really don’t 
have to keep working here if it’s stressing you out.” 

Cheyenne waved a bracelet-clad hand in the air. “Are you kidding? This is my favorite place in 
the world. It’s where I belong. And speaking of where people belong, have you told Nate yet that 
you’ve been accepted to go to candidate training in October?” 

I frowned at the question, for Cheyenne never missed an opportunity to bring it up, and refused 
to see my logic no matter how painstakingly I tried to explain it to her. I set my glass down on 
the counter and looked up. “We’ve been over this before…I just don’t think it’s a good idea for 
him to get his hopes up that I might join his team, especially when I have no intention of doing 
so. It’s better if I get approved as a worker first and then tell him afterward, when I’ve been 
accepted to join another team. The agency is working in three different cities in Sharghistan, so I 
could easily go somewhere else and avoid all the complications that would arise if I was on his 
team.” 

Cheyenne waited for me to finish babbling, then asked, “So you haven’t told him yet?” 

I stared at her helplessly. 

“Ally, this is ridiculous.” She backed away from the counter momentarily, allowing one of the 
servers to pass through with three cups of steaming coffee. “It’s a big deal that you’ve made it 
this far into the selection process, and he’d be happy for you. You can’t just out-of-the-blue 
announce that you’re joining another team in his area. He’ll be crushed. Besides, you’re being 
absolutely stupid not to consider joining his team. He’s starting his second year, taking on a 
whole new group of trainees. It’s the perfect time to go, because you wouldn’t be lagging behind. 
I can’t for the life of me figure out why you think it’d be so hard. You managed to work things 
out just fine when he was living here.” 



I groaned and let my head fall into my hands. No matter how many times we rehashed this 
argument, neither of us could understand the other’s point of view. Cheyenne didn’t have a clue 
what it was like to be in my shoes; after all, her courtship with Brian had gone sweetly and 
smoothly from start to finish, and now that she was living out her happily ever after, she was 
blissfully unaware of what it was like to be in love with absolutely no outlet to express it. 

But then, I knew she was wise beyond her years, and I couldn’t discount her advice completely, 
though it was certainly my first instinct to do so. 

“I know you think I’m being difficult,” I said, choosing my words carefully, “but I know how 
hard it would be to work with him, and I can’t do it.” 

Cheyenne raised a slender eyebrow in question. “How can you presume to know the outcome of 
something if you’ve never even tried it?” 

“Because I know how we are.” 

Cheyenne maintained eye contact, her expression railing at me for my stubbornness. 

“I do,” I insisted, scooping up my iced tea again. “And anyway, I’m still praying about it.” 

I took a long drink, and Cheyenne disappeared into the kitchen to check on her baked goods. She 
returned moments later with a platter of oatmeal raisin cookies, and inserted them below the 
counter into the glass display table. She kept one for me, plopping it onto a napkin and pushing it 
toward me. “So…things are still going good with Jessi?” 

“Mmm-hmm.” I eagerly picked up the cookie and bit into it – still warm and gooey. 

“And you’re finally able to sleep through the night?” 

I nodded rapidly, unable to speak because of the cookie. I swallowed, then took a swig of iced 
tea to wash it down. “I’m sleeping all right. A little bit too well. I had another dream last night.” 

Cheyenne’s blue eyes rounded, and she leaned toward me again, her voice hushed so that only I 
could hear. “The one where you and Nate are married?” 

I bit into the cookie again, taking a smaller piece this time. “It was the same as all the other times 
– we were in some secluded, romantic location, and I was reading the Bible, and he 
was…well…doing everything I wish he’d do to me.” I blushed, my heart racing as the vivid 
memories stirred up my senses. “It was unbelievably real – I could almost taste and feel him, 
could almost hear his voice.” 

Cheyenne listened quietly, forearms crossed one over the other, head tilted to the side. She 
waited for me to go on. 



“It’s never been like this before. I know it sounds crazy, but it’s almost as if he’s trying to reach 
me, trying to tell me something. That’s what worries me. I haven’t heard from him all week, and 
I don’t know if he’s okay, and…and it occurred to me that if something happened to him…” My 
voice wavered, and the room spun beneath my chair. “He might be closer now, you know?” 

Concern flickered in Cheyenne’s eyes, but she quickly threw it off and replaced it with a look of 
tender sympathy. “You’re getting all worked up over nothing,” she said, patting my hand. “I’m 
sure he’s fine. And anyway, why would you have good dreams about him if something was 
wrong?” 

I didn’t have an answer for that, but the thoughts continued to torment me while I sat and 
finished my iced tea. Cheyenne returned to her baking, and I let myself blend into the crowd, no 
longer in the mood to socialize. 

And then, realizing I was sinning by being so anxious, I gave my cares to the Lord and 
committed Nate once more to His capable hands. 

Eager to distract myself, I went out to my car and grabbed my piano books. No one was using 
the practice room, so I claimed the space for myself and sat down at the seven foot Steinway that 
had been donated by a generous church member. The tone of the piano was beautiful, and I much 
preferred it to my small electric keyboard at home, though for convenience’s sake it was nice to 
have something to putter around on when I couldn’t make it to the Studio. 

For the past year I’d been taking lessons from Mrs. Lawson, the church pianist. Learning to read 
music and make sense of more challenging pieces had quickly become one of my favorite 
pastimes. The feel of the ivory keys, the mellow bell-tone quality of the sound, the rise and fall 
of dynamics and melodies – all of it thrilled me and made me feel as if I was in the very presence 
of God. It seemed fitting, since He was the author and creator of it all. 

I opened one of my lesson books to Chopin’s 4th prelude in E minor, and devoted myself to 
memorizing the right hand notes. At first the process was simple, but I soon came to a difficult 
section, and couldn’t figure out what I was doing wrong and why the melody sounded different 
from the recording on my CD. 

Frustrated and a bit perturbed, I finally gave up, throwing my elbows against the keys as I sighed 
into my hands. Discordant sounds swirled around me, sounding much more like the crashing end 
of a Beethoven sonata than a sweet Chopin prelude. 

Such a state I was in, feeling sorry for myself on account of my inability to play such a 
straightforward piece, when the sound of a creaking door and a shuffling of tennis shoes broke 
my silent musings. 

“It’s supposed to be D sharp, not D natural,” said a low, familiar voice. “And your counting is an 
absolute disaster in measure thirteen.” 



My elbows froze on the keys, my body suddenly gone stiff and rigid. Nothing in the world could 
have prepared me to hear that voice at that exact moment – and so crazy it seemed, so 
completely out of context, that I was certain my ears must have been playing tricks on me. 
Surely it was just the lingering impressions of my dream. That couldn’t be his voice… 

I spun around on the bench, and as my eyes flitted up and locked with his – calm, lovely, 
luminous – I found myself nearly bowled over with amazement and a pounding, rushing flood of 
disbelief that the man standing before me was actually Nathan McCartney. 

Impossible! 

But there he stood just inside the doorway, hands shoved into his pockets, a lopsided smile on his 
face. I couldn’t wrap my mind around the sight of him, but he was too solid and real to be an 
apparition, and I knew there could be no other explanation than that he’d come back from 
Sharghistan. I fumbled to my feet, reality slowly sinking upon me, until tears welled up in my 
eyes and made my heart nearly hurt with joy. 

“Nate!” I exclaimed, rushing toward him. 

He closed the distance between us and then I was in his arms. For me the reunion was sweeter 
than any other, unspoiled by the world, borne solely out of a deep, everlasting friendship. I felt 
the strength of his arms and shoulders, the warmth radiating from his touch, and knew, in my 
heart, that even in his absence I had only grown to love him more. 

Nate drew back to look at me, and I was for a moment caught up entirely by the power of my 
attraction to him. Everything about him made my heart beat faster: his dark, expressive eyes, the 
brown stubble shadowing his jaw, the wavy locks of hair that curled lazily over his brow and 
ears. I was sure the sight of him would never cease to take my breath away. 

“Ally,” he greeted softly, his eyes roving across my face. “You look…beautiful.” 

A surge of warmth flushed across my skin, tingling and wildly pleasant. “I can’t believe you’re 
here. This is…wow…why didn’t you tell me you were coming back? I was so worried when I 
didn’t hear from you all week, and I thought maybe something had happened…” I trailed off 
awkwardly, embarrassed to admit my own fears now that he was standing right in front of me, 
healthy and safe. “My word, you nearly scared me half to death walking in like that, all secretive 
and unannounced!” 

He stepped away, his arms falling to his sides, his face flushed with happiness. “I know, I’m 
sorry. I got leave for a week, and I was going to tell you, but it all happened so fast, and then I 
thought, why don’t I just surprise her?” 

A smile broke across my face, and I tucked a lock of hair behind my ear, feeling suddenly and 
inexplicably shy. 



“Pastor Jacob picked me up at the airport, and on our way through town he pointed out the new 
Studio7. It’s beautiful, Al, just exactly as I imagined it. Then I saw your car in the parking lot, 
so…here I am.” His grin widened. 

A rush of giddiness rippled down my spine. “Well, in that case – dar suphal di man.” 

Nate’s eyes widened as he recognized my Shari welcome. “Dala xa, Ally. Your Shari just keeps 
sounding better and better. You must be working hard.” He winked at me, then moved around 
the piano bench and sat down, leaving enough room for me on the end. “Have a seat.” 

I did, and found that I couldn’t take my eyes off him. His smile was gloriously wide, lighting his 
whole face. He seemed broader across the shoulders, stronger somehow, though perhaps a year’s 
separation had altered him in my memories. Whatever the case, his presence was wholly 
unsettling. 

“It’s good to see you again.” He spoke softly, freely, and I realized that time and distance would 
never change anything. At our very essence we would always be the same, and he would always 
be familiar to me. 

“You, too,” I whispered. 

Considering his stint wasn’t over for eleven months, and that he’d just now said he was only 
home for a week, I had to wonder at the spontaneity of it all. Did he have some sort of work to 
do here, or did he simply need a break? He’d sounded completely worn out on Sunday, so 
perhaps he’d decided to get away from all the stress for a while. Either way, I didn’t let it trouble 
me too much. That he was here right now was a gift from God, and however short it might be, I 
would embrace it and make the most of it. 

Nate loosed a sigh, then twisted around and tapped the sheet of music on the piano stand. “How 
come you didn’t tell me you were playing Chopin?” 

I shrugged. “I was waiting until I actually learned the piece first. You know, so I didn’t have to 
admit defeat.” 

“That’s very sneaky of you. What else have you been keeping from me?” 

I blushed slightly, feeling ridiculous that I couldn’t stop smiling. “Nate, you know I tell you 
everything.” 

He held my gaze, perhaps struck by something in my eyes, though I couldn’t tell what. For a 
moment it looked as if he might say something serious, but then he broke away, nodding once 
again at the sheet of music. “Play the prelude for me,” he requested. 

“I can’t. I’m just learning the right hand.” 

“You play the right, and I’ll play the left.” 



Pleased with the idea, I slid forward on the bench and prepared my right hand above the keys. 
“I’ve only got the first ten measures so far.” 

“Good,” he said with a smile. “Then I can teach you the rest.” 

Nate was patient with me, helping me through the notes. Before long I had learned the entire 
piece hands separately while he played the accompanying part. And then, seeing how much he 
longed to make music, I stood to my feet, moved aside, and asked him to play for me. He 
conceded willingly, and even in the opening measures of a Brahms’ Intermezzo, his artistry was 
unsurpassed. It was like experiencing a riotous sunset of pinks, purples, and oranges, only 
instead of light, the colors were sound. 

I watched his hands, fascinated with his control and mastery. Fine hands he had. A pianist’s 
hands. Artful and steady, with beautifully long bone structure that was even more beautiful in 
motion. 

The last chord resonated. Nate didn’t take his hands off the keys, and neither of us spoke. I felt 
vaguely disoriented and out-of-sorts, but sought his gaze anyway – and what I saw in those dark 
depths was so incredible, so shocking, it took my breath away. 

He was looking at me. Really looking. The way a man looks at a woman he wants to hold and 
kiss and touch. No fear, no doubting, no holding back. Just a look of pure longing, as genuine 
and true as the simplest of emotions. I could hardly keep my composure, could hardly keep from 
shaking. 

Nate took a breath, his hands sliding off the keys as he turned toward me and spoke forever into 
existence. “Ally…I love you.” 

The words came out in a rush of emotion, so unexpected I could not at first believe he’d said 
them. And then, as I saw the flush of color on his face and the tears gathering as glints of light in 
his eyes, I knew I hadn’t imagined it. 

I gripped the black panels running alongside the body of the piano, my knees suddenly caving 
beneath me. My breath constricted, my heart welling up with every perfect feeling, my thoughts 
racing just to make sense of it all – his sudden return, the way he had looked at me, his 
unbelievable words. In the end it was so overwhelming I could only manage a breathless, 
startled, “Oh, my gosh.” 

Nate stood abruptly, his manner and movement now conflicted as he struggled, perhaps for the 
first time in his life, to express himself in my presence. “I know it’s presumptuous of me to burst 
back into your life like this and pour my heart out and expect you to have any response –“ He 
grimaced slightly – “but God help me if I go another moment without telling you how I feel. I 
love you. I love you. I’ve always loved you, and if I thought I could live without you, I wouldn’t 
have come all this way and risked whatever it is I’m risking right now just to tell you that.” 



My heart hammered against my breastbone, my disbelief giving way to amazement. That he 
should come to me in such a way, and declare his love so freely, was all at once astonishing and 
marvelous and surreal. I tried to think of something to say in response, but I couldn’t – all I could 
do was stand before him with tears in my eyes and new, burgeoning hope in my heart. 

“God only knows how much I’ve missed you,” Nate murmured as he stepped toward me, 
seemingly to take me into his arms, though he held himself back at the last. “And I meant to 
come here and ease back into things and find the right time to do all this – but then I saw you, 
and you’re so beautiful, and I just…well, here it is.” 

I waited, shaking visibly, my tears now a flood of emotion I was too weak to stop. Nor did I want 
to stop, for the feelings his words evoked in me were so glorious I was sure God must have 
created them just so I could know the depth of His love. Oh, Lord, is this what You had in store 

for me all along? 

“I know God forbid that anything should happen between us,” Nate went on, blundering ahead in 
breathless explanation, “and at the time, it was true. But He never took the door from our path; 
He only locked it and kept safe for a time, until we were ready to walk through it. I’m not the 
same man I was last year, that much I know. God’s opened to me such a world of wonder I can 
hardly wait to share it with you. He’s set me free, and I’m done denying myself the things my 
heart wants. I’m done struggling to live up to expectations nobody has for me, not even God.” 
His voice trembled as it dropped to that low, husky tone that always raised goosebumps on my 
skin. “And I’m done trying to convince myself that you and I aren’t meant to be together. I know 
that we are. I’ve always known it.” 

He had drawn quite close to me now, his eyes dark and earnest, though I saw the hesitation there, 
the brief flicker of doubt that I might not return his feelings. I tried to speak, to reassure him, but 
my tongue weighed like lead against my mouth so that it was all I could do just to breathe, my 
body trembling with the suddenness of it all. 

“You must know what I’m asking.” Nate reached for my hand and gripped it firmly in his. “I’ve 
come without expectation, with only a God-given glimmer of hope, to see if you still care for me 
at all, and to ask you to come with me to Sharghistan…as my wife.” 

My breath caught, and my heart lurched wildly – for nothing in the world could have prepared 
me to receive the rush of joy and bewilderment that thereafter flooded my soul. His wife! How 
could that be? I’d sensed from his first declaration that he might ask me such a thing, but to hear 
the words actually leaving his mouth and with such breathless, beautiful fervor, such humility, 
such simplicity – I could hardly wrap my mind around it. I stared at him numbly, his words 
slowly sinking in, until the rush of blood in my ears drowned out all my thoughts but one. Oh, 

Lord! Have you done the impossible? Have you really and truly told Nate to marry me? I almost 
couldn’t bring myself to believe it, and so stood there wordlessly, tears gathering afresh in my 
eyes and spilling freely down my cheek. 

Nate released my hand, the hope in his expression wavering as the silence between us 
lengthened. “I know I have no right to ask you such a thing.” He swallowed hard, his voice 



rough with the beginnings of disappointment. “I know I’ve done nothing but hurt you and push 
you away, and my heart still breaks every time I think about it, but I –“ 

“Nate…” I lifted a hand to his chest to silence him. It was on my tongue to confess my own love 
for him, but there the words stopped, and I could not go on. I splayed my fingers flat against the 
solid muscle of his chest, my own breath quickening as I felt his warmth and the strong beat of 
his heart. Desire for him heightened my senses, and I could not stop myself, could not keep my 
fingers from inching upward to fiddle with the collar of his shirt, their tips gracing the flesh 
exposed there. 

I lifted my eyes to his face, awed by the way he had effortlessly opened the door of his true 
feelings, so that even if he’d not said a word, I still would’ve known of his love for me. And as 
my hand slid back down his chest, and felt the response leaping from his body at my touch, I 
knew he understood that my own feelings had not changed. He seemed to neither need nor want 
anything else. 

His hands swept up to cup my face, the pads of his thumbs brushing away my tears. I swayed 
toward him, my eyes fluttering closed at the softness of his touch. Then, incredibly, I felt his lips 
grace the skin just below my eyelashes. Chills overtook me as in turn he kissed my cheek, my 
jaw, my neck right below my ear. 

He pulled back slightly and I looked up, dazed and full of anticipation. I hardly knew what I saw 
in his eyes, but they were clear and focused and shining, and my heart raced as his hands slid 
through my hair and he bent down and kissed me. 

His lips met mine with thrilling warmth, soft and eager and sweetly lingering. For a moment all 
was quiet, until a flood of raw, beautiful emotions melted together within my soul and stole my 
breath away. Nate kissed me slowly, deeply, his own body trembling against mine as he followed 
his heart and took us into places neither of us could have dreamed of. Then he slid his hand down 
my arm and caught my waist, pulling me to him, sending little shivers of wonder all the way to 
my toes. 

I’d imagined kissing him a thousand times, and yet the slow, exhilarating burn of his mouth 
moving over mine was something I’d never known I could feel. After years of wondering what it 
might be like I finally understood – and it went so far beyond the mere physical I knew somehow 
it must have originated in the most sacred part of my soul. In that moment I felt the power of all 
Nate meant to me, all I meant to him, and all that God had given us because He loved us 
infinitely more than we could ask or imagine. 

At length Nate eased back and lowered his forehead to mine, the erratic ebb and flow of his 
breath tickling my skin. As I focused on his face, I saw in his eyes the promise of everything I 
had longed to receive from him, and the reflection of all I longed to give in return. 

“I love you,” he breathed again, barely able to speak the words. “All of you. Everything about 
you. Marry me, Ally.” 



I had only one answer to give, and with tears, the wonder of it all still swirling around me, I tilted 
my head up and nodded. “Okay.” 

A ghost of a smile played across his features, his joy ethereal in its simplicity. But then the 
boylike exuberance faded, and he took me fully into his arms and kissed me with all the fervor of 
one who’d waited eleven years to do it. 

How many nights had I dreamed of finding myself here, as a lover and not merely a friend, 
Nate’s mouth sweetly exploring my own, his scent and warmth teasing my senses, his fingers 
tangled in my hair? How many tears had I shed in grief, believing he would never love me the 
way I longed for him to love me? His declaration was astonishing, impossible – and yet I did not 
doubt it. The way he had looked into my eyes, the way he had spoken, the way he kissed me 
now, I knew he loved me. That knowledge was the most wonderful earthly gift God had ever 
given me, and I felt the deepest gratitude toward my Lord God, the One who had taken my 
silliest dreams and weakest longings, and had not thought them silly or weak, but had turned 
them into a gift beyond anything I could ever dream of. 

“’Set me as a seal upon your heart,’” Nate quoted softly, his fingers making music against my 
cheek as he drew back to catch his breath, “’for love is strong as death, jealousy is fierce as the 
grave. Its flashes are flashes of fire, the very flame of the Lord. Many waters cannot quench love, 
and neither can floods drown it.’” He gazed down at me, his feelings for once beautifully 
transparent. “It nearly killed me to leave last year without you, to think I’d lost the most precious 
thing in my life. But God has taught me so much, and I feel like I’ve never loved Him more than 
I do now. He’s so good, isn’t He? If He takes something away, it’s only to give us back 
something infinitely better.” He smiled down at me. “Don’t you believe that?” 

“Yes.” My tears overflowed. “Yes, I do.” 

---ooo--- 

Psalm 33:6-9 “By the word of the Lord the heavens were made…” 

Psalm 40:5 “Many, O Lord my God, are the wonders which You have done…” 

Philippians 2:9-11 “God highly exalted Him…” 

Song of Solomon 4:9 “You have captivated my heart…” 

Song of Solomon 8:6-7 “Set me as a seal upon your heart…” 
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---Chapter Fifty-Eight: The Goodness of God--- 



September, 2005 

From the very first moment I’d met Nate, I had seen his passion for the things around him. He 
was passionate about God, about sharing the gospel, about his lost friends, about music, about 
that homeless person on the side of the street. For him life had always been about giving, about 
letting go, about experiencing all the joys a walk with God could bring. But never once in all 
those years had I really believed he could be passionate about me. 

I suppose that was why, in those first moments after his proposal, the intensity of what had 
happened between us nearly blew me away. The change in him was extraordinary. Where once 
there had been walls of impenetrable height and depth, now there was an open doorway, bright 
and full of promise. I felt with him a wondrous ease, a merging of the known and unknown, a 
marvelous awareness of who we were and what we meant to each other. For the first time in my 
life I understood what it was to be loved as a woman, and I was convinced there was no other 
love, save the love of Christ, which could surpass it. 

I was still shaking from it all when Nate, breathless and smiling, took my hand and tugged me 
toward the practice room door, mumbling something about going outside to sit and talk. I 
followed like one who would have followed him anywhere, through fire and wind and water, 
completely willing to face anything if he was there with me. And I realized how fitting it was 
that I should feel that way, for it was the same way I felt with Christ, the bridegroom of the 
church, the heavenly image after which the earthly image was shaped. It made it even sweeter to 
know that God was in the middle of it all. 

Nate and I ventured out into the lounge; the place was overflowing with rambunctious students – 
even more so now that they’d started a ping-pong tournament in the game room. A couple girls 
rushed in front of us carrying bags of chips in their arms, followed by a guy with a backwards 
baseball cap and three sets of ping-pong paddles in his hand. I hardly gave them a second 
thought, for it seemed that they moved in a world entirely removed from the one I had just 
walked into. 

Cheyenne was sweeping the floor by the café counter, and looked up as we approached. She 
must have seen Nate walk through when he first arrived, for she seemed less surprised to see him 
than she did to see my shy, blushing smile. For a moment she stared blankly, disbelieving. Then 
her eyes rounded to stunning blue effect, and her broom fell with a clatter to the floor. 

“Oh my gosh! Oh my gosh!” She lifted a hand to her mouth, stepping toward me with 
amazement. “You’re engaged! I know it. Tell me you’re engaged!” 

I caught her as she sprung forward to give me a crushing hug, astounded that she had guessed my 
secret. If I didn’t know better, I might have suspected her of spying – but it probably hadn’t 
entered her mind once to do so. 

“How on earth did you know that?” I marveled, stepping back to hold her at arm’s length. 



“Because you’re beaming.” She squeezed my arms tightly, bouncing on her heels. “And because 
I knew you weren’t just playing the piano in there. Oh, wow, I’ve never been this happy for 
anyone in my entire life! You have to let me plan your wedding. A winter wedding with snow 
and red roses and sleigh bells and…and candlelight.” She grabbed my hands and spun me around 
in a circle, giggling with exhilaration. 

Incredible though it was, Cheyenne’s happiness only served to intensify my own. I couldn’t stop 
smiling, couldn’t stop taking in big deep breaths of wonder at what was happening to me. I 
glanced over at Nate to find him already watching me, his eyes lit with an open, unwavering 
affection that sent warm shivers rippling up and down my spine. 

Someone who looked suspiciously like Logan came up behind Nate and slung an arm around his 
shoulders. I knew they’d been in touch since Nate’s departure, but the sight was so odd and 
unexpected it was a full moment before I realized that my eyes weren’t deceiving me – that 
Logan was, in fact, giving Nate a friendly hello. 

“Hey, buddy. I didn’t know what time you wanted me to meet you here, but Pastor Jacob said 
your flight got delayed, so I hope I’m not too late.” Logan’s gaze slid amiably around to mine. 
“How’s it going, Ally?” 

I hardly knew how to put into words the exhilaration I felt, but I hoped my expression said it all. 
“Amazing,” I breathed, looking up at Nate again. I brushed my hand against his and he took it, 
rubbing his thumb along the back of my palm. 

“Amazing is right! Oh, let me see the ring!” Cheyenne seized my left hand, and as she glanced 
down at my finger her mouth widened and she let out a disbelieving gasp. “Oh my gosh, where’s 
the ring? Why don’t you have a ring?” 

“A ring?” Logan echoed, suddenly alert, staring back and forth between Nate and I with rising 
incredulity. “Dude, you didn’t tell me you were gonna propose to her.” 

“Well, obviously he didn’t finish proposing.” Cheyenne dropped my hand, a wrinkle appearing 
on her forehead as she gazed reproachfully up at Nate. “You don’t think you’re going to get 
away with that, do you?” 

I hadn’t realized until Cheyenne’s outburst that Nate hadn’t given me a ring, and while I 
supposed I should have been disappointed, or at least tempered in my joy, I couldn’t bring 
myself to care. He’d given me the most important thing – himself – and everything else seemed 
insignificant in comparison. 

Beside me Nate grimaced, a flash of regret lighting his face as he reached into his pocket and – 
to my great astonishment – pulled out the traditional black box. “I have the ring, I just…forgot to 
give it to her.” 

“Dude, how do you forget to give the girl the ring?” Logan shook his head, laughing. His eye 
caught mine, and my heart swelled to see the sincerity and approval on his face, almost as if it 



satisfied him to see my dreams coming true, to see Nate and I together in the way we were meant 
to be all along. 

“Yeah, how do you forget the ring?” Cheyenne teased, her slender hands propped against her 
hips. 

“I wasn’t really thinking about diamonds with her face right in front of me,” Nate defended, a 
flood of red washing over him, making him look sweet and boyish. 

“You get one chance to do it,” Logan quipped nonchalantly, “and you completely blow it. I bet 
you didn’t get down on one knee, either, did you? You’d better do the whole thing over again the 
right way, or she’ll tell everyone you forgot.” 

“Oh, be quiet, Logan,” Cheyenne insisted, scowling at him in her cute, unintimidating way. “Just 
let him open the box!” 

But Nate had already turned to me and stolen my attention, and under those dark, intense eyes of 
his all the bickering voices faded, all the sights blurred, and it was just us again. He flipped open 
the box and plucked the ring from its stand, revealing a solitary diamond shimmering across a 
gold band, tiny little diamonds embedded on either side. My insides fluttered at the sight of it, 
and I held my breath, stunned by its simple elegance and the realization that it was actually mine. 
I looked up at Nate, my eyes wide with disbelief. 

He took my hand in his and dropped to one knee, smiling foolishly up at me. “Ally…” 

“Wh-what are you doing?” I stammered, blushing, suddenly fully aware that we were not alone, 
and that anyone walking by could see what he was doing. “Get up.” 

“Logan’s right,” he said, smiling his lopsided smile. “You’re going to tell everyone I forgot to do 
it right.” 

“Good grief, Nate. It was all a whirlwind after ‘I love you.’ It doesn’t get much more right than 
that. Now get up, please, before you create a spectacle.” I tugged on his hand. 

But he refused to move. Instead he brought my hand to his lips and kissed my ring finger, his 
touch so soft and prolonged it drove my senses crazy. Then he slid the ring slowly onto my 
finger. The cold metal tickled my skin, drawing my awareness more and more away from dreams 
and into reality. This was really happening. He was really going to marry me. 

Overwhelmed with emotion, and willfully choosing not to care who was watching, I kneeled 
down in front of him and wrapped my arms around his neck. My fingers buried themselves in his 
dark curls, reveling in the soft, textured feel of it, pulling him closer until our foreheads met. 
“It’s beautiful,” I whispered. 

“Good,” he whispered back, his eyes dancing playfully, “‘cause I was afraid you might have 
preferred one of those candy rings.” 



“I do like candy rings,” I laughed, my stomach fluttering again just to be so close to him. He 
gazed longingly down at me, and my smile faded as the intensity of what I felt for him welled up 
to overflowing. I let out a soft breath, unable to keep silent a moment longer. “I love you.” 

The whispered words lingered on my lips, and Nate received them wholly, unhurriedly, without 
surprise but with every expression of happiness. Then he smiled his beautiful smile, stood up, 
and caught my hands to help me to my feet. “Let’s go talk.” 

Much to my chagrin Cheyenne and Logan still stood there watching us, appearing identically 
sobered and moved. Neither of them said a word at first, until Nate turned to Logan and asked 
him what time he’d be heading back to his apartment. 

“Uh…” Logan shook his head slightly, as if to resettle his thoughts. “Whenever you’re ready to 
go. I was thinking I might try my hand at ping-pong if you need more time.” 

I looked to Nate, confusion furrowing my brow. “Are you and Logan going somewhere?” 

“No, but he offered to let me crash at his place for the week.” Nate threw his friend a look of 
deep appreciation. “We’ll be outside talking. Just come let us know when the game’s over.” 

I marveled again that Logan and Nate were on such good terms they would willingly agree to 
room together – but then, God had a wonderful way of bringing about reconciliation when hearts 
were turned to Him. 

“Should I bring you some ginger ale?” Cheyenne asked eagerly, clearly desiring to be involved 
in the ongoing engagement celebration. “Maybe a smoothie? A chai latte?” 

I was about to open my mouth to tell her I couldn’t possibly drink anything at the moment, but 
Nate answered first. “Sure, why don’t you surprise us?” As she grinned with pleasure and 
hurried off, he turned to me and winked. “It’ll keep her entertained for a little while.” 

We found an empty table outside, one that overlooked the tree-lined parking lot and out across 
the city. The air was cool and damp, the moonlight hidden by powerful street lights, cars glowing 
red as they slowed at the nearby intersection. The world continued on as usual, and yet for me, I 
knew nothing would ever be the same again. 

We sat in sweet silence, pondering the significance of what had happened, letting it settle with all 
its wonder upon us. I kept looking at my ring, twisting it back and forth on my finger, loving the 
feel of it and the way it made my hand sparkle. Finally I glanced at Nate. He wore a look of 
absolute contentment on his face, so deep and all-consuming it made him seem for a moment ten 
years older. 

“This feels so right. You and me.” He reached out to tuck a wavy strand of my hair behind my 
ear. “I feel like for the first time in my life I don’t have to lie to myself when I’m with you. 
There’s such freedom in love, isn’t there?” 



I studied his face, his eyes, his brow, taking in every line and expression, knowing that my own 
soul had never been so light and free as it was now, to know that his heart was mine. “Yeah. 
There is.” 

For a moment Nate simply watched me, the intensity of his regard driving me crazy – until at last 
he sat back, taking in a deep breath and refocusing his thoughts. “We should probably talk about 
what’s next, seeing as I’m not here for very long.” 

And just like that reality intruded, reminding me that happily ever afters still involved merging 
with the real world, the one full of work and responsibilities and inconveniences of every kind. 
I’d forgotten Nate was still committed to his team for another eleven months, and acknowledging 
it now made my heart twist with dismay. Surely I wouldn’t have to wait that long to see him 
again, to marry him? 

Nate must have seen the worry in my eyes, for he leaned toward me as if to offer reassurance. 
“We’ll work it out, I promise. And no matter what necessity dictates we do, remember that it’s 
God who brought us together, and He alone knows the perfect timing of it all, the perfect way in 
which we’ll become husband and wife. So let’s just be patient and listen to Him.” 

I nodded, knowing and believing that with all my heart. “Of course.” 

“Good. So here’s what I’m thinking, and feel free to jump in.” Nate’s eyes lit with anticipation as 
he leaned back in his chair, preparing to explain it all to me. “I’m leaving next Saturday – 
unfortunately – and I’ve already committed to leading the second round of trainees until the end 
of next August. God alone knows why I did that, but there it is, and I know it’s not against us. As 
far away as a year seems, I can’t really conceive how we could get married before then.” 

I tried not to let it in, tried to hold it off, but in the end I couldn’t battle the disappointment that 
settled squarely in the pit of my stomach. I looked away, forcing myself not to argue even as I 
knew I had nothing to argue about. Oh, God, must I really go through another year of not being 

with him? 

“A year, Nate, really?” I pressed softly. “That seems like forever.” 

“I know. I don’t like it, either; but aside from getting married this week, or having a wedding in 
Sharghistan, I just don’t see another way around it. I’m sorry.” 

I sighed in resignation, knowing full well I would have to accept it. “My dad would kill me if we 
got married this week.” 

Nate chuckled, amused by the thought. “No, he’d probably kill me.” 

“True, but either way, we wouldn’t be married for long.” I plopped my elbows onto the round 
glass table and leaned into my hands. “I just can’t imagine having to go another whole year 
without seeing you. Don’t ask me to do that, Nate.” 



“I’m not,” he assured me quickly, hopefully. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” He 
paused, perhaps to gather his thoughts, perhaps because he wasn’t sure how I would respond. “I 
know that your name is on the list for candidate training next month.” 

I sat up suddenly, gaping at him. “How on earth did you –?” 

“I wasn’t snooping, I promise. I was talking with my coach just the other day and he let it slip 
that you’d been accepted. Congratulations, by the way.” He grinned knowingly, and didn’t 
reprove me for not telling him, much to my relief. 

“Thanks.” My cheeks warmed. 

“And this just goes to show how God is taking care of everything, because now you’re in a 
perfect position to join my team.” Enthusiasm leaped into his eyes, bright and full and sparkling. 
“It won’t be ideal, obviously, since we can’t interact the same way we can here, but at least we’ll 
be together, and you’ll have the chance to experience life there without all the added stress of 
being married. Then at the end of my assignment we can come back here and have the wedding, 
and stay a while until we’ve assembled a long term team. What do you think of that?” 

My throat closed up at his words, my heart hammering with the realization I could actually do 
this, that in a few short months I could be living in Sharghistan, learning language and culture, 
working side by side with Nate. Where before it had seemed impossible and something I was 
completely incapable of enduring, now the chance to be with him dangled enticingly before me, 
and nothing could have sounded sweeter to my ears. 

“I think it sounds wonderful,” I answered carefully, tracing the glass design on the rim of the 
table as I contemplated the ramifications of such a scheme. “But I wonder – what if it’s really 
hard for me there, and what if I can’t do it? What does that mean for us?” I looked up anxiously, 
terrified by my own questions, afraid that if I couldn’t handle Sharghistan he wouldn’t want me 
anymore. 

But he smiled back at me with eyes that held all the trust and calm in the world. “My love isn’t 
conditional, Ally. I didn’t ask you to marry me because you’re the only girl who will go to 
Sharghistan. I love you, and if it’s hard for you over there, which it will be at times, then we’ll 
work through it together, okay? I won’t make you stay there if you’re miserable, and I certainly 
won’t change my mind about marrying you. We just have to trust God. Only He knows the plans 
He has for us.” 

As quickly as they had come my fears vanished, and I felt so blessed, so undeserving, that God 
should have brought Nate into my life – not only as a friend, but as a man I could trust and 
respect and follow because he had first bowed the knee to Christ. Once again the goodness of 
God overwhelmed me, bringing fresh, hot tears to my eyes. 

Cheyenne chose that moment to burst through the glass door that led out to the patio, a serving 
tray topped with drinks held above her shoulder. She grinned as she approached us, and with a 
flourish deposited her tray on the table. 



“A strawberry smoothie for you,” she announced, lifting a tall glass and setting it in front of me. 
Then she picked up a wide mug topped with whipped cream and handed it to Nate. “And a root 
beer float for you – if I remember correctly, you used to like that.” 

Nate laughed, the sound of his voice free and effortless. “Thanks, Cheyenne.” 

Still she lingered, ostensibly to make sure we liked our drinks, though I knew she wanted to hear 
what we were talking about. Reaching for my smoothie, I looked up at her and spoke kindly. 
“We’re still working out the details, but you’ll be the first to know when the wedding is – and 
yes, you can help me plan it.” 

She bounced on her heels, hugging the empty tray to her chest as she gave a wistful sigh. “Oh, 
thank you! This is going to be so much fun!” She spun around with angelic grace and 
disappeared through the door from which she’d come. 

Nate turned to snare my gaze, amusement flickering in his eyes. “So…you’ll come out to 
Sharghistan, and we’ll get married next fall?” 

It seemed so far away, and I knew it would be hard to wait. But I also knew God had a plan, one 
better and grander and wiser than I could see or imagine right now. It was enough just to know 
that one day Nate would be mine. Until then I would rest in the hope of what God had promised. 

“All right,” I conceded with a gentle sigh. “If it has to be a year, then so be it. We’ve waited this 
long, haven’t we?” 

Nate sobered at my words, his smile disappearing as a look of intense yearning filled his eyes. 
He leaned toward me, lifting a hand to run his finger along the inside of my forearm. He touched 
me slowly, deliberately, making me shiver all over again with those same feelings I’d felt when 
he’d kissed me. 

“We have been waiting for a long time,” he murmured. “Or at least, I have.” 

I scoffed quietly. “You can’t honestly believe you’re alone in this. I’ve been in love with you 
since we were fifteen.” 

“Fifteen, really?” He mused over this new revelation, a playful smirk lifting the corners of his 
mouth. “That’s nothing. I’ve got three years on you.” 

Laughter spilled from my lips, for I was certain he must be lying. “No, you don’t. You couldn’t 
possibly have been in love with me with we were twelve. That’s ridiculous.” 

“Well, if I wasn’t in love with you, I was certainly smitten.” His eyes lingered on my face, 
making me feel weirdly and wonderful self-conscious. “Even those times when you were 
annoyed with me for following you around everywhere. You’d scowl at me and your eyebrows 
would make a funny shape. Like this.” He attempted to demonstrate the expression, which only 
made me laugh harder. 



“You did follow me around a lot.” 

“I couldn’t help it. You were the prettiest little thing I’d ever seen.” He leaned toward me, his 
smile fading, his nearness and touch making me lightheaded. “I never dreamed God would turn 
all that into what we have now, and what we will have, when you’re finally my wife.” 

He looked at me with such solemnity it suddenly became difficult to breathe. His scent was faint 
but enchanting, weaving itself around me, his warmth and nearness bringing every last feeling 
inside me to life. It was hard to sit still beside him, knowing that from this point on words would 
always be insufficient. I wanted to give him more. I wanted to give him all of myself, to show 
him that my love was real and powerful. If I could have married him right then, I would have. 

“Nate?” I murmured, tangling my fingers with his. “What made you change your mind about 
marrying me?” 

If the question startled him, he didn’t show it. Instead he looked down at our joined hands, his 
eyes focused, pondering. “The short of it is that I realized God didn’t create love so that we could 
dream about it all day but never embrace it. Jesus loved the world so much that He died for it. 
There was nothing passive about His love.” He lifted his eyes to mine, his face so close now it 
drove me completely wild with impatience. 

“My love for you has always been passive,” he admitted, his voice wavering with regret. “Not in 
the sense that I didn’t love you as my sister in Christ – but in the sense that I wouldn’t let myself 
embrace the deeper feelings God had given me, because I didn’t know how to reconcile them 
with my love for Christ. I was afraid I couldn’t do both. So I kept my love hidden.” He looked 
out across the parking lot, his eyes dark as he reflected on the thoughts and motivations of the 
past. A silver sports car pulled in from the main street, its brakes screeching, the sound of a 
blaring radio drifting up and around us as it passed by and drove into Starbucks next door. 

“I guess I didn’t realize the beauty of what God had given me until He drew me into a season of 
meditating on the love of Christ.” Nate turned back to me, the fullness of his regard and the 
openness of his affections making me feel as if I was floating up and up into the cool night sky. 
“I spent hours and hours in the Word, feeling like I was missing something vital, something at 
the very center of who Christ is. And it’s so simple I can’t believe I’ve read it a hundred times 
and never really understood it. ‘Husbands love your wives, as Christ loved the church and gave 
Himself up for her.’ Christ’s love, at its very greatest, is the most active, bold, passionate love 
there ever has been. And that’s how He wants us to love, too.” 

His words, so candid and heartfelt, opened my mind up to something that perhaps I had known 
all along, but had never truly appreciated. Sometimes the simple could be easily swallowed up 
by the complex, polluting the truth from what it was meant to be. It was why men wrote five-
hundred page books about things Christ said in five words. It was why Nate had sacrificed 
everything his heart wanted because he thought that was what God required of him. But the 
meaning of life in all the world for all of history was really quite simple: Jesus Christ loved His 
bride so passionately that He died for her. 



Nate stroked the back of my hand, his words coming slowly now, as if he was voicing them for 
the first time. “The moment I started seeing marriage as the closest, most tangible expression of 
the love of Christ on earth, it changed everything. I fasted and prayed for days, pleading with 
God to let me marry you. I waited and waited and then at the last he brought me back to Genesis. 
‘The Lord God said, “It is not good that man should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for 
him….” So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and while he slept took one 
of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. And the rib that the Lord God had taken from the 
man he made into a woman and brought her to the man. Then the man said, “This at last is bone 
of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called woman, because she was taken out of 
man.” Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they 
shall become one flesh.’” Nate paused as he reflected on what he’d just quoted, his eyes lighting 
up with amazement at the things God had revealed to him, the personal way in which He had 
spoken to him. “I swear I could hear His voice after that, leaping up from the pages of my Bible 
to speak to me. He said, ‘Nate, I created that girl just for you, and you for her. I never wanted 
you to be alone; I just wanted you to trust Me. You did trust me, and now it’s time to go home 
and marry her.’” A slow smile spread across his whole face. “So here I am.” 

The searing admiration in his eyes made my hands tremble and my heart skip crazily against my 
breastbone. God, I don’t deserve this. I will never understand why you’ve chosen to bless me in 

this way. 

But why should His blessings surprise me? He was the God of love, the God of mercy, the God 
of goodness. He would always delight in blessing His children, and I would never cease to praise 
Him for it. 

For the LORD God is a sun and shield; the LORD gives grace and glory; no good thing does He 

withhold from those who walk uprightly. O LORD of hosts, how blessed is the man who trusts in 

You! 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

I suppose I’d thought that of all things, telling my dad I was getting married would be the easiest 
part. For most of my life I had acted independently of him, and it seemed no great loss now to 
leave him and start a new life with Nate. But as I let myself into my dad’s house late that night, 
deciding on a whim that I ought to give him the chance to share in my joy, my stomach turned 
itself inside out and my feet stuck to the carpet. Fleetingly I wished I’d prepared something more 
substantial to say besides “I’m getting married,” but it was too late now. He’d already heard me. 
I heard his chair squeak as he stood up. 

“Al, is that you?” My dad’s gruff voice echoed from the living room as he followed his shadow 
into the hall’s archway. He stood looking down at me, so big and imposing I suddenly felt 
fourteen again, about to ask if Nate could come over after school to study. 



“Sorry it’s late,” I mumbled, twisting the hem of my sweater between my fingers, 
subconsciously hiding my engagement ring from his sight. “I should have called first. Are you 
busy?” 

“Just watchin’ some football commentaries. Come sit down. Are you okay?” 

“Of course,” I said quickly, appalled by the high-pitched sound of my voice. 

Randall sauntered back to his leather chair and fell heavily into it. He turned the volume down on 
the TV and gave me three quarters of his attention. “What’s on your mind, kid?” 

I hovered awkwardly before him, too nervous to sit down. I knew he couldn’t possibly have a 
clue what was coming, since Nate had said nothing about having a talk with him, and since he 
certainly didn’t know of Nate’s return. Guilt pricked the back of my neck, and I couldn’t look 
my dad in the eye. I had no idea how he would react, and suddenly I wished I hadn’t come – not 
tonight, not alone, not like this… 

God, give me the words. 

Randall had now turned half his attention back to the TV, and I knew if I didn’t speak now I’d 
lose him completely. “Dad,” I began, unnerved that my voice shook so much. “Did you know 
that Nate came back from Sharghistan today?” 

The chair squeaked as Randall went absolutely still. He stared at the TV screen, saying nothing. 

I bit the corner of my lip, indecision railing me like a battering ram. Just say it. Just say it. Just 

get it out there and let him deal with it. I cleared my throat, forced myself to press on.“He asked 
me to marry him.” 

Randall sat still, unmoving, his expression like stone and his body hardly flinching at my words. 
I didn’t know what I’d expected from him in response, but I certainly hadn’t expected him to 
morph into a statue and appear as if he hadn’t heard a word I’d said. 

“Dad?” I stepped toward him, cringing at his silence, wondering if I’d gone about this the wrong 
way and now our relationship was ruined forever. I very nearly burst into a flood of repentant 
tears, and would have, had Randall not lifted his eyes at that moment to look at me. I saw in their 
depths deep ribbons of sadness and resignation, and held myself back. 

“Ally, I don’t know what to say.” He rubbed his hands together, fingers sliding over his knuckles 
as he searched for words. “You’ve been makin’ your own decisions for a long time now, and I’m 
sure as certain I don’t have a say in this.” 

The sharpness of his words stung, and I blinked in bewilderment. How could he think that his 
opinion didn’t matter to me, or that I didn’t want it? I swallowed the lump in my throat, praying 
for the strength and wisdom to respond to him. “I care what you think, Dad, and I need to 
know…I need to know that you’ll support me.” 



“I’ve always supported you.” 

“No.” I shook my head. “Support isn’t letting me do whatever I want. It’s helping me and 
encouraging me and being happy for me.” 

He fixed his eyes once more on the TV screen, his voice flat as he spoke. “I am happy for you.”\ 

It felt as if he had thrust a knife into my chest and twisted it. Tears pricked my eyes, and I 
worried that if I didn’t get relief at once, I might not be able to breathe. “You’re not happy for 
me,” I whispered hoarsely. “You’re upset because you know I’m going to leave.” 

Randall fisted his hands against the arms of his chair, emotion suddenly bursting from him with 
stunning force. “He’s gonna to take you to Sharghistan, of all places! You think I like the 
thought of my daughter going off to some war zone to be killed by terrorists?” 

“It’s not a war zone anymore, Dad,” I insisted, “and I was going there anyway. You knew that.” 

The laughter that sprang from his lips was bitter and full of reproof. “You’ve been sayin’ that for 
over a year, Al, and you’re still here.” 

Appalled that he would call into question my sincerity and devotion to the Lord, I found my 
shoulders tightening, my jaw clenching. “So you’re saying you didn’t think I’d really go?” 

“I’m just sayin’, you’d follow that boy anywhere, and anywhere could very well get you killed.” 

“Sharghistan is safe.” 

“Nowhere in the Middle East is safe. Good grief, child, think about what you’re doing!” He 
turned toward me, both hands raised in disbelief, as if he couldn’t imagine why I’d want to do 
something so radical with my life. 

“I can’t believe you won’t be happy for me.” I brushed wildly at my tears. “I love him, and this 
is the most amazing day of my entire life, and all you can do is sit there and lecture me about 
things you don’t even understand!” 

Randall frowned at me from his chair, his thick eyebrows drawing together as the beginnings of 
misery shone in his eyes. He looked away, unable to let me see his pain. “I’m not gonna fight 
you on this, if that’s what you’re wonderin’. I already told him he could marry you. I’ll give you 
my blessing, I’ll walk you down the aisle, I’ll do whatever you want. Just don’t come crying to 
me when everything blows up in your face.” 

I stared at him, stricken and grieved, saddened to realize that my father and I would never see 
eye to eye. I knew he disapproved; I knew that in the secret places of his heart he wished Nate 
and I had never become friends. But I hated that he should surrender as he had, with fake 
acquiescence, acting as though everything was fine and there was nothing left to discuss. I knew 



the root of bitterness would creep into his heart, and one day he would resent me for marrying 
Nate and leaving him. 

But what else could I say? Randall and I had never been able to communicate about the things 
that mattered, and I had little hope that we ever would. Still, it hurt to think that my father might 
forever be displeased with my decision. 

“I’m sorry, Dad,” I murmured, aching in that little place in my heart he still had a hold of. “I’m 
sorry I’m hurting you by going away.” 

He huffed. “I just hope your God knows what He’s doing, ‘cause I don’t trust Him to take care of 
you, not one bit.” He continued to stare at the TV screen, arms crossed over his chest, shoulders 
slouched. 

I turned away from him, pressing my fingers against my temples to still the pounding there. I 
should have known this would be hard; I should have known I’d leave feeling frustrated and 
misunderstood. Why had I even bothered? 

I heard the creak of Randall’s chair behind me. “When’s the wedding?” he asked with lethargic 
disinterest. 

I heaved a sigh, feeling strangely rejected. “Next year sometime. But I’ll be leaving soon for 
Sharghistan.” 

Randall turned the volume up, choosing to make no further comment. As far as he was 
concerned, the discussion was over. 

I had nothing left to say to him. I couldn’t understand his cynicism, and I didn’t want to. He was 
impossible to figure out these days. For months he had gone to church with Charlie Thatcher, but 
then they’d had some sort of disagreement – which I still knew nothing about – and ever since 
then my dad had kept strictly to himself and his work. He was slipping through my fingers, and I 
knew I couldn’t hold onto the last threads forever. At some point I just had to give him up to 
God. 

So I left him moping in his big leather chair and walked out the door. 

*** 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

The sun broke through the clouds the next morning, orange and yellow blending with a faint 
shade of pink. The air was crisp and cool, making my arms shiver beneath my lightweight jacket 
every time a breeze blew down from the mountains. I sat next to Nate in the back of his pickup 
truck, the one he’d dumped in his backyard among the weeds and brambles, and now served as 
an interesting vantage point from which to view the high passes of the Great Smoky Mountains. I 



loved that Nate had suggested we meet up here; it was the perfect place to sit and talk and enjoy 
the beauty of God’s creation. 

“I went to see my dad last night,” I announced softly, one arm tucked under Nate’s as I snuggled 
against him, resting my head on his shoulder. 

“You did?” He glanced down at me, surprised and a little concerned. “Gosh, Al, if I’d have 
known that, I would’ve gone with you.” 

“I think that would’ve made it worse,” I mused, pressing closer to him, seeking the warmth of his 
body. “I just hate that he’s making me feel guilty at a time when I should be happy.” 

“He can only make you feel guilty if you let him.” 

“I know.” I closed my eyes, breathing in the tangy, pine-scented air, releasing the lingering 
disappointment from last night and letting my heart take flight with all the joy I now felt in 
Nate’s presence. I hadn’t been able to sleep a wink last night, and had been caught up entirely in 
prayers of thanksgiving and gratitude. Every time I started to doze off I’d awaken with a start, 
worried I’d dreamed it all up, that Nate hadn’t really returned from Sharghistan to declare his 
love for me. But then I’d look down at my hand and see the sparkling diamond ring, and relive 
all over again those moments in the practice room when God had poured out for me His 
incredible, overwhelming love. I was sure I would never cease to worship at the remembrance of 
it. 

“Your dad loves you,” Nate said, interrupting my reverie. “One of these days he’ll come around. 
If it makes you feel any better, when I talked to him he was quite civil, and even said something 
along the lines of, ‘It took you long enough.’” 

I laughed softly. “Was that before you told him you were taking me to Sharghistan, or after?” 

“Good point.” Nate glanced up at the mountains, a slight crease forming on his brow. “He did 
seem a little cross after I mentioned Sharghistan, but then I wondered if he was just missing out 
on a football game or something.” 

“He’s convinced something terrible will happen to me there. And that doesn’t bother me so much 
as the fact that all this time he thought I was spouting off nonsense when I talked of going to 
Sharghistan. He didn’t actually believe I’d go.” I fumed inwardly as I readjusted my legs, 
drawing my knees up closer to my chest. “All this time I thought he was being supportive.” 

“It’ll get easier for him.” 

“But what if it doesn’t?” I gazed up at Nate, troubled and confused and wishing I could forget 
about my father and move on, even as I knew I couldn’t. “What if he never understands why I 
have to do this?” 



Nate studied me for a long moment, a look of quiet understanding in his eyes. Then he shifted his 
body toward me, lifting a hand to my face, letting his thumb slide feather-light over the curves of 
my cheek and jaw. “The work that we do,” he murmured with feeling, “it’s an alone journey. 
People don’t understand, and they will never share our passion. To them we’re foolish and 
irresponsible. ‘A natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are 
foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised.’” 

I knew this to be true, and yet it was so hard to accept when my own father was the one who 
couldn’t understand the truth. I sighed against Nate’s hand, grateful he was there to carry the 
burden with me. 

The sun had now peeked fully above the mountains, the white light shining upon us with 
brilliance, its rays beaming down between the clouds. I looked up at Nate, enjoying the pleasure 
of his touch as he brushed a tendril of hair behind my ear. 

“Ally,” he breathed, his expression sobering, tightening with something that appeared to be 
painful, though I could not at first guess what it was. I waited, unnerved by the change in his 
manner and the way little glints of tears gathered in his eyes. At last he spoke: “You know I’m 
going to die when I’m twenty-seven.” 

The question fell upon me with shuddering severity. I swallowed hard, fighting the truth, 
unwilling to accept his words. It wasn’t that this had never crossed my mind – in fact, I had 
thought of it repeatedly last night, and with great, wrenching doubt. But until now Nate had been 
completely silent on the matter, and I’d begun to wonder, to hope, that he’d come to the 
conclusion he’d been mistaken all these years. 

Clearly he hadn’t. 

The wind blew locks of hair into my face again, and Nate brushed them gently away. Looking up 
at him now, I felt the fullness of his prophetic words, the reality that I could very well lose him, 
and spend the rest of my life alone. Fear clawed at the door of my soul, and I felt for a moment 
too weak to bear it. 

“You still believe that?” I fought off a rush of burning tears. 

“Yes, and I need you to believe it, too.” 

His plea was so earnest, so full of peace, I felt like a wretch for doubting. “But how do you know 
it’s true?” 

He fell silent, withdrawing his hand from my face. For a long while he said nothing, but I saw 
the conviction burning in his eyes, and knew that whatever had happened that fateful night long 
ago, he sincerely believed it was from God. “I had a dream,” he explained slowly. “I was in a 
room surrounded by hundreds of white-cloaked Muslims, and they were walking toward me, 
anger in their eyes. I was telling them about Jesus. They got closer and closer, and then I fell 
down, and they trampled all over me until I was dead.” 



My heart constricted at this horrible revelation, and I clutched Nate’s arm, desperate to find a 
way out, to create some logical explanation for it. “But that could mean anything. Dreams aren’t 
always literal. How do you know it was from God?” 

“Because I heard His voice.” He stared blankly across the sea of tall grass and trees before us, 
pondering the faded memories. “He said, ‘I have called you to the Shars. Take the message of 
Jesus Christ to them, and be strong and courageous, because when you are twenty-seven I will 
take your life from you for the sake of My glory.” 

I shivered at his words, my blood gone suddenly cold. I tried to open my mouth and speak, to 
contradict what he’d said, but my lips trembled so much I could not make a sound. 

“I know it’s not what you want to hear,” he continued, taking my hand and linking his fingers 
through mine. “But it’s the truth.” 

I stared at him, distressed and fearful, until finally the words of doubt burst forth from my 
mouth: “Oh, Nate, does God really talk to people like that?” 

“If He doesn’t, I don’t know who I’ve been following my whole life.” 

The calm in Nate’s eyes worked its magic, drawing my heart back to the One who had promised 
to do us good all our days and not evil. The One whose thoughts were higher than our thoughts, 
and whose plans were higher than our plans. If I couldn’t trust Him now, I was certain I never 
could. 

A verse came to mind, comforting me with its sweet encouragement: The Lord Himself goes 

before you and will be with you; He will never leave you nor forsake you. Do not be afraid; do 

not be discouraged. 

Presently Nate drew my hand against his chest and looked gravely down at me. “Ally, don’t 
marry me if you can’t live with that.” 

“I can live with it.” 

“But can you, really?” he pressed, challenging the ease with which I had answered. “I can’t 
promise you anything. I can’t promise that I’ll always be with you, or that I’ll always take care of 
you, or that I’ll never hurt you again. I almost didn’t get on that plane in Turkey because I knew 
that if I asked you to marry me I’d also have to ask you to let me go. I’ve got four years left, 
Ally. That’s all.” The sorrow that had stolen into his eyes now softened, and he tried to smile, 
though it was a ghost of his usual expression. “We can’t ignore it. I know it’s hard to accept, but 
I also know I wouldn’t be here right now if I didn’t think it was worth it.” 

“Of course it’s worth it,” I answered quickly, my voice shaking with the weight of everything I 
felt and the desperation to make some sense out of what God was doing. “I’d rather share part of 
my life with you than none of it, and I’d marry you even if it was only for a day. But I do wish 
you wouldn’t talk with such finality. God is merciful and gracious and you said yourself we can’t 



presume to know what the future holds. Anything can happen. I’m going to pray for you every 
day, and who’s to say He won’t spare your life because of my prayers? God hears His people, 
and He’s moved by their petitions. You’ll see. Jesus said if I ask anything in His name, He will 
do it – and I believe Him.” 

“Oh, Ally.” Nate released my hand, moving his own to my face to press back the waves of hair 
the wind had teased loose from behind my ear. “How can I argue with faith like that?” 

“So you’re going to stop trying to talk me out of this?” 

“God help me if I ever try to talk you out of this.” He looked long into my eyes, then slid his 
hand to the back of my neck and brought his lips down to mine. My soul trembled at his touch, 
his tenderness, the way his kiss could speak to me and make me feel beautiful and strong and 
desirable all at once. I pressed myself against him, my hand sliding up over his shoulder and into 
his crazy curls, drawing him near, letting the feel and taste of him sweep me up into worlds 
entirely removed from fear and sadness. 

At last Nate drew back, his breath shallow and warm, his fingers running along the curve of my 
neck so that goosebumps shivered down my arms. He smiled slowly. “God’s going to do 
something amazing in our lives. I just have that feeling.” 

I touched the freshly-shaven plane of his jaw, reveling in its smoothness and the way it seemed 
perfectly molded beneath my hand. Then I lowered my palm to his chest and set it above his 
heart, my own bursting so full of emotion I wasn’t sure I could speak. “I hope you’re right,” I 
murmured, my voice gone soft and hoarse. “If I’ve learned one thing through all this, it’s that 
when I can’t see God’s plan, when everything seems to be falling down around me, that’s when 
He’s most willing to come through for me, to bring me out to a place of abundance.” 

Nate nodded, his eyes lit with divinely-inspired hope. “We just have to trust Him.” 

Yes. That was what it really came down to. How much was I willing to let go, to give into His 
hands so that He could mold it into something greater? He’d already proved himself once by 
bringing Nate back to me. I knew He could do it again. Maybe not in the same way, or in the 
way I would do it, but it would be wonderful, because He was wonderful. 

I leaned back against Nate with a sigh, content simply to have him with me. His arms came up 
around me, strong and capable, making my eyes flood with tears as I contemplated what it would 
mean to have to give him up. It was hard to acknowledge that God didn’t promise I would never 
suffer. He didn’t promise things would always go the way I wanted. He only promised He’d be 
there with me through it all. I could rest in that. And whatever the future held for me and Nate – I 
knew the reward would be well worth the cost. 

“Let’s go inside,” Nate whispered after a moment. “You’re shivering out here.” 

Indeed I was, though I’d hardly noticed with the weight of what I’d been feeling. “I’m okay. If 
you don’t mind, can we sit here for a while longer? I think God is speaking to me.” 



I felt Nate’s nod, felt him kiss the top of my head. “Of course.” 

In the quiet that followed I felt the presence of my Lord God, heard His whispered reassurances 
on the breeze. He who had not spared His own Son, but had given Him up to save my soul, how 
would He not also with Him freely give me all things? 

I trust you, God. I trust you with all my heart, and I will joyfully walk down whatever path You 

have prepared for me. 

I knew it would be amazing. God would be glorified above all things, and I desired nothing else 
on earth. 

THE END 

---ooo--- 

Ephesians 5:25 “Husbands love your wives…” 

Genesis 2:18, 21-24 “Then the Lord God said…” 

Psalm 84:11-12 “For the LORD God is a sun and shield…” 

1 Corinthians 1:18 “The word of the cross is foolishness…” 

Romans 8:32 “He who did not spare His own Son…” 


